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Dedication

[image: ]


To every woman who chose herself.

To every woman still learning how.

And to the daughters watching us do it.
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PROLOGUE
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“You don’t get to wake up from every nightmare.”

The room had no walls.

No doors. No windows. No exits. Just black — the kind that breathes. The kind that remembers you.

Monday stood barefoot on concrete so cold it felt like punishment, her hands balled into fists at her sides. She knew this place. Not from the outside. From inside — from the part of her that never fully healed. The part that woke up screaming at 3 a.m. and couldn’t explain why. The part that still flinched when a man raised his voice too fast or moved his hands too quick.

She knew this place because she was this place.

And she knew him.

Andre.

He materialized from the black like smoke taking shape — slow, deliberate, unavoidable. Same smirk she used to mistake for confidence before she learned it was control. Same neck tilt, like every room he stepped into owed him something. He wore that cologne — black ice and bullshit — and the scent hit her chest like a closed fist.

Still. Even in dreams, that man found ways to hurt her.

“You thought you could run from me, didn’t you?” His voice was silk stretched over a blade. Smooth enough to seduce. Sharp enough to slit your throat if you forgot what it really was. “You really out here pretending you free?”

Monday didn’t answer. Didn’t move. She’d learned something about men like Andre — they fed on reaction. Silence starved them.

He stepped closer, and the air thickened, became something she had to push through just to breathe. “I made you. You understand that? Ain’t no healed version of you that don’t carry my fingerprints. Ain’t no future you build that I ain’t the foundation of.”

She almost believed it. That was the most dangerous part.

But something shifted in her peripheral. A presence. Heavy and quiet like a storm front rolling in from the ocean — not destructive yet, just inevitable. She turned her head a fraction.

Behind Andre stood a shadow.

Taller. Broader. Utterly still. Face hidden in the dark, but watching. Watching her with an intensity she felt in her sternum — not like Andre’s watch, which was the surveillance of a man who saw a possession. This was something else. Something she didn’t have language for yet.

Something that scared her almost as much as the man in front of her. Almost.

“You don’t even know who you running to,” Andre said, circling her now. Slow. Predatory. “You too busy trying to survive to see you walking straight into another trap.”

The shadow took a step forward. The concrete cracked under Monday’s feet like ice giving way, splintering outward from where she stood as if the ground itself knew something she didn’t.

Then Andre’s hand shot out and wrapped around her wrist. The grip was iron. Familiar. Infuriating. The same grip that used to freeze her. The same grip that used to make her small. But that was before.

She snatched back — hard — and watched his eyes go wide with something she had never seen on his face before.

Surprise.

“Get. Your. Hands. Off. Me.” The words came out low. Measured. Each one landing like a period, not a comma. Not a question. Not a plea. A declaration.

He stared at her. His jaw tightened. She watched the surprise curdle into something uglier. She said it again — louder this time, loud enough for the black walls to hear it:

“You don’t own me. Not my mind. Not my body. Not my name. You don’t even get to haunt me anymore.”

The shadow moved again. Closer. Andre’s face twisted into that familiar storm. His mouth opened —

And Monday woke up.

* * *
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HEART SLAMMING. SHEETS knotted around her legs. Sweat cold on her spine.

The ceiling fan churned slow circles above her head. A crack in the window let in Houston air — thick, warm, smelling like cut grass and somebody’s barbecue already going at the crack of dawn. The city outside didn’t pause for trauma. It never did.

In the next room, her baby stirred.

Monday pressed both palms flat to her chest and counted. One. Two. Three. Breathe in. Breathe out. You’re here. You’re real. He can’t touch you here. Four. Five. Six.

She sat up slowly, hair damp at her edges, mascara she’d forgotten to wash off streaked somewhere beneath her eye. She looked like survival. She felt like it too.

Then she whispered it to the empty room — to the ceiling, to the Houston morning, to whatever version of herself was still listening:


You don’t get to follow me into this new life, Andre. You had your turn. You had your chance to love me right and you burned it to the ground and called it my fault. But I’m still standing. And this time? I ain’t just surviving. I’m choosing me — every single morning, I’m choosing me. And I got a whole army of peace and hard-earned pain ready to go to war for her.


She stood up. Exhaled. Walked toward the sound of her child.

The dream was over. The life was just beginning.

And somewhere in the city — in a world she didn’t know yet — a storm was building.

His name was Maverick.

And fate, that slick chess-playing woman, had already made her first move.
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Chapter One
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Rebuilding

"Peace always feels too good to last. That’s how you know it’s real."

There is a particular kind of quiet that only exists in a nursery.

Not silence — silence is the absence of sound. This was something else. Something weighted. The hum of the white noise machine. The soft percussion of a baby’s breath. The occasional flutter of tiny fingers reaching for something in a dream. Monday had learned to live inside this quiet like it was medicine. Like if she held still long enough, it might heal something deeper than what she could name.

She had been in Houston for six months.

Six months of building. Of choosing, every single morning, to be here instead of somewhere smaller, somewhere safer in the way that fear is safe — contained, predictable, known. She had picked this city the way you pick something arbitrary and then find out later it wasn’t arbitrary at all. It had a rhythm she could move inside without being swallowed by it. It had light that came in sideways in the morning and turned everything it touched into something worth looking at.

It had space.

Her apartment was small — two bedrooms, one bathroom, a kitchen that required a specific choreography when two people tried to use it simultaneously. She had furnished it slowly and deliberately, the way you furnish a life you are building from scratch: one piece at a time, each thing chosen because she wanted it, not because it came
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