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      News:

      

      Thank you so much for traveling to Shadows Landing. While this is the last book in the Shadows Landing Series, it’s not the last book in Shadows Landing. Starting this year will be the new series, Shadows Landing: The Townsends. That’s right, Olivia’s family is moving to Shadows Landing and each sibling will be getting their own story!

      

      Here’s to many more adventures in Shadows Landing!
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      Kordell King, or Kord to all his friends, dribbled the basketball on the worn pavement behind the sheriff’s office. He spun and slammed into a brick wall—a brick wall belonging to a solidly muscled college basketball star who made Kord feel old, even though Kord was just nine years his elder.

      “Come on, Kord,” Terry Clemmons IV taunted.

      “Shut it, Quad,” Kord said, using the kid’s nickname before spinning the other way to throw him off. Kord then stepped back and took his shot. The ball arced through the air and, with the satisfying sound of the swish of the net, Kord scored.

      Cheering sounded on the side of the parking lot. Kord did a mock victory run by the line of children. It was the last weekend home for Quad before basketball season took over his life. The pickup game had started after the sprint from the church to the winner of that week’s best barbecue announcement. The sprint resulted in some smack talk between Kord and Quad, all in good fun. Landry Jr., the eldest of Lydia’s many children, had thrown out the idea of a game to settle the dispute of who would get the last table at the Lowcountry Smokehouse.

      Kord had lost. Badly. But as he high-fived all of Lydia’s children, no one would have known. He wiped the sweat from his brown skin which was sure to be tinged with pink from the exertion of the game.

      Quad was grinning and shaking his head. “You lost twenty to two, yet you’re running around like you just won the national championship.”

      “You’re the best player in the country. The fact I scored at all is a win. Plus, I got Lydia to get me lunch since we just babysat seven of her kids for fifteen minutes so she could actually eat her own lunch.”

      Kord reached down and lifted little Leo onto his shoulders as Quad grabbed a giggling Lindsey and Lyle. Kord rolled his eyes. “You even have to show off that you can carry two kids on your shoulders.”

      Quad smirked and Kord was happy to see the most recruited college star staying so grounded. Shadows Landing didn’t really do arrogant. It was hard to become arrogant here when you were surrounded with love and support. It was why Kord came back after college himself, even though he wasn’t originally from Shadows Landing.

      Kord had gotten a football scholarship to the University of South Carolina. He even had a big ring to show for winning a bowl game. He’d taken the easy way and done whatever major they’d told him to do. He’d almost failed out, though. He’d attended the minimum number of classes, and after the first year was barely qualifying to play with his grades. That’s when Shadows Landing stepped in.

      Kord’s parents had gotten very involved with his recruiting. Too involved. There’d been bribes. They hadn’t gotten caught, but Kord didn’t know how when they both suddenly had giant new SUVs and vacations to the Caribbean. The whole process had driven them apart instead of together. Instead of turning to them for help when he was caught up in the wrong crowd at college, Kord had come to Shadows Landing after a very stern talking to by his coach on the last day of his freshman year.

      His grandmother met him on the porch with a hug and a slap to the back of his head for “not actin’ right.” Kord had spent every summer of his childhood in Shadows Landing with his grandmother. He hadn’t realized how much he needed her and Shadows Landing until he almost lost it all—his scholarship, his college education, everything.

      His grandmother had him get a part-time job at the sheriff’s station. He filed papers, took phone calls, and found his calling in the justice system. Granger Fox, the current sheriff, was a deputy at the time. Granger had also been a college football player and they’d become friends. When Kord confessed why he was in Shadows Landing, Granger had stepped in where Kord’s father should have. He went over Kord’s class schedule for the next year, structured the classes so he finished his requirements, then kept Kord on track and focused on a criminal justice major.

      Granger turned into the big brother Kord hadn’t realized he needed. Granger advised and gave the hard talks—about women, coaches, hangers-on, and Kord’s role on the team. His grandmother gave him the love and discipline he desperately needed to take the chances Granger set before him. She believed in Kord. She believed he was smart enough to get a criminal justice degree, and she would love him whether he did or whether he failed, just so long as he tried and gave it his all.

      When Kord wasn’t in school, he was in Shadows Landing. With their help he graduated with a bowl ring and a degree. That was why, when Kord saw Quad going through the same recruiting process he’d gone through, he’d stepped up to help Quad the same way Granger had helped him. Luckily, Quad’s father was looking out for his son’s best interest, not only the benefits. Quad also had the entire town watching out for him, but Kord and Quad had developed a great mentor-mentee friendship that Kord was thankful for. He wanted to give back to the town that had given him so much.

      “Wow, that was bad. Do you want me to shoot you and put you out of your misery?” Tristan Durand asked from the sidelines. Tristan was older than Kord, but he was still the rookie in the sheriff’s department.

      “Very funny, Assassin Boy.” What was funny was that Tristan was an actual foreign government assassin. Or at least, he had been until he married a local woman, Edie.

      “Yeah, yeah, haze the rookie. I get it. I notice I’m on duty tonight during the hockey game.” Tristan reached out and tossed Leah up onto his shoulders as they all walked toward the restaurant.

