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Prologue
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"Is this what being at peace feels like?"

That was the last thought that crossed my mind before everything went black.

Life had a way of throwing me into the fire, watching me burn, and then expecting me to rise from the ashes like nothing ever happened. But this time... I wasn’t sure if I would.

I never wanted to be part of this life—the crime, the betrayals, the secrets that swallowed me whole. But somehow, I got dragged in anyway. Maybe it started the day I fell for Chris, the man who promised to protect me but ended up being one of the biggest threats to my sanity. Or maybe it was when I lost Keke, my best friend, and realized the people closest to me were hiding things I was never supposed to uncover. Then there was Uncle Joe—JJ—the man I thought was just family but turned out to be a ghost from the streets, carrying a past that would shake my entire existence.

I tried to outrun it all. The lies. The danger. The blood on my hands wasn’t even mine. But the past has a way of finding you, especially when you're knee-deep in a world where loyalty is just another word for survival.

Now, I’m here laying in hospital bed. I’m not alone, I have the man I love and the truth I can’t ignore. I’ve been lied to, used, and left to pick up the pieces of a life I no longer recognize. And the deeper I dig, the more I realize—I was never meant to make it out of this alive.

But I refuse to go down without a fight.

Because if there’s one thing I’ve learned in this game, it’s that you either play to win... or you end up another name in the streets.

And I sure as hell ain’t ready to lose.
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Chapter One
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The first day of a young woman’s journey begins. UCLA had always been a dream school of mine, inspired by my favorite movie, Love & Basketball. Though I’m not a sports person, I planned to earn my bachelor’s in psychology. One day, I wanted to work with kids. Being a first-year college student felt like crossing the street alone for the first time—no one to hold your hand. Independence, they say. Walking across campus was like stepping into a fair—except this one was filled with young adults hungry for life-changing experiences, all eager to see what the next four years would bring. The air was thick with a mixture of cologne and perfume, and the excitement of fraternities and sororities radiated through every corner. Inside my dorm, the halls buzzed with life. Males and females clustered together, socializing and sizing up the new arrivals. As I approached my room, I heard Every Day We Lit by YFN Lucci blasting from inside. I walked in and was met with the sight of a tall, chocolate-skinned girl with flawless, smooth skin—the kind that looked like it could melt in your mouth. Not that I like girls, though. She turned around with a grin. Before I could introduce myself, she held up a manicured hand and said, “Before you say anything, we need to establish some rules. Stay on your side of the room unless I invite you over. Don’t ask who’s in my bed. Keep your side clean. And if you touch even a strand of my Omega virgin hair bundles, the finger you used won’t be moving anymore. We good? “Well, damn. “Okay, so we’re good. I’m Katerina. And you are?” “Maniyla, but people call me Niy.” Her energy was cool but with a splash of cayenne pepper. Now that I was settled in, it was time to check out my class schedule. Being prepared is key to achieving goals. Before I could even open my laptop, Katerina interrupted my thoughts.

“Girl, what are you doing?” “Checking my class schedule,” I replied. She rolled her eyes. “Girl, you better get up, get out, and do something. Party time!”

I frowned. “I don’t really party. I mean, I go to birthday parties and family gatherings, but—” She clamped a hand over my mouth.

“Well, that’s about to change. You need to start living! This is college! Independent women get lit, aye!” I chuckled, shaking my head. This girl was crazy. But she had a point. You only live once, so why not try something new? “Well, Kat, what time do these parties start?” She grinned. “Now!” “Kat?”

“Yeah, I like that,” she said with a smirk. “Alright,” I sighed. “What do I even wear?” “Find something flashy. Take a shower. Get glamorous.” I wasn’t sure if I even had anything glamorous. I already wore eyelashes, so I didn’t need makeup. My light brown skin gave me that redbone glow, but what if I didn’t look right? I finally found the perfect dress—one that made my breasts sit up and highlighted my curves. As I stood in the mirror, I admired the way it hugged my thick thighs and triple-D breasts. My Lane Bryant bra gave me extra lift, and my thighs... well, they saved lives. The only things I disliked were my arms and stomach, but still, I looked good. “Okay, sunshine, you ready?” Kat asked. “I think so. What do you think? “She stared at me before bursting out laughing. “Baby girl, it looks like you went to the forest and made sure it came back with you! "I sighed. “Lord, let us pray.” “Don’t worry, I got you. Let’s get you together.” As I struggled with the outfit she picked out, I realized something—I needed a wardrobe makeover. Is this what college is going to be about? Expensive clothes, parties, sex, drugs? I shook my head. I’ll stay away from the negativity.

