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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes emotionally grounded romance stories with immersive settings, slow-burn connection, and character-driven suspense that stays tender, hopeful, and clean. Each book is built to feel like a full journey, with honest longing, meaningful choices, and a love that earns its ending through trust.
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For the reader who has ever felt renamed by someone else’s expectations. May you find your true name again, and may love to speak it with care.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Nerissa Valehart, twenty-three, a mapmaker’s daughter raised on the riverbanks, known for her quiet courage and a mind that notices what others miss.
Thalen Marr, twenty-nine, the River Warden of Lyrvale, bound by oath to keep the river’s laws, outwardly controlled, inwardly burdened by a mercy he has never confessed.
Queen Maerwynn Asterfold, mid-fifties, ruler of Lyrvale, elegant and watchful, determined to keep peace with the river at any cost.
Ivo Bramblewick, early thirties, palace scribe and keeper of names, clever, friendly, and frightened of the ledger he is forced to maintain.
Sable Rookmere, late twenties, the warden’s second, sharp-eyed and loyal, a person who sees truths before they are spoken.
Elenna Voss, early twenties, Nerissa’s closest friend from the docks, bright, practical, and fiercely protective.
The River, called Veyra by those who still remember the old tongue, a living force that bargains, remembers, and collects what it is owed.
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The first thing Nerissa felt was the cold.

Not the honest cold of winter water, not the clean bite that made her lungs wake up, but a quiet cold that settled behind her teeth like a word she could not swallow. She stood on the lower docks where the lanterns always burned low, where the river sounded too patient for something that could take a person’s life with a single swelling breath. The current moved past the pilings with a soft, steady insistence, as if it had been waiting for her all along.

She tried to say her name.

The sound caught halfway, a small failure that should have been impossible. Nerissa had said her name a thousand times, when she signed maps, when she argued prices, when she soothed frightened children who had slipped on wet planks. She knew the shape of it as well as she knew the scar on her thumb.

But now the river held it.

She opened her mouth again, forcing air, forcing courage, forcing the familiar syllables to come out. Nothing. Not even a broken whisper. Her throat tightened, and the cold behind her teeth deepened, as if something inside her had been carefully lifted away and replaced with smooth, blank stone.

Behind her, the Naming Festival swelled like a tide that did not touch the water. Music floated down from the terrace above, drums and strings and the bright chime of bells. People laughed. People called to one another. People spoke their own names with careless ease.

Tonight was supposed to be simple.

Tonight she was supposed to stand before the palace clerk, register her adult name in the ledger, and step into the life she had been building with her father’s maps and her own steady hands. She had argued for months that she did not need a patron. She had made plans anyway, because plans were what kept poor people safe. She would sell her river charts to the palace. She would earn a room with a window. She would stop feeling like a guest in her own city.

And now she could not even introduce herself.

Nerissa’s fingers trembled as she gripped the rail. Wet wood pressed into her palm, and she tried to anchor herself in the physical world. The river’s surface reflected the lanterns in long, trembling ribbons. If she stared too long, she could almost imagine the water was looking back.

A memory flickered, sharp as a hook.

A child’s dare. Her own laughter. The riverbank at dusk, when the reeds whispered and the air smelled like mud and mint. Someone had said, Tell the river your true name and it will carry your wishes downstream.

She had been sixteen. She had been lonely. She had wanted the world to hear her.

She leaned close to the water and spoke the name she had never written, the name her mother had told her in a soft voice the night she died. A second name, meant to be private, meant to be protective. Nerissa had offered it like a secret coin dropped into a stranger’s hand.

And the river, patient as it was, had taken it.

Until now, she had almost forgotten she’d done it. Until now, when the river decided it was time to collect the rest.

Footsteps sounded on the planks behind her. Not the scattered steps of festival-goers, not the stumbling run of boys chasing each other with sugarbread, but measured steps with weight and purpose. Nerissa did not turn immediately. She was afraid that if she looked away from the water, the last piece of her that felt intact would loosen and float off.

A shadow fell across the rail.

“You should not be down here alone,” a man said.

His voice was controlled, low, and calm in a way that made her nerves prickle. It was the voice of someone used to obedience, used to keeping fear in its place. Nerissa forced herself to turn.

He wore a dark coat with a silver clasp shaped like a curling wave. The lanternlight slid over the clasp as if it recognized it. His hair was damp at the edges, as though he had come from the river rather than the palace. He did not look like the nobles above, flushed with wine and celebration. He looked like a boundary. Like a warning carved into stone.

His gaze met hers, and held.

Nerissa tried to speak. She tried to say, I’m fine. She tried to say, I’m leaving. She tried to say, Please don’t look at me like you already know what I am.

No words came.

The man’s eyes narrowed slightly, not with suspicion, but with something closer to recognition. That was worse. Recognition meant she was not invisible. Recognition meant the river’s problem had become a person’s problem.

He stepped closer, careful on the slick boards, and kept his hands at his sides as if he understood that people flinched when touched without warning. “Can you tell me your name,” he asked, and the question landed in her chest like a stone.

Nerissa’s throat tightened until it ached. She shook her head once, a small motion that felt humiliating. The festival noise above them seemed suddenly distant, like it belonged to another life.

His jaw flexed. “The river took it,” he said, as if stating a fact he had hoped would never be true again.

Nerissa’s stomach dropped. The certainty in his tone was a kind of terror. “I can’t,” she managed to whisper at last, but the whisper did not carry her name with it. It came out thin and incomplete, like a sentence missing its most important word.

He watched her lips, then the water, then her eyes again. “When did it start,” he asked.

Tonight, she wanted to say. This moment. This cold is behind my teeth. But she could not afford to be vague, not with a man who spoke as if the river kept records.

She pressed her fingers hard into the rail until pain sparked. “Now,” she forced out. “Just now.”

