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Prologue  

 
Mommy? I ducked behind my closed bedroom door.  

As I peeked around the corner, my mom started raising her voice, stabbing her finger into the man 

standing in front of her. “No, this wasn’t part of the plan!”  
The man smiled in a way that made me clutch my teddy, Puppie, tighter. “You don’t call the shots. She’s 

a Venari. You will have to run, and run fast if you don’t want this catching up with you.”  

My mom clutched the locket on her chest. “She…,” my mother whispered, tears slipping down her 
cheeks. “She’s just a kid, Lucan. She… she—”  

“Is the Silver Swan, Elizabeth. You must run. Now, before Hector finds out.”  
My mom sucked in a breath just as I stepped backward, quietly running to my bed. Slipping under the 

covers, I wiggled into the warmth and clutched Puppie closer. It was my birth present from a close family friend, 

and I’d slept with her since. She had ballerina slippers, a loose dress, and her hands stuck up in the air when the 
puppet strings were attached. When my door finally cracked open, my eyes slammed shut as I began to scratch 

one of the button eyes on my teddy. The material was worn, and the puppet strings were now broken. I was seven 

though, so I should’ve been too old for Puppie to be sleeping in bed with me. But I know why the man was here.  
He comes here every Friday.  

I know what he does next. 
Bleeding echoes reverberate around Madison’s bedroom as sobs wrack through her body. Clutching her 

knees up to her chest, she scrunches her eyes closed, attempting to block out the familiar memories that assault 

her every night. Like a murky walk down a cold, damp road, alone, unable to break free from the confinement of 

which she’s constricted to.  

“This is part of who you are, Silver.”  

Goose bumps break out over her flesh at the slithering invasion of that voice. And then everything 

changes, as if she’s watching herself from the outside as a different person. 

“No!” Madison tossed and turned in his arms, attempting to break her wrists free from the tight grip 
strapped around her.  

“Shhh, Silver, you’re not your own.”  

“What?” Madison gasped, tears streaming down her cheeks. “What do you mean I’m not my own?” The 
hand that was around her wrists went to her loose ponytail, and he tugged it down slightly. “Please don’t. Not 

tonight,” Madison pleaded, her throat constricting through the pain, and the betrayal.  

“You best get used to this, Silver. This is only the beginning of your life.”  
“But I’m little.”  

“This is better than being dead.” Then he gripped onto Madison’s pajama bottoms and tore them off, 
flicking them across the room. She closed her eyes and dreamed of a day, a better day, where her family secrets 

and ties weren’t coming into her bedroom every Friday night. Black Friday was what Madison called it. She feared 

it, despised it, and one day, she hoped to put a bullet between its eyes. The first time, he stole her virginity. And 
Madison knew the blood that trickled down her innocent thighs wouldn’t bleed without retribution.   

 

 

Chapter 1 
 

“Madison? Are you sure you want to leave?” Tatum asks, looking at me from over her arm, her hands 

resting on the steering wheel.  

“Yes,” I answer, gazing out the window. “I can’t be around them right now, Tatum.”  

She looks at me, pulling onto the highway. “Do you want to talk about what happened back there?”  

I hit the radio, hoping to drown out her questions. Jason Derulo’s “Stupid Love” starts playing.  

“So yup, that’s a no then,” Tatum mutters, taking her attention back to the road. I close my eyes and lose 

myself in the lyrics of the song. Fuck love. Fuck any feelings that resemble love, or show it. The one person who 

was supposed to love me unconditionally betrayed me too. What does that say? What, am I that unlovable? Or 
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do so many people think I don’t deserve their truth? Both of which are shit, if I’m being honest. Which I am.  

The song finishes and I turn the radio down, realizing it’s not Tatum’s fault.  

“You don’t have to do this with me, Tate, but I can’t be here, with them, around all the lies.”  

She sighs. “Madi, I’m not leaving you. I know our friendship moved fast, but… I’ve never had any friends 

before, and I’m a little…” Her face turns red before she looks back to me. “Lonely. So I’m not leaving you out 

here—alone.”  

“But you do realize that you’ll have to ditch your credit cards?” I point out, watching her reaction.  

Realization slips over briefly before a smile snaps back onto her face. “Yes, Madi. Consider them gone.”  

“Really?” I ask, my eyebrow quirked.  

“Yes.” She nods, and I almost buy it. Then she casually adds, “Right after I withdraw a few thousand.”  