      Kord watched Quad running up ahead with the two kids on his shoulders and laughed uproariously as the three eldest, Landry, Lacy, and Levi were bickering over something behind him. “Have I told you how glad I am you’ve joined us?” Kord grinned. Tristan rolled his eyes but smiled, too. The assassin couldn’t hide it. He was happy, in love, and enjoying the small-town life.

      “You have and I bet it’s because you’ll be at Harper’s tonight to watch the game . . . or the girl.”

      “What girl, Mr. Kord?” Leah asked from Tristan’s shoulders.

      “He’s talking about Miss Georgie, duh,” Lacy called out from five feet behind them. Teenagers. They could hear everything you didn’t want them to hear.

      “I like Miss Georgie,” Leah said, ignoring her sister. “She makes me Shirley Temples and gives me extra cherries.”

      That sounded like Georgie. Georgina Grey arrived in Shadows Landing a couple of years ago. She was from Massachusetts and the townsfolk thought her accent was nails on a chalkboard, but the town was influencing her on how to speak with a smooth southern drawl. She’d been quiet when she’d arrived, but always polite. As she got more comfortable in town, Kord saw that it wasn’t just good manners, but a good heart. Georgina was beautiful, but it wasn’t her long hair or her kissable lips that drew Kord to her. It was her sweet nature. It was the way she made everyone feel heard and special—from billionaire Ryker Faulkner to alligator-wrangling Gator and ghost-talking Skeeter.

      She was smart, kind, and slowly becoming more confident. Kord had wanted to ask her out almost instantly, but he’d seen the skittishness in her eyes. Something had hurt her, and she wasn’t ready to trust again. However, she’d danced with him at Granger’s wedding last week and Kord felt it was a first step in the right direction.

      “Mr. Kord likes Miss Georgie, but he’s too scared to ask her out,” Tristan said to Leah.

      “Duh.” Kord could hear Lacy roll her eyes behind him.

      Kord was grinning as he opened the door to Lowcountry Smokehouse. A resounding greeting went up as they all walked in. They had to stop at every table as they made their way to Lydia, who looked blissful and relaxed after twenty minutes of being kid-free. Lennie, her eighth and youngest, was being passed around the restaurant, as expected. Granger delivered the adorable little girl in the back of a van just last month while Lydia swore up and down it wasn’t another baby but her appendix.

      “Thank you so much for taking them.” Lydia looked remarkably peaceful as Landry and Lacy headed off to talk to their friends. The rest of the children wandered around the restaurant alternately playing with friends or being stopped and talked to by the adults. The “it takes a village” philosophy was in full effect, especially since Lydia’s husband was constantly away on deployment. “Was everything okay?”

      Before the men could respond, Leah took a seat at the table and nodded her head. “Mr. Quad whooped Mr. Kord, but Mr. Kord scored the last basket. Then Mr. Tristan teased him about being a chicken and not asking out Miss Georgie.”

      Of course, that was when all the talking in the restaurant stopped. Quad turned his head to hide his laughter.

      “On that note,” Kord said as he picked up the to-go bag waiting for him, “I’ll see you all tonight.”

      “Are you going to come to my game?” Kord turned to see who was picking up the other to-go bag. In this case, it was twice the size of Kord’s. It must be a family. But when he looked to see who was talking, it wasn’t a family man. It was the hockey star himself—Stone Townsend. He was the top goal scorer for the Charleston Pirates hockey team and also happened to be Granger’s new brother-in-law.

      “I’m going to watch it at Harper’s,” Kord said as they both turned to walk out of the restaurant.

      “Good luck, Stone!” was called out from every part of the room as they walked toward the door. The town had been intimidated by the Townsend brothers at first. There were seven brothers in total and two sisters. Olivia, the eldest sister, was now married to Granger. Penelope, the youngest Townsend, was still traveling the world and living her best life. Everyone was very tight-lipped about Penelope. In fact, no one in town knew she existed until she surprised them all by showing up to the wedding.

      But as more and more brothers moved to Shadows Landing, the town started to warm to them. Especially after they directed all their over-protectiveness at Granger and backed off from trying to intimidate the entire town for perceived flirtations with Olivia. In fact, Kord now considered several of the brothers to be friends of his.

      “Are you finally going to ask Georgie out?” Stone asked with a chuckle as they walked down the sidewalk.

      “Really? You too? You’ve lived here like five months and you’re giving me crap. Should I ask about your dating life?”

      Stone shrugged a massive shoulder. “I don’t date during the season.”

      “Should I ask how many puck bunnies you’ve screwed instead?”

      “Hunting season is open, my friend. And I’m a very good hunter.” Stone placed his bag in the front seat of his car and turned back to Kord, this time looking serious. “Sometimes you have to fish or cut bait. Georgie’s a good woman, but even I can tell something’s made her hesitant to date. Rumor has it she’s been here two years and hasn’t had a single date, not for the lack of people asking. You’re a good guy. As long as you don’t try to date my sister Penelope, that is. I’d hate to see you hurt.”

      “Thanks, Stone. Good luck tonight.”

