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Chapter 1

	The Soft Light

	 

	The Woman in Candlelight

	The first lamp came on at six.

	Blythe Arden saw it bloom in the vanity mirror before she heard the switch click, a small amber circle opening behind her shoulder, softening the edges of the room. The dressing room at Blackwater House had been painted in a shade Rhydian called warm ivory and Blythe privately called old bone. In daylight it looked tasteful. At dusk it looked preserved.

	She sat very still while the light settled over her face.

	On the vanity before her, each object had been placed with the care of a museum display. A silver-backed hairbrush. A shallow porcelain dish of pearl earrings. Three glass jars of cream with French labels turned forward. A folded silk handkerchief. A lipstick the color of bitten rose petals.

	Nothing was accidental in this house.

	Not the flowers.

	Not the dust.

	Not even the silence.

	Blythe lifted the lipstick and painted her mouth with slow precision. Her hand did not tremble. It had learned better.

	From somewhere below, a floorboard gave a single dry complaint.

	The crew had left two hours ago after setting the downstairs sitting room for the livestream. There was no real crew anymore, not like in the early years when young assistants arrived with coffee breath and nervous laughter. Rhydian had streamlined the process. Fewer people meant fewer leaks, fewer opinions, fewer eyes that did not belong to him.

	Blythe pressed her lips together.

	The woman in the mirror did the same.

	Ivory silk wrapped her body in a gentle fall, modest but not plain, expensive but not vulgar. The sleeves ended at her wrists. The neckline showed the hollow at the base of her throat, just enough fragility to be useful.

	Her followers liked that.

	They liked softness with structure. Femininity with discipline. Beauty that looked effortless but suggested punishment underneath.

	Blythe reached for the pearls.

	The door opened without a knock.

	Rhydian entered carrying a cup and saucer. He wore charcoal trousers and a white shirt with the sleeves turned back twice. His dark hair was damp from a shower, combed away from his face. At forty-one, he had the composed severity of a man who had never needed to raise his voice to make a room rearrange itself.

	“Chamomile,” he said.

	Blythe met his eyes in the mirror. “You’ve made it sound like medicine.”

	“It is, in your case.”

	He set the cup beside the creams and looked at her reflection instead of at her directly. Rhydian preferred reflections before broadcasts. Screens, mirrors, polished windows. They showed him what the audience would see.

	His gaze moved over her hair, her mouth, the pearls still waiting in her hand.

	“Not those.”

	Blythe looked down. “They’re the ones from the anniversary dinner.”

	“Exactly.”

	A faint smile touched him. Not enough to warm his face.

	“Too recognizable. People will speculate.”

	“They speculate if I breathe through the wrong nostril.”

	“That is why we do not give them jewelry with a known date attached.”

	Blythe placed the pearls back in the dish. The sound was small, almost apologetic.

	Rhydian opened the second drawer of the vanity and selected a thinner strand. Seed pearls, nearly white, almost girlish.

	“These.”

	She took them from him. Their fingers brushed. His were cool.

	“You’ve been in my drawers,” she said.

	“My wife’s drawers. A scandal.”

	“There are entire corners of the internet waiting for that sentence.”

	“Then don’t reward them by being witty before we go live. Save it.”

	She fastened the pearls at the back of her neck. The clasp resisted for a moment. Rhydian stepped closer.

	“Let me.”

	“I’ve got it.”

	“I know.”

	Still, his hands came to her neck. He secured the clasp easily, then let his fingers rest there a second longer than necessary. In the mirror, they looked tender.

	That was the trouble with mirrors. They lied beautifully.

	Rhydian tilted his head.

	“Your left side is holding tension.”

	“My left side has had a long day.”

	“Your left side is trending poorly with women aged twenty-eight to forty-four.”

	Blythe almost laughed. The sound rose and died behind her teeth.

	He noticed anyway.

	“There she is,” he said. “Use that.”

	“What?”

	“That almost-laugh. It makes you look accessible.”

	“I’m so pleased my near-amusement has found a market.”

