
  
    [image: Little Girl]
  


  
    
      Little Girl

      A MODERN LITTLE MERMAID RETELLING

      
        DARK & TWISTED FAIRYTALES

      

    

    
      
        KL DONN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: KL Writes]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by KL Donn

      Little Girl

      www.authorkldonn.com

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Cover Design: Bookin’ It Designs

      Editing: KA Matthews

      Formatting: Alluring Write Productions

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      For my Grandma & Beethoven

      Grandma; I’ll miss you forever.

      Beethoven (Grandma’s African Grey Parrot who inspired a certain parrot in Little Girl); You eye eating, grape obsessed, little asshole, we still miss you too.
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        Signup for my newsletter so you never miss a release.
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        Free Books from KL Donn

        What’s Coming this Year

        Coloring pages, other printables, & family trees.
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        Hired to protect the golden girl of the swimming world, we weren’t supposed to fall for her.

        Sol Titan is everything perfect in this world.

        She’s sunlight and happiness.

        Innocence and freedom.

        Everything we are not.

        Everything we shouldn’t take.

        But we do.

        We bask in her light.

        We claim her innocence.

        The world doesn’t deserve her.

        Hell, neither do we.

        But at least we’ll spend our lives proving our love and taking care of her.

        Our Little Girl isn’t ready for three Daddies, but she has no problem declaring us as her own from the minute we meet.

        And when push comes to shove, we’ll protect her from everyone conspiring to steal her happiness and freedom by putting a baby in her belly and a ring on her finger.

      

        

      
        Little Girl is an age gap, protectors-to-lovers, Little Mermaid modern-day retelling with some themes that may make you squirm. You can expect coarse language, explicit bedroom shenanigans, a hero who likes to bite, one who is more than obsessed with anal, and another who is a somnophiliac. Proceed with caution in this dark contemporary fairytale where love conquers all.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          SOL

        

      

    

    
      Breathe in.

      Breathe out.

      I close my eyes and wait for the starter pistol's pop before diving into the pool. Swimming is in my DNA. It’s part of who I am, how I cope with my life. Swimming is the only constant I’ve ever known, and I’m unsure what I’ll do without the competition over the summer.

      My arms arc, one over the other, flying through the water like a mermaid in dire need of breaching the ocean’s cocoon. My body pierces through it like I belong as I propel forward, kicking my feet steadily. At the end of the lane, I lift above the surface and inhale deeply before flipping around and heading back to where I started.

      I’ve been captain of the girls’ swim team since my freshman year, and while it’s garnered me some enemies from the other competitors because I’m not popular enough or pretty enough, I’ve always had a single-minded focus.

      To win the gold.

      And I do.

      Year after year. Swim meet after swim meet.

      Before I know it, the race is concluded, and I’m hauling myself out of the water to the cheers of my coaches, some students who believe winning is everything, and a few of my teammates who haven’t known me long enough to hate me yet. Everything else happens as quickly as it always does. I’m congratulated, handed flowers, and led to the podium for me and the two runner-ups to stand. A gold medal gets placed over my head, I smile, shake hands, and pretend all is right in the world.

      But nothing is right; nothing is what it seems.

      And in the next second, another shot goes off, and my body jerks backwards. Fire burns through my side as I collapse in slow motion. My back hits the ground, my head bounces off the turf, and I stare up at the cloudless sky as the wind is knocked out of me.

      Lifting my hand from where the pain appeared, I stare at my fingers, stained crimson with blood, and I wonder what just happened.
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            Sol

          

          THREE MONTHS LATER.

        

      

    

    
      Staring in the mirror on the back of my door, I examine my naked body, turning to the side to find the bullet's exit wound that ripped through my right flank a few months ago. If I remain idle for too long, I can still feel the moment of impact—the excruciating agony of someone’s anger being directed at me.

      Not just anyone, either.

      A girl I thought was my friend.

      Vanessa Osborne was one of the few people I’d remained friends with over the years. She was always competitive about swimming, but while I thought it was all in good fun, she was biding her time. She held a secret hatred for me that she masked our entire high school career.

      I don’t know why she snapped during our final meet; nobody does because she hasn’t uttered a word, and I think that’s what makes everything so much more difficult for me. I want to understand. I want to know what I did to cause such animosity.

      For so many years, she was the only person I had to lean on. I told her all my secrets. The way my father ignored me, the way my mother treated me with restrained fury. She knew everything. And now, all I thought I knew is suddenly…gone.