      “If you ever want tickets, just ask. And for the record, I think Georgie does like you.”

      Kord waved to his friend. Yeah, that’s what literally everyone said. Boy likes girl. Girl likes boy. Girl won’t date boy. That was the story of his life right now. Maybe Stone was right. Was it time to fish or cut bait? The idea of never being with Georgie hurt, but so did the longing that didn’t seem to have an end in sight.
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      Georgina stepped out of the shower in her apartment above the bar where she worked. She wrapped one towel around her body and one around her latte-colored brown hair. As the temperature turned cooler and the sun went down earlier, so did the natural blonde highlights in her hair. The summer blonde was fading to a light brown and Georgina thought a visit to the hair salon might be in order. Before Shadows Landing, she kept a very precise color blonde year-round, but then she smiled because so much had changed since she moved here.

      Georgina turned to the mirror. She dropped both towels and really looked at herself. She was fuller-figured now than she had ever been. She had real curves and breasts now, and she liked how she looked and felt. Before coming to Shadows Landing, she’d been told she was undesirable like this. But now, Georgina felt feminine. She ran her hands over the flare of her hips and could hear her old friends telling her she was fat. The sad thing was, she wasn’t fat. She was finally healthy and fit. Back home, nothing she did was right. She was teased for looking like a boy, yet told that was how a woman should look—stick thin at all times.

      However, here in Shadows Landing, the long walks around town and the swimming she did in the summer, along with eating balanced meals instead of being served nothing but celery smoothies, made her feel so much better. She had energy now. Her hair was thick and shiny. She felt better, both physically and mentally, and it was all because of Shadows Landing.

      She even had a nickname—Georgie. Her parents would faint. Grandfather Greyson thought it was funny. He was the only family member she’d had any communication with since she left Massachusetts. He’d been the only one who reached out via email and looked for her when she went missing. She’d never told him where she was, just that she was safe. She’d emailed him about her job and he loved hearing about it. He thought it was character building. He never once asked her to come back home. Of all the people she thought would check on her, her grandfather had been the last on that list. He’d always been so cold and demanding, just like her father. However, once she went missing and they began to really communicate in their emails, she found that she had inherited a lot of his qualities, including his work ethic.

      He'd asked why she left and she’d finally told him. Her whole life had been about appearances and she was literally making herself sick trying to live up to their standards. She was unhealthily thin and forced to maintain it. She had to date this guy. Be seen with that guy. Support this politician. Go to this restaurant, but don’t eat. She had to summer and holiday on Martha’s Vineyard. Live in Boston at the right address. Attend the right school. Grades didn’t matter—who you dated and which sorority you were in did. She couldn’t be herself. She couldn’t run a business. She couldn’t laugh. She couldn’t be happy. She couldn’t be smart because what successful man wanted that?

      Instead, it was all drugs and alcohol. That was part of her everyday life. Take these drugs to stay thin. Drink a little too much to stay happy. Then her best friend, Sofia, overdosed and everything changed for Georgina. She saw her best friend’s parents cover it up and gain sympathy for their daughter suffering from a “prolonged illness she worked hard to hide.” Georgina knew if she didn’t get out, she’d die, too. She attended the funeral, went home and feigned a headache so she could skip some charity gala at a politician’s house that night. The second her parents left, Georgina handed the maid a note for her parents and left. She caught a bus to Boston and then another south. She had enough cash to make it to Charleston. There she found the ad for the bartender job. She knew how to drink. How hard would it be to make them? Spoiler—it was way harder than it looked.

      She slept at the bus station in Charleston. Then she spent her last bit of money to get a cab to Shadows Landing and hadn’t left since. It was a bit of an adjustment since it was a completely different world, but Georgina had never been happier.

      Georgie put on the skinny jeans she’d bought at a thrift shop followed by one of Stone’s Charleston Pirates jerseys he’d given away to a bunch of people. Then she dried her hair and put on a swipe of lip gloss. It was the only makeup she wore nowadays. She gave her hair some extra attention and told herself it wasn’t because she’d heard Kord was coming to the bar tonight, but it totally was.

      Georgie smiled in the mirror. She was happy, and happy looked good on her. She had real friends. She had a job and she liked it. Georgie turned off the lights and headed downstairs. Her shift started soon and she wanted to make sure everything was ready for game night.

      

      Harper Faulkner Reigns, the owner of Harper’s Bar, was giving instructions to the cooks and part-time waitstaff she brought in for weekends and game nights. It had been a rough start for Harper, taking Georgie under her wing and teaching her all she needed to know, not only about making drinks, but about running a bar and dealing with drunk customers. Georgie loved every moment of it.

      Georgie walked behind the smooth-topped wooden bar. The building had once belonged to a famous pirate named Black Law. The thick wooden door and bar top were over two hundred years old. She ran her hand along the bar’s surface and ducked behind it. This was her domain now. She checked the levels of the kegs and stocked the fridge with beer bottles and wine. She took note of the alcohol levels and then headed for the kitchen.

      “Hey, you ready for a wild night?” Harper asked as she came up from the floorboards. The storage cellar was under the kitchen floors in an old root cellar.