Laughing, I shake my head, turning the music back up. What the fuck are we going to do?  

“Okay,” Tatum inserts, running her hand through her hair as she continues to drive us wherever the fuck 

we are going. “So we need to go back to your house quickly and gather whatever we might need.”  

“Like what?” I ask, horrified that we need to go back home. “No, Tate, I don’t want to go there.”  

She looks to me. “Well, what then, Madi? We don’t have many options, and we need passports and all 

that!”  

“Okay,” I whisper, resting into my seat and trying to think of a solution. “Okay, this is just a real blind 

shot, but I promise if this fails, we can break into my house and take whatever I need.”  

Tatum relaxes. “So where are we going?”  

I swallow. “To Riverside. To the library.”  

 

Pulling up to the school, Tatum parks the car out front and turns in her seat to face me. “Are you sure 

about this?”  

“Um.” I search for the word I’m looking for, but fail. “No.” I push open the door and get out just as 

Tatum’s door closes.  

“Well, lucky I have my running shoes on.” She rounds the car and comes to stand next to me.  

I look down at her feet. “Those aren’t running shoes, Tatum.”  

Heading toward the school with Tatum in tow, we sneak down the side of the girls’ classrooms, ducking 

under any windows where people might see us, and make our way past the pool, straight toward the library that’s 

tucked behind the gym. As we reach the student-only entrance, I slide my student card over the little box until the 

green light flashes and beeps. Pulling open the door, we step inside. It’s fairly quiet, a few students hanging about 

here and there, but no one who would take notice of Tatum and me. The door slips shut, breaking the kind of 

silence that can only come from a library.  

Miss Winters’s head snaps up to the entrance, pulling her out of the book she was engrossed in. Her 

eyes widen when she sees me, so I give her a pleading look. She gets to her feet, shoving her glasses up her nose. 

Walking toward Tatum and me, she watches her surroundings closely, her paranoia obvious.   

“Girls, how can I help you?” She plasters on a fake smile.  

“I know” is all I manage to say. All the times I’ve wanted to ask, What the fuck is going on? is replaced 

now with those two simple words.  

Miss Winters pauses, her head tilting to the side as her eyes drift over my shoulder briefly before coming 

back to me. “You know?”  

I maintain eye contact, my shoulders squaring. “I. Know.” In a blink of an eye, she forcefully grabs onto 

Tatum’s and my arms and directs us back toward the entrance we just walked through. Pushing the doors open, 

she shoves us back into the late afternoon sun, closing the doors behind herself.  

She exhales, her hand coming up to her forehead where she rubs across it softly, in an almost meditating 

gesture. “Shit.” She cranes her neck, closes her eyes, and then breathes out, “You know you’re the Silver Swan?”  

“The Silver what now?” Tatum asks sassily, looking toward me with a crinkled eyebrow.  

“Yes,” I hiss. “But I don’t know what the fuck that means or how you know about it or why everyone has 

been lying to me.”  

“I can’t….” Miss Winters shakes her head. “I’m sorry, Madison, but I can’t get involved with all of it. It’s 

too dangerous.”  

“Well then, can you help me disappear?”  

Miss Winters snaps her head toward me. “You can’t run from the Kings, Madison. They’ll kill you.” She 

ends her sentence in a whisper.  

“They’ll kill me anyway. Assuming I read the book correctly.”  

“Where is that book?” Miss Winters asks, looking around nervously.  

“It’s in my bag. Are you going to help me or not?”  

She pauses, searches my eyes, and then pulls out her phone. “Look, I know a guy. Tell him Tinker sent 

you.”  

“Tinker?” I ask as she scrolls through her cell.  

She looks up at me. “Yes, Tinker.” She pauses, dropping her arms to her side.  
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“What?”  

“It’s just…. Listen, you need to do this right if you’re going to do it. Get all the documents he needs from 

you, but withdrawal all the cash you need for now. He’s not cheap. You can’t carry over ten grand in cash if you fly 

internationally, so withdrawal ten thousand, and then another eight to get everything you need from Benny.” She 

pauses, giving me his number, and I quickly add it to my phone. “He will charge you four thousand each.” She 

pauses and looks at me. “Run, Madi. Run and don’t ever come back, because regardless of what Bishop feels 

about you?” She searches my eyes. “It means nothing. It meant nothing when it came to Khales, either.”  