      Until the incident, I hadn’t recognized just how alone I had been. And now, in the middle of a huge city, surrounded by people every day, I feel so isolated. My father is CEO of Titan Pharmaceuticals and has a huge staff that is in and out of the house all the time, but he’s never mentally around for me. His mind is always on business.

      My mother was a beauty queen back in her day, before all the plastic surgery and the constant drinking. Now, she reminisces with other women who were once in her circle and barely pays me any attention. When she does, it’s usually because I’ve done something to anger her. Like walking into a room she’s in.

      My life isn’t all bad, however. I want for nothing, so long as it’s material. When it comes to love, I don’t even know what that feels like.

      “Sol! Hurry the hell up!” My mother’s screeching voice carries through the house. Today is my first day back in the public eye since the shooting. It had been two weeks before my high school graduation—which I missed—and now that my first college semester is starting, so is swim practice.

      I’m expected to be a Division One swimmer for my school, but honestly, after everything I’ve lost, I don’t know if my heart is in the competition anymore. It’s ruthless and cutthroat, and after the past few months of retraining my body, I realize how exhausted I am.

      Dragging a black crop top over my head, I know my mother will throw a fit at the scar that will be visible, but I don’t care. Grabbing a pair of sweat shorts, I roll the waistband over a couple of times until they fit properly and aren’t falling off.

      Before the shooting, I was always thin. I swam for hours daily, burning more calories than I could possibly eat, but since then, I’ve had to watch my caloric intake, and my mother has relished in that.

      While I’ve slimmed down somewhat, especially in my waist and hips, my breasts have gone from an A cup to a B cup. I know I’ll lose them once I start working out again, but for now, I’m enjoying not looking like a flat board.

      Knotting my hair on top of my head, I debate chopping off my long crimson locks—this is not the first time since it’s started growing so unruly over the last few months.

      I never took the time to contemplate how deprived my existence was because I was doing what I loved, and that’s all that mattered. Now, though, it’s been driving my mother crazy that I enjoy my longer, thicker hair and that my boobs are bigger than hers.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Sol. Seriously?” I knew she’d hate my outfit; it’s why I chose it.

      “What?” I’ll be putting my swimsuit on for practice, anyway. Nobody will care how I show up. They never have before.

      “The scar,” she glares. Like I said, she’s all about appearances.

      “You never had a problem when I dressed like this before someone took a chunk of my liver.” I goad her, primarily because if I piss her off enough, she’ll whine to my father, and then he’ll finally turn his eyes my way for five minutes. I’ve seen him twice since being shot.

      He’s worse than a workaholic, and I didn’t fully comprehend how much worse until I wasn’t swimming every day. But now, I see it clearly.

      “You weren’t horribly disfigured and looking like a ragdoll. We need to chop that hair off already.” Keeping my expression straight is hard in the face of her insults, but I manage.

      “Whatever.” Walking out the door, I slide into the back seat of the limo she insists we take everywhere. I’d be perfectly fine driving myself, but Mother needs to put on a show for the world to see. Even though they haven’t seen her since her pageant glory days.
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        * * *

      

      The press was overwhelming when we arrived. Thankfully, the university has excellent security and kept them away from me. It also helped that my mother was eagerly willing to spill my secrets to the vultures as they asked about my recovery and if I was even ready to return to the pool yet.

      I don’t know how she responded to them, but I’d like to know the answers myself because as I stand on the diving board, a dozen other girls lined up on either side of me, I feel sick looking down into the clear blue water.

      If I’m being truly honest, it’s the effect of the gunshot that I’m worried about. I’ve trained my body to move at the sound, but now, I have the added trauma of knowing what it feels like to actually be shot that I have to contend with.

      Taking position on the board, I close my eyes and focus on how my body will slice through the water like fine wine straight out of the barrel. I hear the coach talking, the heavy breathing of the girl next to me, and the murmurs in the stands.

      When the pistol fires, my body does what it’s supposed to, but my brain begs me to run away. The shock of the water hitting my flesh has my limbs performing muscle memory as I panic. Minutes that appear like hours pass, and when I’m back where I began, I feel sick. I glance around me to find looks of surprise on everyone’s faces. Peering over my shoulder, I notice all the other girls are neck and neck, still halfway down the length of the pool on their way back to where I am.

      Maybe I didn’t swim? Maybe I flopped around like my beloved dog, Flounder, when I found him in the pound. Embarrassment hurls me past the coach and the swim team captain as I rush to the changing room.

