Hudson Carter Episode 101: Adventure for Hire
Act 1: Adventure Begins
Vanessa sat in a cold, dimly lit room at the back of the observation deck of the Sears Tower in Chicago. The tower was closed for the day and eerily quieter than the usual hustle and bustle of the daytime. The city stretched out beneath her, its skyline like a jigsaw puzzle blending what seemed to be an endless row of skyscrapers perfectly with the night sky. The glass walls, meant to offer breathtaking views of the Windy City, now seemed like a barrier, one she couldn't escape. Her hands were tied behind her back, and the flickering fluorescent light above her cast strange shadows across the concrete floor. Despite the cold, there was a fire in her eyes, a determination that could not be dampened by the circumstances.
Her beauty was striking, even under the harsh, artificial light. A cascade of dark hair framed her face, soaked from the cold water dumped over her by her interrogators earlier. Her hazel eyes, sharp and calculating, never left the figure approaching her. Despite the bruises on her face and the tension in her body, there was a certain grace about her that made it impossible to look away. Her features were delicate, but there was nothing soft about the way she carried herself. She exuded a quiet power, a force that suggested she could break free from these ropes at any moment…if she chose to.
Jack walked in, his footsteps echoing through the large, empty space. The henchmen stiffened, immediately retreating as if under his command. Vanessa felt a strange mix of fear and relief wash over her at the sight of him. This wasn’t just another thug in a suit, it was Jack McCalister. A man whose presence alone seemed to change the temperature in the room, despite the chill of the Chicago winter that seeped through the tower's glass.
He smirked, his gaze briefly flicking to the distant skyline outside. “You comfortable?”
Vanessa raised an eyebrow, her lips curling into a small, dry smile despite the pain from the beatings. “I’d be lying if I said yes.”
“I wouldn't expect anything less,” Jack replied, his voice low, smooth, and calm. He wasn’t fazed by her defiance, but there was something about the way he said it that made Vanessa pause. “But you're not here for comfort, are you?”
She didn’t answer immediately, her eyes narrowing as she studied him. There was something in his posture, casual yet controlled, that made her wonder if this was all part of some bigger game. "What is it you're after?" she asked. “I’m guessing not just to have a casual chat about Chicago's finest architectural landmarks.”
Jack chuckled, the sound rich with amusement. “Not exactly. But hey, I’d recommend the deep-dish pizza from Gino’s if you ever get out of here.”
Vanessa didn’t flinch when the goons chuckled at Jack’s joke. She didn’t find it funny, nothing about this situation was funny, but she did appreciate his attempt to keep things light.
"You don’t seem like the type to crack jokes,” she remarked, her eyes never leaving his. “So, what’s your game here?"
Jack waved off the goons with a flick of his hand. "That’s enough, boys. I’ll take it from here."
The door clicked shut behind them, leaving only the two of them in the  back room. It wasn’t much more than a few chairs and a stainless metal table, but it still had a view, an unsettling view of the city sprawled beneath them, miles of streets, buildings, and distant lives that seemed so far out of reach. From this height, everything looked small, insignificant. From this close to the thin pain of glass it was like there was no floor beneath her and she could fall at any time.
Vanessa let out a breath, her tension easing slightly as the room fell silent. She noticed Jack walking toward her, but she didn’t flinch when he brushed a wet strand of hair from her forehead. His fingers were cool against her skin, but it wasn’t the cold that made her body tense, it was the proximity.
“What do you want to know?” she asked, her voice low but steady.
Jack leaned in, his face just inches from hers. His sly smirk returning. “Oh, you know. Your favorite color. What you look for in an interrogator.”
Vanessa snorted, the bitter laugh escaping her before she could stop it. “Ha. You’re not exactly the type I’d trust with a good conversation, and you're not my type. I prefer my interrogators to be taller.”
Her eyes never left his, daring him to show any hint of what he was really after.
“So,” she continued, her tone shifting slightly. “What’s your real game? You've got me here. You could get whatever you want from me right now, or... maybe there’s something else you’re after?” Gears turned rapidly in her head trying to figure out Jack’s game.
Jack’s eyes darkened, his smirk falling as he moved to pull up a chair. He straddled it backward, his elbows resting on the chair’s back as he gazed into her eyes. “I’m looking to see if I can trust you. I haven’t decided yet.”
Vanessa tilted her head slightly, trying to gauge the truth in his words. Now relaxed a little, but she didn't let her guard slip. “I’m not exactly in a position to make deals.”
“True,” Jack agreed, his tone casual. “But what if I untied you? Would that change things?”
Vanessa’s heart skipped a beat at the suggestion. She studied him closely. “I don’t know. What’s in it for me?”
She paused for a beat, then added, her voice laced with skepticism, “And what makes you think I’d agree to anything if I were untied?”
Jack chuckled, a low, rich sound. “I don’t think you being tied to a chair changes your willingness to make a deal. Unless, of course, you like being tied up.”
Her cheeks flushed slightly at his words. She still wasn’t about to let him get under her skin. “I don’t think that’s relevant,” she said coolly, eyes meeting his with a challenge. “I’m still not making any deals until I know what you’re offering.”