      “I am. I just need a couple of things from the cellar and then the bar will be stocked. I’ll cut up some fruit in a minute. Turtle’s on a kick of wanting fruit slices with his drink as if rum and coke is fancy.”

      Harper rolled her eyes. “It’s probably the little plastic sword the fruit is on. I think those guys reenact epic pirates’ battles with them. Very swashbuckling.”

      “My money would be on Skeeter then,” Georgie said with a smile. She thought of them as the three wise men: Gator, Skeeter, and Turtle. They had taken her under their collective wing and taught her all about the Southern lifestyle. They also were her self-appointed protectors. It was actually really sweet. “The pirate ghosts talk to him and can tell him which moves to make.”

      “True,” Harper said, following Georgie to the door in the floor.

      Georgie headed down the steep wooden stairs and into the root cellar. She collected the items on the list and set them on the top stair. Harper reached down and picked them up. It only took a minute and Georgie was climbing back out of the cellar.

      Harper set the last bottle on the prep table and tossed Georgie an orange as she began to fill one of the containers with cherries. “I’m only going to say this once. I knew the moment I hired you that you were running from something. I’m here if it ever catches up to you or if you finally want to confide in me. And here’s your pay for this week.”

      Georgie took the envelope full of cash. The only evidence Georgina existed was a single tax form that was entered this past January. Last year when Georgina had to provide her social security number for her first year of taxes, she had held her breath. She was sure her family would be kicking down her door to drag her home, but it never happened. Now, while she could probably be paid by check, she asked not to be. She wanted to fly as far under the radar as possible. She didn’t even have a bank account.

      “Thank you, Harper. You’ve been more understanding than anyone I’ve ever known.” Harper nodded and took the cherries to the bar, leaving Georgie to slice oranges.

      

      The night started with a slow trickle of people. Gator, Skeeter, and Turtle took their usual spots at the bar. It was quiet as a person entered here and there but then there was a mad rush. The door practically stayed open as the Faulkner family took over a section of the bar, Lydia and all her kids took over a section with the knitting club hovering close by to help watch the children, and then the Townsend brothers took over another large table.

      “Miss Georgie?” Gator asked as Georgie realized she hadn’t been listening to him and instead was trying to sneak glances at the door. Kord hadn’t arrived yet, and she wanted to be the first person to see him when he walked through the door.

      “Sorry, what were you saying, Gator?”

      “I was asking if you had plans for Thanksgiving at the end of the month. If you don’t, us three always get together and deep-fry a turkey. You’re welcome to join us. I don’t like thinkin’ of you all by yourself.”

      Georgie reached over the bar and took Gator’s huge hand in hers. Her parents would have died if she’d done this in her gilded cage of Martha’s Vineyard society. They’d think these three treasures of men as beneath them because they weren’t educated in elite schools, they didn’t have generational wealth . . . heck, they’d think Ryker Faulkner, a self-made billionaire, was beneath them since he was, gasp, new money. It was one of the many reasons Georgie left and she was happier for it.

      “You’re wicked kind, Gator.” Georgie smiled at him, but then her attention was taken as the door opened and Kord strode in wearing jeans and a Pirates T-shirt that stretched across his wide shoulders and showed off his lean abs.

      “Anne Bonny says stop being yellow-bellied and ask the man out,” Skeeter said as they all watched Kord stop and instantly find her with his eyes.

      “Anne Bonny doesn’t know my parents,” Georgie muttered.

      Skeeter nodded to the air. “I’ll look into it,” he whispered to the air next to him. The first time Georgie had seen Skeeter talking to the wind, she’d thought he wasn’t the brightest light in the harbor. Harper swore up and down that Skeeter could talk to the ghosts that resided in Shadows Landing—the very town pirates had founded hundreds of years ago. So far, there’d been enough weird things that had happened since her arrival that Georgie believed in ghosts. The fact Skeeter could talk to them didn’t even register as strange anymore.

      “You know,” Turtle said, bringing her attention back as she filled a round of beers for the Faulkner table. “I don’t see your parents here. You two have been pining for each other like that snapper does for my pecker. Maybe it’s time to take a chance.”

      Gator nodded. “I don’t like the idea of you being hurt, but Kord is a good guy. He’s been interested in you for as long as you have been for him, and he hasn’t pushed you once because he knew you weren’t ready. But that look right there,” Gator said, and Georgie blushed. She couldn’t help but keep her eyes on Kord as he made his way to the Faulkner table. “Tells me you’re ready. Don’t be scared. We got your back.”

      Georgie laughed as she set the beers on the tray and added one more—Kord’s favorite—even though he hadn’t ordered it. “You’ll beat up a sheriff’s deputy if he breaks my heart?”

      “No, we’ll beat up Kord and he’ll be okay with it because he understands the ways down here. You mess with a girl, and her friends will mess you up,” Gator said as Skeeter and Turtle nodded.