	“You joke because you’re nervous.”

	“I joke because otherwise I might become one of your spreadsheets.”

	He leaned past her and adjusted the lamp shade by half an inch.

	“You are much more profitable than a spreadsheet.”

	Blythe looked at him in the mirror.

	Rhydian’s expression remained mild.

	Downstairs, the house waited with its cables tucked beneath rugs and its cameras hidden among roses.

	Blythe lifted the teacup. The chamomile smelled of apple skin and dried grass. She took one careful sip. Too hot. She swallowed anyway.

	“What does tonight want from me?” she asked.

	Rhydian moved to the wardrobe and inspected the row of dresses as though one of them had disappointed him.

	“Not what. Who.”

	“Fine. Who does tonight want?”

	“Women who feel ignored in their own homes. Women whose husbands scroll beside them in bed. Women who are tired of being told ambition will keep them warm.”

	“And what am I giving them?”

	He turned back.

	“A ritual.”

	She waited.

	He crossed the room and picked a loose thread from her sleeve.

	“Something intimate. Domestic. Slightly devotional, but not religious. You’re speaking to the ache without naming it. Never name it. Once a woman knows exactly what hurts, she may stop buying cures.”

	Blythe looked down at his hand on her sleeve.

	“Do you hear yourself when you say these things?”

	“Constantly. It’s one of my burdens.”

	His mouth curved.

	There had been a time when that curve undid her. When his intelligence seemed like shelter. When being understood by him felt like being chosen from a crowd.

	Now it felt, some nights, like being studied under glass.

	He moved behind her again and gathered her hair over one shoulder.

	“Keep this forward tonight.”

	“Why?”

	“It makes you look less severe.”

	“I thought severity was the point.”

	“Discipline is the point. Severity frightens the lonely.”

	“God forbid.”

	“Blythe.”

	There it was. Not sharp. Not loud. Just her name placed between them like a polished knife.

	She lowered her eyes first.

	Rhydian rested a hand on the back of her chair.

	“Tonight matters.”

	“Every night matters, apparently.”

	“This one more than most.”

	She watched him in the mirror. “Why?”

	He adjusted his cuff.

	“We’re soft-launching the retreat list after the stream. The waitlist opens at midnight.”

	“You said next week.”

	“I moved it.”

	“Without telling me?”

	“I’m telling you now.”

	The room seemed to grow smaller around the lamps.

	Blythe set down the teacup. Carefully. No sound.

	“How many places?”

	“Thirty.”

	“At what price?”

	“Enough to ensure commitment.”

	“Rhydian.”

	“Fourteen thousand.”

	She turned in the chair. “For three days?”

	“For transformation.”

	“For three days.”

	“For access to you.”

	The words sat there.

	Blythe felt the silk at her wrists, the pearls at her throat, the weight of the lipstick on her mouth.

	“Access to me,” she said.

	“To the life you’ve built.”

	“The life we film.”

	“The distinction doesn’t interest them.”

	“It interests me.”

	Rhydian looked at her for a long moment, then crouched so their faces were level. This, too, would have looked tender from a distance.

	“My darling,” he said softly, “you are very good at giving women permission to want what embarrasses them. Don’t punish them for paying attention.”

	“I’m not punishing them.”

	“No. You’re punishing yourself for being good at it.”

	She wanted to say something clean and cruel. Something that would cut through the silk and lamplight and the beautiful little prison of his voice.

	Instead, she said, “What’s the title?”

	His eyes warmed with satisfaction.

	“The Chosen Evening.”

	Blythe stared at him.

	“You cannot be serious.”

	“It tested well.”

	“With whom? Widows in a locked chapel?”

	“With women who stayed through the full twelve-minute sample.”

	She put a hand to her forehead and felt the careful smoothness of her skin.

	“The Chosen Evening,” she repeated.

	“Don’t sneer. It ages you.”

	Her hand lowered.

	For a second neither of them moved.

	Then Rhydian reached up and touched the corner of her mouth with his thumb.

	“There. That’s better.”

