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      How many times in my mortal life would I hide myself from what I so desperately craved?

      The thick woodlands outside the city I called home was alive with chirps and chatters. The laurel bushes were still in bloom. Wildflowers blossoming in the beams of light filtering through the canopy above. I muttered under my breath and tugged at my wool palla, caught in the needles of a pine. It left little holes in the knit like a honeycomb. My husband would have to replace it. A housewarming gift for when we finally returned from this honeymoon–if one could call it that. One week of marriage and already I missed maidenhood.

      I peered through the brush and saw blooming rose cheeks attached to the most beautiful woman. Her skin was the color of wenge wood; she had an aura of curls blacker than a starless sky. She admired her reflection in the pond. I couldn’t blame her. Enamored with her face, I did not even think to look any lower. Yet curiosity got the best of me and then I saw her furry rump. Her tail, a tiny, upturned thing, with white fur the color of starlight. The rest of her legs were hairy as well, leading to hooved feet.

      A satyr – I thought just as a branch snapped behind me. The Satyr turned her head towards the sound before bounding off, her legs springing forward like a doe’s. More snapping branches and rustling leaves followed by grunts echoed through the wood. I looked over my shoulder at Taeon, my husband.

      Leaves poked out of his hair while he gripped his bow so tight his knuckles were white as clouds, his tunic flecked with dirt.  “Where are the damned beasts in these woods…” He spoke with the power of a shout, but his tight jaw refused him a scream. “What were you doing? I told you to look for a beast I can bring home as is tradition. A stag, a boar, Gods be damned, I’ll kill a fucking badger at this point.”

      I frowned. “I don’t believe it’s a wife’s duty to find her husband’s kill. Aren’t you supposed to be protecting me?” We’d been wandering these woods for three days now, searching for something Taeon could kill, to carry on his family tradition.

      It is said Taeon’s family were hunters before the God Phanese destroyed their home island. That when they crashed into the continent it was their skills with a bow that fed the masses. Thus, when a man is wed, he and his betrothed enter the woods for a hunt. To prove a husband’s worth with the wife bearing witness.

      I’ve known Taeon all my life. The two of us had been betrothed since we were babes, same as all wealthy children. We spent a good many hours of our childhood staring up at the wall where all his ancestors’ kills were hung. Boars, stags, bears– even a wolf’s head, hung in the villa. Taeon’s father’s kill was most impressive: a brilliant white stag with antlers so large I had no idea how the creature ever held its head high.

      Never once have I seen a hunter’s glare in his eye.

      Taeon pushed past me and approached the pond, oblivious to the creature that had been lounging there just moments before. He leaned down and splashed water on his face. I joined him and began taking off my sandals. “What are you doing?” He asked.

      “We’ve been walking in the dirt for over a day now. I just want to wash my feet.”

      “No time,” he told me before grabbing my wrist. He pulled me back to the treeline and we returned to the monotony of hunting. “I doubt my father had to drag his bride like this. You should be excited for a chance to see me hunt in your honor.”

      I closed my eyes and sighed, knowing full well we were both stuck out in the wilds till he killed something. Perhaps a duck. Or a chipmunk. “We could set a trap? Must you kill the beast with your own hands?”

      “It’s tradition. I make my kill with a bow and arrow. Silence is a woman’s glory, wife.”

      I glanced at the bow at his back that remained in its sling for three days now, next to a quiver tightly packed with bolts.

      It wasn’t always like this, the general animosity between us. When I thought my responsibilities towards Taeon were only domestic, when we were still children, we got along fine. We used to chase each other through his family villa, point at the mounted animal heads, and create silly voices for each. We got a little older and started to chase his maids about the house as well. Both of us stared as their skirts shifted when they ran, revealing more and more pink flesh of their thighs. Then Taeon caught me kissing one of the girls we would chase like dogs and doe, and since then he has hated me.

      I muttered something beneath my breath about chasing after nothing. He spun around, looking at me like a mad dog. I continued, “If you desire, husband, I’ll leave.”

      “You can’t,” he growled. Mad dog indeed. “You have to bear witness.”

      “Oh come now, who is going to check? The trees?” I gestured to the pines surrounding us.

      Taeon lowered his gaze to the ground. “They say there are dryads in the wood.”

      “And we know how prone they are to snitching.” It was the sort of comment that used to elicit laughter from Taeon. No longer.

      Taeon scoffed and pushed past me, making sure to bump me with his shoulder. Phanese and his Court help me, send some sort of beast our way so that we may go home. I’d be a dutiful wife. I’d open my legs enough so we may have heirs, I’d look the other way when Taeon left for the brothel. I would not kiss my chambermaids or imagine myself between their legs. I’d hide my desires, same as I hid my hair beneath my woolen palla.

      So lost in thought, I collided with Taeon’s back with a yelp. Taeon hissed at me. I looked over his shoulder to try and see what made him stop so suddenly. Then I heard something off in the distance. A soft, breathy sound, like the wind whipping through the mountains. We followed the noise, mindful of our feet. I realized the soft sound was a song, a reed pipe.

      The foliage became thick and it was impossible to walk without brushing a branch or two. Yet the song did not cease. The foliage thinned as we approached a clearing. Still hidden behind bush and brush, Taeon and I looked on. Sitting on a boulder sat a plump young woman blowing on a set of twin pipes. Much like the other fawn, she had a healthy flush across her face and her hair was long and windswept. Beautiful in every way.

      I was so enthralled I hardly noticed Taeon stringing his bow. Once I saw, I reached for his arrow, only for him to move away before I could snatch it. “What are you doing?” I hissed. Taeon just glowered at me. His eyes told me everything I needed to know.

      There were no satyrs on the grand wall of the villa.

      What they would even mount, I had no clue. The satyr’s rump or perhaps her hooves, but regardless, it would be quite the conversation starter.

      The woman who played her pipes was not some mindless creature. She posed no threat like the bears and wolves of the woods. No one would ever eat of her flesh as if she were a deer or rabbit. Not to mention she was much too beautiful to die.

      And at the hands of Taeon?

      No, she deserved better.

      When Taeon pulled back the drawstring to release his bow, I tackled him to the ground. We landed in the bush. The pipe playing stopped. I was stuck looking down at Taeon who appeared to have the wind knocked out of him. He took a sharp inhale before his harsh voice strained, “You–”

      He grabbed at me, trying to get on top of me like when we would wrestle as children. I recalled his method’s perfectly. It mattered not. He was much stronger than he had been as a child. Taeon managed to get enough of a grip on my shoulder he rolled me over so now he was on top of me, his knee on my stomach. His hands reached for my neck. Fingers pressed down on my windpipe. I clawed at his knuckles but he persisted, ignoring the irritated flesh of his face and hands.

      “You insolent bitch! I’ll mount you as
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