      Georgina looked to Kord and saw his eyes travel once more to hers. He smiled, but there was no pressure behind it. Her friends were right. For almost two years, he’d been patiently waiting, offering only friendship and support to her, while the whole town knew they both were interested in each other. She’d stayed away because of her family, but they had to know where she was after her taxes were filed and yet they didn’t come. So what was she worried about? She was living her own life now. She was free. She’d never go back into the cage.

      “You’re right. Wish me luck.” Georgina waved off the waitress and ducked under the bar. She slid the heavy tray onto her hand and squared her shoulders. Here goes nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Kord couldn’t look away. Georgie was smiling at him and walking his way. Apparently, the whole table noticed too, because the normally loud Faulkner family was suddenly very quiet when Georgie arrived to set down their beers.

      “Thank you,” they each said, watching her closely.

      Finally, there was only one beer remaining, but no other people at the table. Kord glanced around to see who it was for when Georgie took it off the tray and held it out for him. “It’s the new lager you liked last week.”

      Kord's fingers brushed hers as he took the glass from her hand. In the past, she’d pull back, but this time she didn’t. Instead, she smiled at him. Kord didn’t move. They stood there with their fingers touching, holding the beer, and staring at each other. “Thank you,” he finally said, not daring to move and break the connection.

      “You’re welcome.”

      Kord looked at the woman he’d been longing to ask out for almost two years. She wasn’t turning from his touch. She was smiling at him. She’d brought him his favorite beer. Was this the time? The way everyone was leaning closer and staring said it wasn’t just him noticing the change. Here was his chance.

      Kord took a deep breath. He didn’t normally get nervous. Running out on the college football field during a big game was not nearly as bad as asking the woman you hope to have a future with out on a date. “I thought it might be fun for us to go out to dinner tomorrow night. I believe it’s your night off. Would you like to go to dinner with me?”

      Kord could feel everyone in the bar holding their breath as he kept an easy smile on his lips even though he was worried she’d turn him down.

      Georgie’s smile widened and Kord’s heart sped up.

      “I’d love to go to dinner with you. Thank you for asking.”

      Kord had to admit, he was a smooth guy. He didn’t have trouble talking to women. But right now, he had trouble formulating any sound. So, he smiled and tried to remember how to talk. “Great. I’ll pick you up at six.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.” Georgie turned and bounced back to the bar. There was a huge smile on her face as Gator, Skeeter, and Turtle instantly leaned across the bar to get the scoop.

      “Finally! Our prayers have been answered.” Reverend Winston threw his hands up in the air and a resounding, “Amen!” came from the bar patrons.

      Kord saw the room divide as if being parted by Moses. The women rushed to the bar and the men gathered about him. “This is your one chance. You can’t blow it,” Trent Faulkner said as the men nodded.

      “What’s your game plan?” Damon Townsend asked. He was the oldest of the tight-knit, very large Townsend family.

      “Game plan?” Kord was still in shock that Georgie agreed to a date.

      “You need a plan. One that can be executed with military precision,” Hunter, yet another Townsend, said as if he were leading a special ops command.

      “You could bring her to my club,” Wilder Townsend suggested. He owned the hottest night club in Charleston and a string of exclusive clubs around the world called WET.

      “Only after a romantic dinner,” Ryker Faulkner added. “You can take her to Port, the restaurant I love. I can get you reservations.”

      “This is all very nice of you, but I don’t think I want to do a fancy restaurant. Georgie doesn’t seem like the type to get all dressed up just for dinner. Now, dancing does sound fun.” Ryker seemed amused, but didn’t try to change Kord’s mind.

      “There’s a great romantic Italian place two blocks from WET,” Ryker said instead. “Casual, but not a dump either.”

      “That sounds better. Wait, is dinner and dancing too cliché?” Kord asked the group.

      “Being in the VIP section of WET is not cliché,” Wilder said with a roll of his eyes. That was probably true. It had been a long time since Kord had been in VIP sections of night clubs, not since college, and they were a lot of fun.

      “What about a sunset walk around Battery Park, dinner, then hitting the club?” Ridge Faulkner suggested.

      Both Faulkners and Townsends nodded in agreement. “Sounds like a good plan,” Kord agreed. Okay, he got this. He was going to romance Georgie so well that she would never regret going on a date with him.

      

      “I worry about whatever advice they’re giving Kord,” Savannah, Ridge’s wife, said with a shake of her head.

      Georgie giggled as she mixed drinks with Harper.

      “I’m sure Dare’s no help. His idea of a romantic evening is knife throwing. However, since it’s also my idea of a romantic evening, it works,” Harper said of her imposing and slightly scary ATF husband.

      “Ryker is shockingly romantic,” Kenzie, Ryker’s wife, admitted.

      “Really?” Georgie couldn’t hide her surprise. Ryker always seemed so serious and cold.

      “Really. I’m talking flowers on a regular basis. Special dinners out or catered in. He remembers every time I mention I like something. Months later, I can open a Christmas or birthday gift and there are all the things I casually mentioned I liked throughout the year. He did my laundry after a really long shift last week. It was the sexiest and most romantic thing to come trudging downstairs and see him folding my clothes.”

      “That’s really sweet. I could see Kord doing that,” Georgie said as she glanced at the man she’d wanted for years but was too afraid to make a move on.