      I can’t be here. I can’t do this. I can’t be what I used to be. Fear surrounds me as I throw my clothes on, sling my bag over my shoulder, and race from the building.

      Reporters attempt to stop me. My mother’s driver watches quizzically as I race away from him and into the street, getting lost in the throngs of people until I’m so turned around I don’t know where I am.

      My ears buzz, and my eyes sting as I fight off tears. My side twinges with remembered pain as I frantically spin, trying to figure out where the hell I am. Slamming my back against a tree, I slide to the ground and bury my face in my knees as tears silently slide down my cheeks.
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        Noble

      

      

      Staring at the screen as footage plays of the missing golden girl running off, I scratch my chin and wonder if I really want to take this job. Her father, Trident Titan, called almost as soon as the news had started reporting her sudden and shocking departure from swim practice.

      “That her?” one of my partners, Duke Knight, questions.

      “Pretty,” my other partner, Lorde Prince, comments as he passes behind me to the filing cabinet.

      “Too young,” I mutter to the two of them. If not for her age, she’s got the ideal look we’re all attracted to in a woman.

      “Over eighteen,” Duke shrugs as he leaves the office of our home. The man will fuck anyone willing and over the age of consent. I’ve envied that about him for years. I need an emotional connection with a woman, which means I’ve been miserably abstinent of late.

      And Lorde, well, he goes along with whatever Duke or I want. He’s the most relaxed man I’ve ever met, but don’t cross him or those he loves because he can be downright vicious. That’s something we witnessed last year when a client lied to us, and I wound up with a bullet in my shoulder for my efforts.

      “We taking the job?” Lorde leans against the filing cabinet behind the desk. I glimpse his reflection in the computer screen. His jaw is locked, and his eyes are fixated on her picture, roaming across her face with the gentleness of a caress.

      Turning to face him, I decide to leave it up to him. “Do you want to?” His astonished gaze fights to meet mine, he is that entranced by the girl. Sol. It means sun, and it feels perfect for her with her sunset-red hair.

      “We could,” he hedges.

      “But…” I hear it in his tone.

      I’ve spent years with both these men at my side. We’ve battled war together, lived together, shared women together our entire adult lives. So, more often than not, we all know what the other is thinking before a word is even spoken. And right now, I get the sense Lorde feels exactly as Duke does. That she’s pretty. Which for us is code for I want her. It always has been. It’s how we’ve chosen to share women.

      Lorde scratches his jaw before saying, “She is pretty.” Fuck. Now it lands squarely on my shoulders to agree or not.

      I won’t lie, the woman-girl…Christ, girl-woman? She’s fucking stunning, and there’s an ache in my dick that’s been absent for far too long, but she’s young. Too young.

      Spinning back to look at her image on the news—half hidden from the cameras, fear in her eyes, and curled into herself as she runs—I know I’ve already made my decision. “Yeah…she’s pretty.”

      Lorde grunts at my reluctant admission.

      “Perfect little girl.” Duke’s intentional word choice bounces around the room as he enters.

      Motherfucker. He just had to go and say that.

      “Guess we’re taking the job then.” Because Duke and Lorde are right; she’s gorgeous, and she’d make the most beautiful little girl for us. All we have to do is find her and help her see that we’re the right men to give her everything she needs in life because being our little girl is a forever gig. There won’t be any going back.

      Picking up the phone, I give Titan a call. “Yes?” he snaps out.

      “This is Noble King.” Duke hits the speaker button, so I put the receiver back in its cradle.

      “Mr. King, you’ll take the job? You’ll find my daughter?” The anger in his tone must be fabricated because he doesn’t sound all that concerned about the girl.

      “We will,” I reply. “I’ll need you to send over all the information I’ve just requested, plus a clear image of her.”

      “We?”

      “My partners. Duke Knight and Lorde Prince.” He knows I work with them. He’d asked if they were available as well when we spoke this afternoon.

      “Yes, yes, right. Of course. I’m responding to your email now. When will you be here? The press is hounding me, my wife won’t stop screaming, and I’m certain my stocks are about to plummet.” He growls that last part.

      “Stocks,” Duke chokes out. I feel the same way. That shouldn’t even be a blip on the man’s radar at this time.

      “We’re leaving now. We’ll be at the university in about an hour. From there, we’ll expand our search for her.” He hangs up before saying anything else.

      “Father of the year, right there.” Duke’s sarcasm is on the nose.

      “Maybe it’s how he shows his concern.” Lorde doesn’t sound like he believes that any more than we do.

