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Chapter 1: The Standard of Excellence
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The hum of the espresso machine in Shay Long’s home office was the only sound competing with the aggressive clicking of her keyboard. It was 6:00 AM in Crowley, Texas, and while most of the world was just hitting the snooze button, Shay was already three hours deep into her day. She adjusted her silk robe, her eyes scanning a spreadsheet that showed a net profit growth that would make most small business owners weep with envy. Shaytastic Waste Trainers wasn’t just a business; it was an empire built on waistbands and sheer willpower. She was twenty-seven, a millionaire, and the sole architect of her own luxury.

She leaned back in her ergonomic chair, taking a slow sip of her coffee. The morning sun was just beginning to peek over the horizon, painting the affluent neighborhood in hues of gold and soft violet. Her life was meticulously curated—every piece of art in her home, every dollar in her investment portfolio, and every mile she traveled was a testament to her refusal to settle.

Her phone buzzed on the mahogany desk. A text from Nique: Flight crew delayed in Denver. I am exhausted, but the sunset from 30,000 feet was worth it. Coffee later?

Shay smiled, tapping out a quick response. Coffee is a start, but we’re doing lunch. My treat. Need to tell you about the shift in my landscape.

She didn’t mention the "landscape" shift in the text, but she knew what she meant. She was done with the "brothers" who had nothing to offer but empty promises and "let me holler at you later" energy. She wanted a man who understood that if you aren’t building an empire, you’re just taking up space. Her mind drifted to Lincoln, the father of her four-year-old son, Dylan. They had been together for five years, a lifetime ago. He was a decent man, but he was a static man. He lived in the present; Shay was obsessed with the future.

"Mama!"

The sound of small, pounding feet interrupted her thoughts. Shay’s face softened instantly. Dylan barreled into the room, his pajamas slightly askew, clutching his favorite stuffed dinosaur.

"Big boy," Shay said, scooping him up with ease. She worked out five days a week, and it showed. She was firm, toned, and glowing with the kind of health that came from discipline. "What are you doing up so early? It’s Saturday."

"I wanted to help you work," Dylan mumbled, burying his face in her shoulder.

Shay kissed his forehead, inhaling the scent of baby powder and sleep. "You do help me, baby. By being the best reason I have to win."

She set him down and walked toward the kitchen. Her phone rang—it was Taya. Shay frowned slightly. She knew that ringtone. It was the "I’m crying about Jacobi again" ringtone. She took a deep breath, steeling herself. She loved Taya like a sister, but watching Taya’s repeated self-destruction was like watching a slow-motion car wreck.

"Hey, Taya," Shay said, her voice firm but warm.

"Shay," Taya’s voice was thin, shaking. "He... he didn't come home last night. Again. He said he was at his cousin’s house, but I saw a woman’s tag on his Instagram story, and when I asked him about it, he told me I was tripping. I feel like I'm going crazy."

Shay paced the length of her kitchen island, her eyes narrowing. "Taya, listen to me. I’ve told you this before, and I’m going to tell you again because I love you. You can do bad all by yourself. Why are you waiting for him to tell you the truth when his actions are screaming it in your face? Stop looking for the truth in a liar’s mouth."

"I just... I want it to work," Taya sobbed.

"Then work on yourself, not on a man who doesn't see your value," Shay replied, sharper this time. "I’m not doing this on the phone. Meet us for lunch. Nique is back. We’re going to get some air."

She hung up, her frustration simmering. She looked at the blank screen of her dating app. She had been hesitant, but the "wow factor" she was looking for just wasn't in her immediate proximity. She swiped past profiles of men who claimed to be "hustlers" but couldn't even manage a savings account. Then, a profile caught her eye.

Hunter Travis. Architect. Buckhead, Atlanta.

There was something in the way he held himself in his photos—composed, tailored, and undeniably successful. His profile was sparse, but it exuded confidence. Shay felt a flicker of interest. She hit the 'accept' button. Let’s see if you can hold my attention, she thought.

By noon, the three of them were seated at an upscale bistro in Uptown. Taya looked like a ghost of herself, her light brown eyes puffy, her shoulders slumped. Nique, looking effortlessly chic in her airline-standard scarf and perfectly applied lipstick, reached across the table and squeezed Taya’s hand.

"He’s a dog, Taya," Nique said softly. "And you are a queen. You keep letting these boys treat you like a side dish."

Taya wiped her eyes. "I just don't know why I can't find someone like you, Nique. You have it together."

Nique let out a bitter laugh. "Girl, please. I’m out here dodging international creeps and waiting on a 'Romeo' who keeps missing his flight. I’m not winning, I’m just being careful."

