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Dedication
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This book is dedicated to my Heavenly Father,
who covered me when I didn’t know what I was walking into
and gave me strength when I felt heat before I felt purpose.
To my family,
whose love has been both shelter and push,
who believed in me on the days I doubted myself,
and reminded me that where I come from is part of my power.
And to every woman who kept going
even when the path felt lonely,
who learned that sisterhood doesn’t require blood,
only loyalty, truth, and the courage to choose each other.
This story is for you.

Always.

Prologue: Prairie View Heat

The heat at Prairie View A&M wasn’t just weather, it was a presence.
It pressed against skin like it had intentions. It soaked through denim and cotton, curled hair that had been carefully styled, and made every emotion feel louder, sharper, closer to the surface. It was the kind of heat that demanded honesty. The kind that stripped you down to who you really were before you had time to pretend.
That was where Avery “Ava” Carter, Naomi Green, and Brielle “Bri” James collided for the first time.

Three women moving fast in different directions.
Three lives still unfolding.
Three futures quietly waiting for alignment.
None of them knew yet that this place—this campus baked under a relentless Texas sun—would be the origin of a bond that time, distance, fear, and ambition would never fully loosen.

Ava arrived first.

She dragged a rolling suitcase with a broken wheel across the pavement, the rhythmic thud echoing her irritation. Her lips pressed into a thin line as sweat gathered at the base of her neck, already damp beneath a crisp blouse she’d chosen for first impressions. She hated inefficiency. Hated being unprepared. And she already hated the suitcase, mentally cataloging how she’d fix it later—or replace it with something better.

Houston confidence sat on her shoulders like a tailored blazer.
Even at eighteen, Ava moved like someone who expected more—from places, from people, from herself. She scanned her surroundings automatically: exits, lines, faces. She noticed who looked lost and who looked like they were pretending not to be. Prairie View was new territory, but she treated it like a board she intended to master.
Naomi followed.

Her arms were full books stacked too high, a tote bag sliding off one shoulder, hope packed neatly between syllabi and carefully labeled notebooks. She apologized twice before she even reached the orientation line, once to a boy who brushed past her and once to no one in particular. Her smile came easily, the kind that softened people without trying. She had chosen Prairie View because it felt right, because something in her chest had settled when she stepped onto campus.

This felt like home—or at least the possibility of it.

Then Brielle burst into the scene like she’d been late to her own entrance on purpose.

Her laugh rang out before she even joined the line, loud and unbothered, phone pressed to her ear as she promised a client back home that she’d be famous one day. Her suitcase was too big, her locs piled high, her energy spilling everywhere. She moved like the heat was an accessory, not a burden.

“Yeah, I got you,” she said into the phone. “Trust me. I’m about to be somebody.”

She hung up smiling.

They met in a crowded orientation line, bodies packed close, sweat mingling with the smell of fresh-cut grass and cafeteria grease drifting on the wind. Cicadas screamed from nearby trees like they were part of the welcome committee. The sun showed no mercy.

Ava wiped her forehead and muttered, “This heat trying to take us out before classes even start.”

Bri laughed so hard she snorted, hand flying to her mouth. “Not before financial aid clears.”

Naomi smiled—soft, relieved—like she’d just found something she didn’t know she was looking for.

It wasn’t dramatic.
There were no declarations.
No instant promises.
Just a pause.
A shared look.
A feeling settling quietly into place.
Something rooted itself right there in that line—between irritation, laughter, and kindness. None of them named it. None of them understood it yet.

They just knew.

And Prairie View, heavy with heat and possibility, bore witness to the moment three separate paths bent—just enough—to begin moving together.
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Back Where the Roads Remember

Texas always smelled like memory. Hot asphalt after rain. Sweet smoke curling from barbecue pits. Exhaust, perfume, ambition, and something older that lived deep in the ground. It was the kind of smell that reminded you who you were before life demanded you become more.

Avery Carter stood barefoot on her Houston apartment balcony, the city stretching wide and restless beneath her. Downtown glass reflected the sun like it had something to prove. Traffic hummed below, constant and impatient. She loosened the collar of her blouse and closed her eyes, breathing in heat and car exhaust and the faint trace of smoked meat drifting from somewhere she couldn’t see.

Her laptop sat open behind her, glowing with half-finished campaigns and unanswered emails. Marketing decks for companies that weren’t hers. Brands she built while hers stayed trapped in notebooks and late-night thoughts. Ava had always been sharp. Strategic. Reliable. That was the problem.

Burnout didn’t show up loud. It whispered.

She thought about the men she’d dated. All polished resumes and hollow conversations. Attracted to her success, intimidated by her substance. They loved the idea of her, never the work it took to keep up.

Her phone buzzed on the small patio table.

Bri: Group chat. Emergency. Don’t ask questions.

Ava smiled despite herself and picked up the phone.

Two hundred miles north in Dallas, Naomi Green erased the chalkboard in her third-grade classroom slowly, like she was stalling. The room smelled like crayons, hand sanitizer, and the apple candle she lit when no one was watching. Tiny desks sat in neat rows. Construction paper art lined the walls, each piece slightly crooked and full of effort.

She loved teaching. Loved her kids. But when the room emptied, loneliness crept in heavily and quietly.

Her relationship hadn’t ended in flames. It ended in realization. Love without effort was just hope doing all the work. Now her evenings felt too long, her bed too big.

Her phone buzzed.

Bri: Ms. Teacher Lady, I need you.

Naomi laughed softly and typed back without hesitation.

In Missouri City, Brielle James locked the door of her salon and leaned her forehead against the glass. The space behind her smelled like pressing oil, hair spray, and success earned the hard way. Today was good. Laughter still echoed in the mirrors.

But fear lived in the quiet moments.

