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ABOUT THE BOOK


ATALANTA


The mesmerising story of the only female Argonaut


When a daughter is born to the King of Arcadia, she brings only disappointment.


Left exposed on a mountainside, the defenceless infant Atalanta is left to the mercy of a passing mother bear and raised alongside the cubs under the protective eye of the goddess Artemis.


Swearing that she will prove her worth alongside the famed heroes of Greece, Atalanta leaves her forest to join Jason's band of Argonauts. But can she carve out her own place in the legends in a world made for men?
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EPIGRAPH


Atalanta: From the Greek Ἀταλάντη (Atalante) meaning ‘equal in strength’.


 


‘Atalanta was exceeding swift of foot . . . she exposed not her self to view, unless accidentally in following the chase, or defending herself from some man; in which action she broke forth like lightning.’


– Thomas Stanley, translator (1665),
Claudius Aelianus His Various History: Book XIII
(pages 258–87)










PROLOGUE


When I was born, they left me on a hillside. The king had given his decree – if it’s a girl, expose her on the mountain – and so some unfortunate soul was dispatched from the palace with this unwanted scrap of humanity: a baby girl instead of the glorious heir the king desired.


Left on the bare earth, I suppose I might have howled for as long as my little lungs could bear it. Or I could have lain, whimpering and fearful, watching as she came closer. The mother bear, her cubs still blind and damp-furred, attracted by the plaintive sound of a desolate newborn, her maternal anxiety still at its peak.


I’d like to think that I looked up at her, the mother bear, and held her gaze. That I didn’t flinch away from her hot breath or the rough caress of her paw. She must have been too solicitous to leave me, unable to stand the sound of a hungry infant, and so she scooped me up and took me back with her.


I grew strong on bear milk. I learned to wrestle with my bear siblings, the rough and tumble of our play with no quarter given. I never cried when their claws or teeth scraped my skin or when they growled and pounced. Rather, I twisted my fingers into their fur, pulled them to the ground, buried my own teeth in their flanks and bit as hard as I could. By night, we curled up together, a tangle of limbs ursine and human, the soft pads of their paws resting on my sun-browned flesh in our warm nest of leaves and earth, the damp rasp of their tongues against my face.


Seasons passed and, weaned from their mother’s milk, they learned to hunt for themselves, tentative at first, perched precariously on slippery rocks in the fast-flowing river that rushed through our forest. I would sit cross-legged on the grassy bank, watching the water for the shining dart of fish scales like they did, laughing at their clumsy swipes, the splashes that left them bedraggled. At first, their mother stayed close, intent upon them, but as their confidence swelled, she started to wander further away. She sniffed the air, her eyes drawn to the sloping hills, her attention drifting from us, caught by something else.


The cubs knew it before I did. They made themselves scarce before he appeared, the huge male in search of a mate. They hid themselves in the trees when he came shambling out of the mountains, from some faraway cave where the scent of the mother bear had carried on the fresh spring breeze. An irresistible summons to this monster, who seemed to rear up to the height of the trees themselves. The rumbling in his throat sounded like the thunder that had shaken the branches while I’d lain safe among the sleeping cubs all winter.


She sensed it too. In the space of a moment, the time it took for the wind to turn, she changed; swift, abrupt and inevitable. Her loving caresses turned to snarls and swipes; if any of her young looked back longingly before they scattered to the safety of their high branches, she leapt to chase them away. I trembled from behind a boulder, feeling the hot blast of air as she roared her warning. The only mother I had known in my short life was gone, replaced with something terrible.


She let him follow her. From where I hid, I saw his great head butting against her neck, and her answering nuzzle.


The cubs were agitated at first, but after a while they calmed, and one by one, each of them at last climbed down. I watched as my brothers and sisters made their own separate ways through the forest, quickly swallowed up by the towering trunks and verdant branches.