“What do you mean? What do you know about Khales?”  

Her face turns hard. “I know he put a bullet right between her eyes.” 
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Chapter 2 
After running back to Tatum’s car, we both slip inside before she skids out and takes us toward the bank. 

“What the fuck does she mean? Bishop killed someone?” Tatum’s eyes are wide as she looks between me and 

the road ahead.  

“I don’t think that was the first person he ever killed either,” I murmur, looking outside my window.  

“You never did tell me what you saw in that basement, Madi.”  

I want to tell her, but a strange part of me doesn’t want her to know something that could be used against 

Bishop. Stupid girl, I scold myself. Also, it’s safer for Tatum to not know anything.  

“I don’t really want to talk about it, Tate.”  

She smiles and pats my hand. “We’re getting the fuck out of here.” Pulling up to the curb, we both jump 

out.  

I close my door. “You go to your bank and I’ll go to mine. We can carry ten each. That should get us 

through.”  

Tatum nods, but something flashes through her eyes and I pause. “Are you okay?”  

“We’re really doing this?” she quickly asks.  

“You can back out now. I don’t want to drag you into my mess anyway.”  

“No.” She shakes her head. “I’m coming with you. I have nothing here.”  

I smile sadly. “Okay, then it’s settled. Meet back here in ten minutes.” Tatum nods and then quickly 

dashes into her bank as I cross the busy road to mine. Pushing open the doors with my head ducked, I collide into 

someone. “Sorry,” I mutter, stepping around them.  

“Madison?”  

I look up to see Ridge staring back at me. “Oh, hi,” I murmur, eyeing over his shoulder. I don’t want to 

take long here; I need to get in and out as fast as possible, no stopping. 

“Hey, I was going to come look for you. Have you heard from Tillie?” he asks, tilting his head. I look at 

him, properly this time, and notice the tired bags under his red-rimmed eyes and his disheveled hair.  

“No, not since we came back from the cabin. Why? Is everything okay?” Now that he said that, it is odd 

I haven’t noticed Tillie not contacting me. I’ve been so caught up in my shit that I haven’t stopped to think.  

He shakes his head. “No, no one has heard from her.”  

“I’ll call her. I’m sure she’s fine.” She could be anywhere, but then again, she could really be okay. From 

what she told me about her dad, I’m not entirely surprised she hasn’t gone home.  

“Okay.” He pulls out his phone. “Can I give you my number so you can call me if you hear from her? 

Please, I just want to make sure she’s okay.”  

I nod, surveying inside toward the bank teller. I really need to leave. “Sure.” He tells me his number, and 

I push it into my phone…. My phone! Shit! “Actually,” I start, going for relaxed tone, “could you write it down?” 

He looks at me, pauses, but then nods, drawing out a pen and taking my hand, scribbling it down.  

“Thanks, I’ll call you.” I sidestep away from him and walk the rest of the way into the bank. There’s a 

fucking line. Of course there’s a fucking line.  

Fifteen minutes later, I’m walking out of the bank, tossing my ATM card into a trash can nearby, and 

heading back to the car.  

Pulling open the passenger door, Tatum is smiling at me from the driver seat. “I actually feel really 

fucking excited about this.”  

“Makes one of us,” I mutter, taking out my phone. “Drive.” I pop open the glove compartment and pull 

out a pen and paper, transferring Ridge’s number then scrubbing it off my hand. “I’ll call Benny now.”  

Tatum  nods as she continues to drive.  

The phone rings until a deep voice picks up. “Who sent you?”  

“Uh… uh….” I look around, confused. What a weird way to answer the phone. “Tinker?” God, I feel 

ridiculous saying that name out loud.  

A pause.  

Silence.  

“The corner, on the last stretch of Highway 4.”  

“Uh, okay?”  

He hangs up. I look down at my phone and then at Tatum.  

“What’d he say?” she asks, looking between me and the road. 

“We have to go to the corner on the last stretch of Highway 4.”  

Tate nods. “I know where that is.”  

“Give me your phone.” I put my hand out to her. “Do you need any numbers from it?”  

She pauses, eyes glassing over slightly before she squares her shoulders. “No. No one will even know I’m 

gone.”  

I smile sadly at her before winding my window down, tossing the cell out. Searching through my contacts, 
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I take down a couple of numbers that might come in handy. Through my scrolling, my finger pauses over 

Bishop’s name, and my heart sinks slightly.  