      As I receive the information, I skim through it before printing out copies of her picture and telling Lorde, “Do a deep dive into her family. If there are skeletons, we need to know.” He nods, grabbing his laptop and packing it up before leaving to collect the rest of his shit.

      “I’ll take a look at the media footage and hack into some CCTV cameras once I find out the direction she’s headed,” Duke offers as he does the same as Lorde.

      And I’ll go through Sol Titan’s background. Discover everything she’s been hiding because there’s no way a girl like her hasn’t concealed something from her parents.
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            Duke

          

        

      

    

    
      For years, I lived in a directionless world. Following orders and saving the day, keeping damsels from distress, and rescuing CEOs from their bad decisions. When Noble King approached Lorde and me with the idea of starting our own security company, being our own bosses, I’d been reluctant.

      I’d never been an in-charge kind of guy. I didn’t want to be the one to make the tough calls and deal with the fallout when shit went south. But Noble and Lorde convinced me I could handle that shit, and they were right. Not that I’ll ever tell them that.

      We grew up together in an all-boys orphanage in West Virginia, raised by nuns and priests. As soon as we graduated high school, we enlisted together, joining the Army Rangers and working our way to the top—best of the best—until we finally got tired of dodging bullets, taking orders, and never having a home base.

      When we settled in New York, it didn’t take long before we’d built Crown Security and I.T. It was the most challenging mission of our lives, but at over thirty years old, we were at the top of the field in our ranks, and now we’re in the same position once again.

      It’s been four years since we began this endeavor, and not much has changed for any of us other than we’re ready to find our forever woman and settle down.

      The second I saw Sol Titan’s image on Noble’s screen, I knew she was it. She was exactly what we’d been searching for, never knowing if we’d find her.

      “East entrance of Central Park is where I lose her.” I say this in the vehicle as we pull up outside the building where her practice was being held. Reporters still hang around, same with her mother, which is shocking from what I understand of the woman. She’s a pit viper, only out for the good of herself. She has no feelings towards her daughter, and if Lorde could dig that little nugget up so quickly, I can only imagine what the rest of the world has been able to discover.

      “What’s the game plan here?” Lorde asks as we remain in the vehicle. We don’t want anyone to know who we are or why we’re here just yet.

      “Find the girl. See what she wants to do,” Noble clarifies.

      “Our girl,” I correct him. Lorde smirks out a laugh, and Noble shakes his head. I have no doubt that she’s ours. There is nothing anyone can do or say to convince me otherwise.

      Exiting the Escalade, reporters turn to us, but either our bulk or our fuck-off attitudes hold them at bay because no one approaches. Striding quickly down the street, the lights guiding our way, I can only imagine how terrified Sol must be alone at night. It’s not as well-lit in NYC’s largest park as it should be. Which means it’s easier for predators to hide than if she were out during the day.

      From the matching scowls on Noble and Lorde’s faces, I can tell they’ve had the same thought. Picking up the pace, we jog into the park, only separating when the paths do. I keep going straight, Noble heads left, and Lorde veers right. Come hell or high water, we’re going to find this girl unharmed and in one piece, or it just might kill me.

      She’s a precious little being, too good for the cold, brutal world that destroys beauties with innocence like hers. Flicking on my flashlight, I slow my pace so as not to miss somewhere she could be hiding and slowly make my way along the path. I’m hoping she hasn’t ventured off and into the darkness in search of somewhere to escape and hide, but it’s my biggest worry.

      “Sol?” I call out, gentling my gruff voice. Sweeping one side of the path, then the other, I move unhurriedly, not wanting to miss anything. “You’re safe, Sol. You can come out.” A rustling a few feet off the path pauses me until I see a stray cat dart out of the bush, obviously having found something to chase as it moves stealthily across the grass.

      Tapping the mic in my ear, I ask, “Anything?” The later we’re out here, the more likely it could become that someone finds and hurts her.

      “Nothing,” Lorde grouches.

      “Negative,” Noble relays.

      Given the size of the surrounding area, the possibilities of something happening to her are endless. Which means finding her could take a day or more. We were simply hoping she’d be here, easy to spot.

      “You think we’re going to have to call in help?” I ask the others as I pass a couple making out on a bench. After showing Sol’s picture to them, they confirm they haven’t seen her. I suspect it’s more they haven’t come up for air long enough to notice.

      “We’re doing this,” Noble defends.

      Subtle crying grabs my attention as he continues speaking, but I don’t hear a word of it. “Might have something,” I mutter as I move my flashlight a few feet off the path, where I notice a shape huddled up against a tree.