Disorientated, I went too, wandering without direction among the trees, but in time my tears dried up and my gasping breaths slowed. I knew where I was, and the familiarity of the forest was soothing as I walked. The air was golden-green, filtering through the leaves, rich with the scent of pine and cypress and soft black earth. A fat spider squatted in the centre of her web between two branches, her hairy brown body and striped legs almost disappearing against the bark. A snake darted forwards, coiling swiftly into a protective circle, the diamond sheen of its scales glittering where the sunlight fell across it. Where the trees thinned out on the higher slopes of the mountain, lions prowled, sleek and soundless through the ragged bushes and rocky outcrops. A forest sharp with fangs and claws, trickling with venom, pulsing with life and beauty. There were a thousand interconnected threads criss-crossing through it: from the ancient roots soaking up water deep beneath the earth so that the trees could lift their mighty crowns towards the sun, to the insects that burrowed into the deep crevices of the bark, to the birds that nested in the boughs, to the deer that trotted lightly and the stalking predators ready to pounce.


And in the heart of it all, there was me.
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She came to me in the forest after the bears had gone. She would have been an imposing sight to anyone, taller and stronger than any mortal woman would be – although I didn’t know that then – with a gleaming bow in her hand, a fierce glint in her eyes and a pack of hounds at her heels. Even as a small child, however, my curiosity was more powerful than my fear. When she held out her hand to me, I took it.


I remember my first sight of the grove where she led me, stepping out from the cluster of cypress trees behind her. I squinted, dazzled for a moment by the golden light reflecting back from the shimmering surface of the pool before us. I screwed up my eyes, opened them again and blinked.


Across the water, set into the sloping mountainside, was a wide cave with large rocks dotted about in front of the entrance. And perched on the flat planes of the rocks were women – nymphs, as I would come to know them. The air rang with their soft chatter and gentle laughter. I looked up at the woman who had brought me here and she smiled.


They gave me berries, ripe and sweet. I remember the taste 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 all the time. The dogs that had waited patiently at her side when she’d first found me would follow me into the trees, as though they looked for their mistress too. There were seven of them, and at first I found it easier to be with them than the nymphs. Their soft fur reminded me of the bears and their sharp teeth never frightened me. Every rustle of branches or snap of twigs as we walked would catch my attention, root me in place, searching in between the clusters of gnarled trunks for any sign of her return. I was eager for her to come back and see what I’d learned each time in her absence. Whenever she stepped out, as startling and unexpected as a sudden rain shower in spring, I felt my heart leap.


She would call out for the nymphs to follow her, and they would leave me behind, fleeing lightly through the trees and returning with the dusk, their prey bundled over their shoulders. Those evenings, the grove would be rich with the mouth-watering scent of roasting meat. I yearned to go with them, for the day she would think me useful enough to take with her.


Five more winters passed before she came to me one dawn at the start of spring, when she whispered ‘Atalanta?’ at the mouth of the cave, and I leapt to answer. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes shining, her tunic loosely belted around her waist, and the smoothly curved bow in her hand. She greeted the hounds, then inclined her head for me to follow her into the forest depths, indicating for me to walk as soundlessly as she did, and to pause and look around with quick, darting movements at frequent intervals. I felt the pressure building up inside me, the gleeful joy at this new sport threatening to explode into giddy laughter, but I swallowed it down, setting my chin as firmly as hers and placing my feet exactly where she did on the soft earth. The dogs streamed ahead of us, ears pricked as they sniffed the air eagerly. When they caught the scent they were searching for, she pulled me down swiftly beside her, crouching behind a fallen log, peering over the velvety 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 to grow free and joyous. She didn’t live as the other gods did, and my life was like no other human’s either. Artemis shunned the golden halls of Mount Olympus, the grand cloud-cloaked palace where the other immortals lived. She chose a life in the forest instead, preferring to bathe in the pools by silver moonlight and run through the trees by day, swift and graceful, a quiver of arrows slung across her body and her bow always ready. I saw that it pleased her to have a mortal grow up in her image, and I was glad of it too, even if I didn’t quite understand just how much gratitude I truly owed her.


I had never known a human hearth; I had no conception of how rare a thing it was to be the protégée of a goddess, to spend my childhood in the wild simplicity and raw magic of the woods.