Rent. Competition. What if tomorrow didn’t come like today did?

She pulled out her phone and started a call.

"I need my sisters," Bri said. "Food. Prayer. Possibly both at the same time."

They met in Houston that night, like muscle memory pulling them together. Midtown buzzed with life. Music spilled into the street. The air smelled like fried catfish, grease, and spice. Neon lights flickered against brick walls.

Ava arrived first. Naomi hugged her tight when she arrived, breathing her in. Bri came last, loud and smiling, arms wide.

Plates hit the table. Catfish, greens, and cornbread warm enough to melt butter. Sweet tea is cold enough to sting.

They talked.

Ava admitted she was tired of building other people’s dreams. Bri confessed she prayed before unlocking her salon doors every morning. Naomi whispered that she missed being loved but didn’t know how to begin again.

They reached across the table and held hands.

Outside, across the street, a man leaned against a dark car, eyes fixed on the window. He watched their laughter. Their closeness.

They’re together, he texted.

Inside, unaware, Ava raised her glass. "To us."

Texas listened.
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Prairie View Heat

Prairie View A&M in August felt like a challenge wrapped in heat. The sun pressed down hard, bouncing off concrete and burning through denim. The air smelled like fresh-cut grass, sweat, and fried food drifting from the student center.

Avery Carter stood in the orientation line gripping a clipboard, already irritated and already planning how to fix it. Her white blouse clung to her back. She hated inefficiency. Hated chaos.

Behind her, someone sighed dramatically.

"If I pass out, please tell my mama I died educated," a voice said.

Ava turned.

Brielle James stood there grinning, locs piled high, energy spilling everywhere. Ava tried not to laugh. Failed.

Ahead of them, Naomi Green shifted her backpack nervously and glanced back.

"They said the auditorium has air conditioning," Naomi said hopefully.

"They lied," Bri replied without missing a beat.

Inside, bodies packed together. Heat multiplied. Perfume and cologne mixed with nerves. The speaker droned on.

A shared look. A mint passed between hands. Naomi offering her fan.

By the end, they were standing together like it was on purpose.

Dorm life sealed it.

Late-night talks on cold floors. Vending machine dinners. Studying until sunrise. Bri braided hair for extra cash. Ava color-coded her future. Naomi called home every night.

They learned how to argue without leaving. How to pray without judgment. How to love without competition.

One night, after a party ended wrong, they sat on the grass near the football field. The air was cooler. Stars overhead.

"I don’t trust people," Bri admitted. "Everybody leaves."

Naomi reached for her hand. Ava followed.

"We won’t," Ava said.

That was it.

Not loud.

Permanent.

Years later, life sent them back home. Houston. Dallas. Missouri City.

But Prairie View stayed with them.

Some bonds were forged in heat.

And some never cooled.
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Steam, Silk, and Silence

Missouri City woke up slower than Houston.

The streets felt wider. Quieter. The kind of quiet that lets thoughts get too loud if you aren’t careful. Brielle James pulled into the strip-mall parking lot just after seven, the sun was already climbing, already warm. Her salon sat between a nail shop and a tax office, bold signage promising beauty, confidence, and transformation.

She sat in her car for a moment longer than usual, fingers tight around the steering wheel.

"Please," she whispered, not sure if she was talking to God, herself, or the future. "Let today be good."

Inside, the salon greeted her like home. The smell hit first. Pressing oil. Shampoo. Hair spray. A hint of sweetness from the candle she lit every morning without fail. Bri flipped on the lights, mirrors catching her reflection from every angle. Big hoops. Lip gloss popping. Confidence pulled on like armor.

By nine, the chairs were full.

Laughter bounced off the walls. Music played low but steady. A client complained about her man. Another bragged about her. Bri moved between them, hands fast, mouth faster.

"If he wanted to, he would," she said, snapping a cape into place. "And if he doesn’t, you better."

They laughed. They always did.

But beneath the jokes, Bri counted every head. Every style. Every dollar.

Mid-morning, a man she didn’t recognize stepped inside.

He didn’t belong.

Too quiet. Too still. He wore a button-down with no wrinkles and shoes too clean for a strip mall. He looked around like he was memorizing the place.

"We don’t open chairs without appointments," Bri said, not missing a beat.

He smiled. Polite. Empty. "I’m not here for hair."

Her stomach tightened.

"I’m Marcus," he said. "I represent investors interested in minority-owned businesses. Your salon came highly recommended."

Bri blinked. Opportunity had never knocked so calmly.

"Recommended by who?" she asked.

Marcus smiled again. "People who pay attention."

He left a card on the counter and walked out.

The bell chimed too loud.

All day, Bri felt off. She burned a client’s ear slightly with the flat iron. Missed a joke. Laughed a second too late.

During a break, she stepped outside and called Ava.

"You ever get a feeling," Bri asked, lowering her voice, "that something looks good but ain’t?"

Ava didn’t answer right away. "Details," she said.

Bri explained. The man. The offer. The look in his eyes.

"Don’t sign anything," Ava said immediately. "And don’t meet him alone."

"You think I’m paranoid?"

"I think you’re being smart," Ava replied.

That night, Bri closed late. The parking lot was mostly empty. Her heels clicked loud against the pavement.

She reached her car and froze.

A flyer was tucked under her windshield wiper.

EXPANDING BUSINESSES NEED PARTNERS.

No logo. No phone number.

Just an address in Houston.

Her phone buzzed.

Unknown Number: We should talk.

Bri slid into her car, heart pounding, doors locking automatically. She called Naomi next.

"I’m scared," Bri admitted, the words tasting foreign.

Naomi didn’t hesitate. "You’re not alone," she said. "We’ll handle it together."

Bri stared at the dark road ahead.

Some opportunities came with strings. And some strings felt like traps.
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