Shay leaned forward, her presence commanding the entire table. "That’s the difference. You’re being careful, Taya is being naive, and I’m about to be intentional. I’m done with the 'potential' phase. I need a man who has already arrived, or at least one who knows exactly how to get there without dragging me down. I’m even looking outside the circle. If the brothers want to play games, I’ll play with the big boys."

"Outside the circle?" Taya asked, looking shocked. "Like...?"

"Like excellence," Shay said, pulling up Hunter’s profile on her phone and sliding it across the table. "Look at this. He’s an architect in Atlanta. He moves, he flies, he builds. He’s not worried about whether his phone is in the car or the living room. He’s looking for a partner."

Nique looked at the screen, her eyebrows arched. "He’s a white man, Shay."

"He’s a man," Shay corrected. "And right now, that looks like a luxury item. I’m not saying I’m closing the door on my own, but I am expanding my view. I refuse to be held back by someone who thinks a steak dinner is a special occasion. I want to see Napa. I want to see Philadelphia. I want a man who takes care of himself so well that I have to step my own game up just to keep pace."

Taya stared at the picture, her heart still aching for Jacobi, but a small part of her wondered what it would be like to be with someone who didn't hide his phone. "Does he know who you are?"

"He will," Shay said, a confident smirk touching her lips. "I’m going to reach out. And if he’s as driven as he looks, he’ll be on a flight here before the weekend is over."

As they sat there—the professional, the dreamer, and the wounded—the city of Dallas hummed around them. They were all approaching the milestone of thirty, a threshold that felt both like a finish line and a starting block. They had their secrets, their heartaches, and their ambitions.

Nique looked at her friends. "We have to look out for each other. Seriously. No matter what happens, no matter who we date, we are the only ones who are going to make sure we don't end up broken."

"I’m not breaking," Shay said, taking a sip of her wine. "I’m just leveling up."

Taya looked down at her lap, her phone buzzing in her purse. She knew it was Jacobi. She knew it would be another excuse, another lie, another reason to cry. She didn't want to look at it, but she couldn't stop her hand from reaching down.

"Don't," Shay warned, reading the movement in Taya's body language. "If you open that text, you’re choosing to be miserable for the rest of the afternoon. Don't do it."

Taya hesitated, her fingers hovering over the screen. The loyalty she felt to the memory of who Jacobi was—or who she wanted him to be—clashed with the reality sitting in front of her. She looked at Shay’s strong, determined face and Nique’s eyes, full of genuine concern.

"I won't," Taya whispered, turning her phone face down on the table.

"Good," Shay said. "Now, let’s talk about something that actually matters. Like how I’m going to handle this architect."

The afternoon passed in a blur of laughter and planning. For a few hours, the weight of the world felt lighter. But as they left the restaurant, the reality of their separate lives began to pull at them again. Taya went back to her high-rise, where the silence was often louder than the city traffic. Nique went back to her suburban townhouse, her uniform already pressed and ready for her next flight.

Shay headed back to Crowley. As she drove, her phone chirped again. A message from Hunter: I saw you accepted the invite. You have a very impressive business profile, Shay. I find that... intriguing. Are you as bold in person as you are on paper?

Shay typed back, her fingers steady: Bold enough to challenge you to a standard you haven't seen before. Let’s see what you’re made of.

She felt a surge of adrenaline. This was it. The start of something new. She didn't know yet that the "misplaced loyalty" that Taya held for Jacobi was a virus that could spread, and that even the most calculated plans could be derailed by the heart. She only knew that she was ready. She was tired of the small-time drama, the petty cheating, and the lack of vision. She wanted to build, and if the man she chose wasn't ready to build with her, she would leave him in the dust.

Back in her office, Shay opened her laptop and began working on a new strategy for her company. She had a million-dollar brand to grow, and for the first time in a long time, she felt like she might have found someone who could keep up. She thought of Taya, and a sudden, sharp pang of worry hit her. Taya was so fragile, so easily manipulated. She was the sister who needed the most protection, but she was also the one who fought the hardest to keep her own chains on.

Shay stood up and walked to the window. The Dallas skyline was beautiful, glowing with a promise of power and opportunity. She whispered to herself, "You can do bad all by yourself." It was the mantra she lived by, the code she taught the girls. But as she watched the sun begin to dip lower, she realized that being alone wasn't the goal—being understood was.

She turned back to her desk and saw a notification. Hunter had sent a photo of his condo in Buckhead, followed by a simple message: I prefer to show, not tell. How does Vegas sound for a first meeting?

Shay’s heart skipped a beat. This was the 'wow factor' she had been craving. It was bold, it was fast, and it was exactly the kind of move she appreciated. She started to type, her mind already racing with the logistics. She could leave Dylan with her parents—they were always happy to have their grandson, especially for a quick trip. She had the connections
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