
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          By the River Kyveli: Stalked by the Manticore

        

        
        
          Mythic Monsters: Heat & Heart, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Bethany Baker

        

        
          Published by Demon Cat Press, 2022.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      BY THE RIVER KYVELI: STALKED BY THE MANTICORE

    

    
      First edition. February 1, 2022.

      Copyright © 2022 Bethany Baker.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8201507886

    

    
    
      Written by Bethany Baker.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For all the girls with claws

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Content Advisories

[image: ]




Expect a warm, heartfelt read with moments of angst and peril. Deviant, yet wholesome. Sensitive topics are handled with care. Detailed content advisories are available at the end of the book and at bit.ly/river-kyveli

​From Scratch Guarantee

This work was created entirely without the use of generative AI.
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Chapter One
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A lark’s melody trilled from the branch of an olive tree. Beams of clear mid-morning light broke through the crisp spring air, which smelled of fresh rain with a hint of sharpness from the odd fir tree here or there.

Rafail stalked along the path that climbed up from the bed of the river Kyveli, his footsteps as quiet as the breeze rustling the leaves. He was dark-skinned and of medium build—strong enough to wrestle a boar and quick enough to catch one. A tie at the crown of his head kept the ringlets of his long black hair from falling into his face as he strode further into the hills.

Despite the lingering winter chill, Rafail wore only a loincloth, sandals, and the quiver and bow slung across his shoulders. He moved with a predator’s hush, carefully picking his way along the deer path.

With fresh tracks ahead of him now, he slowed. The final approach must be subtle. The deer must not see him or smell him until it was dead.

There was a crunch of leaves, a golden blur—Rafail’s muscles tensed, but he was already slamming to the ground.

Pain flared across his back, then faded as his heart raced and time slowed. Snarling jaws loomed over him, fangs a mere hand’s breadth from his face. Rafail tried to twist away, but the claws in his shoulders kept him pinned.

Sensing that escape was futile, his body went utterly still, breath slowing to a whisper.

The creature looked down at him with magnificent golden eyes like twin suns, its hot breath washing over his face. 

Rafail would have sworn those eyes could see into his soul, like sunlight through the waters of the river.

“Please!” he gasped.

The creature’s eyes softened to an almost human expression—one of pain or sorrow. Then it lifted its claws and stepped away.

Rafail dared only lift his head. The creature was like a lion standing on two legs and kissed by the gods—tawny fur edged in scarlet, sloping horns like an antelope’s, muscular arms and legs, a tufted tail swishing behind them, and those brilliant golden eyes. And then Rafail saw through the dazzle to the tarnish—the skin pulled tightly over their ribs, the twigs and matted patches in their fur.

The creature dropped to all fours and dashed into the forest and out of sight.

Urgency surged through Rafael’s limbs, launching him up to his feet and into a sprint down the path. 

As he descended, he slowed to a jog to weave through the denser forest, but he didn’t stop until he’d reached a riverbank clearing where he could be sure that he was out of range of an ambush.

Rafail turned to face the forest, stepping into the edge of the river to let the frigid snow-melt water pull the heat from his feet. As his breathing and heartbeat slowed, Rafail’s conscious mind finally caught up.

Some creature of legend had nearly devoured him. He still felt more awed than frightened, though he couldn’t explain why. Perhaps the sprint had discharged his fear, or perhaps it had been the softening of those golden eyes. Whatever it was, it had let him go—he didn’t think it wise to linger and give it a chance to change its mind.

Sweat rolled down his back and Rafail reached around to brush it away, finding his fingers slick not with sweat, but with blood. As soon as he realized it, the pain flared to life where the creature’s claws had sliced through the skin of his shoulders.

Rafail grimaced and waded into the icy water, his skin prickling like a plucked fowl. As he crouched, red tendrils swirled into the river’s clear water. The cold stung, but it was better than stinking of blood.

He needed to get back to town and warn the other hunters—if they believed him. Did he even believe himself?
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Rafail jogged over the crest of the last low hill to Aulopolis. The town nestled in a shallow valley, straddling the river Kyveli. Mud-brick houses with thatched reed roofs surrounded the open-air markets and docks at the center of town. There was no need for a bridge because when the markets were open, one could simply jump from boat to boat all the way across. The rest of the time, there was always at least one ferry boat squatting patiently by the shore.

