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Chapter 1: The Wellington Standard
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You see, a lot of folks look at a skyline and they just see glass, steel, and a bunch of inflated egos trying to touch the clouds. But in Dallas? Dallas has a heartbeat, and sometimes you've got to rescue it right before it flatlines.

Enter Ryan Wellington. Thirty years old, standing at five-ten of pure, unadulterated caramel brown skin, light brown eyes flashing behind custom designer frames, rocking a clean bald head and a full, manicured beard that had women double-taking at traffic lights. Ryan wasn't just a businessman; he was an institution. He rolled through the city in a red Porsche that purred like a satisfied cat, heading straight down Interstate 35 to the crown jewel of his portfolio: the Wellington Springs Hotel and Resort.

"April, talk to me. Are we holding the line?" Ryan asked, stepping into the grand lobby, the scent of fresh eucalyptus and expensive leather hitting his senses.

April looked up from the front desk, flanked by Jasmine and Carlos, both of them holding back laughs from whatever private joke they had going on.

"Holding the line, Mr. Wellington?" April grinned, her executive posture immaculate. "Honey, we aren't holding anything. We are bursting at the seams. The ice-skating rink is packed, the bowling alley has a two-hour wait, and don't even ask me about the movie theater. People are coming just to smell the popcorn and stay for the vibes."

That was the magic of a Wellington venture. The hotel used to be a ghost town, a relic ready for the auction block until Ryan scooped it up for pennies on the dollar. But Ryan didn't do things halfway—and neither did his mama.

Renee Wellington had been an interior design heavyweight for over twenty-five years. She didn't just decorate; she transformed energy. When Ryan brought her into the project, she took that sprawling, outdated shell on the outskirts of downtown and turned it into an oasis. A luxury spa on the lower level, a state-of-the-art theater, an underground bowling alley, an indoor ice rink, and a gift shop that kept guests parting with their cash long after check-out.

And then there was the food. Four destination restaurants anchoring the property: Enchiladas, Wells Seafood, Swagg Burgers and Fries (run by his brother Jason, who managed a whole string of them from a penthouse high-grade life), and Ryan's Steakhouse. People didn't just book rooms to sleep; they booked rooms to eat, play, and lose track of time.

Ryan walked back to his office, loosening his tie, checking his phone. The business was thriving. The empire was secure. But love? Love was a ghost town.

His phone buzzed. It was Shay, his ride-or-die best friend and the only woman on earth who could check him without catching an attitude. They'd hop on a private jet to Chicago just to grab a slice of deep-dish and fly right back.

“You working too hard, handsome,” Shay’s text read. “You’re thirty, stable, driving a red Porsche, living in a six-bedroom spread in DeSoto with a three-car garage, and your dating life looks like a dry county. We’re fixing this tonight.”

Ryan scoffed, typing back: “I don’t have time for games, Shay.”

“Who’s playing games? I signed you up for Hearts Aligned. Mildred Shaw runs it, and she guarantees a match. Go on the dates, Ryan. Let somebody share that multi-million dollar peace you’ve built.”

Ryan tossed his phone on the mahogany desk, running a hand over his beard. Little did he know, Mildred Shaw was about to drop two very different storms right into the middle of his carefully structured world.
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Chapter 2: The Inner Circle and the Dating Pool
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You see, in Ryan Wellington’s world, circles weren’t just drawn—they were locked, bolted, and guarded by family loyalty and high-end security. If you weren’t from good stock, you felt it. Outsiders knew they were outsiders for a reason, because when the Wellington clan got on a conference call, somebody was always piping up with, “Add Mom,” or “Let me get Jason on the line,” and before you knew it, five people were hashing out family business like it was a Fortune 500 board meeting.

They were all about putting down roots. His daddy, James, was a seasoned businessman who could spot a bad deal from a mile away. His brother, Jason, was stacking his own millions running a string of Swagg Burgers and Fries while living the high-rise penthouse life and dating supermodels. And Renee? Renee was the nucleus, holding court in DeSoto at their sprawling six-bedroom, three-car-garage estate, where family dinners weren't just meals—they were events.

And then there was Shay.

If Ryan was the king of the castle, Shay was the reigning queen of Dallas high society. Tall, slim, and striking enough to make runway scouts trip over themselves, Shay could have walked onto any magazine cover without breaking a sweat. She was dripping in designer labels from head to toe, a little vain, sure, but she earned every bit of it. Every professional athlete with a multimillion-dollar contract in the metroplex had tried to slide into her DMs or court her courtside. Right now? She was casually juggling a star player for the Dallas Mavericks and a premier wide receiver for the Dallas Cowboys, treating elite athletes like accessories she could swap out depending on her outfit.

Yet, when it came to Ryan? That was her ride-or-die.

They were sitting at a corner booth in Wells Seafood down at the hotel, the ambient lighting catching the flash of Shay’s diamond tennis bracelet as she took a slow sip of her champagne.

"I’m just saying, Ryan, Mildred Shaw doesn't miss," Shay said, arching a perfectly sculpted eyebrow at him. "You’ve got a multi-million dollar empire, a hotel staying packed to capacity, and a six-bedroom house in DeSoto that’s echoing. It's time."

Ryan leaned back, swirling his drink, his light brown eyes narrowing behind his designer frames. "Shay, you know how these women are. They want the lifestyle, they want the status, but the moment you talk about the real work, they fold. Everybody wants to be in their 'soft girl era' these days, but a soft girl era costs a man his time and his peace. I'm not looking for a girlfriend to play house with. I'm looking for the mother of my kids, the love of my life, my wife."