Jack’s hands were already loosening the straps, his movements deliberate and controlled. "You might not trust me," he said, his voice quieter now, almost pensive. "But I think you'd find this city full of surprises. So, tell me, what got you into corporate espionage?"
Vanessa hesitated, but something about his calm, almost intrigued demeanor made her want to answer. “My father was murdered by a mafia-affiliated group secretly running a corporation similar to yours,” she said, her voice quieter now, as if the weight of the confession was just as heavy as the room she sat in. “I joined the CIA to take them down, to seek justice for his death.”
She met his gaze, searching for some recognition, some sign that he understood. "I’m not here for the money or power. I’ve got a personal stake in bringing down organizations with backdoor connections."
The faintest flicker of something crossed Jack's face, but he said nothing. The room was still, except for the distant hum of the city below, a quiet reminder of the chaos outside the tower’s walls.
Hudson Carter sat at his cluttered desk, fingers dancing over his old Smith and Co. avocado green typewriter keys with practiced ease. The keys were worn almost to match the curves of his fingers or after the years of use his fingers now matched the keys. The rhythmic clacking was the only sound in the room, save for the occasional exhale from him as he stared at the page in front of him. A cigarette, unlit, rested between his lips, a small rebellion against his growing resolve to quit. He glanced at the office door nervously, wishing it were filling his lungs with the deep calming and satisfactory smoke. He knew he was supposed to be kicking the habit, but the act of writing while smoking to him was a symbiotic relationship and made it a constant temptation. He figured he'd just have it there for the feel of it.
Suddenly the door swung open, and in walked JoAnne Masterson. The editor of the magazine and Hudson’s boss. The sight of her, always in perfectly pressed clothes, her sharp eyes immediately locking onto him, was enough to make any man including him straighten up. She didn't even need to say a word, but she did anyway.
“Hudson,” she began, crossing her arms as she stepped into the room. “What the hell are you doing?”
Hudson grinned, keeping the cigarette in his mouth but not lit. “Writing a story, Jo. What’s it look like I’m doing?”
JoAnne’s gaze flicked to the cigarette in his mouth, and her lips pressed into a thin line. She was already used to his antics, but that didn’t mean she didn’t know how to shut them down. She reads the last few lines he wrote and an annoyed tone exclaims “You’re supposed to be writing about Nepal. Not Chicago. You’ve been there for weeks. Why are you writing about this here?”
“Hey, Chicago’s got character,” Hudson replied, not even fazed. “The food, the people, the architecture. It’s a city of stories.”
She raised an eyebrow, skeptical. “You just spent days hiking through the Himalayas, and now you're back here writing about skyscrapers and hot dogs?”
Hudson shifted in his chair, clearly enjoying the back-and-forth. “What can I say? You gotta find the right story wherever you go. Besides, Chicago’s got charm.”
JoAnne stared him down for a moment, arms still crossed, before she sighed and glanced toward the cigarette hanging from his lips. “And there’s no smoking in the office, Hudson. I thought we were past this.”
Hudson looked down at the unlit cigarette, a small smirk tugging at the corner of his lips. “I’m trying to quit, Jo. You know that.”
JoAnne didn't respond verbally. Instead, with a quick motion, she reached forward and snatched the cigarette out of his mouth, tossing it into the trash can by the door with one quick motion.
“Thanks,” Hudson said with a mock salute, though his tone was tinged with a bit of sarcasm. “I was just about to light it up.”
“You were not,” she shot back dryly. “Stop playing the martyr. You’re supposed to be writing. Write about the Himalayas. Write about the adventure, worldly adventure.”
Hudson shrugged, leaning back in his chair, clearly enjoying the banter. “You don’t get it, Jo. There’s an adventure to be found in every place; whether it’s a remote mountain in Nepal or the streets of Chicago. The people here, the grit of the city… It’s all an adventure.”
She was quiet for a beat, letting his words sink in, before she let out a huff. “Fine, but please I bought you a computer. A state-of-the-art, brand-new computer. And yet here you are, tapping away on that ancient...” she looks directly at it in a cold stare “Thing”
Hudson looked at the shiny new computer in the corner of the room, untouched, collecting dust. He grinned, tapping at his typewriter keys in response. “This, Jo, is the real deal. This has character. This is how real writers work.”
JoAnne narrowed her eyes. “It’s 1992. The ‘real deal’ is a piece of equipment that doesn’t give you carpal tunnel and makes my secretary track down a typewriter ribbon so you can write about the city you live in.” Lightning up “Get with the times Hudson.”
Hudson's smile didn't fade. “The computer’s just… not the same. This typewriter? It’s got soul. Endless stories trapped inside. It’s a part of me Jo. You wouldn’t understand.”
JoAnne’s expression softened just slightly, though she still rolled her eyes. “You're impossible. But you’re good at what you do. Just finish the damn story, alright?”
Hudson leaned forward, fingers hovering over the keys, but he shot JoAnne one last playful look. “Don’t worry, Jo. Once you read it, you’ll see. This story’s gonna be a hit.”