As we left the dorm, I heard a voice yell, “Damn! Okay, freshman! I see you! I like my women thick.” I smirked. Okay, maybe Kat does have good taste. She had picked out a black off-shoulder top that made my breasts pop, paired with fitted jeans that made my butt sit up. My diamond-studded see-through sandals added the final touch. As we walked toward the stadium party, I heard God’s Plan by Drake blasting from the speakers. “Yes! This is my favorite part of the night! Let’s get wasted a bit!” Kat yelled. I hesitated. “I don’t really drink—” “Do you smoke?” No, but—” “Well, if you don’t, you will tonight!” I laughed as she poured me a cup. Well... college life begins.

I took a sip and started dancing, the beat moving through me. The familiar warmth of alcohol spread through my body, my adrenaline pumping. A thrilling excitement crept in—the kind that made me crave more, just to keep the feeling alive. And just like that, it all came rushing back.

One Year Ago...

It was a scorching summer day. Kids played in the street, launching water balloons and spraying water guns. The sun burned so brightly that looking up felt like it could blind you. I walked two blocks from my house to my best friend Keke’s place. Drug dealers lingered on every corner. Man, I can’t wait to leave for college next fall. One more year of high school, and then I am out of here. As I reached Keke’s house, her boyfriend LB was walking out. “What’s up, light skin?” he said. I rolled my eyes. “Hey Keke smirked. “Girl took you long enough! “I sighed. “You were occupied anyway. And you know LB is either going to end up in jail or dead. “She waved me off. “Girl, you know he’s always protected. “I shook my head. She’s so blind. “We still hitting the mall?” I asked. “Yeah, I need to grab an outfit for tonight.”

“Tonight? What’s happening tonight?”

“Block party on Fifth Street. “I sucked my teeth. “Hell no. That’s Ballas’ territory, and you know they’re beefing with LB’s crew.”

“It’s nothing! We’re just vibing. No extra drama. “I sighed. Why do I let her talk me into things? “Fine,” I muttered.

We got our nails done and picked out outfits. By the time we were ready, the party was already in full swing. We arrived fashionably late, just as House Party by Meek Mill blared through the speakers. The street was wild—half-naked girls, dudes with sagging jeans, and man bags slung over their shoulders. I already knew what that meant. Guns.

I poured myself a cup of Hennessy, vibing to the music when LB and his crew rolled up.

“What’s up, baby? Hey, light skin, y’all good?” We good

As the night went on, Keke handed me a small blue pill. “Take it with me, Niy. I swear, it’s better than weed. “I hesitated, staring at it. Damn, can something this small really do all that? Without thinking, I popped it in my mouth. That’s when everything changed. This boy name Chris approached me from LB crew, I always wanted to talk to him, but I was shy. “What’s up Niy?” I looked at him smiled. Hey, I nervously spoke. “Why don’t we go over here and be too ourselves, crowded over here.” We walked and talked and headed towards his car. I was infatuated by his hazel eyes, and black dreads. I started feeling a high good feeling and out of nowhere I instantly looked at him and gave him a kiss. Then all sudden I hear ...BANG! BANG! Screams. Chaos. Running. I turned toward Keke’s car and saw LB’s body on the ground. I sprinted to the passenger side. Keke was slumped over, a gunshot wound in her chest. Blood pooled around her. She tried to speak, her lips forming an L before her voice faded. And just like that, she took her last breath in my arms. A part of me died with her. That night, I swore I’d never drink or take drugs again. But here I was, in college... breaking my own promise
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The blaring sound of my alarm pulled me from my sleep, ringing incessantly in my ears. Damn, already?

Still groggy, I reached for my phone and checked the time. My eyes widened. Twenty minutes until my first class.

"Aw, shit!" I scrambled out of bed in a frenzy, throwing on clothes and grabbing my things. Kat’s bed was empty meaning she had already left. Wow, she really couldn’t wake me up. Some roommate.

I groaned. I knew I shouldn’t have gotten drunk last night. My memory was fuzzy—I could barely remember anything beyond dancing. I shook my head, trying to push through the haze.

Glancing at my phone, I saw that I only had five minutes left before class started. I bolted out of the dorm, sprinting across campus like my life depended on it.

Whew... I made it.

Sliding into a seat, I exhaled deeply. Katerina, already settled in, smirked and called me over to sit next to her.

"Why didn’t you wake me up?" I hissed.

She laughed. "Girl, I tried! You were out like a light. No wakey for you."

I chuckled, shaking my head, but our laughter was cut short when the professor’s voice boomed through the room.

"Is there something you’d like to share?"

My eyes widened. "No, sir."

He raised an eyebrow. "What’s your name?"

"Minayla Johnson, sir."

He nodded. "Alright, Minayla, next time I hear so much as a giggle, I’ll make an example out of you."

Minayla? I decided against correcting him and just nodded. "Yes, sir."