      “Is it her?” Lorde asks, and I know he’s jogging now because I hear the puffs of breath in my ear.

      “Send us your location,” Noble demands.

      “Sol?” I call her name gently as I forward my GPS coordinates to my friends. Approaching the girl cautiously, I crouch down in front of her.

      The wild mane of wavy red hair captures my attention. It’s like a flag summoning me over to her. “Are you hurt?” She doesn’t move. Her shivering body worries me, so I tug off my jacket and drape it over her legs, wanting to pull her into me instead, but not until she looks at me.

      “Sol, I need to see your face.” She tenses. “Please,” I add on.

      Her shoulders shake with another sob before she lifts her head just high enough for me to see her coral-green irises. As our eyes meet, it’s like being struck by lightning.

      Shocking and painful.

      But I’ve had this innate feeling since seeing her picture that she was ours, and this moment only solidifies it for me. “Are you hurt?” I ask again. Reaching out a hand, I place it comfortingly on her raised knee. Her head slowly shakes back and forth, bouncing her glorious hair. Tear tracks stain her cheeks as she licks her lips.

      “Good, that’s good, little girl.” It slips out, and when I catch her eyes widen, I worry she’ll scamper away. “Can I help you up?” She stays in place. “My name is Duke Knight. Your father hired my firm to find and protect you.” She nods at my explanation but remains still.

      Hearing pounding feet from behind, I glance over my shoulder to find Noble and Lorde headed our way. Standing to meet them, I keep an eye on the timid girl on the ground as she watches with unabashed fright.

      My two best friends, men I trust more than anyone, can’t keep their eyes off her as they slow their approach. I know the feeling well. I want to look at her all the time. It has quickly become my favorite thing to do, but we need to get her out of here first.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sol

      

      

      Duke Knight.

      It suits him. Strong, dominant, immovable. I don’t understand how I know this, just that I do. Same as when he called me little girl. My soul felt like it clicked into place. It was as if there was this missing piece, and finally, I was given access to it, and I’m now whole.

      The other men that join him are just as large, handsome, and intimidating, and I feel the same pull to them as I do with Duke. Again, not sure of the why, only that I belong to them.

      The dark-haired one meets my eyes, and I feel the blush heating my cheeks, but I can’t look away. I’m enthralled, captured in his intense gaze, and despite my fear of men, these don’t scare me one bit.

      When the blond kneels in front of me, his melted chocolate eyes softening and ignoring the way the damp grass is about to stain his jeans, I whimper. What the hell is with these involuntary responses?

      “We’re not going to hurt you, little girl.” There it is, that nickname again. The one that cries out for me to leap into their arms and allow them to take away all my pain and fear. Biting my lip, he cups my cheek in his warm palm, and I turn into the touch. It’s been so long since I’ve felt this kind of comfort. “My name is Lorde Prince.” Nibbling my lip, I don’t miss their names’ royal meanings, and it has me insanely curious about the third man.

      He watches me with the eyes of a person who recognizes that he’s found the one thing in life he’s never going to let go. But there’s a darkness there. A possessive twitch he can’t quite hide. I catch the way his jaw clenches the longer I stare, and I realize how rude it is, so I drop my gaze.

      “We need to go,” he grinds out to the others. His tone sounds like my father’s. Exasperated and annoyed. At least, it’s not like my mother, filled with hate and intolerance.

      Lorde retreats with his hand, and I immediately miss his touch. I want to grab it and drag it back to me, hold onto it until I feel heat penetrating my bones again. Instead, I curl my fingers into fists and refrain from reaching out for any of them.

      The one who has yet to speak to me steps closer and offers a hand. His height is intimidating as he towers over me, but I don’t feel threatened. All three of them, they project safety. Something I haven’t felt in quite a long time.

      Accepting his outstretched hand, he easily pulls me to my feet, but my side twinges and pinches, causing me to cry out. A rush of tears crowds my eyes, and each man moves to surround me, their hands roving across my body, searching for injury.

      There isn’t one.

      Not a new one, anyway.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” my dark prince asks, his eyes filled with concern and anger. Lifting the side of my sweater, I’ve forgotten I’m wearing my full-body swimsuit, and the scar I abhor is hidden from view.

      Shaking my head, I drop the garment and begin walking away. I’ve never felt more unprepared for anything in my entire life, which says a lot because when I was sixteen, I swam in the Olympics and won silver. I’m a champion athlete and have been since I was a small child. Nothing has stopped me from achieving anything I’ve ever set out to do.