His expression did not soften. It tightened, as if something inside him was bracing. “Why are you here,” he asked, and the question was different from the first. Not about her, not really. About timing. About the cause.

The air seemed to thicken. Nerissa stared at him, trying to read his face, trying to decide whether he was the kind of person who helped or the kind of person who turned you into the palace. The clasp on his coat gleamed again, and the wave shape looked less like ornament and more like a seal.

A River Warden, she realized. She had seen them from afar, patrolling the banks when the flood warnings came, standing like black silhouettes against stormlight. People said they could hear the river’s moods. People said they could bargain.

People also said the river did not bargain without taking something first.

Nerissa swallowed. “Naming Festival,” she said, and her voice cracked. “I was supposed to register.”

His eyes moved over her face, and for one heartbeat she thought he might say her name for her, might rescue her from this blankness with a simple word. Instead he said, “The ledger is hungry tonight.”

She blinked, confused by the phrase, and he continued, more quietly. “If the river has started taking names on the festival, it means the old pact is shifting.”

Nerissa’s pulse was hammered. “What does that mean,” she asked.

He looked at the water again. The lantern ribbons trembled, and the current tugged at something invisible beneath the surface. When he spoke again, his voice was careful, as if each word mattered.

“It means it is choosing,” he said. “And it does not choose without a reason.”

Nerissa’s hands went cold all the way to the knuckles. “Choosing what,” she asked, and even as she spoke, she felt the river’s attention tighten around her like a net.

The man did not answer immediately. Instead he reached inside his coat and drew out a thin strip of river-glass, translucent and smoky, with a hole drilled near one end. A charm. A token. Something official.

He held it between them, not offering it yet, but letting her see it.

“My name is Thalen,” he said. He hesitated, then added, “I am the River Warden of Lyrvale.”

Nerissa’s lungs tightened. The River Warden, standing on the lower docks with her, when he should have been above, watching the queen’s ceremony, guarding the palace ledger like a lock.

“Say something,” he instructed softly, as if guiding her through panic. “Any word. Let me hear what the river allows.”

Nerissa tried. “Lantern,” she said, and the word came out. “Water.” That came too. “Please.” She hated how small it sounded.

Thalen’s gaze sharpened. “It is not taking your voice,” he murmured. “Only the word that binds you to yourself.”

Nerissa’s skin prickled. “Can it give it back,” she asked.

Thalen’s expression shifted, and she saw it then, the hidden strain under his control. Not fear exactly. No pity. Something older. Something like guilt that had been sitting in his bones for a long time, waiting for a moment like this to wake it.

“It can,” he said. “But it will demand payment.”

Nerissa stared at the river. The cold behind her teeth pulsed in time with the current. “What kind of payment,” she whispered.

Thalen did not look away from the water when he answered. “A name for a name,” he said. “A vow for a vow.”

Her heartbeat stumbled. “I don’t have anything like that,” she said, but her mind betrayed her with that old memory, her sixteen-year-old self leaning down, offering a secret second name like a wish.

Thalen finally looked at her again, and there was something unsettling in the steadiness of his eyes, as if he had just found the missing piece of a story he had been forced to live with for years.

“You do,” he said quietly. “You have what it wants most.”

Nerissa’s mouth went dry. “What,” she asked.

Thalen lifted the river-glass charm a little higher. The lanternlight passed through it and fractured into pale, wavering lines that looked like writing in a language the water understood.

“Your second name,” he said.

Nerissa’s breath caught so sharply it hurt. She hadn’t told anyone about it, not even her father. She hadn’t spoken it aloud in years.

“How do you know about that,” she demanded, and anger flared hot enough to cut through the cold for a moment.

Thalen’s face did not change, but something in his posture did, a subtle shift like a man preparing to take a blow. “Because I have been listening to it,” he said. “Because I have been hoping it would never surface again.”

Nerissa shook her head, the dock swaying slightly under her as if the world had become unreliable. “You’re lying,” she said. “You can’t possibly know it.”

Thalen’s lips parted, and for a moment it looked as though he might speak the name she had not been able to carry in her own mouth.

Nerissa’s entire body went rigid.

Thalen stopped himself. His throat moved, like he swallowed the word back down. His gaze stayed on her, unblinking, and in that suspended moment the river made a sound that was not a splash, not a ripple, but something closer to a sigh.

The water rose against the pilings. Not enough to flood, not yet, but enough to make the dock groan.

Then, from the darkness beneath the lantern ribbons, a voice came. Not a human voice, not precisely. A sound that shaped itself into meaning inside Nerissa’s mind, like language poured into the hollow where her name should have been.

Bring her to the ford.

Nerissa staggered back a step, her heel slipping on wet wood. Thalen’s hand shot out, not touching her, but hovering near her elbow as if he would catch her if she fell.

“You heard it,” he said.

Nerissa’s chest heaved. “It spoke,” she managed.

Thalen nodded once. “It is called a bargain,” he said, and the calm in his voice was the calm of a man standing in front of a door he had tried to keep shut.

The river’s current quickened, and the lantern reflections stretched and broke like tearing silk. In the broken light, Nerissa saw something in the water that made her blood run colder than before.

A ring of pale reeds rising in a perfect circle, spinning slowly, as if marking a place.

A place of binding.

Nerissa’s pulse slammed against her ribs. “I’m not going,” she said, though she did not know what staying would cost.

Thalen’s eyes held hers. “If you do not,” he said, “it will take more than your name next.”

Above them, the festival bells rang brighter, as if celebrating the very moment the river chose its bride.

Nerissa’s hands curled into fists. “Why me,” she whispered, and the question was not only for the river.

Thalen’s voice dropped, and when he answered, it was like a confession pressed through iron. “Because years ago,” he said, “someone offered it a true name it was never supposed to hear.”