Fuck him.  

Not only did he kill Ally, but apparently he killed Khales too. I pass his name and keep searching until I 

get to my dad. My heart sinks further, but I keep scrolling up.  

Nate.  

I close my eyes, squeezing my phone in… frustration? Sadness? A combination of both? Winding down 

my window with my eyes still closed, I toss it out. “I don’t need anyone either.”  

 

Pulling up to the almost abandoned crossroad off the highway, I notice it’s empty—and it’s getting late, the 

afternoon sun casting shadows through the large branches of trees that reside on the edge of the cul-de-sac. 

“No one’s here. It’s quiet.”  

“Too quiet,” I add. We pull to a stop and I get out of the car, slamming my door. 

Tatum winds my window down. “Madi! Fuck’s sake, can you not be a badass today, please? I don’t want 

to die right now. Or ever.”  

I roll my eyes. “Miss Winters gave us this dude’s number. She wouldn’t fuck us over.”  

“You put an awful lot of confidence in Miss Winters,” a voice says, a figure walking toward me out of the 

shadows. I spin around and see an older man making his way to me. He’s wearing a hoodie and ripped dark jeans, 

and he must be in his midforties.  

“Well, it’s all I’ve got.”  

He nods in understanding. At first glance, no warning bells go off. “I’ve been in touch with Tinker. I have 

all your documents ready to go.”  

“That was quick.”  

“We have them at my beck and call. It’s why I charge so much.”  

I shrug, not needing the details. “Let me see.” He hands me two manila folders. One says Amira and the 

other says Atalia. Both last names. “We’re sisters?” I look up at Benny. “Amira and Atalia Maddox? Could you 

not go with something simple?”  

Benny looks at me deadpan. “Hand the money over.”  

I pull out the thick envelope and pass it to him. He takes out the cash and flicks through it. “I take it it’s 

all here?”  

“Of course. You know we’re good for it.”  

He pauses, watching us for a split second before appearing satisfied with my answer. “This didn’t happen. 

Have a nice life, Amira.”  

I’m Amira? Of course I am. Stupid fancy name, it doesn’t suit me at all.  

I walk back to the car, swinging the door open, and hand Tatum the folder that says her new name on it. 

“Here you go, Atalia.”  

She scoffs, and then her smile drops. “Seriously?”  

“Seriously.”  

“Well damn. Let’s get this started.” She puts the car in first gear and we drive to the closest airport.  

Not long after, we’re parking the car in the garage. We both get out and walk toward the building, me 

with my duffle bag and her with her own small bag.  

“Where are we going?” Tatum asks, looking at me.  

I squint my eyes at all the flights. Smiling, I nudge her with my elbow. “How long does it take to get a 

visa?”  
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Chapter 3  
The visas were rather easy to obtain. There’s a kiosk counter set up toward the back of the airport, and 

since the country we’re flying to has a direct agreement with the United States, all it took was a quick questionnaire 

online and done; we were accepted directly through the visa waiver system.  

“I can’t believe this,” Tatum whispers. “We’re going to New Zealand? Couldn’t you choose a different 

country, like, I don’t know… Dubai?”  

I turn to face her. “And where do you think they’ll look first, Tate?”  

She sighs. “I guess so.”  

“And besides,” I add, “I haven’t even heard of New Zealand. I doubt Bishop has. And also…” I look 

toward her ungrateful ass, “it was either this or some small town in Indonesia or Thailand.”  

“Could have got cheap new tits in Thailand.”  

Rolling my eyes, the voice overhead calls our flight name, and I look to Tatum, my heart beating in my 

chest. “Are you ready?”  

She looks back at me and takes my hand. “Yeah… yeah, I am.”  

 

 

Two Months Later 
“I don’t know, Ta—Atalia.”  

Tatum grins at me, walking around the back of the bar in her skimpy shorts and lace push-up bra that 

hangs out of her ripped crop top. “Well, you know you can work here.” She nods toward the stripper pole. We’ve 

been here for a couple of months now, and plan to stay for a couple more hopefully, but I need to find a job to 

keep my mind busy. 

I turn back around and grin. “You know, I may not care anymore, but I won’t be sucking on any poles.” 

I take a sip of my drink and lean back in my chair, scanning the paper in front of me and flinging my pencil 

through my fingers. It’s 12:00 p.m. here, which means it’s around 8:00 p.m. the previous day back home.  