Shay let out a low, musical laugh, shaking her head. "Then stop looking at the runway models and let Mildred do her job. I already vetted the top two profiles she sent over. You’re going to take them out. And you’re going to be a gentleman about it."

Ryan exhaled slowly, rubbing his bearded chin. "Alright. Who are they?"

"Kelly Freeney," Shay ticked off on a manicured finger. "Twenty-seven, five-five, slim, brown skin, shoulder-length hair. Total professional woman. Has her head screwed on straight."

"And the second one?"

"Tristyn Wiley," Shay smiled, a knowing glint in her eye. "Twenty-five, five-six, slim-thick, dark skin, long, gorgeous hair. Both of them are lethal, Ryan. And both of them are ready for whatever you’re serving."

Ryan adjusted his glasses, a slow, calculated smirk touching his lips. He was a certified ladies man, used to calling the shots. But as he looked down at his phone to schedule the dates, he had no idea that both Kelly and Tristyn were about to walk into his life and completely flip his script.
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Chapter 3: The Delicate Balance
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You see, building an empire is one thing; balancing two queens without burning the kingdom down is an entirely different kind of mathematics.

Ryan Wellington was a man who thrived on precision. Every room at the Wellington Springs Hotel was accounted for, every financial ledger balanced to the penny, and every red Porsche horsepower dialed in just right. But for the first time in his thirty years of life, Ryan was staring at a equation he couldn't easily solve.

He had met them both, and both of them were wrecking his peace of mind in the best way possible.

Kelly Freeney was a masterclass in professional elegance. At twenty-five—correction, twenty-seven—standing at five-foot-five with smooth brown skin and shoulder-length hair that moved like silk, she walked into a room and commanded it without raising her voice. She understood the language of business, of timelines, and of ambition.

And then there was Tristyn Wiley. Twenty-five, five-foot-six, dark-skinned with a slim-thick silhouette and long, flowing hair that seemed to have a gravitational pull of its own. When Tristyn smiled, the rest of the room simply stopped existing.

Ryan sat behind his mahogany desk late one Tuesday afternoon, staring at his schedule like it was a ticking time bomb. The hotel was buzzing downstairs—April, Jasmine, and Carlos were holding down the front desk while laughter echoed from the direction of the indoor ice rink and bowling alley. But Ryan’s mind wasn’t on the occupancy rate.

He needed to see them. Both of them. And he needed to do it right.

To pull it off, Ryan had to completely restructure his daily workflow. He started delegating the evening check-ins to his assistant, moving his high-level meetings up to breakfast slots, and streamlining operations so he could slip out of the hotel by four o'clock sharp. He was reorganizing his entire life, shaving hours off his schedule just so he could wine and dine two entirely different women without missing a beat.

He took Kelly out first, treating her to a private table at Ryan’s Steakhouse right downstairs, followed by a late-night stroll through the glowing streets of downtown Dallas. She was witty, sharp, and challenged his intellect.

Then, two nights later, he took Tristyn out, driving her down to a high-end lounge where the conversation flowed as easily as the vintage champagne. She was vibrant, deeply affectionate, and laughed at his dry jokes in a way that made his chest tighten.

Sitting back in his leather office chair, Ryan pinched the bridge of his nose, taking off his designer glasses and rubbing his tired eyes.

"Man, you are a fool," he muttered to himself.

He was falling. Hard. And he was falling for both of them.

Every time he was with Kelly, he swore she was the blueprint for the wife he always wanted. But the moment he spent an evening wrapped up in Tristyn’s energy, his conviction wavered. They were both perfect. They both checked every single box, and they both made his multi-million-dollar life feel suddenly incomplete whenever they weren't in it.

His phone lit up on the desk. A text from Kelly: “Thinking about our conversation tonight. You’re a hard man to read, Ryan Wellington.”

A second later, another notification flashed. A text from Tristyn: “Hope you made it home safe. Wish you were still here.”

Ryan let out a long, slow breath, staring at the two glowing screens. He had time, but time was running out. Sooner or later, the line would cross, and he was going to have to figure out which of these two incredible women was destined to share the skyline with him.
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Chapter 4: The Verdict from the Queen
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You see, a man can consult all the business advisors, accountants, and hotel managers in the world, but when it comes to matters of the heart, Ryan Wellington needed his ride-or-die. He needed Shay.

Shay didn't just give advice; she delivered verdicts. And right now, she was sitting across from Ryan at a VIP booth in Enchiladas, picking at a gourmet plate while keeping her eyes locked on him. She was dressed head-to-toe in designer threads that probably cost more than a used sedan, her tall, model-esque frame draped over the booth with effortless grace. Between text messages from her current rotation of professional athletes—the Mavericks star and the Cowboys wide receiver both trying to secure her weekend schedule—Shay was laser-focused on Ryan's self-inflicted misery.

"So let me get this straight," Shay said, her lips curving into a knowing smile as she took a sip of water. "You’ve got a multi-million-dollar resort running like clockwork, a six-bedroom house in DeSoto waiting for pitter-patter feet, and you’ve managed to turn your dating life into a high-stakes chess match where you’re losing to your own feelings."

Ryan let out a heavy sigh, adjusting his designer frames. He leaned back, his light brown eyes narrowing slightly. "Shay, it’s not funny. I’m serious. I took Kelly out on Thursday, and the woman is a masterpiece. She understands ambition, she carries herself like royalty, and she challenges every single thought in my head. But then I spend Friday
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