Nerissa’s breath caught. “I was a child,” she said, trembling with rage and fear and shame.

Thalen nodded, and his control finally cracked just enough for her to see the truth beneath it. “And I was there,” he said. “And I made the wrong choice.”

The dock seemed to tilt. The river’s circle of reeds spun faster.

Nerissa stared at Thalen, and in the cold hollow behind her teeth, something moved, as if the stolen word inside her recognized him.

Thalen raised the river-glass charm, and his voice turned firm, urgent. “We go to the ford now,” he said. “Or the river will name you itself.”

Nerissa’s throat tightened. “And if we go,” she asked, “what will it demand?”

Thalen held her gaze, and for the first time his composure looked like it was built on fear he had been carrying alone.

“It will demand a vow,” he said. “And it will demand you speak the name it stole.”

Nerissa’s breath shook. She looked at the water again, at the spinning reeds, at the broken lantern ribbons.

Then the river spoke once more, the meaning sliding into her like a blade wrapped in silk.

Bride.

Nerissa recoiled, and the turning point landed like a blow. This was not just a curse. This was not just a missing word.

This was the river choosing her.

Thalen stepped closer, and for the first time he touched her, his fingers closing around her wrist with careful restraint, not forcing, but steadying. “Nerissa,” he said, and the fact that he could say her name when she could not make her feel both seen and trapped.

He began to guide her along the dock toward the path that led to the old ford, toward the place where bargains were made and names were broken and rewritten.

Nerissa swallowed hard, and in the hollow where her stolen name should have been, she felt a second presence stir, like a hidden word waking up.

A second name.

A name she had never meant to give away.

And somewhere in the river’s dark patience, she felt it waiting to be spoken aloud, not as a wish this time, but as a prize.
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​Chapter 1: The Ford Of Quiet Bargains
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Nerissa did not remember deciding to walk. One moment she was on the lower docks with the river pressing the word Bride into her bones, and the next she was moving beside Thalen along the narrow path that ran under the festival terrace. The music above them swelled and dipped like a living thing, bright enough to hurt, as if the city was determined to celebrate over whatever the water was doing below. Lanternlight fell in warm patches across stone and moss, then slipped away again, leaving the dark to fill in the gaps. Nerissa kept her eyes forward because every time she glanced toward the river, it felt as if the river glanced back.

Thalen’s hand was still around her wrist. Not tight enough to bruise, not loose enough to pretend it was accidental. It was a tether. It was also steady. Nerissa hated that she noticed the steadiness, hated that her body accepted it even while her mind fought.

“You can let go,” she tried to say, but it came out smaller than she meant, the words dragging against the empty place inside her where her second name should have lived.

“I will,” Thalen answered, and there was something precise in the way he said it, like an oath he had already half-made. “When you stop swaying.”

“I am not swaying,” Nerissa snapped.

Thalen did not argue. He only shifted his pace to match hers, and that quiet adjustment made her anger flare hotter because it was the sort of care that did not ask permission. It simply existed, as if he had decided her safety was his responsibility and the world had agreed.

They passed beneath an arch where ivy climbed like fingers. The air changed there. It cooled, thickened, and smelled faintly of river stones rubbed smooth. Nerissa’s throat tightened again, the cold behind her teeth pulsing with each step. She could still speak ordinary words, but every so often a syllable would snag, as if the river was testing what else it could take.

“Why would it call me that,” she demanded, because she could not keep the question inside her any longer. “Bride. It said it like it already owned me.”

Thalen’s gaze stayed on the path. “It does not own people,” he said. “It claims bargains.”

“That is not comforting.”

“It is not meant to be,” he said, and then after a beat, as if he regretted how hard it sounded, he added, “It is meant to be clear.”

Clear. The word felt like something she once had. Nerissa swallowed, tasting the sharp edge of fear. “You said the old pact is shifting.”

“Yes.”

“And you said the ledger is hungry,” she pressed. “What does that mean? Explain it to me like I am not one of your wardens who already knows the rules.”

Thalen’s jaw tightened. He looked at her then, properly, as if he was weighing how much truth she could carry without breaking. That look made her chest ache with a strange, humiliating need. She did not want his attention. She did not want to feel like her survival depended on the way he decided to answer.

“The city keeps peace with the river through names and vows,” he said finally. “The palace ledger records adult names each festival, and those names become part of the pact. The river knows who belongs to Lyrvale, who is bound to its crossings and its rules. Usually the pact is stable. The river takes small fees. A dropped ring, a promise spoken carelessly, a ribbon, a coin. Things people can lose without losing themselves.”

Nerissa’s throat went tight on the last words. “And when it is not stable.”

Thalen’s eyes flicked forward again. “Then it asks for something larger,” he said. “Something that changes a life.”

Nerissa’s steps faltered. Thalen’s hand tightened slightly, a correction more than a grip. “And you think it is asking for my second name,” she whispered.

“I know it is,” he said.

The certainty in his voice made her stomach twist. Nerissa yanked her wrist, not hard enough to break free, but hard enough to make a point. “Do not say it like you know my secrets,” she said. “You do not know me.”

Thalen stopped. The sudden stillness made the night around them feel louder, as if the river itself leaned closer to listen. He released her wrist, and for a heartbeat Nerissa’s skin felt strangely bare, as if the air itself could bruise her.

“You are right,” Thalen said. His voice was controlled, but there was an undercurrent there, something scraped raw. “I do not know you the way you deserve to be known.”

Nerissa stared at him, her breath catching. Those words did not fit the hard angle of his coat and clasp. They did not fit the way he moved like a boundary. They sounded like an apology. They sounded like regret.

Thalen took a slow breath, and she saw it again, the way he swallowed words back as if speaking too freely could be dangerous. “But I know what the river does when it hears a true name offered in the wrong place,” he continued. “And I know what happens when someone is pulled into a bargain they did not understand.”