“I sure hope so,” she replied, shaking her head as she walked toward the door. “You’ve got a knack for making me regret every decision, but in the end, your stories do sell.”
Hudson watched her leave, the door closing behind her. He exhaled a breath, realizing his cigarette was gone, but the story was still coming together. Chicago’s gritty charm; he could feel it in his bones. He just hoped JoAnne would see it too when she finally read it.
Hudson finished the last keystroke of his article, a sense of satisfaction creeping up on him despite the late hour. He’d pulled it all together; an adventure that began in Nepal and found its way back to Chicago. The story had come together, and with that, Hudson was ready to unwind.
He reached into the bottom drawer of his desk and pulled out a hidden bottle of Malort, Chicago’s notorious local liquor. Some bartenders had turned him on the stuff.  He smiled to himself, the familiar, sharp scent filling the air.
“I know what I’m doing, Jo,” he muttered to himself, as if reassuring the ghost of her voice in his head. “Chicago is my home.”
With a practiced hand, he poured a shot of the bitter, vile spirit into a glass. Raising it to a poster of Indiana Jones on his wall; a reminder of adventure and the thrill of the unknown; he grinned. “Here’s to another adventure, Dr. Jones.”
Hudson kicked back the shot, wincing slightly at the acrid taste. Like many things in Chicago, it was a taste he’d grown to appreciate over time. There was something about it that made him feel rooted, grounded; like a local who had embraced the city’s character in all its raw, unpolished glory.
His office door creaked open, and Hudson grabbed the stack of papers that would soon be Jo’s headache. He walked down the hall, his converse low tops squeaking lightly on the worn floor he knew the lack of proper office attire with his causal look drove Jo crazy so he made sure to do it every time he had to be there.
"Here you go," he said, dropping the article on her desk with a smirk. "Complete with an adventure that starts in Nepal and ends right here in our home town.”
JoAnne glanced up at him, a mix of exasperation and reluctant admiration in her eyes. “Of course it does,” she replied, rolling her eyes but giving him a slight smile. “What’s next, a trek through the South Side? Uncovering the lost artifacts of Wriggly?” 
Hudson leaned against the doorframe, his signature sly grin never faltering. “Hey, that’s a key element of the adventure, Jo. You can’t get the full Chicago experience without a hot dog from a street vendor. I’ll let you know how it goes.”
She narrowed her eyes, but there was no stopping him now. "I don’t know why I bother," she muttered, though there was an unspoken respect in her voice. “You're a pain, Hudson, but damn if you don’t know how to sell a story.”
Hudson gave a dramatic bow. "That’s what I’m here for."
With a final sigh, JoAnne waved him off. "Go home, get some rest. And no more Malort tonight."
Hudson gave her a nod, grabbing his things as he slung his jacket over his shoulder. As he made his way to the door, he turned back one last time. “And don’t forget, Jo; Chicago is always the adventure. You just don’t see it yet.”
JoAnne shook her head, but a small smile broke across her face as she went back to editing.
Hudson walked out of the office, a sense of freedom filling him as he headed toward home. As he strolled through the city, the evening air cool against his face, he reflected on his journey as an adventure writer. He had a fit build from years of exploring the world. He was still average in the best kind of way. Not too tall, not too short. Not too muscular, but fit enough to walk the miles he needed to get a good story.
His hair, brown and slightly tousled, brushed the collar of his jacket as he kept his stride even, making his way through the bustling streets. He wasn’t in a rush. Life in Chicago didn’t demand hurry; it demanded the appreciation of every little detail; the bustling food vendors, the hum of city life, the rhythm of the streetlights as they blinked on one by one.
Passing a corner street vendor, Hudson caught the familiar scent of grilled onions and sausage in the air. JoAnne’s comment about hot dogs lingered in his mind, so he stopped. He handed the vendor a few bills and took the hot dog, savoring the moment as he bit into the Chicago classic; no ketchup, just mustard, relish, onions, and a pickle.
As Hudson reached his apartment building, an older brick building with loads of history. He stepped inside, noticing an unfamiliar woman entering just ahead of him. Her steps were quick, almost hesitant, as though she was unsure of her surroundings, the faint sense of unease emanating from her like a quiet undercurrent.
Her eyes scanned the brightly lit hall as she moved through it, avoiding looking directly at him. There was something about her; a mystery that Hudson couldn’t quite place. She seemed out of place, her every movement betraying a nervous energy that didn’t match the usual rhythm of building residents.
They walked down the hallway in near silence, the distance between them a quiet space that neither of them sought to fill with words. She kept her head slightly turned, her focus on the ground, while Hudson continued down the corridor, his curiosity piqued.
As they reached their respective doors, the woman paused for a moment, the hesitation in her movement telling him more than words ever could. She fumbled slightly with her keys, trying to find the right one, and in that fleeting moment, their eyes met.
It was brief almost, just a flicker, but Hudson could tell there was more to her than the average neighbor. Without speaking, he unlocked his door, his curiosity still hanging in the air, unanswered. He put his things down and stepped out to investigate.