	“What is?”

	“You were about to look like yourself.”

	Blythe’s breath caught.

	Rhydian stood before she could answer. He crossed to the door, lifted the cup and saucer from the vanity, then changed his mind and put them back exactly where they had been.

	“Five minutes,” he said.

	“I need ten.”

	“You need three. I’m giving you five because marriage is compromise.”

	At the doorway, he paused.

	“And Blythe?”

	She did not turn.

	“Yes?”

	“Tonight, vulnerability. Not sadness. Sadness makes people uncomfortable. Vulnerability makes them stay.”

	The door closed behind him.

	The room held the shape of him after he left.

	Blythe sat in the quiet, listening to her own breathing, the faint old-house clicks inside the wall, the far-off electrical hum from the equipment downstairs. The vanity bulbs warmed her face until the skin beneath her eyes felt tight.

	She looked at herself.

	Not quickly. Not with the brisk inspection she used before filming.

	She really looked.

	The woman in the mirror had a lovely mouth, a composed brow, hair arranged to appear unarranged, pearls chosen to suggest innocence without youth. A woman designed to be trusted. A woman who could teach strangers how to fold linen, forgive husbands, light candles, and speak softly enough to be adored.

	Blythe leaned closer.

	Her reflection leaned too.

	She smiled.

	Too tired.

	She tried again.

	Too knowing.

	Again.

	Softer.

	Again.

	Less desperate.

	Again.

	There.

	A knock sounded from below, not on a door, but through the house itself. A pipe. A beam. A hidden thing settling in the dark.

	Blythe kept smiling into the mirror until her cheeks began to ache.

	What Isolde Accidentally Reveals

	Neither spoke for several seconds after that.

	Eventually Bram walked her back toward Main Street where the last festival lights still flickered softly against the fog.

	“You should get inside before the temperature drops more,” he said quietly.

	“There you go sounding bossy again.”

	“There you go ignoring good advice again.”

	A small smile passed between them.

	Then Bram nodded once and headed back toward the harbor alone.

	Elowen watched him disappear into the mist longer than necessary.

	Much longer.

	By the time she stepped inside Mercer Books & Coffee, Isolde and Maris were stacking chairs near the counter.

	“Oh good,” Maris announced immediately. “She has the expression.”

	Elowen frowned. “What expression?”

	“The one people get before making emotionally catastrophic decisions.”

	“I hate this town.”

	“Everybody says that right before staying,” Isolde replied.

	Elowen rolled her eyes and reached for her coat.

	Then she heard Maris say quietly behind her:

	“He still carries her picture, you know.”

	Elowen froze.

	Isolde sighed. “Maris.”

	“What? She deserves to know Bram never moved on.”

	The room went completely still around Elowen.

	Rain tapped softly against the bookstore windows.

	Maris lowered her voice further. “That man loved her so hard it practically ruined his personality.”

	Elowen’s chest tightened painfully.

	Because the worst part was not hearing it.

	The worst part was realizing, with terrifying certainty, that she might have loved him exactly the same way.

	Live for Millions

	She kept smiling into the mirror until her cheeks began to ache.

	Then she stood.

	The silk dress whispered against her legs as she crossed the dressing room. The house beyond the door waited in low amber light, every corridor softened by carefully chosen lamps. Blackwater House became gentler at night. The shadows hid its scale.

	During the day the estate looked impressive.

	At night it looked watchful.

	Blythe descended the staircase slowly, one hand gliding over polished oak worn satin-smooth by generations of strangers and owners and guests long dead. Rhydian liked to say the house carried memory well.

	Tonight it carried heat.

	Production lamps hidden behind bookshelves warmed the downstairs sitting room several degrees above comfort. Candlelight flickered across dark wood paneling and stacks of old hardbacks nobody had ever read. White roses sat in a crystal bowl near the fireplace. Their perfume hung thick enough to taste.

	Three cameras waited discreetly among the decor.

	One behind the grand piano.

	One built into a brass floor lamp.