Nerissa’s hands curled into fists at her sides. “Then tell me,” she said. “Tell me what you were doing when I was sixteen.”

Thalen’s eyes held hers. The lanternlight cut a pale line across his cheekbone, making him look older than he had on the docks. Not older in years, but older in weight.

“I was training,” he said. “Not a warden yet. Not trusted with anything important, only trusted to obey. I was assigned to patrol the banks that week because the water had been restless. People were whispering old prayers again. The palace was nervous.”

Nerissa felt her heartbeat thud against her ribs. “And you saw me.”

“Yes.”

She took a step closer, furious in a way that made her vision sharpen. “And you let me speak.”

Thalen’s throat moved. “I did,” he said.

The confession hit her like a slap. Nerissa’s hands shook, not from cold now, but from a kind of grief that did not know where to go. “You let a child make a bargain with a river,” she said, her voice ragged. “You let me offer something I did not understand.”

“I told myself it was harmless,” Thalen said. His voice did not rise, but it strained, as if he was holding his own anger inside his teeth. “I told myself children say foolish things to water every day. I told myself the river was only a river, not a listening force that remembers. I told myself what I wanted to believe.”

“And now you want me to pay for what you told yourself,” Nerissa shot back.

Thalen flinched. It was small, but it was real, and it made her chest twist again because she realized her words had landed exactly where they were meant to land. She wanted to hurt him because she was hurting. She wanted someone else to carry the blame for the moment her life tipped sideways.

“No,” Thalen said, and the single word was firm. “I want you to live through it.”

Nerissa’s eyes burned. “Do not make yourself noble,” she said. “You do not get to become my rescuer just because you were careless once.”

Thalen’s gaze sharpened, and for a moment the warden in him rose like a wall. “This is not about nobility,” he said. “It is about consequences. The river is moving because the pact is changing, and it has found a loose thread. Your second name is that thread.”

Nerissa’s breath hitched. The cold behind her teeth pulsed again, as if the river approved of its mention. She pressed her tongue to the roof of her mouth, fighting the instinct to gag in panic.

Thalen turned and started walking again. Nerissa followed because the night suddenly felt too wide to stand in alone.

The path narrowed as it dropped toward the old ford. Trees leaned close overhead, their branches knitted together like a roof. The festival glow faded behind them, replaced by a softer, stranger light that came from river-glass lanterns hung at intervals along the way. Their glow was milky and pale, and it made Nerissa feel as if she had stepped out of her city and into a story older than the palace.

They reached a small clearing where the river widened and slowed, spreading over flat stones in a shallow crossing. The ford looked ordinary at first glance, nothing but water slipping over rock. But the air here felt charged, as if each breath contained a whispered promise.

At the edge of the clearing stood two standing stones, dark and tall, carved with faint grooves that looked like writing worn nearly away. Between them hung a thin chain of river-glass charms, tinkling softly whenever the current shifted. Nerissa’s skin prickled. The charms did not chime like metal. They sang like something living.

Thalen stopped just short of the waterline. He drew the river-glass strip from inside his coat again, holding it between thumb and forefinger.

Nerissa hugged her arms around herself. “Do not tell me I have to step into it,” she said, because the ford felt like a mouth.

“You will not step into the deep,” Thalen said. “Only into the shallows, if it demands. The ford is a boundary place. The river listens here.”

Nerissa’s laugh came out brittle. “It is listening everywhere.”

Thalen’s gaze lowered briefly, as if he agreed more than he wanted to. Then he looked at the standing stones. “There are rules,” he said. “Even for the river.”

Nerissa stared at him. “You sound like you believe in rules the way other people believe in gods.”

Thalen’s mouth tightened. “Rules are what keep a living force from becoming a disaster,” he said. “And rules are what keep people from being swallowed whole.”

The way he said people made Nerissa’s chest tighten. It was not abstract for him. It was personal.

She edged closer to the stones, unable to help herself. The grooves on the stone nearest her were shallow, but she could make out a repeated pattern, a curved line like a wave and a small notch like a hook. Something inside her recognized it, not as memory exactly, but as familiarity. As if the stolen part of her knew this place.

Nerissa swallowed hard. “Why does it feel like I have been here before,” she whispered.

Thalen’s eyes flicked to her face. “Because you have,” he said softly.

Nerissa turned sharply. “I have not.”

“You have not as an adult,” Thalen corrected. “But you came once. You stood at this ford and you whispered your second name into the water.”

The air seemed to tilt. Nerissa’s knees went weak. “No,” she said. “I was on the riverbank near the docks. I remember reeds and mud and a broken boat.”

Thalen’s gaze stayed steady. “The river moves,” he said. “The places where it listens move too. Sometimes the boundary finds you, not the other way around.”

Nerissa’s mouth went dry. The cold behind her teeth deepened, as if the river was tightening its hold, reminding her that the story was not hers to control.

“Why now,” she asked, forcing the question out because it was the only way to stay upright. “Why tonight. Why on the Naming Festival.”

Thalen exhaled slowly. “Because the queen is renewing the ledger,” he said. “Because new names are being bound to the pact. Because the river believes it is owed something for staying quiet all these years.”

Nerissa’s hands shook. “It stayed quiet,” she repeated. “All these years I was fine.”

Thalen’s eyes softened, just slightly, and that softness hurt worse than hardness. “You were not fine,” he said. “You were untouched. There is a difference.”

Nerissa’s throat tightened around a sob she refused to let out. She forced her voice steady. “If I give it what it wants,” she said, “what happens to me.”

Thalen’s jaw clenched. “That depends on what it wants,” he said.

“It wants my second name,” Nerissa snapped.

Thalen’s gaze dropped to the river-glass in his hand. “That is what started this,” he said. “But the river is not always satisfied with the first thing it takes. Sometimes it takes what you offer, and then it takes what you are.”