      But these three men have rendered me mute.

      When I try to speak, I just whimper. I can’t seem to form words around them, and I blame my parents. The only man I’ve ever been around is my father, and his dismissive attitude towards me all these years has me terrified to speak to these men who seem to want to listen to what I have to say.

      Or do they? They haven’t really asked me anything other than if I was hurt. Everything else has just been them trying to keep me calm.

      They catch up to me quickly. Not that I expected differently since my father hired them. Though I’m still not sure why, I’m not in any danger. I learned my lesson over the summer.

      No more friends. They can hurt me every bit as deeply as family.

      Holding Duke’s coat to my chest, he eases it from my fingers before wrapping it around my shoulders. I give him a grateful smile, and he winks at me. I’m learning he’s a bit of a flirt.

      An imposing hand slips to the small of my back, and I turn my head to see the man whose name I still don’t know staring straight ahead, but his calloused fingers seem to dig into my spine, like he’s trying to hold on to me without it being obvious.

      Lorde jogs a few feet ahead, his head moving constantly, scanning for something I must be unaware of. My flip-flops are the only noise as we move, and the further we travel through Central Park, the more I realize how stupid I have been.

      I’m aware of how dangerous the park is at night. The many terrible things that could have happened to me if not for these three men finding me. The trembling in my body from the cold breeze intensifies, and soon, I’m hardly able to put one foot in front of the other.

      “Hey, hey, what’s this?” Duke asks, but it’s the other man who pulls me into his arms.

      One hand rubs up and down my back, and the other cups the back of my head. I smell like chlorine, and my hair is a tangled mess, but he doesn’t seem to care as I clutch his shirt in tight fists.

      “Lorde, go get the Escalade. Meet us at the entrance.” His voice rumbles in his chest. Scooping me up in his arms, he whispers in my ear, “Sshh, little girl, we’ll take care of you.” And for some inexplicable reason, I believe him.

      I want them to take care of me, to show me that not everyone in the world is evil and out for blood. Because I no longer believe I’m meant to be a part of the big picture.

      My love of swimming disappeared the day I was shot due to being the best. Jealousy ruined my life.

      My mom.

      My friend.

      People who don’t even know me.

      The hate mail I often receive is terrifying. I can no longer ignore it and simply focus on the letters I receive from young girls who look up to me. Those letters used to get me through any bad day, but I haven’t read one in months. So many people blame me for Vanessa going to prison. They say I deserved what I got because I couldn’t share the victory.

      The thing is, I worked hard to get where I am. I was pushed into competing for school; I didn’t always want to. My coaches, teachers, Mom, they insisted I had to be the one to represent the school. I was a child being manipulated, and now everything is my fault.

      As we reach the park entrance, I see Lorde standing outside their vehicle, holding the back door open as he waits for us. Duke gets behind the wheel, the other man gets in the front, and Lorde helps me into the back before joining me and buckling my seatbelt.

      “Safety first.” He winks when he catches me watching him. In the minutes since meeting these men, they’ve treated me with more concern than anyone in my life has. Which sadly leads me to believe that they’ll break my heart harder than ever before when they leave. Because if life has taught me anything, it’s that feelings like this aren’t meant to last.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Lorde

      

      

      She still hasn’t said a word to any of us. Her eyes speak a thousand thoughts, but nothing has passed her plump, light-pink lips. Not a sound beyond a sweet whimper. Her hands fidget in her lap, and while I’m glad to be sitting beside her, I’d like to know where Duke is taking us because it’s not in the direction of our home/offices, and it’s not the way to her brownstone on the Upper East Side.

      Since her school is behind us, I can only assume we’re heading towards either her father’s office in Manhattan or to a hospital to ensure she’s alright and isn’t hiding anything from us. Given the twinge of pain in her eyes when she turned the wrong way, I’d say she hides the fact that her wound still gives her fits. Though, I don’t believe it should be after having read her medical file. Which makes me wonder what the hell is going on and if she was able to recuperate the way she should have been.

      “Does it hurt often?” I ask her, turning my body a bit so I can see her face and distinguish whether she lies to me or not.

      She shifts her head towards me, her green eyes muddied with confusion. I want to ask her a million questions, but I keep them to myself for now.

      Gradually, her head lifts up and down as one hand moves to cover the wound. “Daily?” I wish she would speak. Another confirmation. “Have you told anyone?” I have a feeling I already know the answer to this question. She shakes her head, and I ball my fists in frustration.
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