      “He would in a heartbeat. Kord can be cocky, but he’s the most respectful and thoughtful man. Granger taught him well,” Lydia told her as the women all nodded.

      “Granger? I know they’re friends, but he taught Kord that?” Georgie asked. “Seems pretty personal.”

      Lydia nodded. “Kord can tell you his history. When Kord moved here full-time, it was Granger who really took him in and became a big brother to him.”

      Harper agreed. “I see Kord is now doing the same with Quad. That’s a real good man you have there, Georgie. A man you can trust and depend on.”

      Georgie knew there was more to Harper’s words than she said. Did Harper know her secret? Georgie knew Ryker had figured it out. He’d whispered her real name to her one night. Of course, the resident billionaire would know her parents. Sure, they’d look down on him for being new money, but that wouldn’t stop them from asking for an investment or attending the same parties.

      However, she trusted Ryker not to say anything. Strange that she did but she hadn’t trusted Kord when she should have. She could have had two years with Kord already. No, she wouldn’t follow that train of thought. She hadn’t been mentally or emotionally ready to have a serious relationship two years ago. She had grown so much in the past two years. Georgie was now more confident and more knowledgeable about life than ever before. Having witnessed the great relationships between her friends and their spouses, she knew what a relationship should be. What she’d experienced in the past, was never a healthy relationship. It was all about what the other person could give you in terms of money, gifts, and elevated status. None of that mattered in real life. She saw every day what really mattered—love, support, trust, friendship, and yes, sexual attraction, too. But it was never about what you could take from the other person. It was never selfish like that.

      Georgie listened to her friends talk around her about what she should wear, to how great she and Kord were together. They somehow skipped the fact they hadn’t been on a date yet and went straight to them being a couple. But their excitement over the date increased Georgie’s excitement. She couldn’t wait until tomorrow. Until then, she had a bar full of people cheering on Stone Townsend and the Charleston Pirates, and they were thirsty.
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      Georgie’s apartment above the bar was rather large. It had the same footprint as the first floor and was wide open. Trent Faulkner was a furniture maker and had built an old-fashioned wardrobe for Harper when she rented the apartment to Georgie. It was large enough for all her hanging clothes and had some shelves in it too. Right now, its doors were wide open and half the contents were thrown about the room.

      Georgie stood in the middle of the mess in her bra and panties and stared as if she’d never seen her clothes before. What in the world did a woman wear on a date two years in the making? The answer was nothing in her closet.

      Georgie threw on her robe and picked up her phone. She dialed a number and waited as it rang.

      “Hey, G. What’s up?” the voice said over the phone.

      “I have nothing to wear tonight.” She’d had a room full of designer clothes back in Massachusetts. When she’d left, she’d only taken two suitcases. She ignored the fact she now had some of those designer clothes tossed around her room. They weren’t right and several didn’t even fit anymore.

      “Are you going for casual or romantic?”

      “Both?” That was the trouble, she didn’t know what she wanted, but it wasn’t any of these clothes.

      “I have just the thing. I’ll be right over!”

      It didn’t take long for her friend to show up. Maggie was at the door with a pretty pink paisley quilted bag in hand. Maggie’s real name was Magnum. Her family participated in trap and target shooting. Her brother was named Gage. Maggie herself was an Olympic shooter and a total badass wrapped up in a pretty sorority girl package.

      “I brought three things for you to choose from,” Maggie said as she walked in. “How much time do we have?”

      “Thirty minutes,” Georgie admitted.

      “Girl! We need to move.”

      Maggie moved clothes from the bed and put her bag down. “So,” she said unzipping it. “I have one dress, one skirt, and one jeans option.”

      Georgie let out a sigh of relief. They were all pretty colors, flowy yet sexy fabric, and just the thing that said casual but romantic. The clear winner was the dress. It was navy blue with long sleeves and a flowing skirt. The skirt had a pretty pattern of red, white, and purple flowers on it. The top was smocked and molded to her breasts, but then the skirt and sleeves were soft fabric. The skirt ended above her knees and paired perfectly with her brown knee-high boots. It was casual, fun, flirty, and sexy all at once.

      Maggie sat on the end of the bed and clapped when Georgie came out of the bathroom. “Perfect! Oh, I love it. And keep your hair down. You always have it in a ponytail and I bet Kord will want to run his fingers through it when he sees it like this.”

      Georgie blushed and hoped her friend was right. Now that she’d made up her mind to start living life instead of just surviving it, Georgie wanted everything she missed out on. Love, friendship, fun, honesty. She had to come to terms with finally being honest. Kord had always been honest with her. He wasn’t hiding who he was. However, she was.

      “Is everything okay?” Maggie asked, noticing Georgie’s shift in demeanor.

      Old Georgie would smile and say that everything was okay, but she was ready to leave that person behind. To do so, she needed to be honest, even if it left her vulnerable. “I’m worried about what Kord will think when he gets to know the real me.”

      Maggie nodded as if she understood. “Look, we all know you showed up here for a reason. We don’t know what it is. And while Shadows Landing is a small town where everyone wants to know everything everyone else is doing, it was also founded by pirates. Pirates often took their secrets to their graves. This town was literally founded on hiding things.”