Artemis may have chosen to shun her fellow Olympians, but the Arcadian woods were full of her companions. The nymphs who cared for me were dedicated to following her: dozens of ageless daughters of rivers, springs, oceans and winds, young women who ran and hunted and bathed alongside the goddess.


They told me stories. At first, I liked it best when they recounted my own – how I’d been left on the mountainside and rescued by the mother bear and later by Artemis. It kept the memories of my earliest life vivid in my mind. I didn’t want to forget who I was before I came to live with these gentle, laughing women. I didn’t want to lose the way it had felt, the exhilaration I’d known clutching the mother bear’s fur, holding on tightly as we ran through the forest, her powerful muscles shifting beneath me and the trees flying past.


I was full of curiosity, though, watching my new companions 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 already, why did they never seem to change?


‘Like Artemis, we grew from childhood to take this form and this is how we will stay,’ Phiale explained. ‘While the goddess 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.’


‘What 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 loose from its braid and her face smudged with traces of dirt, Callisto was returning from a hunt. She tossed her spear aside, letting it land with a clatter against a rock, and sank down on the ground beside the boulder I was sitting on.


‘She doesn’t frighten me,’ I said. I reached down and plucked a leaf from Callisto’s tangled curls.


‘Of course not.’ She leaned her head back, closing her eyes against the gentle sunlight.


‘Are you weary?’ Phiale asked her.


Callisto reached up her hand and caught my fingers in hers. ‘I’ve been hunting with Artemis, but she ran so far ahead. I can’t keep up with her.’ A wry smile lifted the corners of her mouth. ‘Not like Atalanta here, who can already run across the mountainsides with her all day and come back refreshed and ready for more.’


Phiale laughed. ‘Atalanta is only young, that’s why she’s so full of energy.’


‘Don’t you think she’ll be even more formidable when she’s fully grown? I do.’ Callisto squeezed my fingers and then she opened her eyes, looking up at me. ‘You’ll take my place as her closest companion before long,’ she said. There was no bitterness in her tone, no hint of jealousy. She said it simply and sincerely, with the affection she always showed me. It made my chest swell with a surge of pride and I looked away, not quite sure how to respond.


We felt it at the same moment, the sudden tingling in the air as though the forest itself was alert with anticipation. It meant only one thing. Artemis was here.


She strode out into the clearing, nymphs jumping up to attend her. She stood in the centre of them all, head and shoulders taller, holding a javelin stained with blood. She was still 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.


‘Truly, 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.


‘A hunter did once find this sacred grove,’ Phiale said. Callisto was standing half in the shadows of the cave, so I couldn’t see her face, but Phiale’s gaze was intent and serious, fixed upon me as she spoke. ‘He got separated from his companions and, searching for them, stumbled right on to the banks of the pool.’


‘Really?’ I wasn’t sure whether to believe her or not. Perhaps it was a joke or a story she was telling to test my credulity.


‘Artemis was bathing, just as she is now,’ Phiale went on. The laughter and soft splashes as nymphs joined Artemis in the water meant her story wouldn’t be overheard, but still she kept her voice so low that I had to strain to hear her. ‘The nymphs flung themselves into the pool, clustering around the goddess to shield her from his view, but it was as though he was frozen to the spot, just staring.’


Despite myself, I felt a stirring of unease. ‘What did she do?’


‘He had two dogs with him,’ Callisto said. ‘Artemis was furious – more so than I had ever seen her. I remember her face, how she looked at the dogs and then back at the man. It was silent, no one moving, and then at once her hand struck the water, and droplets flew at his face. Her voice – it wasn’t like Artemis’ voice, it was deeper, terrible. She told him to go and tell his companions how he saw the goddess naked.’


Phiale took up the tale. ‘He tried to get away, he scrambled back towards the trees, but I could see where his hair dripped with water that there was something forming on his head, something that made no sense. I stared, not able to believe what I was seeing, but as he screamed, I saw it taking shape – two antlers twisting out of his skull.’