Act 2: The New Neighbor
The quiet of the hall was broken only by the faint jingle of metal as she still was fumbling with the lock.
An unfamiliar woman stands with an air of quiet elegance, her tall frame exuding grace as she attempts to open the door. Her long brown hair cascades in soft waves, slightly curled at the ends, catching the light in a way that gives it a natural, almost effortless luster. The strands frame her face delicately, and despite its natural beauty, her expression remains aloof, like she’s deliberately keeping the world at arm’s length.
What’s most striking about her are her eyes; an unnatural, almost shocking shade of green, vivid and piercing, as if they could see straight through to your soul. They gleam with intelligence, but also with a guarded distance, a coldness that hints at something she's hiding, something she doesn’t want anyone to uncover. When she looks at you, it's with an intensity that’s disarming, but then she quickly pulls away, her gaze never lingering for long.
Her appearance is so average it seems forced; her clothes neat and perfectly chosen, blending style with practicality to appoint so addressed you could almost call it urban camoflauge. She wore fitted jeans and a basic top suited her perfectly, nothing too bold but just enough to let her presence be known without being flashy enough to draw direct attention. She seems put together in every way, yet there’s an undercurrent of tension in the way she holds herself, as if she’s holding back from fully engaging, from showing any vulnerability.
Beneath the exterior, though, there’s a quiet sadness, something buried deep within her that she keeps hidden from the world. It’s as if her emotional distance is a shield, built over years of past hurt or loss. Her smile is rare and cold, fleeting, and when she speaks, it’s with a measured tone, thoughtful and controlled, as if every word is chosen carefully. She’s a mystery, someone whose beauty draws people in, but whose heart remains just out of reach.
Hudson approached her with an easy smile. “Need a hand?”
She glanced over her shoulder, her expression guarded. “I’ve got it, thanks.” Her tone was clipped but not hostile.
Hudson hesitated, then chuckled. “You must be new here. I haven’t seen you around before.”
“I am.” She turned back to her lock, her movements tense. “Moved in last weekend.”
Her piercing green eyes flicked toward him briefly, narrowing slightly, as if sizing him up. “And my business is none of yours. So, like I said; mind your own.”
The corner of Hudson’s mouth twitched. “I’m Hudson, your neighbor. Quiet, helpful, some would even call me charming.” he puts his hands up “Their words, not mine.” He said with his most nonchalant smile.
She raised an eyebrow, unimpressed. “And what makes you think I need help or charm from someone like you?”
Her words were sharp, but Hudson caught a tremor beneath her voice; a fleeting crack in her armor.
“Just being neighborly.” He gestured toward her door. “In case you ever need a cup of sugar…or a tip for these old apartment doors.”
She paused, her expression softening ever so slightly. “I appreciate the offer, but I can handle things on my own.” Her voice strained a little, losing some of its earlier edge while struggling to open the heavy wood door. “But thanks...it’s nice to have someone willing to talk.”
Hudson nodded, a playful glint in his eye. “When you turn the knob, pull up slightly. These doors stick in old buildings.”
Jessica’s eyes snapped back to his, their intensity catching him off guard. “You’re very helpful,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. But there was a flicker of something else, amusement, perhaps, that made Hudson smile again.
“Anytime,” he said, leaning casually against the wall. “By the way, has anyone ever told you you have the most beautiful green eyes? You know, for a neighbor.”
Her hand froze on the doorknob, a faint smile started, then faded quickly. For a moment, she seemed caught off guard, her gaze dropping to the floor.
“That’s...nice,” she murmured, her voice barely audible. Then she straightened, regaining her composure. “But I think we’re done here.”
She turned the knob, pushing the door open, but Hudson wasn’t ready to give up just yet.
“Well, I’m the unofficial welcoming committee for the building,” he said, grinning. “I didn’t get your name, though.”
She hesitated, her grip on the door relaxing slightly. “Jessica Harper.” Her tone was softer now, though still cautious. “And I think I’ll be fine on my own from now on.”
Before Hudson could respond, she stepped inside and closed the door with a quiet click, leaving him alone in the hallway. “Well, Jessica Harper,” Hudson muttered, his grin widening. “Pleased to meet you. Guess I’ll save that tour for later.” He lingered for a moment, staring at her door, before retreating to his own apartment, his curiosity about his new neighbor growing with each step.
As soon as he stepped inside, Hudson let out a deep breath and ran his hand from  his temples to his chin, trying to make sense of the strange encounter with Jessica Harper. He couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to her than met the eye; beneath her reserved exterior lay a complex and troubled soul. Their brief conversation replayed in his mind, every word and gesture hinting at something deeper, something unspoken. But as he sank onto his couch, Hudson realized Jessica Harper was still an enigma, and the only way to unravel her secrets would be to get closer to her; if she’d let him.
The next morning, Hudson was getting ready for a run outside his apartment. He stretched, feeling the familiar stiffness in his shoulders; they were always a little stiffer in the cold winter months. He glanced out the hall window, He looked back at his new neighbors door. A faint smile touched his lips. He knew she was likely still asleep, but the early morning silence, so peaceful and intimate, filled him with a quiet curiosity. He decided to start his run a little earlier than usual, perhaps just enough time to catch a glimpse of the woman who had demanded space in his mind since the night before.