The Invitation

Class ended, and as Kat and I walked out, a tall, light-skinned guy tapped her on the shoulder. Without saying a word, he handed her an envelope and walked off.

Kat opened it and gasped. "Oh, hell yeah!"

I peeked over her shoulder and saw both of our names inside. The invitation read:

"You have been invited to the Gamma Pi Secret Society Kickback. Bring your cute, thick roommate. –Tank."

"Okay, say that then!" Kat yelled excitedly. "We got a party to go to tomorrow!"

I groaned. "Oh lord, what party?"

"The Gamma Pi Secret Society, girl. Do you know how exclusive this is? If you get an invite, you must show up. That’s the rule."

I frowned. "Who even makes these rules?"

Kat smirked. "Tank. I know the leader. He’s always been cool or whatever."

I crossed my arms. "Yeah, yeah, sounds like it’s more than just cool."

Kat ignored my comment and grinned. "You know what this means, right?"

I sighed. "I need to find something to wear."

"Exactly! And judging by your forest closet, we got some work to do."

I rolled my eyes. "Ha ha. Funny. While you do that, I need to start my homework."

As Kat rummaged through my clothes, I noticed her reaching into my special bag—the one that held Keke’s favorite shirt. The one she loved to wear on her birthday.

"Nooo! Please don’t take that out."

Kat’s hands froze. "I’m sorry, Niy. I didn’t know it was—"

I exhaled sharply. "It’s okay. You didn’t know. I overreacted."

Kat nodded. "Since we can’t find anything, you know what that means, right?"

I sighed, already knowing what was coming.

"Shopping!"

I chuckled. "Yeah, yeah, it has been a while."

Shopping & Sororities

We left the dorm and ran into Kat’s friends, Kiara and Tamera, two of the hottest girls in Alpha Kappa, one of the top sororities.

"Y’all heading to the mall?" Kiara asked, adjusting her sleek ponytail.

"Yup," Kat answered. "We need to find Niy something for the secret society kickback."

Tamera raised an eyebrow. "Ohhh, so we need to go to the plus-size section." She smirked.

I clenched my jaw, but Kat spoke before I could. "Tamera, don’t start. We’re just here to shop."

Tamera rolled her eyes but kept quiet.

Inside Fashion Nova, Kiara turned to me. "What size do you wear in skirts, tops, and bras?"

I shrugged. "Large in skirts, XL in tops, and 44DDD in bras."

Tamera smirked. "Girl, you don’t have too much of a diet, do you?"

That was it. I stepped toward her. "Look, I’ve tolerated your little remarks since we got here, but I will beat your anorexic ass until you can’t walk or talk. Try me."

Tamera’s eyes widened. Kat immediately stepped between us.

"Whoa, whoa! Calm down, ladies. We’re not here for this."

Tamera sighed dramatically. "Geez, she’s a little too sensitive. I only said—"

"We all know what you said," Kat cut her off. "Keep it cute or leave it on mute."

Tamera pursed her lips. "Fine. Sorry, Niy. If I said something offensive, I didn’t mean it."

I took a deep breath. "It’s cool. Let’s just find me something to wear."

The tension eased, and after an hour of searching, we finally found the perfect outfit. After a quick trip to the salon, I was exhausted.

As soon as we got back to the dorm, I collapsed onto my bed.

"Wake up, sunshine!" Kat’s voice jolted me awake. "Let’s get these classes over with so we can party!"

I groaned. "You sound too excited."

"Girl, yes! It’s the weekend. Time to turn up!"

I couldn’t help but smile. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad.

The Kickback

The day of the party arrived, and the anticipation in the air was electric. After dragging through my last class, I planned to take a quick nap, but Kat had other ideas.

"Girl, no! We need to get ready!"

I groaned but finally got up. Kat blasted music, pouring us both a glass of wine as we prepped for the night.

By the time we finished getting ready, the party was already in full swing. Kat rocked a red off-shoulder crop top with True Religion jeans, her makeup flawless. Meanwhile, I slipped into my new outfit, feeling a wave of uncertainty wash over me.

"Come on, Nay. You ready?" Kat asked.

I hesitated. "I don’t know, Kat. It’s been a while since I’ve been around this many people."

She gave me a knowing look. "Niy, your best friend wouldn’t want you to shut yourself off. She’d want you to live."

She was right.

Taking a deep breath, I nodded. "Alright. Let’s do this."

The kickback was lit. The mansion-style house glowed with neon lights, and Roscoe Dash’s No Hands blasted through the speakers.

Then, out of nowhere, I spotted him.

Lil Chris.

My breath hitched.

What the hell is he doing here?

And just like that, the past I had been trying to escape came crashing back in full force.
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