‘Antlers?’ I gasped. ‘But how . . .?’


‘He fell, and all across his body, fur was growing. He was convulsing, over and over, his screams ringing into the sky, 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 hadn’t 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 forwards, 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 here,’ 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 stronger than he was.’ That was the way of the forest. Artemis had taught me that when we’d stalked our prey through the woods, bow in hand. We had to be able to take on whatever we encountered, to be strong enough to come out the victor every time.


‘That’s right,’ Phiale said. ‘But Artemis isn’t always here, and we aren’t all as fast as you are, Atalanta.’ Her mood was lightening now; she laughed as she said it, already back to playfulness.


‘Nor do we all have as much skill as you already do with the bow,’ Callisto added, kissing my forehead.


But I would be there, even when Artemis was not. I’d only regarded the hunters as a noisy nuisance, but now I resolved that if any came as close to us as Actaeon had, I would make sure they fared no better. I had been tempted sometimes to dart ahead of them, to see if any of them could ever manage a fleeting glance at me. Now when they thundered through with their horses and their dogs, I would turn away from their noisy intrusion and head deeper into the heart of the forest, where they could never manage to follow.


I was determined to keep growing stronger and faster. I worked harder, practising every day at shooting my bow, perfecting my aim. When Artemis came for me, I would show off my skills, bringing down stags and mountain lions alike. I would race her across the steep slopes of the mountains, my legs pumping, my breath sharp and desperate, always just a fraction behind her. I was young enough to think I might one day beat her, that I could be faster than a goddess. I wanted her to trust that I could protect us all, just like she did: I, who had grown up in the rough and tumble of the bears and stalked the woods silently with my bow and arrow. She was my sister, mother, guide and teacher all in one, and just like her, I wanted to fear nothing.
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We came upon a meadow full of flowers, their delicate red heads nodding among the lush grass. I thought it was a beautiful place to rest, but Artemis frowned when she saw it, and the displeasure on her face only deepened when the breeze carried a rich, sweet scent over to us and we saw the garland left there. It was a wreath of pink roses, twisted together and laid among the other flowers, their petals brushing together. I glanced at Artemis, bewildered by the sharp distaste that pinched her features together.


‘What is it?’ I asked. ‘Who left it here?’


I couldn’t see what there was to offend her here. Soft tufts of white cloud drifted across the sky, the sun shone mellow and golden over the gently waving grass, the flowers proliferated bright and blooming, a poplar tree spread its wide branches to offer shade.


‘Roses,’ Artemis said, nudging the garland with her foot and stirring its heavy, sultry perfume. The movement shook a few petals loose, and they fluttered to the ground. ‘Left here by some foolish mortal, some lovestruck hunter perhaps, in offering to Aphrodite, in the vain hope that she’d ever dare to return here.’


I held my breath, not wanting to interrupt her with the slightest movement. Artemis rarely spoke of the other gods. She’d never given any indication that one of them had ever been in our forest, her realm, where her power was unquestioned. It was the nymphs who taught me the worship of those others so that I could avoid accidentally neglecting or insulting one of them. I knew of Dionysus, who taught mortals how to make wine from grapes; Zeus, who wielded the thunderbolt and split the heavens apart with his stormy rage; Demeter, who blessed the earth so that it bore fruit and nourished us; Poseidon, who ruled the seas I had never seen and could only imagine. Deities of war, of song and poetry, of strategy, wisdom, marriage, of all kinds of things, some of which touched my life and some of which never came close. Aphrodite was definitely in the latter category.


Artemis turned her face away from the roses, looking back at me instead. She smiled, her annoyance lifting. ‘It’s ten years since I found you wandering in the woods,’ she said. ‘Already, you stand taller than all of the nymphs, and you’re still not a grown woman. You’re brave enough to want to protect them, even if you aren’t always sure from what threat.’