When Hudson came back from his run, he caught Jessica leaving her apartment in the window.  Jessica Harper was standing on her doorstep, a light scarf wrapped around her shoulders, the pale morning sun through the glass catching the strands of her dark hair. She was wearing a simple, elegant outfit, a muted color that blended with the early morning light. Hudson noticed a slight tremor in her hands as she fumbled with her keys again, her expression clouded in a mix of apprehension and determination. She looked out at the street as if unsure of what to expect. There was a faint, almost imperceptible, sadness in her eyes that tugged at Hudson's heart. He realized that whatever she was facing, it was affecting her deeply.
Before she reached the elevator, Hudson stopped just in front of the building and picked up two coffees from the street vendor. “Tony I’ll need two coffees today and I’m in a hurry. He took the coffees and paid for them both then carried them up the stairs. 
"I was hoping I would catch you, coffee was two for one and I can't drink both of these, best coffee in the city," he said, holding them out with a grin.
Jessica's eyes moved toward Hudson, a hint of surprise and curiosity in their green depths. She hesitated for a moment, then stepped back into her apartment to retrieve something from inside. When she re-emerged, she had a small notebook and pen in hand. Her expression was still guarded, but there was a faint glimmer of interest in her eyes as she took the coffee from Hudson.
"Thank you," she said, her voice a little softer than before. She paused for a moment, then added, "I appreciate the thought."
She glanced down at the notebook and pen, then back up at Hudson.
"Would you like to come in for a minute?” 
The question was tentative, as if she wasn't sure if she should be inviting him into her space.
"I would love to," he replied with a smile. "So, are you new to the city entirely, or just the building?" he asked, looking around.
Jessica nodded, a small smile playing on her lips as she led Hudson inside. The apartment was cozy and cluttered, with books and papers scattered across every available surface. Boxes were still half unpacked.  There was a sense of chaos, but it seemed deliberate like she was looking for just the right spo for every item as though she was curating her own private library.
"I just moved here, from Kansas," Jessica said, setting the coffee down on a small table. "I'm trying to start fresh. I know what you're thinking, small town girl in a big city but you're wrong” She said coldly. “I was there for college, my family is originally from New York” with a matter of fact in her voice. Her gaze drifted away, her eyes clouding over for a moment before she refocused on Hudson.
"It's not always easy," she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper.
"You have quite the book collection. Are you a reader or a writer?" he asked with a smile.
Jessica's eyes lit up at his words, and she nodded enthusiastically.
"Oh, yes! I'm a writer," she said, her voice filled with passion. "I love books of all kinds, but there's something special about creating your own stories."
She gestured to the half unpacked boxes, where novels and manuscripts were stacked in a tower teetering on the edge of falling over.
"I've been working on a novel for years now, trying to get it just right."
Her gaze dropped, her cheeks flushing slightly as she added, "It's not always easy, though. Sometimes I feel like I'm spinning my wheels."
But there was a determination in her eyes that belied her words, and Hudson could sense the depth of her passion for writing.
"I'm a writer myself, but nothing like the novelist you are. I write adventure travel articles for Outdoor Adventure magazine," he said.
Jessica's eyes sparkled with interest as she listened to Hudson's profession.
"That sounds amazing!" she exclaimed, leaning forward in her chair. "I've always been fascinated by travel and adventure stories. What kind of places have you written about?”
Hudson thought about his exchange with Jo the day before and a smile came across his face.
Her gaze was intense, her curiosity palpable as she asked the question. She seemed to be genuinely interested in his work, and Hudson found himself opening up to her in a way he rarely did with others.
"Oh, all over. I like to travel to ancient ruins. Kind of like a modern Indiana Jones," he laughed. "Well, at least I like to think so. I create fictional stories about real places based on my experiences.”
Jessica's laughter was soft and melodious, and it sent shivers down Hudson's spine.
"That sounds incredible!" she exclaimed, her eyes sparkling with excitement. "What's the most amazing place you've ever visited?"
She leaned forward in her chair, her gaze locked onto Hudson's as if hanging on his every word. For a moment, Hudson felt like he was the only person in the world, and Jessica was hanging on to his every thought.
"Hmm," he thought to himself. "I was able to enter the sacred Mayan temple after I drank the ceremonial wine," he laughed. "For a brief moment I thought it might be poison."
Jessica's laughter joined Hudson's, a warm and infectious sound that filled the room.
"Oh my goodness, that sounds terrifying!" she exclaimed, her eyes shining with amusement. "I can imagine how relieved you must have been when you realized it wasn't poison."
She paused for a moment, her expression turning thoughtful.
"You know, I've always been fascinated by ancient cultures and their rituals," she said, her voice softening. "There's something so primal and powerful about them, don't you think?"
Her gaze met Hudson's, and he felt a sudden jolt of connection, as if they were sharing a secret understanding.