Nerissa stared at the water, and for a moment she saw her reflection. It looked like her, but wrong around the edges, as if the river could not quite draw her face without the missing word that anchored her. She lifted her hand and touched her own cheek, needing to prove to herself that she was solid.

“You keep saying bargain,” she whispered. “What does it bargain for?”

Thalen’s voice turned quieter. “Control,” he said. “Balance. Recognition. The river is old. It remembers when people feared it enough to respect it. The palace has treated it like a resource for a long time. It does not like being reduced.”

Nerissa felt her anger flare again. “So I am a message,” she said. “A punishment aimed at the palace.”

Thalen’s eyes sharpened. “No,” he said. “You are not a message. You are a person.” He hesitated, as if the next words were dangerous. “But the river does not care that you are a person. It cares that you are a point of leverage.”

The honesty in his voice made Nerissa’s chest ache. She did not want to believe him, but she could feel the truth in her bones. The river had called her Bride not because it loved her, but because it had chosen a role for her in its story.

Nerissa took a shaky breath. “What do wardens do when the river chooses a person,” she asked.

Thalen’s gaze lifted to the standing stones again. “We try to keep the person alive,” he said. “We try to keep the bargain from becoming a sentence.”

Nerissa swallowed hard. “And if you fail.”

Thalen’s mouth tightened. “Then we carry it,” he said.

The simple phrase carried a weight that made Nerissa’s throat close. Carry it. As if failure did not vanish. It stayed in the body, in the bones, in the way a man looked at the water and seemed to apologize without speaking.

Nerissa’s anger wavered. Not gone. Not forgiven. But shifting, becoming something else that was harder to name.

A ripple moved through the shallows. The river did not surge. It simply stirred, the way an animal stirs when it wakes and realizes someone is standing too close.

The reeds in the water began to rise again, pale and slow, forming the same circle Nerissa had seen under the docks. Here, in the ford’s milky light, the circle looked almost ceremonial, like a wreath laid on water.

Nerissa’s pulse was hammered. “It is doing it again,” she whispered.

Thalen’s body went still. His hand tightened around the river-glass charm. “Yes,” he said.

The air grew colder. The lanterns flickered, not from wind, but as if the light itself had been tugged. Nerissa felt the cold behind her teeth intensify, the hollow place inside her tightening like a fist.

Then the voice came again, not heard through ears, but through bone and blood.

Speak what you offered.

Nerissa’s breath caught. She clutched her hands together, fingers interlacing so tightly her knuckles ached. “I cannot,” she whispered aloud, and the words came out, but they sounded thin against the river’s demand.

Thalen turned toward her. His gaze held hers with a hard kind of care. “Try,” he said.

Nerissa shook her head. Panic surged up her spine. “It is not there,” she said. “It is like reaching for something and finding only air.”

Thalen’s voice softened, and it startled her more than firmness. “It is there,” he said. “The river cannot take what does not exist. It can only hold it out of reach.”

Nerissa’s eyes stung. She looked away quickly, refusing the sting, refusing the vulnerability. “Do not talk to me like you know my insides,” she said, harsh because harsh was safer.

Thalen’s gaze did not flinch. “I know what being stolen feels like,” he said quietly.

The confession landed between them like a dropped stone. Nerissa’s breath hitched. She looked at him again, and for the first time she saw the shape of something behind his control. Not just guilt. Not just duty. Something taken. Something is missing.

“What was stolen from you,” she asked, and the question came out before she could stop it.

Thalen’s jaw tightened. His eyes flicked toward the river, then back to her. “Not now,” he said.

Nerissa’s heart pounded. Not now meant there was an answer. Not now meant there was a story he had locked behind his teeth.

The river’s circle of reeds spun a little faster. The shallow water around it cleared, as if the river wanted the center to be visible, and wanted it to look like an open palm waiting to receive.

Thalen stepped forward until his boots were at the very edge of the water. He lifted the river-glass charm and held it out over the shallows.

“We are here,” he said, his voice steady and formal now, a warden’s voice. “We heard the call.”

The river responded with silence that felt like attention.

Thalen took a breath and continued, carefully. “You demand what was offered. You demand a true name. You will not take more than what is owed.”

A tremor ran through the surface, and Nerissa felt the cold behind her teeth pulse again. The river’s voice slid into her mind, calm and merciless.

A vow first.

Thalen’s shoulders tensed. Nerissa’s stomach dropped. “A vow,” she whispered.

Thalen did not look at her. “Yes,” he said.

Nerissa’s hands shook. “What kind of vow,” she demanded, because the word vow felt like a trap. Vows were binding. Vows were stories that did not let you walk away.

The river answered before Thalen could.

Bind the bride to the warden.

Nerissa’s lungs seized. The words did not sound like poetry inside her head. They sounded like a command.

She stared at Thalen, horrified. “It wants me bound to you,” she said, and the fact that she could say you but could not say her own second name made her feel unbalanced, like a person standing on one foot at the edge of a cliff.

Thalen’s face went still. He looked at her then, and the expression in his eyes was not triumph or satisfaction. It was a shock. It was dreadful. It was something like a man realizing the river had chosen a cruelty tailored specifically for him.

“No,” he said, and the single word came out raw.

Nerissa’s fear twisted into anger again because anger meant she was not helpless. “Do not say no like you are the one being claimed,” she snapped. “Do not stand there and look wounded as if this is happening to you.”

Thalen’s jaw flexed. He stepped closer, not into her space, but nearer, as if he needed to be close enough for her to see the truth in his face. “I am not wounded,” he said. “I am afraid.”

The honesty made Nerissa’s breath hitch. Thalen continued, his voice low. “Because if the river binds you to me, it will bind you to my oath. And my oath is not gentle.”

Nerissa’s throat went tight. “What does that mean,” she whispered.