	One directly across from the velvet settee where Blythe would sit and become herself for the public.

	Or the version they preferred.

	Rhydian stood near the monitor table in shirtsleeves, headset hanging loose around his neck. A laptop displayed scrolling metrics and preview windows. Beside him, Morwen Pike adjusted a taper candle without seeming to look at anyone directly.

	Morwen glanced once toward Blythe.

	“Evening,” she said.

	Her voice always sounded as though it had emerged from somewhere underground.

	“Evening, Morwen.”

	Morwen straightened the candle by a fraction.

	“The roses are turning already,” she murmured.

	Blythe looked at the arrangement. The outer petals had begun browning at the edges.

	“They arrived this afternoon.”

	Morwen’s eyes drifted toward the cameras.

	“Everything does.”

	Then she walked from the room with her silent, unnerving steps.

	Rhydian barely looked up from the monitor.

	“You’re late.”

	“I came down four minutes early.”

	“For you, emotionally, that’s late.”

	Blythe ignored him.

	She lowered herself onto the velvet settee. The cushion dipped carefully beneath her weight. Rhydian approached immediately, adjusting the angle of her skirt where it crossed her knees.

	“Relax your shoulders.”

	“I am relaxed.”

	“No, you’re obedient. Different posture.”

	He tilted her chin slightly toward the nearest camera.

	“There.”

	Blythe stared at the fireplace.

	The logs had been arranged for appearance rather than heat. Decorative flame. Controlled burn.

	Rhydian checked the monitor again.

	“Good engagement already. They’re waiting.”

	“Do they know tonight’s title?”

	“They do.”

	“And none of them laughed?”

	“They’re lonely, Blythe. Lonely people don’t laugh at invitations.”

	That landed harder than she wanted it to.

	Rhydian moved behind the camera.

	“Remember the pacing. Slower than normal. Pause after emotional phrases. We want them projecting themselves into the silence.”

	“God.”

	“Language.”

	She heard him settle into his chair.

	The monitor lights reflected faintly against the windows behind the cameras. Outside was only darkness and the vague suggestion of mist over the grounds.

	Rhydian counted down.

	“Ten.”

	Blythe folded her hands loosely in her lap.

	“Nine.”

	The smile returned automatically now.

	“Eight.”

	She lowered her lashes slightly. Softer. More intimate.

	“Seven.”

	A breath in.

	“Six.”

	A breath out.

	“Five.”

	The woman arrived.

	“Four.”

	Warmth entered her eyes like a stage cue.

	“Three.”

	Stillness.

	“Two.”

	The red light blinked alive.

	“One.”

	Blythe smiled directly into the lens.

	“Good evening, darling hearts.”

	Comments flooded instantly across the side monitor.

	I WAITED ALL DAY FOR THIS

	SHE LOOKS SO BEAUTIFUL TONIGHT

	MOTHER IS LIVE

	I MADE THE TEA RECIPE FROM LAST WEEK

	YOUR VOICE HEALS ME

	Rhydian’s hand lifted behind camera. Slower.

	Blythe nodded almost invisibly.

	“I hope your evening has been gentle,” she said softly. “Mine has been very quiet. The house feels especially peaceful tonight.”

	Thousands of hearts floated upward.

	Someone commented:

	SHOW US THE DRESS

	Another:

	I WORE PEARLS TOO

	Blythe tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

	“That makes me happy,” she said. “There’s something comforting about rituals, isn’t there? Small beautiful things repeated long enough that they begin carrying us through difficult seasons.”

	The comments accelerated.

	YOU SAVED MY MARRIAGE

	I LIGHT CANDLES EVERY NIGHT NOW

	MY HUSBAND NOTICES ME AGAIN BECAUSE OF YOU

	Rhydian watched the metrics screen like a cardiologist tracking a heartbeat.

	Blythe crossed one leg delicately.

	“Tonight I wanted to talk about being chosen.”

	The comment speed doubled.

	“How easy it is, especially now, to believe love must always arrive loudly. Grand gestures. Public declarations. Spectacle.”