Her eyes darted back to the roses on the ground and she pursed her lips, seeming to come to a decision. ‘This forest used to be under the dominion of Rhea, the mother goddess. She ruled before any other; the gods were born from her and so were these mountains. Lions slept by her throne; when she set forth through the trees, they would pull her chariot, the strongest and most ferocious of beasts tamed by her alone. The forest passed from her to me, and no other Olympian dared to interfere in my lands.’


Around us, birds chirped merrily from the treetops. The scent of the roses hung in the air, thicker now and cloying.


‘When Aphrodite came, it was in pursuit of her lover, of course. A mortal named Adonis, who loved to hunt. For a while, she amused herself with it too, chasing after hares and birds and thinking herself brave. She begged him to stay away from the bears, the wolves and the lions, entreated him never to stalk a wild boar and risk so much as a scratch on his handsome flesh.’ Her lip curled. ‘They used to lie together here, in this meadow.’


My eyes widened.


‘In my forests, Atalanta, the place where I brought my nymphs to live in peace.’ She shook her head. ‘It was this meadow where he came with the mortal wound he got when he disturbed a wild beast in the woods – a creature more savage than he, the kind she’d warned him against. He died in her arms, his blood streaming on to the earth where it mingled with her tears.’


Artemis took a deliberate step forwards, crushing a clump of red flowers beneath her sandalled heel. ‘These sprang up where he died,’ she said. As she lifted her foot, I saw the broken stems, the scattered petals. ‘She never came back here again.’


I nodded as though I understood completely. I always hungered for more, but when a conversation bored her or she had said enough, there would be something so utterly forbidding in her eyes that I never ventured to ask any questions. Only later did I go back over what she’d said, trying to prise out any meaning I might have missed.


She was always abrupt, unpredictable, gone in an instant and returning without warning. That evening, when she was gone again, I joined the nymphs sitting around a fire, thin curls of smoke streaming upwards to the starlit sky, the notes of their laughter and chatter mingling harmoniously in the quiet dusk. Psekas swirled a jug between her hands, sending ripples across the dark liquid within. The smell of it reminded me of the roses, heady and sweet. Smiling, she took up a jug of water and poured some of it in, letting the two mix together. As she started to hand it around, I surprised myself by reaching for a cup.


Usually, I preferred to drink the cold, fresh water from the springs. Tonight, I was intrigued by the fragrance of the wine. I breathed it in, looking at the deep, rich colour, and took a sip. It had a tang to it, a sharp taste of fruit and spice that made me wrinkle my nose at first. But I felt it warming me from within and I took another sip, feeling that warmth radiate through my body.


Crocale leaned back, resting against the gnarled bark of the oak tree whose branches spread above us, the leaves fluttering against the night sky, the stars glimmering between its limbs. She ran her fingers idly through the tiny white flowers that grew around her. There was something so languorous and relaxed about the evening. It wasn’t that it was better when Artemis wasn’t there, but it was different. When she was with us, everything felt more alive, more vibrant. I would sit straighter, more alert, listening more intently. With her away, I let the conversation flow around me, until I remembered the meadow we’d found that afternoon and I interrupted with a question that seemed all at once to be pressing.


‘How long ago was it that Aphrodite left the forest?’


Psekas looked askance at me. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Artemis showed me the meadow today, where her flowers grow. I wondered how long ago it was.’


Psekas shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’ She cast a quick glance around and took a long sip of her wine. ‘She came here to tryst with her lover. Artemis hated that she was here at all, but we’d never really have known about it if she hadn’t told us – she was furious, of course. But I think the goddess was seeking somewhere hidden, away from the eyes of the world.’


‘This forest belongs to Artemis, though,’ Callisto interjected. She took up the water jug, stirring a little more into the wine.


Crocale leaned forward, holding out her cup to be refilled. ‘Aphrodite learned that clearly enough, I think.’


‘Artemis said it was an animal that killed Adonis,’ I said. ‘A hunting accident.’


Crocale nodded, though I saw her catch Psekas’ eye for a moment. She took a long sip and leaned back again. ‘Artemis hadn’t forgiven Aphrodite for interfering with a favourite of hers. She couldn’t tolerate her presence here. Her anger was constant; it clouded every day.’