Thalen’s eyes held hers, and for a heartbeat the warden’s mask slipped. “It means I do not belong to myself,” he said. “And if you are bound to me, you will not fully belong to yourself either.”

Nerissa’s chest tightened until it hurt. She thought of the hollow where her second name should have been, thought of the way the river had already pulled a piece of her identity out like thread. Bound to a man who did not belong to himself. It sounded like drowning slowly, politely, under the surface of duty.

“I will not be your punishment,” she said, voice trembling. “I will not be your chain.”

Thalen’s gaze sharpened. “And you will not be mine,” he said, fierce enough that the words felt like a promise.

The river’s circle tightened. The reeds drew closer together, the center becoming smaller, more focused, as if patience was running out.

Thalen turned back to the water. “You demand a vow,” he said, his voice returning to formal steadiness. “Name the terms.”

The river’s response slid into Nerissa like ice.

The warden will speak a vow. The bride will speak the stolen name. Then the river will decide if it returns what it holds.

Nerissa’s stomach dropped. “It still might not give it back,” she whispered.

Thalen’s shoulders tightened. “Yes,” he said.

Nerissa’s eyes burned. “Then why would I do it?”

Thalen turned toward her, and his gaze was so steady it made her feel exposed. “Because if you do nothing,” he said, “it will take more. And because I will not let it take you piece by piece until you do not recognize yourself.”

Nerissa’s breath shook. The words should have sounded like a line from a story, the heroic vow of a man at a boundary. But Thalen did not say it like heroism. He said it like someone who had seen a person vanish in slow increments and could not bear to watch it again.

Then again that feeling hit Nerissa hard. She stared at him, and suddenly her anger had nowhere to go. If he had seen this before, if he had failed someone before, then his guilt was not only about her sixteen-year-old mistake. It was about something deeper, something he refused to say.

Nerissa’s voice came out rough. “Who did you lose,” she asked.

Thalen’s eyes flicked away for the first time. His hand tightened around the river-glass charm until his knuckles paled. “Not now,” he said again.

Nerissa’s chest ached with the unanswered question. It was a hook, and she could feel it. The river was not the only thing holding something out of reach. Thalen was too.

The reeds spun faster. The water around them began to hum, so faint she could feel it more than hear it.

Thalen took a breath and stepped into the shallows. Water slipped around his boots, clear and cold. He lifted the river-glass charm and held it over the spinning circle.

His voice turned steady, resonant, the way a person’s voice sounds when they have spoken vows before.

“I will speak,” he said.

Nerissa’s heart was hammered. She stood at the edge, refusing to step in yet, refusing to obey too easily. “And what will you say,” she demanded, because she could not let him make a vow that would trap her without knowing its shape.

Thalen looked over his shoulder at her. In the pale lanternlight, his eyes looked darker, deeper, as if the river’s attention had changed the air around him.

“I will say what I can bind without breaking you,” he said.

Nerissa’s breath caught. The words sounded careful, almost tender, and it frightened her because tenderness was not safe in a place like this. Tenderness made you believe. Tenderness made you step closer to the water.

The river’s voice slid into her mind again, impatient now.

Bride, come.

Nerissa’s skin prickled. She stared at the shallows, at the way the water looked harmless and felt like a mouth. She thought of the festival above, bright and warm, full of names spoken freely. She thought of the hollow behind her teeth. She thought of how it felt to try to say her second name and find only air.

Her hands trembled. She did not want to be bound to a stranger with an oath that owned him. She did not want to be claimed by a river that treated names like currency. She did not want any of this.

But she wanted to keep herself.

Nerissa took a breath that shook, and stepped forward into the shallows.

The cold bit immediately, sharp enough to make her gasp. Water slipped around her boots, then climbed to her ankles, as if the river welcomed her with a grip.

Thalen turned fully toward her. His expression held a kind of fierce restraint, as if he wanted to pull her back even as he knew there was nowhere to pull her to.

“Stay close,” he said.

Nerissa’s laugh came out strained. “To you,” she said. “That is what it wants.”

Thalen’s eyes did not leave hers. “I know,” he said. “And that is why I will not waste this moment.”

He lifted his free hand, palm open, not touching her. “When I start the vow,” he said, “breathe. Do not fight the words. The river will try to squeeze them out of you like water from cloth. If you panic, it will tighten.”

Nerissa swallowed hard. “And if I cannot speak.”

Thalen’s voice dropped. “Then I will,” he said, and the quiet certainty made her chest ache. “Even if it costs me.”

Before she could demand what that meant, Thalen turned back to the spinning reeds. He raised the river-glass charm, and his voice changed again, becoming the formal tone of a man stepping into binding.

“I, Thalen,” he began, and the river hummed in response, as if it approved of being addressed properly.

Nerissa’s breath caught. The way he said his own name sounded heavy, like a door closing.

Thalen continued, voice steady. “I stand at the ford and I answer the river’s call. I will keep Nerissa from being unmade. I will keep her from being taken piece by piece. I will not trade her life for the palace’s comfort, nor offer her pain as payment. If the river demands a bond, then let the bond be protection, not possession.”

Nerissa’s eyes burned. She did not know whether to feel gratitude or terror. Protection was a beautiful word until it became a cage.

The water around her ankles tightened like a held breath.

Thalen’s gaze flicked to her for a heartbeat, as if checking that she was still there, still standing.

Then the river’s voice slid into Nerissa, sharp and demanding.

Speak.

Nerissa’s throat tightened. Panic rose like bile. She tried to form the stolen syllables in her mouth and found the same blank resistance, the same smooth stone where the word should have been.

Thalen stepped closer, water splashing softly. His voice was low and urgent, only for her. “Breathe,” he said. “Let it come.”

Nerissa shook her head, tears stinging, humiliation flooding her. “It is not mine,” she whispered. “It is gone.”

