
    
      Stay With Me My Precious Darling

      Love On The Edge

      by Alister McKenzie

    

  Copyright
ISBN: 978-1-997347-94-1

Copyright © 2026 Alister McKenzie. All rights reserved.

1. The Solstice Reach
I stepped across the threshold before he could change his mind.

The heavy door of the Solstice Rock Observatory clicked shut behind me. The sound was thick, final, and mechanical. I stood in a foyer that looked more like a gallery than a residence. The floors were polished dark stone. There was no dust. There was no clutter.

Cillian Thorne stood three paces ahead of me. He did not turn around immediately. He adjusted the cuff of his left sleeve. His movements were slow. He seemed to be calculating the exact amount of space I occupied in his hallway.

"The driver has been paid," he said. He finally turned. His face was symmetrical in a way that felt intentional. "Your luggage will be taken to your quarters. You will not need to touch it again until you leave."

"Thank you," I said. I gripped the strap of my laptop bag. It was the only thing I hadn't let the driver take. It contained my life. The spreadsheets, the encrypted files, the proof that I wasn't the monster the London tabloids claimed I was.

Cillian walked toward me. He didn't stop until he was well within my personal space. He was taller than he looked in the photographs the agency had provided. He smelled of nothing. No cologne, no soap, just clean air. It was unsettling.

"You are shaking, Elara,"

I looked down at my hands. He was right. My fingers were twitching against the leather strap. I forced them into a fist. "It was a long flight. I haven't slept much."

"You haven't slept well in eighteen months," Cillian corrected. He reached out. I expected him to touch my face, but he stopped his hand an inch from my shoulder. He traced the air around me. "I followed the inquiry. I saw the footage of the building in Canary Wharf. You were the last person to speak to him before he jumped."

I felt the familiar pressure in my chest. The air in the foyer suddenly felt heavy. "I was doing my job. He was stealing from the pension fund."

"And you exposed him," Cillian said. He stepped back, giving me room to breathe, though his gaze remained fixed on my eyes. "The world is messy, Elara. People are fragile. They break when the light is too bright. Here, the light is controlled."

He gestured for me to follow him. We walked deeper into the structure. The observatory was built into the cliffside. High, narrow windows offered glimpses of the grey Atlantic. The waves hit the rocks below, but no sound reached us through the thick glass.

We reached a steel door with a digital keypad. Cillian entered a long sequence.

"This is the Solstice Rock Protocol," he said. "Every byte of data that enters or leaves this facility is scrubbed. You will have access to the internal server for your audit. You will not have access to the external internet. Your phone will not work here. There is no cellular signal within five miles."

I stopped. "The contract mentioned security, but it didn't mention a total blackout. I have people who need to reach me."

Cillian turned his head slightly. "Who? You have no family. Your friends stopped calling after the deposition. Your landlord has already listed your apartment for rent. You didn't leave anyone behind, Elara."

The coldness of his statement hit me harder than the ocean wind. He had done more than a background check. He had mapped my isolation. I wanted to be angry, but a part of me felt a sick sense of relief. If he knew I had nothing, then I didn't have to pretend.

"I need the records for the last five fiscal years," I said, my voice hardening. "The estate, the renovations, and the historical preservation fund."

"Everything is ready for you," Cillian said. He opened the door.

Inside was a workspace that looked brand new. A glass desk, a high-end ergonomic chair, and three monitors. On the desk sat a small, wooden music box. It looked out of place in the high-tech room.

I walked over to the desk. I recognized that music box. It had been on my grandmother’s nightstand. It had been sold at an estate auction to pay for my final semester of university. I hadn't seen it in over a decade.

I reached out and touched the lid. The wood was warm.

"How did you get this?" I whispered.

Cillian stood in the doorway. He leaned against the frame. His posture was relaxed, but his eyes were sharp. "I told you, Elara. I like to preserve things. When something precious is discarded by the world, I find it. I bring it here. I keep it safe."

I looked from the music box to him. The comfort I had felt moments ago curdled. This wasn't a coincidence. This was a demonstration of power.

"Why am I really here, Cillian?"

He walked toward me again. This time, he didn't stop. He moved until his chest was inches from mine. He was so broad he blocked out the light from the hallway. He looked down at me, and for the first time, I saw a flicker of something in his expression. It wasn't kindness. It was a hunger so deep it felt like an abyss.

He raised his hand and tucked a strand of my silver-streaked hair behind my ear. His skin was cold.

"You are here because you are falling apart," he said. "And I am the only one who knows how to put you back together. You are going to do your work. You are going to fix my books. And in return, I am going to make sure the world never hurts you again."

I couldn't move. I should have turned and run for the door, but my legs felt heavy. The isolation of the observatory began to sink in. I was on a rock in the middle of the ocean with a man who had been hunting my memories.

"I'm a forensic accountant," I said, my voice trembling. "I don't need a savior."

Cillian leaned down. His lips were close to my ear. I could feel his breath. It was the only warm thing about him.

"You don't know what you need yet," he whispered. "But you will. Stay with me, my precious darling. This is where you belong."