      “I’m rich,” Georgie blurted.

      Maggie didn’t look as surprised as Georgie had expected she might. Instead, she reached over and picked up a jacket. “This retails for five thousand dollars. I already guessed that.”

      “You knew?” Georgie couldn’t believe it.

      “I’m sure Skye does, too. She has the same jacket. All of Hollywood wears it and even when Skye is chilling here with Trent, she’s still Hollywood. Like I said, we don’t care. We like you, money or not.”

      “It’s not the money,” Georgie said, dropping onto the bed next to Maggie. “It’s the obligations that came with it.”

      “Ah. You didn’t want to be forced into something so you ran?”

      Georgie nodded. “My parents wanted me to do things I strongly objected to. I wasn’t their daughter. I was their pawn.”

      “Do they know where you are?” Maggie asked.

      Georgie shrugged. “I have been expecting them to show up every day since I got here, but they haven’t.”

      “Then maybe they’ve let you go?”

      “No, more like they don’t need me right now. They’ll come to get me when I’m worth something to them.”

      Maggie put her arm around Georgie and hugged her. “You’re not the scared little bird you were when you arrived. You can break up a bar fight. You can throw a punch. You can stand up for yourself. You have found your inner strength. Even if they come, they won’t be able to make you do anything. You’re your own woman now.”

      Georgie hoped that was true. The dreadful waiting for the other shoe to drop filled her heart and mind, and she felt her stomach plummet. No, she wouldn’t let them run her life anymore. “I have something I didn’t have before,” Georgie said, standing up and taking a deep breath. “Friends.”

      “And an armed knitting club,” Maggie laughed, lightening the mood as she walked to the window. “And a date who just pulled up front.”

      The feeling of doom fled and was replaced with excited butterflies.

      

      Kord lived in joggers, jeans, or shorts. It felt strange to be wearing dress slacks and a button-down shirt. Even with the top two buttons unbuttoned and the sleeves rolled up, he still felt out of place in it. However, he wanted to be worth standing next to Georgie tonight and that meant dressing up a little.

      Kord entered the bar and the patrons turned to stare at him. Gator’s eyes widened and his brows disappeared under the South Carolina COCKS hat he wore. Shaken loose of the shock at seeing Kord dressed up, Gator, Skeeter, and Turtle slid from their stools and crossed their arms.

      “Now, I like you, Kord,” Gator started.

      “You’re a good man,” Turtle added.

      “Even Anne Bonny likes you,” Skeeter said.

      “But, Miss Georgie is our friend, and we look out for our friends,” Gator finished.

      Kord smiled at that. “I’m glad she has friends like you because I know how lucky I am to count y’all as my friends. I won’t let you or her down.”

      Kord’s attention was pulled from them to the vision walking toward him. Georgie tucked her long hair behind her ear nervously as she and Maggie joined them.

      “You’re beautiful.” Smooth, Kord. Real smooth. He’d blurted that right out.

      Georgie blushed, but Kord saw her checking him out. “You’re very handsome tonight. I mean, you’re always handsome. You just look handsomer . . . more handsome? Handsomest?” Georgie cursed under hear breath, using a very creative phrase Turtle taught her.

      “You finally got it right!” Turtle said with surprise when she finally got the curse right. “Way to go, G!”

      That only made Georgie’s face turn redder, so Kord thought it was a good time to leave. He slipped his hand to the small of her back and looked down at her. “Are you ready to go?”

      Georgie nodded and he caught Maggie giving her the thumbs-up sign as he went to escort her to his truck. It broke some of the tension as he knew she was just as nervous as he was. It had been a long time coming and he wanted to make it the best date he could for her.

      

      The drive to the restaurant went by quickly after the first few moments of awkward silence. He had begun to ask her questions about what Gator and his friends had been teaching her, and by the time they’d arrived they were both laughing so hard at what they referred to as her only bad quality—being from the North.

      “You should have seen them sitting there eating that first batch of grits I made. They were so sweet about it. The grits tasted awful, but they were only encouraging and now I make better grits than they do.”

      Kord was laughing as they walked into the restaurant. Dinner was relaxed as they talked about the funny stories of his childhood visits with his grandmother in Shadows Landing followed by some antics he got into in college.

      “Do you miss playing football?” Georgie asked as he laced his fingers with hers.

      “Sometimes, but it takes a toll on your body. I miss the team and that camaraderie, but I also find it at the sheriff’s station. Granger and Tristan are great partners and we have that kind of feel in the station. Add in my friends, the Faulkners, the Townsends, and Quad, and we are our own team,” he said as they walked down the sidewalk downtown toward WET.

      “I still have trouble believing the Townsends are nice guys.”

      “They’re tough as nails, that’s for sure. But men who love their sister that much and are kind to kids tells you they’re nice underneath it all.” Kord turned to the VIP entrance and gave his name to the man at the door. He ran his finger down a list and nodded before opening the separate entrance. “Have you been here?” Kord asked loudly as they music overtook them.