‘No doubt she wanted to protect all of us,’ Callisto said. Her tone was mild, but I could detect a note of warning.


‘Why, what happened to her favourite? Was it a nymph?’ I asked.


Crocale sighed. ‘A girl to whom Artemis was devoted. They were dearest friends. Her name was Persephone.’


‘Persephone, the queen of the Underworld?’ I asked.


Crocale nodded. ‘They were girls together, their most cherished place the island of Sicily, where they would play in the meadows and gather violets. They had both sworn to a life without men, like all of us have done.’


‘But Aphrodite had other plans.’ The moonlight shimmered on the wine in Callisto’s cup as she tilted it one way and then another, her eyes sad as she spoke. ‘She wanted to prove her power, to show that there was no corner or cavern of the world where she didn’t have influence. Even the Underworld.’


‘She sent her son Eros after Hades,’ Crocale said. ‘She wanted the cold king of the dead to burn with desire. So Eros fired his arrow, and Hades was seized with a longing for Persephone that he couldn’t resist.’


‘So Persephone was married to Hades?’ I asked.


‘And Artemis lost her beloved friend,’ Callisto finished.


‘It made the insult of Aphrodite bringing Adonis here even worse,’ Psekas said. ‘She really couldn’t bear it.’


I thought of Artemis crushing the flowers beneath her feet. ‘That makes sense.’


Crocale stretched her arms above her head, letting them fall back by her sides with a slight shudder. ‘But just as Artemis didn’t forgive what happened to Persephone, I’m sure Aphrodite hasn’t forgiven the loss of Adonis either.’


‘How do you know?’ I asked.


‘There is a world beyond the forest,’ Crocale said. ‘We came to live here, with Artemis.’ She glanced at Psekas again. ‘Our sister, Peitho, went to serve as handmaiden to Aphrodite instead.’


‘There are nymphs all across the world,’ Psekas agreed. ‘Some who live like we do, some very differently.’


I frowned and swallowed the last of my wine. ‘Did your sister have a choice?’


Psekas laughed. ‘She did.’


‘And is she your enemy now, like Aphrodite is to Artemis?’


‘Not at all. She’s our sister; we love her just the same as always.’


I opened my mouth, but Callisto stood up. ‘I think it’s time to sleep,’ she said.


I was tired, a pleasant heaviness weighing me down. An owl hooted softly from a treetop, the dark shapes of the mountains rising behind the shadowy silhouettes of the trees like familiar friends. How unfathomable, I thought to myself as I made my way to bed, that anyone would choose a different home than here, a protector other than Artemis.


Other nymphs had come to join us over the years, sent by immortal fathers seeking a home for the numerous daughters for whom they found themselves responsible. It wasn’t long after that evening that Arethusa came. Her father was Nereus, an ancient sea-god, I heard her telling the others as I slipped out through the trees with my bow and arrows to hunt. I tracked through the forest, my feet light and soundless, until Helios began the downward slope of his mighty arc and the sun began to sink once more. I came to the banks of a river. Gratefully, I stripped off my tunic and submerged myself, washing away the dust and grime that clung to my skin. I broke the surface and let myself float, the gentle currents washing away my fatigue and soothing my aching muscles. I was not the only one there; the chatter of a small group of nymphs on the bank drifted on the breeze, and I lifted a hand to them. Callisto stood up from the group, shrugged off her tunic and slid into the river too. We often swam together, swapping stories of the day’s hunt. Waiting for her to reach me, I closed my eyes in blissful satisfaction, letting my hair fan out around me. But as I luxuriated in the memory of the day, I felt a tugging at my scalp. My eyes snapped open, my skin prickling at the unmistakeable sensation of fingers sliding through my hair.


I looked about me and saw that Callisto was still near to the opposite edge, nowhere near me. It was no nymph that had hold of me. Something else was in the river.