Thalen’s eyes held hers, and in them she saw something like insistence, like stubborn faith. “It is yours,” he said. “It has always been yours.”

The river tightened, the cold behind her teeth pulsing hard enough to make her dizzy. Nerissa’s hands clenched. Her lungs burned. The missing word hovered like a shadow at the edge of her mind, just out of reach.

Then, without warning, a memory slammed into her with startling clarity.

Her mother’s voice, soft and warm in a candlelit room. Her mother’s fingers smoothing Nerissa’s hair. Her mother said the second name like a blessing, like a promise that Nerissa would remain herself even if the world tried to rename her.

The memory cracked something open.

Nerissa gasped, and the first syllable rose in her throat like a bird beating its wings against the inside of her ribs.

The river surged, not as a flood, but as pressure, as if it wanted to swallow the syllable before it could become whole.

Thalen’s hand closed around Nerissa’s wrist again, steady and careful, grounding her. He did not pull. He only held, as if lending her his steadiness the way a person lends a cloak against cold.

Nerissa’s voice shook. The first syllable slipped out.

The river’s hum sharpened.

Nerissa’s heart pounded wildly. She could feel the second syllable trembling on the edge of her tongue, trembling with the weight of being spoken aloud in a place where bargains were made.

Thalen’s eyes widened slightly, as if he had not expected her to reach this far this quickly.

Nerissa stared at him, breath ragged, and suddenly she realized what the true danger was.

If she spoke her stolen second name here, the river would not be the only one to hear it.

Thalen would hear it too.

And if he had been listening to it all these years, if he had been hoping it would never surface again, then the moment she said it would change something between them forever. It would bind not only magic, but knowledge. Intimacy. Power. Vulnerability.

Nerissa’s chest tightened with fear and something sharper, something that felt like the beginning of trust and the beginning of betrayal braided together.

The river pressed again.

Speak.

Nerissa’s lips parted.

And the chapter ended at the edge of the word, with the stolen name trembling between her teeth and Thalen’s grip steady on her wrist, as if both of them knew that once it was spoken, neither of them would be able to step back onto the shore unchanged.
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​Chapter 2: The Word That Made Her Real
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Nerissa felt the moment before a storm breaks, when the air is so tight it almost crackles. The river held its breath around her ankles. The reeds spun in their pale circle like a crown being shaped from living things. Thalen’s hand steadied her wrist, and the warmth of his touch was the only honest sensation left in a place built for bargains.

The stolen name trembled behind her teeth like a bird pressed too long in a closed fist.

She hated that Thalen was close enough to hear her swallow. She hated that part of her wanted him close anyway, as if her body knew his steadiness was safer than the river’s patience. She hated the river most of all, for turning the act of speaking into a choice that could ruin her.

Speak, the river insisted again, and this time the pressure came with a certainty that felt like a hand around her throat.

Nerissa forced air into her lungs. She held it. She let the memory that had cracked open inside her spread wider, filling her with candlelight and a soft voice and fingers smoothing her hair. She did not fight the feeling. She rode it, because fighting was what had made the blankness feel unbeatable.

Her lips parted.

The first syllable slipped out again, thin but real. The river tightened, greedy. Nerissa flinched, but Thalen’s grip did not tighten into possession. It stayed steady, a reminder that she was still in her own body, still a person standing on stones.

Nerissa closed her eyes and finished the word.

“Liora.”

The name hit the air like a bell that had been waiting years to ring.

For one heartbeat nothing happened. Then the cold behind her teeth shivered, as if something inside her was startled awake. The hollow place that had been blank and stone-smooth suddenly had edges again. Not fully healed, not fully warm, but shaped. Nerissa gasped, and the sound that came out was not just breath. It was her.

The reeds slowed. The spinning circle softened until it looked less like a trap and more like a listening ear. The river hummed low, almost satisfied, and the pressure in Nerissa’s throat eased enough that she could swallow without pain.

Thalen’s hand loosened, but did not let go. He stared at her as if the name had struck him too, as if it had landed in a place he kept locked.

Nerissa’s eyes snapped open. The first thing she saw was Thalen’s face, pale in the river-glass light. The control he wore like armor had cracked just enough to reveal something raw underneath.

He had heard it. Not only as a sound. As a truth.

Nerissa jerked her wrist, finally breaking free of his hold. Water splashed. The river did not mind. The river had what it wanted, at least for the moment.

“Do not,” Nerissa said hoarsely, though she did not know what she was warning him against. Do not remember it. Do not use it. Do not let it become a weapon in your mouth.

Thalen’s eyes sharpened, and he seemed to understand every unsaid word. “I will not speak about it,” he said immediately. “Not unless you ask.”

Nerissa’s breath caught. The promise sounded too quick, too practiced, as if he had made promises like that before and watched them fail anyway.

The river’s voice slid into her mind, smooth as current.

The stolen word is spoken. The bargain is not finished.

Nerissa’s stomach dropped. She pressed a trembling hand to her chest. “What more does it want,” she whispered aloud, because she did not trust the voice in her head to stay private.

Thalen looked back to the water, his shoulders tightening. “It demanded a vow,” he said. “I spoke it.”

“And it still isn’t done,” Nerissa said, her voice rising with panic. “You said it might not give it back.”

“It did not promise kindness,” Thalen answered. He lifted his chin as if addressing something that could not be bullied but could be held to its own words. “You demanded a vow and a name. You have both. What remains.”

The river did not surge. It simply shifted, and the shallows around Nerissa’s ankles tightened like a ring.

Bind the bride to the warden until the ledger is mended.

Nerissa’s chest tightened so hard it hurt. “No,” she said, and the word came out clean, sharp, full of the self the river had tried to blur. “No. You already took enough.”