Since coming here, Tatum and I have been staying in a little apartment right on the beach. We landed in 

Auckland thirteen hours after we boarded the plane and immediately purchased a little booklet of the country. 

We both agreed we wanted to be near the beach, grasping something that resembles home and keeping it close to 

us. So we found this small town in the middle of the north island called Mount Maunganui. I can’t pronounce it 

and have noticed a lot of the locals just call it The Mount.  

It’s beautiful here. Sandy beaches, big waves, little shops lining the main beach where houses and coastal 

homes are set up opposite. The entire strip of the shoreline goes on for around ten minutes by car and eventually 

takes you to another small suburb called Papamoa. New Zealanders are friendly—sometimes a little too friendly—

the food is fresh, and the air is like walking into a sauna for the first time. It’s lovely. But I haven’t been able to 

find a job since we got here. The flat we live in is a small studio apartment—nothing over the top—but it costs a 

fortune. It turns out this town isn’t exactly cheap to live in. Of course, trust Tatum and me to choose one of the 

more expensive towns in the whole of New Zealand. She found a job right away, working for cash in hand as a 

bartender-slash-stripper—I shit you not. I love Tatum, but I can see her slowly losing herself.  

Is it happening to me too?  

Whenever I try to dig inside, in search of my true feelings, I come up blank. I have none. I’ve thought 

once or twice about taking Tatum up on her offer and joining her as a stripper, but then I remembered I can’t 

dance for shit and my ass jiggles a little more than it should. 

“Nice drawing,” the guy next to me interrupts my thoughts, pointing down to my piece of paper.  

“Thanks,” I murmur, leaning forward and taking my drink.  

“How long did it take for you to draw that?”  

“Hmmm.” I swallow some of my drink and then look back at him. “About twenty minutes.”  

His eyebrows pull together. “Can I take a look?”  

I nod. “Yeah, sure.” I hand it to him, watching his expressions change. He has messy but well-styled light-

brown hair, a five o’clock shadow, a straight pointy nose, and olive skin. His shoulders are square, much like his 

jaw, and he’s wearing a dark leather jacket with a plain white shirt underneath, dark jeans, leather bangles on his 

wrists, and heavy black biker boots. Oh, God, please don’t be a biker.  

“These are fucking mint.” He grins, studying my latest drawing. I don’t know what the term “mint” 

means, but I take it it’s some kind of New Zealand lingo. The drawing is a pink lotus flower that’s half blossomed. 

There’s a bullet sitting in the middle, the petals of the flower guarding it protectively. The shading isn’t quite 

finished, but yeah, it’s not bad.  

“Thank you,” I reply shyly.  

He looks up at me. “I heard you tell your—” He looks toward Tatum on the pole. “—friend you’re 
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looking for a job?”  

“Yeah.” I nod.  “We’re from America.”  

“Backpacking?”  

“Something like that,” I answer through a tight smile.  

“Jesse.” He puts his heavily tattooed hand out.  

I take it, surprised his palm is a little soft considering what he looks like. “Amira.”  

“Amira?” He grins. “Sort of sexy.”  

“Ha!” I laugh nervously. “Good one.” Is he flirting? I can’t tell.  

His grin relaxes to a sly smirk. “Here.” He slides his card across the bar. “I own Inked, the tattoo parlor 

two shops down.” He points to my drawing. “I got you a job if you want it.”  

“What?” I gasp in disbelief. “I haven’t tattooed anyone—ever!”  

He shakes his head. “No, but I have, and do, and you draw fucking amazing. I can teach you. Or, you 

can just draw for me. I only do custom designs. So if you come in and sit down as I go over each client, you can 

draw what they say. Catch my drift?”  

I swallow. “Shit.”  

“Scared?” He grins at me again, a dark eyebrow quirked.  

“Sort of.”  

“Hey!” Tatum comes bouncing with bills stuffed under her bra. Jesus fucking Christ, this girl. She looks 

to Jesse and smiles, her eyes lighting up like the Fourth of July. She puts her hand out. “I’m Atalia!”  

Jesse looks between us. “Similar names, or…?”  

“Sisters,” Tatum chirps, gripping onto the bar, jumping up, and planting her ass on top. Jesse walks over 

to her, picks her up from under her arms, and shakes his head.  