	She smiled faintly.

	“But sometimes love is quieter than that.”

	Pause.

	“Sometimes love is your husband remembering how you take your tea.”

	Tiny movement from Rhydian behind camera. Approval.

	“Sometimes it’s someone noticing you before you ask to be noticed.”

	A flood of comments.

	IM CRYING

	THIS IS WHAT I WANT

	NO ONE TALKS LIKE THIS ANYMORE

	Blythe lowered her eyes modestly before lifting them again.

	“When women ask me how to become unforgettable, I think they expect mystery or seduction.” A soft laugh. “Usually I disappoint them terribly.”

	The audience adored that laugh.

	“You do not become unforgettable by demanding attention every moment. You become unforgettable by creating peace in places where there was once tension.”

	A pause.

	“People return to what makes them feel safe.”

	The room stayed perfectly still around her except for candle flame and drifting comments.

	Then Blythe noticed the username.

	HARROWGIRL1994

	The comment slid upward among thousands of others.

	You used to hate being called peaceful.

	Blythe’s eyes moved past it automatically at first.

	Then stopped.

	The smile remained on her mouth.

	Only her fingers tightened slightly in her lap.

	Another comment appeared from the same account.

	You threw a wine glass at a man in Leeds once.

	The breath in her chest shortened.

	Rhydian noticed immediately. His head lifted behind the camera.

	Blythe continued speaking.

	“And I think many women have been taught to fear softness because softness is mistaken for weakness.”

	The comments exploded again.

	YES

	SAY IT AGAIN

	I NEEDED THIS

	Another from HARROWGIRL1994:

	You smoked behind the theatre in Camden because you said cigarettes made silence easier.

	Blythe blinked once.

	Too slowly.

	Rhydian’s eyes narrowed.

	The audience would never notice.

	He did.

	Blythe folded her hands tighter together.

	“There’s a difference,” she continued carefully, “between surrendering yourself and choosing tenderness.”

	HARROWGIRL1994:

	Your real laugh was ugly.

	The words hit with strange force.

	Not because they were cruel.

	Because they were true.

	For one dangerous second Blythe remembered herself doubled over outside a pub years ago, laughing so hard she snorted wine through her nose while Isolde screamed with delight beside her.

	Not graceful.

	Not soft.

	Alive.

	“Blythe.”

	Rhydian’s voice.

	Quiet.

	Warning.

	She realized she had paused too long.

	The comments had begun shifting.

	ARE YOU OKAY

	SHE LOOKS SAD TONIGHT

	WHO HURT HER

	Blythe smiled instantly.

	Perfectly.

	“I’m sorry,” she said with a gentle laugh. “I lost my train of thought.”

	The audience melted.

	YOU DONT HAVE TO APOLOGIZE

	TAKE YOUR TIME ANGEL

	The username appeared again.

	HARROWGIRL1994:

	You always apologize now. You never used to.

	A cold sensation crept slowly across Blythe’s skin.

	Not fear exactly.

	Recognition.

	Rhydian rose quietly from his chair and approached the monitor beside the camera. His expression never changed, but Blythe knew that look. Calculating. Searching.

	He was trying to identify the account.

	Blythe forced warmth back into her voice.

	“What I mean is this,” she said softly. “A beautiful marriage is not built from performance.”

	The irony nearly choked her.

	“It’s built from attention.”

	HARROWGIRL1994:

	Then why are there cameras in every room?

	Blythe’s pulse stumbled.

	Her eyes flicked instinctively toward Rhydian.

	Tiny movement.

	Tiny mistake.

	The audience noticed everything.

	WHO IS THAT USER

	WAIT WHAT

	CAMERAS??

	IS THIS A JOKE

	Rhydian stepped smoothly into frame with practiced ease, smiling warmly enough to calm panic before it spread.

	“My apologies, darling hearts,” he said. “We seem to have picked up someone determined to confuse ghost stories with architecture.”

	The comments shifted immediately.