"I think the primal instincts are still the most powerful," he said, gazing into her green eyes again. "So, tell me more about your writing."
Jessica's cheeks flushed slightly at his words, and she looked away for a moment before meeting his gaze again.
"Ah, my writing," she said, a hint of hesitation in her voice. "It's... it's still a work in progress, I suppose."
She paused, taking a sip of her coffee before continuing.
"I've always been drawn to the darker side of human nature. The complexities and contradictions that make us who we are."
Her eyes seemed to glaze over as she spoke, lost in thought for a moment.
"I'm trying to capture that essence on paper, but it's proving to be quite a challenge," she admitted with a wry smile. "Sometimes I feel like I'm getting closer, and other times... not so much."
"Well, if you are ever willing, I would love to read your work," Hudson said.
Jessica's eyes widened slightly at his offer, and she looked down at her hands for a moment before meeting his gaze again.
"I... thank you," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "That means more to me than you could ever know."
She paused, taking a deep breath before continuing.
"But I'm not sure if it's ready for anyone else's eyes yet. It's still so raw and personal..."
Her voice trailed off, and Hudson could sense the vulnerability behind her words. But there was also a spark of curiosity in her eyes, as if she were considering his offer.
"Maybe... maybe someday," she said finally, her tone uncertain but open to the possibility.
"Are you up for a small adventure now?" he replied with a smile.
Jessica's expression turned from hesitant to intrigued in an instant. She set down her coffee cup and stood up, her eyes sparkling with curiosity.
"What kind of adventure?" she asked, her voice filled with excitement.
"I'm game if it's not too crazy," she added with a wry smile. There was something about the way she said it that made Hudson feel like he'd found a kindred spirit, someone who wasn't afraid to take risks and explore new possibilities. He grinned back at her, feeling a sense of excitement building inside him.
"I think you'll find it's just right," he said, his eyes locked onto hers. "Are you ready?"
He laughed. "The adventure is brunch a Talbot’s. Best one in the city! And the best part—no potential poison wine to get a reservation," he joked.
Jessica's laughter echoed through the room, warm and infectious. She clapped her hands together in delight, her eyes sparkling with amusement.
"Ah, I love it!" she exclaimed. "Brunch is my favorite meal of the day, and I've been meaning to try that place out. Let's do it!"
She grabbed her bag and slung it over her shoulder, a sense of excitement radiating from her.
"Lead the way," she said.
As they arrived at the bustling brunch spot, the line snaked down the block. Jessica couldn’t help but sigh at the wait ahead, but before she could say anything, Hudson stepped past the crowd with calm confidence, making his way to the front.
"Whoa," Jessica said, quickening her pace to follow him. “Are you like a VIP or something."
There was a small Nepalese man at the door broke into a wide smile when they saw Hudson. Without hesitation, they pulled him into a warm hug.
"When did you get back to town?" He asked, his tone friendly and familiar.
"Just a few days ago," Hudson replied. "By the way, I’ve got the pieces you asked for in Nepal back at my place. Stop by later, and I’ll hand them off. Do you have a table for us?"
The doorman’s face lit up. "Absolutely! We’ve got the chef’s table ready for you. And thank you again for getting those—it means so much."
Turning to Jessica, the doorman gave her a welcoming smile. "And this must be your guest? Come on in, I’ll show you both to your table."
Jessica followed Hudson through the crowded restaurant, taking in the way he seemed to navigate the space effortlessly. People greeted him with casual nods and smiles, as if he was a regular fixture here. It wasn’t just familiarity—it was respect.
Once they were seated, Hudson signaled to the waiter. "Let Brian know I’m here too. I’ll take my usual Bloody Mary," he said casually before turning to Jessica. "What about you? Mimosa or Bloody Mary?"
Jessica glanced at him, amused. "Mimosa, please," she said to the waiter, then turned her attention back to Hudson. "So... Brian? Do you know everyone in the city or just here"
Hudson grinned. "Brian Talbot was my college roommate. This is his place." He paused, leaning back in his chair. "As for the doorman, his family’s from Nepal. I promised to track down some family relics for him while I was there."
Jessica blinked in surprise. "That’s... really impressive. So, you’re the type who keeps up with old friends and helps out whoever you can?"
He shrugged, a small smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. "Something like that. I figure if you put good out there, it comes back around eventually."
Jessica tilted her head, a soft smile on her lips. "That’s a great way to look at life. I love that." She glanced around the vibrant space, her curiosity piqued. "So, tell me about Nepal. What was it like?"
Hudson’s expression softened, his voice growing reflective. "It’s one of my favorite places. This time, I went without a guide, which made it more challenging but rewarding. I stayed in a small village, where I tracked down the doorman’s family."
Jessica leaned forward, her interest evident. "That sounds incredible. Staying in a village like that—it must have been such a unique experience. What was the family like?"
"Kind," Hudson said simply. "The nicest people you could imagine. But finding them wasn’t easy. I had to rely on word-of-mouth stories and vague descriptions to even get close."
Jessica’s eyes widened. "That must’ve been so challenging. So, how were they connected to the doorman?"