“Don’t go sitting your little ass on tabletops in this country, girl.”  

I laugh at Tate’s pouted lip.  

“Okay,” I say to Jesse, and his eyes come directly back to me. “I mean,” I correct, “I don’t know if I’m 

what you’re really looking for, but I’m willing to give it a try. Since, you know… I was rather close to going up”—I 

point toward the stage—“there.”  

He grins. “Yeah, come now.” He nudges his head toward the front door, and I look between it and him 

and then back again.  

“You’re not a murderer, are you?”  

“Guess you won’t know until you follow me.”  

Pausing, my eyes lock onto his before I down my drink and get off the stool. 

Turning to Tatum, I smile. “I’ll be back soon.”  

She shrugs and then bounces back onto the stage. I follow Jesse out the door, the cool summer air hitting 

me across the face. He nudges his head toward the sidewalk.  

“This isn’t the part where you kill me, is it?” I chuckle, shoving my hands into my jean pockets. 

He laughs, throwing his head back. “This is New Zealand, babe. You’re safe.” From what I’ve seen so 

far, it is safe here.  

We walk down the sidewalk until we come to a shop that has black paint licked over the front with red 

stripes going diagonally down the brick structure. Jesse pulls out his keys, unlocks the door, and then ushers me 

inside.  

Flicking the lights on, he gestures out in front of himself.  

“It’s clean!” is the first thing that comes into my brain, and me being me, of course I say it out loud.  

Jesse laughs, closing the door behind himself to shut out the line of boy racers that are flooring it down 

the main street. “Yeah, I guess it sort of has to be.” He tilts his head and then walks forward to the dark concrete 

counter. It’s all rustic with a dose of modern. The floors are glass mirror tiles, and the seats are black leather with 

intricate designs carved into the armrests. All the booths are wide open but have the option to pull a curtain across 

for privacy. There’s also a private booth at the back.  

“Piercings and such,” Jesse mutters, handing me a beer when he sees me looking at the booth.  

“Thanks.” I take it. “So what exactly do you want from me?”  

He takes a swig and then looks at me. “When clients come in, you can sit in during their consultation, get 

a vision of what they want, and draw it for them. Just roughly sketch it.”  

“Okay, and when you don’t have clients?” I ask, watching him carefully. He has a couple of beauty marks 

on his face that instantly draw my attention, so I look away quickly, not wanting to get caught ogling. He’s a little 

more than hot. He has a rough sexiness about him. I wonder how old he is. 

“You can stay at the front desk? I can pay you hourly plus give you a percentage out of the drawings you 

do—all cash in hand.”  

I think over his question and then look toward some of the artwork that’s hanging on the walls. “I guess 

I’m in.”  

He steps forward, pushing his hands into the front pockets of his jeans, and tilts his head. “What’s your 

story?”  
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Casually sucking in a breath, I bring the bottle to my mouth and swallow. “I don’t really have one.”  

“Okay, and how long are you in NZ for?”  

“Only for a couple of months. If that. So please don’t think this is a permanent thing for me. I’d hate to 

give you the wrong impression.”  

The corner of his mouth tilts up slightly. “I’m not really into permanent.”  

I run my eyes up and down his body, once again failing to hide my attraction to him, but anytime I think, 

Okay, I can do this. I can find a man just to have something casual with, Bishop possesses my body and my 

thoughts. It’s not entirely fair, considering he has probably moved on already, but it’s just not in me to do it yet. 

It’s too soon. 

I halt him with my hand, sensing he was going to go into the dating territory. “Please don’t. Not yet.”  

He grins. “I can do not yet.”  

Handing him my barely touched beer, I smile at him. “I better go, but I’ll see you tomorrow?”  

“Yup, 9:00 a.m.,” he agrees.  

I nod, turn on my heel, and walk out the door. Figuring I’ll walk the rest of the way back to our 

apartment instead of calling a taxi, I eventually make my way to the main beach. Stepping down the sandy steps, I 

inhale the thick, salty ocean air and close my eyes, shutting out any noise but the crashing of waves and the crickets 

chirping within the trees. New Zealand is beautiful; there’s no doubt about that. But I miss being home in the US. 

I don’t know what’s happening back home. No one has found me, or no one has looked—not sure which of the 

two is correct.  

“You okay?” Tatum comes down the steps and walks to where I’m standing. I take a seat on the sand 

and draw my knees up, my hair falling over my shoulders.  