I twisted about in the water, jerking myself free, and splashed frantically towards the shallows, taking hold of the long grasses to pull myself out on to the safety of land, scrambling my tunic back over my head and seizing my bow. I stood panting at the river’s edge, searching the ripples for what had seized me. Across the water, Callisto had leapt out too, seeing my panic, and our eyes met. The nymphs on the other side sat up, puzzled but wary in the shattered peace of the gathering twilight.


And then Arethusa screamed. Arethusa, who had leaned too far over the river that all at once seemed composed of a dozen watery hands, all of them slithering over her flesh. She twisted away, squirming free on to the slippery mud, screaming again as we heard his voice gurgling from the depth, a thick growl of rushing water shaping the words, ‘I am Alpheus, god of this river.’ A shudder ran down my spine. Artemis was the goddess of our forest, but these minor gods sprang up at every brook or pool. Most would not dare to incur her wrath, but some were brasher and bolder.


Arethusa dragged herself to her feet and ran, but as I watched, a flurry of bubbles broke the surface and a shimmering, dripping form began to rise. Without thinking, I plunged back into the water, swimming to the other bank, where I yanked myself up on the muddy edge and tore after her. But he was following her too, his footsteps squelching at her back. If I fired my arrows, they’d slice right through his waters into her flesh. My breath was sharp and ragged in my lungs, but I called out to Artemis as he reared up over Arethusa like a wave, the emerging moon reflecting in his glistening crest.


The air stilled. My heels scraped against the earth as I halted. I could feel Artemis’ rage pulsing in the silence. She must have been near enough to hear my desperate cry, or else she had sensed the presence of Alpheus herself. And before Alpheus could descend, the exhausted Arethusa disappeared, replaced in an instant by a cloud of mist. He turned his great head from side to side, searching for her. A steady patter of water dripped from the centre of the massed fog where she had been. Then, all at once a cleft opened up in the earth beneath and the cloud collapsed in upon itself, a torrent of water cascading into the ground.


Alpheus roared in frustration, foam bubbling furiously into the dirt as he dived after her, but I heard Artemis laugh softly behind me and I whipped my head around. ‘Will he catch her?’


The goddess shook her head. ‘He will try. He will pursue her as far as he can, but she is a fast-moving stream now, flowing all the way beneath the earth to the Underworld itself. He can’t follow her that deep; he will have to come back to his own waters.’


‘The Underworld?’ I asked. ‘Then is she dead?’ She had been laughing on the riverbank only minutes ago.


Behind Artemis, I could see Callisto, her hair dripping and her tunic damp against her skin, her eyes wide with shock. She must have chased after us and seen what happened.


‘Not at all,’ Artemis said. ‘She will flow back up to earth, to an island far from here. She will be a sacred spring, blessed by me.’


The glint in her eye stopped me from asking anything more. I looked behind her, seeing that Callisto had been joined by the other nymphs. I saw her sweep her arms into the air, tracing the shape of the cloud that had been a girl and the dawning comprehension on their faces as they listened. I didn’t go back to them. I followed Artemis instead, my racing heart beginning to slow. Her stride through the trees was graceful, sure and confident. Her hair, as always, was caught up in tight braids at the back of her head, her legs bare beneath the knee-length hem of her tunic, her bow gleaming gold on her back. We passed the river from which I had fled, its waters as dark as the sky. The soft rush of the inky waves lapping against the bank sounded peaceful. The other nymphs had not returned. Perhaps Alpheus sulked somewhere in the depths, not daring to challenge Artemis. Calm had descended over the forest again. She stopped, perching on a rock to fasten her sandal, the strong line of her jaw and cheekbone silvered by the moonlight.


I couldn’t let it go. I had too many questions and, wary as I was of angering her, I had to know more. I tried to keep my tone even as I spoke. ‘So Arethusa is gone,’ I said.


Artemis leaned back on her elbows, tilting her face to the sky. ‘Ortygia is a beautiful island,’ she said.


‘It can’t be as beautiful as here.’


‘Well, if she wanted to stay, then she should have run faster.’ Her tone was mild despite the cold finality of her words. ‘It’s a mercy to her that I didn’t let Alpheus do what he wanted.’