Hudson rested his elbows on the table, his voice steady as he explained. "The family had been separated years ago. No official records were kept in the village, but each side had one half of a family crest. That’s how they knew they were connected."
"That’s incredible," Jessica murmured. "Like something out of a movie. Were they reunited?"
"Not yet," Hudson admitted. "What I brought back was confirmation that I’d found his family and the other half of the crest. The next chapter of their story is still unwritten."
Jessica’s face lit up, her admiration clear. "That’s amazing, Hudson. I can’t wait to hear how it all turns out. What do you think will happen when they’re finally reunited?"
He smiled thoughtfully. "Hopefully, they’ll be able to make up for lost time and pass down their history. It’s not just about them—it’s about their future generations too."
Jessica studied him for a moment, her smile soft and sincere. "You’re a better storyteller than I expected. And honestly, it’s amazing how you’ve turned your connections into something so meaningful."
Hudson chuckled, a faint flush of humility crossing his features. "Unofficial welcoming committee, I guess," he said lightly. "But I’ve always believed that paying it forward is the best way to live."
Jessica nodded, her eyes sparkling. "I couldn’t agree more. The world needs more of that."

Jessica’s eyes sparkled at Hudson’s playful remark about green-eyed girls and their mysteries, but as he asked her about herself, her expression turned contemplative. She leaned back in her chair, her fingers tracing a slow rhythm on the tablecloth.
"Well," she began, a soft sigh escaping her lips, "I’m not quite as exciting as you." There was a quiet vulnerability in her voice, a hint of self-doubt. "I grew up in a pretty chaotic environment, and it took me a long time to figure out who I really am and what I want."
She paused, her gaze drifting momentarily to the window before returning to Hudson. "Lately, I’ve been focusing on healing—on rebuilding the pieces of myself that have been buried for so long."
Her words hung in the air, the weight of her past unspoken but palpable. When her eyes met Hudson’s, they held a quiet strength, though a flicker of uncertainty remained.
Hudson leaned forward slightly, his expression open and sincere. "Anything I can help with?" he asked, his voice warm and steady.
Jessica’s eyes softened at his words, a faint smile gracing her lips. She hadn’t expected such a genuine response, and it disarmed her. "Just knowing someone’s willing to listen—without judgment—means the world to me," she said softly.
She hesitated for a moment, her fingers fidgeting with the edge of her napkin. "It’s hard to explain," she admitted. "Being trapped in your own head, carrying all this... weight, trying to make sense of it. Some days, it feels impossible."
Hudson didn’t rush her, letting the silence stretch naturally between them. Jessica glanced at him, as if searching for reassurance, before continuing.
"It’s complicated," she said, her voice regaining steadiness. "But it all started with an escape."
Her gaze shifted again, this time to the bustling café outside the window. "I left a violent relationship. I needed to get away, to start over."
A small shudder ran through her as she spoke, but she straightened her posture, her resolve clear. "I’m still figuring out how to build a life that feels... free, without the shadows of the past following me."
Hudson’s heart ached as he listened, recognizing the strength it took for her to share even this much. There was something magnetic about her vulnerability—an honesty that drew him in.
Jessica tilted her head slightly, curiosity flickering in her eyes. "What about you, Hudson? You’re always so calm, like nothing could faze you. What keeps you grounded?"
Hudson smiled, his expression thoughtful as he considered her question. "I think it’s the unpredictability of life that keeps me steady," he said. "It’s hard to dwell on one thing when there’s so much out there waiting to be discovered."
Jessica nodded, her lips curving into a small smile. "I admire that," she said quietly. "The way you can embrace the unknown—it’s... refreshing."
Their conversation continued, flowing seamlessly between lighthearted anecdotes and deeper confessions. Hudson shared snippets of his travels and adventures, carefully avoiding topics he’d already covered earlier, instead focusing on moments that surprised him, challenged him, or changed him.
As they walked through the quiet streets later, Jessica felt an unexpected lightness. Hudson’s presence had a grounding effect, his easygoing nature calming her restless thoughts.
"I’d like this," she said, her voice soft yet certain, "to be a thing we do more often. Talking like this."
Hudson smiled, his gaze warm. "Me too," he replied.
When they reached the apartment, he turned to her with a grin. "So, what do you have planned for dinner tonight?" he asked, a playful edge to his tone. "I’d love to show you more of the town if you’re up for it."
Jessica’s eyes brightened at the idea, but after a moment’s thought, she smiled. "Actually," she said, "I was thinking of cooking something simple at home. Would you like to join me?"
Hudson’s face lit up. "A home-cooked meal? That’s something I never get to have. I’m in," he said with enthusiasm.
Jessica laughed softly, the warmth in her smile unmistakable. "Perfect," she said. "I’ll grab the ingredients, and we can head to my place."
She gestured toward his building. "Why don’t you go ahead and clean up? I’ll meet you there soon."
Her tone turned playful as she added, "And maybe I’ll even let you help me cook—if you promise not to burn anything."
"It’s a date," Hudson replied with a wink, his grin infectious.