      “Not this one. I’ve been to the others.”

      “Really?” That was the most personal thing she’d ever told him. “Which ones?”

      “Boston, New York, London, Paris, and a couple of others, I think.” Kord’s hand was at the small of her back as he kept close to her while they wound their way up to the VIP area. He felt her tense, but she didn’t stop talking. “The people I hung out with liked the best, and WET is the best.”

      They were shown to an elegant loveseat that was six steps above the main level and roped off by security. A bottle of champagne was set in a silver ice bucket in front of them. “Owner’s compliments,” their guide told them before handing them off to a private waitress.

      While the owner of WET wasn’t known to many, the town of Shadows Landing knew him to be Wilder Townsend. WET were his initials. Kord waved off the waitress and poured the champagne for them.

      “To the best date I’ve been on,” he said, raising his glass.

      Georgie blushed but clinked her glass to his. “To the best date I’ve ever been on, too.”

      They both took a deep drink. Kord could admit champagne wasn’t his thing. He was more of a bourbon guy. But this was good champagne. “Would you like to dance?” Kord had caught her staring at the dance floor more than once since they’d walked in.

      “I’d love to! I grew up dancing all those prim and proper boring dances. Then when I discovered nightclubs, I fell in love with dancing. I realized it could be so much fun.”

      “I was never a big dancer until college. I joined a fraternity and learned how to step. We even won Greek Week one year with our stepping routine,” Kord told her as he held out his hand for her to take.

      Georgie placed her hand in his and stood up. “I’d love to see it. I’ve only seen it in movies, but it looks so much harder than the foxtrot I had to learn. It’s so artistic and musical with the steps and dance moves.”

      “It really is. We use our bodies and a variety of dance styles, gymnastics, and more all blended together to make a step routine. It’s a source of great pride for my culture. I’m sure you have something like that too.”

      Georgie snorted. “Not unless you count dictating your children’s life as part of my culture.”

      “Is that why you’re estranged from your parents?” Kord asked as they walked out of the VIP area toward the dance floor.

      “Part of it. I was trapped in a life I had no control over anything. I was sheltered, yet saw horrific things, like my only friend overdosing.”

      Kord stopped her at the bottom of the stairs. “I’m so sorry. Did she make it?”

      Georgie shook her head. “No, but I’m not saying this to make you feel sorry for me. The truth is”—Georgie took a deep breath — “I grew up with wealth and privilege, and every advantage it has. I have my college degree from the top university in the country and a trust fund that even Ryker would find impressive.”

      Kord knew she had secrets but that wasn’t what he’d been expecting. It also made him feel slightly stupid for turning down dinner at Port.

      “Does that bother you?” Georgie asked nervously.

      “That you’re rich? No, that doesn’t bother me. The fact you felt you had to leave it all behind for some reason bothers me.”

      Georgie looked into his eyes and Kord saw trust beginning to form. “How about I give you the short story now and then when we’re not in the middle of the best nightclub around, I’ll tell you the whole story.”

      “Georgie, you can tell me anything you want, whenever you want. I’ll never push you. I just want you to be comfortable.”

      Georgie reached up and cupped his cheek with her hand. Kord leaned into her soft hand before turning and placing a kiss on her palm.

      “Thank you, Kord. Short story, my parents wanted to control every aspect of my life. After my best friend died and the cause of death was covered up, I knew I had to get out. I would die, too, if I stayed. I wrote my parents a note and told them not to look for me and left. Now, let’s dance!”

      Georgie grabbed his hand and hurried for the dance floor as a new song started. Under the flashing lights, Georgie’s whole body changed. She was relaxed. She was laughing, smiling, and singing along to the music. Gone were the nerves and shyness. She didn’t back away when he put his hands on her hips. Instead, she stepped closer so their bodies ground together to the rhythm of the music. They didn’t talk with their voices, but with their bodies.

      Kord placed his hand on Georgie’s hip. He flexed his fingers into her softness. Are you interested? Georgie stepped forward, pressing her breasts to his chest and looked up at him. Yes.

      Georgie licked her bottom lip as their eyes locked. Kiss me. And Kord answered happily. He lowered his head toward hers, giving her plenty of time to stop the kiss. Georgie tiled her head up, offering her lips to him.

      Kord started the kiss off softly. He gently touched his lips to hers and when he felt her tighten her hold on him, he pressed his lips to her and really kissed her. He saw fireworks and it wasn’t from the lights on the dance floor. It was from the sparks between them with that kiss. Georgie pressed herself fully against him, getting as close as she could. Kord speared her hair with his fingers, holding her head in his hands so he could angle her head just right to deepen the kiss. Her tongue peeked out and licked his lower lip which made him reflexively tighten the grip on her hair. Instead of scaring her, it seemed to encourage her. Kord opened to her, allowing her to control the pace of the kiss. He was afraid they’d be kicked out of the club for setting it on fire when her tongue stroked his.

      One hand moved to her ass and pressed her hips against his. Georgie could feel all of him now and it only made her kiss wilder. The music changed and they pulled apart. Their foreheads rested together as they both breathed heavily.
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