He pulled back and smiled. It wasn't a wide smile. It was the smile of a man who had just closed a deal he had been working on for years. He turned and walked out of the room, the heavy door sliding shut and locking with a distinct electronic beep.

I stood alone in the silence of the office. I looked at the three monitors. They were glowing. I looked at the music box. I reached out and opened the lid.

The mechanism groaned, and then a faint, tinny melody began to play. It was a song my grandmother used to sing.

I sat in the chair and stared at the door. I had come here to find safety. I had come here to rebuild my life. But as the music played in the empty room, I realized I hadn't found a sanctuary. I had walked into a collection.

I pulled my laptop out of my bag. I needed to see the ledgers. I needed to see what he was hiding in the numbers. If Cillian Thorne thought he could keep me here like a trophy on a shelf, he didn't know who he was dealing with. I was a woman who found the cracks in everything.

I logged into the server. The first file that appeared wasn't a ledger. It was a folder titled 'Elara'.

I clicked on it. Inside were hundreds of photographs. Me at the grocery store. Me at the hearing. Me standing on the platform at the train station two hours ago.

He hadn't just been watching me. He had been documenting my collapse.

I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the sea air. I closed the folder and opened the main accounting software. My hands were still shaking, but I forced my mind to focus. I saw the first entry. A transfer of four million pounds from an offshore account in the Cayman Islands. The recipient was a name I didn't recognize: The Ghost Archive.

I began to type. I began to dig. Outside, the sun began to set, casting long, orange shadows across the stone floor. I didn't turn on the lights. I stayed in the glow of the screens, working until the numbers started to blur.

A soft chime sounded from the wall. A small hatch opened, and a tray with a glass of water and a single white pill slid through.

There was a note next to the glass.

'For the headache you will have by now. Sleep well, Elara.'

I didn't take the pill. I pushed the tray away. I looked back at the screen. I had found a second ledger, hidden behind a firewall that shouldn't have been there. It was a list of items. Not money, but things. Paintings. Sculptures. A set of Victorian silver.

And at the bottom of the list, a new entry had been added today.

'Subject: E. Vance. Status: Recovered.'

I closed my eyes. The sound of the waves finally reached me, a dull thudding against the base of the cliff. I wasn't just the accountant. I was the latest acquisition.
2. Debits and Scars
I stared at the words on the screen. Subject: E. Vance. Status: Recovered.

My fingers stayed on the keyboard. I did not move. I heard the hum of the cooling fans inside the computer tower. I heard the sound of the ocean outside.

The ledger entry was dated today. It was placed at the very end of a list that included a 1922 Leica camera and a collection of Roman coins.

I clicked the 'Recovered' status link. A new window opened. It contained a PDF file. I moved the mouse and clicked again.

The document was a scan of my medical records from the hospital in London. It showed the date I was admitted after the incident at the office. It showed the dosage of the sedatives the doctors gave me.

Someone knocked on the door.

I didn't have time to close the window. I turned the monitor off. The power button clicked. The screen went black.

Cillian walked into the room. He did not wait for me to answer. He looked at the tray on the side table. The white pill was still in its small paper cup. The glass of water was full.

"The water is getting warm," Cillian said.

He walked toward me. He stopped two feet away. He wore a dark sweater and gray trousers. His hair was combed back. He did not have a single stray hair on his head.

"I told you I don't want it," I said.

"You are persistent," he said. "Most people would want the relief."

"I prefer to know why I am hurting," I said.

He looked at the black monitor. He reached out and touched the top of the screen. I wondered if he could feel the heat coming from the hardware.

"Did you find what you were looking for in the files?" he asked.

"I was looking at the basic payroll," I lied. "It is messy. You have people being paid through shell companies."

Cillian smiled. His lips moved, but his eyes stayed focused on me. "That is why I hired you, Elara. To fix the mess. To make everything orderly."

"Why is my name in your private ledger?" I asked.

I didn't want to wait. I didn't want to play a game. I wanted to see how he handled the truth.

Cillian did not look surprised. He took a step closer. He was much taller than me. I had to tilt my head back to look at his face.

"You found the Ghost Archive," he said.

"I found a list of stolen goods," I said. "And I found my name at the bottom of it."

"You are not a stolen good," he said. He reached out. He took a strand of my hair between his thumb and forefinger. He looked at the silver streak near my temple. "You are a restoration project."

I pulled my head back. He let go of my hair.

"I am an accountant," I said. "I am here to do a job."

"You are


















































































OEBPS/nav.xhtml

  
    Table of Contents


    		1. The Solstice Reach

		2. Debits and Scars

		3. The Caretaker of Shadows

		4. The Velvet Cage

		5. The Ghost Archive

		6. The First Fracture

		7. Blood on the Ledger

		8. The Silence of the Tide

		9. Mirrors of Deception

		10. The Weight of Mercy

		11. The Breaking Point

		12. Descent into the Engine

		13. The Final Balance




  
  
    Landmarks


    
      
      		Title Page


      		Main Content


    


  