I felt as though his fingers were still tangled in my hair. I shuddered.


‘You’ve been hunting today,’ Artemis said. ‘I’ve taught you to be careful, warned you about the mountain lions and wolves that might want to tear into your flesh and eat you while you’re still alive. But if one of those river-gods gets his hands on you . . . it’s something different.’


I watched the fractured darts of moonlight play on the water. The grass brushed against my heels, the air soft and cool on my skin. ‘So she’s better off as she is now than if he’d caught her?’


Artemis sighed. ‘She’s free of men forever. So, better off than most.’ She rolled over on the rock, resting her chin on her hands and looking at me squarely. She could have been any young woman: simply dressed, not weighed down by precious metals or fussy ornaments. Only her fearlessness marked her out, the steady determination of her gaze, her ease and her unapologetic confidence. ‘You know I only leave the forests and go into cities for one reason,’ she said.


I nodded. ‘To answer women’s prayers there.’


‘Women’s prayers in childbirth,’ she said. ‘There are so many of them, more than Eileithyia, goddess of labour pains, can help alone. I attend when I’m called, when they’re desperate.’ She shook her head, her eyes darkening. ‘It’s not something you’d ever want to see, when it gets desperate.’


‘How bad is it?’


‘Terrible. It’s the first thing I saw: my mother, Leto, seized with labour pains. She was a Titaness and she was raped by Zeus. His wife, Hera, was furious – the last thing she wanted was more of his bastards in her way – so she cursed my mother so that she would never be able to give birth on either land or water. She roamed every inch of the world, her babies stuck, desperate and exhausted, until she found a floating island where at last she could bring me into the world. My twin brother, Apollo, though, he was a problem.’ She laughed. ‘No surprises there. It took her another full day, panting and sweating and screaming that she’d be torn in two. Fortunately, I was born clear-eyed and steady on my feet. I could see what the trouble was, and I helped her guide him out of her womb to safety. He didn’t stay long with us, of course. He wasn’t interested in helping her recover – he had a world to explore and conquer. I looked after her, nursed her broken body back to health. I gathered our food – that’s how I learned to hunt.’


‘Did Hera ever come after you again?’ Artemis had never told me any of this before. If I’d thought about it at all, I’d assumed she’d sprung fully formed into the world, like her sister Athena, who stepped forth from Zeus’ brow already clad in armour and ready to fight.


‘No, she didn’t dare. Zeus was pleased to have such skilled twins, so he put his foot down. I’ve never been interested in spending much time with the rest of them anyway, and Hera wouldn’t care to come into the forests. I made a bargain with him: if he’d let me have the mountains and my girls, then I’d keep out of Hera’s way. But the main thing I wanted was to live untouched by men. I wasn’t going to find myself in my mother’s position if I could help it.’


‘What did he say?’ It still felt like Artemis was telling me fanciful stories. She was so much a part of the forest, I couldn’t picture her in a golden throne room, bargaining with the king of the immortals.


‘He thought it was hilarious. A life of chastity is something he couldn’t even begin to understand, but he agreed and let me alone to do what I want.’ She smiled, satisfied.


Leaves rustled on the other side of the riverbank. As I watched, the foliage parted and a bear shambled out from under their cover, making her leisurely way to the rocks at the water’s edge. Settling herself down, she cocked her great, shaggy head at us for a moment, then lowered it to drink. I felt the peace rippling out from Artemis, a moment of harmony so pure and perfect it felt like this was the world entire: us, the river and the bear. ‘I wish I could have saved her,’ I said. ‘Before Alpheus got too close.’


‘She is saved.’


I tried to imagine Ortygia; a faraway island with its lonely spring. What it would be like if that was me, if I had been easier prey for the river-god, like Arethusa was.


Artemis looked contented. I leaned back, trying to arrange my body the same way she did, hoping I had the same easy grace. Her words echoed in my head – She should have run faster – and I vowed that I would always be fast enough. Whatever dangers lurked in the forest, I could never let any of them catch up with me.
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