	OMG RHYDIAN

	HE’S SO CALM

	PROTECT HER

	Rhydian rested a reassuring hand on the back of Blythe’s settee.

	“Old estates require extensive security systems,” he continued lightly. “Especially when one’s wife insists on being beloved by millions of strangers.”

	A ripple of laughter filled the chat.

	Blythe looked up at him.

	He smiled down at her exactly as a husband should.

	Steady.

	Protective.

	Possessive enough to look romantic.

	HARROWGIRL1994 commented once more.

	She looked happier before you taught her how to behave.

	Then the account vanished.

	Rhydian’s expression remained smooth.

	Only his eyes changed.

	Blythe saw it instantly.

	Not anger.

	Concern.

	Which frightened her more.

	He squeezed her shoulder once before stepping back behind the camera.

	“Continue,” he said softly.

	Blythe faced the lens again.

	Thirty thousand people watched her breathe before she spoke.

	After the Stream

	Blythe held the smile in place with the strange numbness of someone carrying a tray through a collapsing room.

	“You know,” she said softly, “sometimes the internet mistakes intimacy for access.”

	The comments surged again.

	SHE’S SO CLASSY

	SAY IT LOUDER

	WE LOVE YOU BLYTHE

	Rhydian remained still behind the camera, one hand resting lightly against the edge of the monitor table. Calm. Controlled. Watching the engagement recover in real time.

	Blythe continued.

	“And perhaps that is why protecting peace inside one’s home has become such a radical act.”

	She heard herself speaking and wondered, not for the first time, whether her voice still belonged to her once the red light came on.

	The next ten minutes passed in careful rhythm.

	Tea rituals.

	Marriage habits.

	Lighting candles before difficult conversations.

	The importance of beautiful routines.

	Every pause measured.

	Every smile softened at the edges.

	The audience adored her again by the end.

	They always did.

	When the livestream finally closed, the comment stream vanished all at once, leaving the room abruptly hollow.

	Silence rushed back into Blackwater House like floodwater.

	The red recording light clicked off.

	Blythe’s shoulders dropped instantly.

	Not dramatically.

	Just enough to reveal the effort.

	Rhydian removed the headset and checked the analytics monitor before looking at her.

	“Peak engagement at thirty-eight thousand,” he said. “Retention dipped six percent during the interruption, then rebounded after I entered frame.”

	Blythe stared at the dying fireplace.

	“I’m thrilled we survived.”

	“You recovered well.”

	“I stumbled.”

	“You humanized.”

	She looked over at him.

	“You say that like it’s a product feature.”

	“Everything is a product feature.”

	The words came too quickly. Honest by accident.

	Rhydian seemed mildly annoyed with himself for that.

	He closed the laptop halfway.

	“You touched your necklace repeatedly after the comments appeared.”

	“I wasn’t aware there would be a performance review.”

	“You know there’s always one.”

	“You could at least buy me flowers before critiquing my blinking.”

	“You blinked too often as well.”

	Blythe laughed once under her breath. No amusement in it.

	“There it is.”

	“What?”

	“That sound you make now instead of saying you’re angry.”

	She stood from the settee, smoothing the silk over her hips.

	“Maybe because saying I’m angry usually becomes a forty-minute conversation about audience psychology.”

	“It becomes productive.”

	“It becomes exhausting.”

	Rhydian watched her quietly.

	“You paused too long after the Camden comment.”

	Blythe turned toward him sharply.

	“You recognized that one.”

	“Should I not have?”

	“So you know who’s behind it?”

	“I didn’t say that.”

	“You reacted.”

	“I analyze reactions professionally, Blythe. Including my own.”

	She folded her arms.

	The candles around the room had begun melting unevenly. One had collapsed inward entirely, wax spilling over the brass holder like thick cream.

	Rhydian approached the settee and straightened the cushion she had disturbed.

	Always restoring.

	Always resetting the frame.

	“That account knew details unavailable publicly,” he said. “Which means one of three things.”

	“Please. I’m desperate for categories.”

	“A former acquaintance.”