“Not really.”  

Tate plops down beside me, her long coat wrapped tightly around her body.  

“Are you wearing clothes under that?”  

“What?” She bats her eyelashes innocently. “Of course I am! And also….” She pulls out a bottle of 

whiskey and what I’m pretty sure is a joint. “Tada!”  

I shake my head and laugh. “You’re a hot mess, you know that?”  

“I know,” she sighs, resting her head on my shoulder. “Be a hot mess with me?”  

I swallow, looking out to the dark ocean, wondering what lies are on the other side of what seems to be 

an endless bank of water. “Yeah, I think I’m ready to be just that.”  

The thoughts of Bishop and my dad have been eating away at me ever since I left the US. Maybe the 

reason why it’s not affecting Tatum so much is because she’s always high or drunk— or having sex. Although I’m 

not ready for the sex part—and I don’t even know why, because it’s not like Bishop and I were together—I still feel 

like I’m betraying him. Why the fuck should I care if I’m betraying him though? He betrayed me! He lied, 

cheated, manipulated, and killed someone. He’s exactly— 

“Make it stop, Tate,” I whisper through fresh tears as my throat clogs. A single tear trickles over my 

cheek and Tatum catches it with her index finger. She then grips my chin, turning me to face her. She searches my 

eyes, and for a second, she seems stone-cold sober. “We will make it stop together, Mads.”  

Swallowing, I nod and take the joint from her. Lighting it up, I put it between my lips and inhale deeply 

until my lungs catch on fire and my throat turns to stone. Blowing out the smoke, a sputter of coughs come out of 

me, so I snatch the whiskey from her hand while passing her the joint. After twisting the cap, I bang on my chest 

and then put the tip to my lips and swallow, allowing the burning of the cheap whiskey to coat my already parched 

throat.  

Tatum falls onto her back with the joint tucked between her lips and I lay back with her, the stars 

swimming in the dark abyss of the sphere, a bottle of whiskey between my fingers, and my hair sprawled out over 

the sand.  

“Do you think he ever cared, Tate?” I whisper, tilting my head and lining up the southern cross that 

hangs brightly in the sky.  

“Bishop? No. Nate? Yes.” She coughs loudly, banging on her chest. I sit up, taking a drink until the 

burning turns my throat numb and my head throbs with intoxication. Tatum passes me the joint. “Sorry, Mads. I 

just don’t think he did. But I wouldn’t take it personally. He doesn’t give a fuck about anyone or anything.” I toke 

on the ganja, this time holding it in longer to intensify my buzz, and then blow it out slowly.  

“Why the fuck can’t I bring myself to get laid.”  

“That will come, babe. I said he didn’t care. I’m well aware that you did.”  

“I’m stupid.”  

“No.” Tatum shakes her head, handing me the whiskey. “No, you’re not. You’re Madison Montgomery, 

and you’re a fucking boss-ass bitch who feels, Mads. That’s a big deal. More people should feel.”  

“Felt,” I whisper, my tears now dry. “They used me as their puppet. Now I’m broken.”  

“Broken but hot, and who, by the way, has found a hot tattoo artist!”  

I laugh, pulling my bottom lip into my mouth. “He is a bit hot, huh?”  

“A bit?” Tatum looks offended. “Honey, he will do you fine until our next stop.”  



amojonesbooks.com 

The Broken Puppet 

“Have you decided where we’re going next?” I slur, my eyes narrowing on her to try to focus.  

“Mmmm, Milan?”  

“Spain?” I ask, shocked. “What about London? Can we do Bristol?”  

“Why?”  

“I don’t know. Just really want to find a hot British guy.”  

“To bang, or to complain to me about how you can’t bang?”  

I laugh, shoving her shoulder. “Shut up. Come on.” I get up off the sand and pull Tatum with me. Only 

we both spin out and… I’m falling. I land on the sand with a plonk, the hard surface sure to bruise my ass.  

“Fuck!” Tatum curses behind a chuckle.  

I can’t help it. Undiluted laughter erupts out of me, and I clutch my belly. “Holy shit.” I shake my head, 

my cheeks now aching from all the smiling.  

“Well that’s a laugh I haven’t heard in a while.” Tatum clutches her stomach, wiping the tears from her 

eyes.  

“Yeah, I promise I’ll try to do it more.”  
 