Downstream of Aulopolis, the river bustled with trade. But boats rarely went upstream where Rafail had been hunting—it brought them too close for comfort to the Sablespine Mountains from which the river flowed.

Rumors said that many gods lived in the unmapped lands over the Sablespines and that the mountains themselves were full of gods’ children—all kinds of strange and legendary beasts.

Rafail had dismissed such rumors as children’s tales disguising the true threat of the mountains—the unpredictable weather, the sheer cold, and altitude—but as he jogged down the road and through the town’s gates, he searched his memories of the legends for anything like the creature.

Rafail’s home, which he shared with his parents and four siblings, was on the upstream part of town and not too far in. He passed only a couple of worried neighbors, who he greeted with a smile and assurances that he was fine, before he reached the courtyard of his family’s house.

His younger sister Elisavet was an especially talented healer, despite having only seen twenty summers, and was the reason that Rafail had come straight home and not gone to an apothecary.

As Rafail stepped into the courtyard, his cat Magia chirped at him and sauntered over to weave between his legs, unperturbed by—or perhaps impressed by—the smell of his blood. Magia was a wild-looking cat with tufted ears, orange rosettes and striped legs. Rafail had found her as a kitten, abandoned near the edge of town and frightfully thin. He had nursed her back to health but would not have been successful if a ten-year-old Elisavet hadn’t figured out that Magia could drink goat’s milk when she was still too young for meat. The spirited cat had been a part of the family ever since.

Rafail’s mother, Iris, was a plump and quick-witted woman and the only being that could win a staring contest with Magia. Rafail’s father, Kostos, was clever enough to go toe-to-toe with Iris—and wise enough to rarely try to. He was a carpenter and at this time of day would be at his workshop by the market.

That left his three little brothers, ages seventeen, fourteen, and ten—Lysander, Dion, and Titos. Lysander was old enough to be apprenticing with a ship-maker, while Dion and Titos would be at Kostos’s shop or helping Iris with chores.

At the sound of Magia’s chirp, Iris leaned out into the doorway, and at the sight of Rafail’s bloody shoulders and wry smile, she tsked and called for Elisavet.

Elisavet scurried out a moment later, her hands stacked with bandages and poultices, her expression more quizzical than worried. She was nearly as tall as Rafail, her long hair braided over one shoulder, her grey eyes sharp as flint. Though she was five summers younger than Rafail, she already acted motherly. “What sort of trouble did you get into this time?”

“I’m not sure you’ll believe me,” Rafail said.

Her full lips curved into a smile. “Try me.”

Rafail explained everything as Elisavet laid out the bandages and jars. Iris lit a fire in the stone pit at the center of the courtyard and hauled an iron pot out from the kitchen, which quickly filled the little courtyard with the smell of stew.

Elisavet quizzed Rafail for more detail as she smoothed an oily poultice over the gashes in his shoulder.

“That’s all I can remember,” Rafail concluded. “I was thinking I should take what’s left of yesterday’s kill out to it. It looked starved.”

At that, Iris straightened and put her hands on her hips. “Let me get this straight. Not only have you brought back no meat today, but you want to take meat instead?”

“Don’t be too stern, mama,” Elisavet said. “These gashes are deep. He’s lucky they didn’t tear muscle.”

Rafail turned his eyes up at Iris, softly pleading, as he had since he was so small he fit on her hip.

Iris tsked and sighed. “No wonder that creature couldn’t eat you—I can’t even say ‘no’ to you. Fine. But you know how I’ve been looking forward to venison...”

Rafail gave her a placating smile. “I know, mama. I’ll make up for it.”

Elisavet wrapped Rafail’s shoulders in clean linen. “If they’re a god or a god’s child, an early offering will go a long way. Offend them, and there may not be any venison left to hunt. And besides, we owe them way more than half a boar for sparing Raf.”

Iris’s face softened. “Well, when you put it that way...”

Elisavet always was good at phrasing things just-so. Rafail was sure that she was also better suited for speaking to this creature than he was.

“You sure you don’t want to come with me?” Rafail asked.

Elisavet grinned, tying off the linen bandage. “I’m sure I do want to, and I’m sure it’s unwise. If they’re starved, they may feel weak. More potential threats will hardly encourage them to cooperate.”

“You sure you don’t want to go, then? I’m no diplomat.” If the stakes were as high as she’d said, he didn’t want to risk it. And Elisavet could hold her own with a spear—he’d made sure of it. He couldn’t always be around to protect her and the boys.
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