	He lifted one finger.

	“A leak from old archived material.”

	Second finger.

	“Or someone attempting to provoke a reaction through fabricated intimacy.”

	Third.

	Blythe walked toward the drinks cabinet against the far wall.

	“I love when you turn human behavior into a tax form.”

	“You’re deflecting.”

	“I’m thirsty.”

	She poured herself water from a crystal bottle. The glass shook once against the stopper. Tiny sound. Tiny betrayal.

	Rhydian noticed.

	He noticed everything.

	“You know what interests me?” he asked.

	Blythe drank.

	“The account didn’t insult you conventionally.”

	“Oh, wonderful. We’re grading harassment now.”

	“No threats. No vulgarity. No obsession language.” He tilted his head slightly. “It sounded familiar.”

	The water turned cold in Blythe’s stomach.

	She set the glass down.

	“You think I know them.”

	“I think you reacted as though you did.”

	“And you reacted as though someone had breached a containment fence.”

	That landed.

	His gaze sharpened faintly.

	“You’re tired,” he said.

	“There. That thing.”

	“What thing?”

	“The way every argument somehow becomes evidence of female exhaustion.”

	“You are exhausted.”

	“I am managed.”

	Rhydian’s expression remained composed, which only made her irritation worse.

	“Blythe.”

	“No, genuinely, I’d love to know.” She gestured around the room. “At what point exactly did my life become a permanent customer experience?”

	“You wanted this.”

	“I wanted a channel.”

	“You wanted influence.”

	“I wanted beauty.”

	“And now you have all three.”

	She laughed softly again.

	“Do I?”

	The room seemed suddenly too warm.

	Outside the windows, darkness pressed against the glass in thick blue-black sheets. The estate grounds disappeared entirely after sunset. Blackwater House floated at night like a ship with no visible sea around it.

	Rhydian approached her slowly.

	“You’re spiraling because someone mentioned Camden and cigarettes.”

	“I’m spiraling because a stranger knew things they shouldn’t.”

	“Then let me handle it.”

	“That sentence never comforts me anymore.”

	His jaw tightened almost invisibly.

	“There are people online,” he said carefully, “who become emotionally dependent on public figures. They construct false intimacy. They convince themselves they’re owed access.”

	Blythe stared at him.

	“You mean followers.”

	“I mean unstable followers.”

	“You built a business around unstable followers.”

	“I built a business around lonely women.”

	“Same market.”

	The silence after that felt dangerous.

	Rhydian stepped closer until only the width of her water glass separated them.

	“You are angry tonight,” he said quietly.

	“Congratulations. We’ve diagnosed me.”

	“No.” His voice softened. “You’re frightened.”

	That irritated her because it was true.

	Blythe looked away first.

	The monitor screen behind him still displayed her frozen livestream thumbnail. Her face caught mid-smile. Warm. Serene. Trustworthy.

	A woman untouched by irritation or fear.

	“You know what the strange part is?” she murmured.

	Rhydian waited.

	“I don’t remember the last time someone spoke to me like that.”

	“Like what?”

	“Like they knew me before.”

	Rhydian’s eyes held hers.

	“That woman no longer exists.”

	The certainty in his voice unsettled her.

	“How comforting.”

	“It should be.”

	He reached out then, smoothing his thumb briefly over the fabric at her wrist. A gesture intimate enough to confuse outsiders.

	Blythe felt suddenly, irrationally trapped inside the touch.

	“Tomorrow,” Rhydian said, “I’ll have the account traced.”

	“And if it’s someone from my past?”

	“Then we’ll manage it.”

	Manage.

	Such a clean word for suffocation.

	His phone vibrated in his pocket.

	He checked the screen immediately.

	Business face.

	Not husband face.

	“I need to take this.”

	“Of course you do.”

	He ignored the edge in her voice and answered while already walking toward the doorway.

	“Yes?” Pause. “No, push the sponsor call to Friday.” Another pause. “Because tonight performed above expectation and I’d like them nervous.”

	He disappeared into the hallway
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