Thalen’s jaw flexed. He stepped half a pace closer, not to trap her, but to stand between her and the circle of reeds as if his body could negotiate what his voice could not. “You demanded protection,” he said to the river. “I offered it. You will not turn that into a chain.”

The river answered with a sensation rather than a word. Nerissa felt it like a cold finger drawing a line from her wrist to Thalen’s.

Then the water rose, not into a wave, but into a thin, shining ribbon. It curved up from the shallows and wrapped around Nerissa’s wrist with startling gentleness, cold as a new coin. She tried to pull away, but it tightened without pain, firm as an oath.

A second ribbon rose and wrapped Thalen’s wrist.

Where the water touched skin, it hardened into something like river-glass, translucent and smoky, threaded with pale light. It did not feel heavy. It felt present, like a new bone she had not had yesterday.

Nerissa’s breath stuttered. She reached for the band with her other hand, tried to pry it off, but her fingers slid across it as if it was part of her now.

Thalen stared at his own wrist, and for the first time she saw true anger in him. Not the controlled firmness of a warden. Anger, plain and human.

“You did not say you would mark her,” he said.

The river did not care how he felt. The river only cared that he listened.

A bond is not possession, the voice in Nerissa’s mind replied. A bond is a boundary. If the warden fails, the bride is swallowed by the ledger. If the bride flees, the warden’s vow breaks and the river takes what it is owed.

Nerissa’s mouth went dry. She looked at Thalen, and the space between them suddenly felt smaller, as if the bond had shrunk the world.

“What does it mean,” she demanded, her voice shaking. “Tell me what it means in simple words.”

Thalen’s eyes met hers. “It means we cannot be far apart,” he said, and there was frustration in his tone that sounded like fear trying to hide. “It means the river is forcing proximity.”

Nerissa’s stomach twisted. “For how long.”

Thalen’s jaw tightened. He looked toward the standing stones, as if the answer might be carved into them. “Until the ledger is mended,” he said, repeating the river’s words. “Which means until whatever is shifting at the palace is addressed.”

Nerissa’s breath came fast, shallow. The festival above felt like another world now, a bright place where people spoke their names without consequence. “I don’t even know what mended means,” she said. “Do I have to marry you by river law? Is that what it is doing.”

Thalen’s eyes widened slightly, then his expression hardened. “No,” he said. “Not like that. Not in any way that gives it the right to take your consent.”

Nerissa stared at him, trembling. She wanted to believe the firmness in his voice. She also wanted to throw something at him because he was part of this whether he meant to be or not.

“And how do you know,” she demanded. “How do you know it won’t twist this into something worse.”

Thalen’s throat moved. “Because I will not let it,” he said.

The words were too absolute to be safe. Nerissa felt the ache of them in her chest anyway.

The river’s hum softened again, as if satisfied with its mark. The reeds sank slowly back beneath the surface. The shallows loosened their grip around Nerissa’s ankles, and the water began to behave like water again.

But the band around her wrist remained.

Nerissa lifted her arm, watching the river-glass catch the pale lanternlight. It looked beautiful, which made her feel sick. Beautiful things were often the easiest traps.

Thalen stepped back out of the shallows, pulling the bond’s invisible line taut for a moment. Nerissa felt it immediately, not as pain, but as a tug in her ribs, as if the space between them had become a rope tied gently around her heart.

She stiffened. “I felt that,” she said.

Thalen’s eyes flicked to her. “So did I,” he said. “That means it is active. The river can track us through it.”

Nerissa’s hands curled into fists. “Then it will know my name,” she whispered.

Thalen’s gaze sharpened. “It already does,” he said quietly. “It has known since you were sixteen. Tonight it simply reminded you.”

The truth landed like a stone. Nerissa swallowed hard, then forced herself to speak the name again, softly, stubbornly, as if repetition could reclaim what the river had held.

“Liora.”

This time the word did not snag. It came clean, and Nerissa felt a thin rush of warmth behind her teeth, like a hearth flickering back to life. She clung to that small victory as if it could keep her from breaking.

Thalen watched her, and something unreadable passed across his face. Not hunger. Not triumph. Something like relief, and something like grief tangled together.

Nerissa’s anger flared again because she did not want his feelings tied to her identity. “Do not look at me like you knew it,” she said.

Thalen’s gaze held hers, and the honesty in it made her throat tighten. “I did,” he said.

The confession hit her so hard she took a step back, forgetting the bond for a breath. The tug snapped inside her ribs, sharp enough to make her gasp and stumble forward again.

Thalen moved instantly, catching her by the forearm, steadying her without pulling her closer than necessary. His touch was careful, as if he understood that everything about this night had become a question of control.

Nerissa ripped her arm free, not because he hurt her, but because she needed something to fight. “How,” she demanded. “How did you know?”

Thalen’s jaw clenched. He looked toward the river, then back at her, and the look in his eyes was the look of a man choosing to step into danger rather than keep hiding.

“Because I heard you say it,” he said quietly. “The first time.”

Nerissa went cold all over, even with her name returned. “You were there,” she whispered.

“Yes.”

“You followed me,” she said, fury rising hot enough to burn through fear. “You watched me.”

“I was on patrol,” Thalen said, and the words sounded like truth and excuse both. “I heard you on the bank. I heard a girl offering a name the river should never have been given. I should have stopped you.”

Nerissa’s chest tightened. “But you didn’t.”

“No.”

The simple word held so much weight that Nerissa almost wished he would lie instead.

“Why,” she demanded, and her voice cracked. “Why would you just stand there?”

Thalen’s eyes flicked down, as if shame was a physical thing he could not meet head-on. “Because I was young,” he said. “Because I was afraid of being wrong. Because I had been trained to believe the river was only a resource and my duty was only to the palace. Because I thought the river would ignore a child’s wish.”

He looked up again, and the rawness in his gaze made Nerissa’s breath catch
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