Jessica blushed, but her smile stayed bright. "I’ll see you soon then," she said, her voice softer now.
As Hudson turned to go, he called back, "I’ll bring the wine!"
Jessica chuckled, a knowing glint in her eyes. "Excellent choice," she teased. "But let’s hope the cooking doesn’t take too long."
Her words lingered in the air as she turned toward the market, her steps light with anticipation.

That night, Hudson knocked on Jessica's door, a bottle of white wine in one hand and a bottle of red in the other.
“I wasn’t sure what we were making, so I brought options,” he said with a playful grin.
Jessica opened the door, her warm smile lighting up her face.
“Perfect,” she said, taking the bottles from him. “I was thinking of making something Italian-inspired tonight.”
She stepped aside to let him in, the scent of garlic and fresh basil wafting from the kitchen. Her eyes sparkled with mischief as she added, “But don’t worry, I promise it’ll be edible… probably.”
Hudson laughed, following her into the cozy kitchen. Pots and pans were neatly arranged, and the countertops were sprinkled with flour and fresh ingredients.
“So, what’s on the menu?” he asked.
“Homemade ravioli with garlic butter sauce,” Jessica replied, her excitement evident. “It’s one of my favorite comfort foods, and surprisingly, it’s not as hard to make as it looks.”
She handed him a glass of wine and gestured toward the kitchen counter. “Can I put you to work? Or are you just here to drink and supervise?”
“Work?” Hudson said, raising an eyebrow. “I’m a pasta pro. I did a piece on the Amalfi Coast once and spent an afternoon learning to make pasta with an Italian grandmother. Maria. She didn’t let me leave until I got it right.”
Jessica’s eyes lit up with intrigue. “Well, if Maria taught you, then I expect nothing less than perfection. Let’s see what you’ve got.”
Hudson rolled up his sleeves, stepping beside her at the counter. He began kneading the pasta dough with practiced ease, his movements fluid and confident. Jessica watched him, equal parts impressed and amused.
“You weren’t kidding,” she said, crossing her arms as she leaned against the counter. “You really do know what you’re doing.”
Hudson flashed her a quick smile. “Want me to show you Maria’s technique?”
Before she could answer, Hudson stepped behind her, gently guiding her hands to mimic his movements. His arms encircled her, and Jessica felt a warmth radiate through her as his voice softened. “The trick is to use just enough pressure. Too much, and the dough gets tough. Too little, and it won’t hold together.”
Jessica’s breath hitched, but she focused on the task at hand, letting herself relax into his touch. “Like this?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
“Exactly,” Hudson said, his tone low. For a moment, they worked in silence, their movements perfectly in sync.
Once the dough was ready, Hudson stepped back. “Now, for the filling,” he said with a grin. “I’ll leave that to the expert.”
Jessica smirked, shaking off the momentary fluster he’d left her with. “Alright, watch and learn,” she teased, pulling out ricotta, spinach, and a medley of spices. As she mixed the ingredients, Hudson leaned against the counter, sipping his wine and watching her work with quiet admiration.
When the ravioli were assembled and the sauce simmering, Hudson poured them both fresh glasses of wine and lit the candles on the kitchen table. The soft glow bathed the room in warmth, adding a touch of magic to the evening.
Jessica’s eyes sparkled as she looked at the scene he’d created. “This is lovely,” she said softly. “You didn’t have to go all out.”
“It’s the least I could do after all your hard work,” Hudson replied, raising his glass in a toast. “To ravioli, and the woman who made it better than any I’ve had… even in Italy.”
Jessica laughed, her cheeks flushing at the compliment. “Flattery will get you everywhere, Hudson.”
As they ate, the conversation flowed easily, weaving between lighthearted banter and deeper confessions. The hours melted away, the wine glasses emptying and refilling as they lingered at the table.
“It sounds like your past relationship was… tough,” Hudson said gently, his eyes meeting hers. “Do you think this time… rebuilding… will help you open your heart again?”
Jessica’s gaze dropped to her plate, her expression thoughtful. “I’ve been trying to rebuild myself, piece by piece,” she admitted. “It’s not easy, but I’m learning to trust again. Slowly.” She looked back at him, her voice soft. “Being here, with you, it’s helping.”
Hudson reached across the table, his hand brushing hers. “I’ve always chased the next adventure,” he said. “But this past day with you… it’s made me rethink the value of home. Not just a place, but a feeling.”
Jessica’s heart swelled, her fingers intertwining with his. “Home is about the people we share it with,” she said softly. “The memories we create together.”
Hudson smiled, his eyes holding hers. “I have a surprise for you,” he said, his tone teasing.
Jessica tilted her head, curiosity lighting up her face. “Oh? What kind of surprise?”
“I made dessert,” he admitted. “But it’s at my place next door.”
Jessica’s laughter bubbled up. “You’ve been holding out on me?” she teased. “Alright, let’s see what you’ve got.”
“We can stay here if you prefer,” Hudson offered. “I can bring it over.”
Jessica shook her head, a playful smile tugging at her lips. “I’ll take the adventure,” she said, rising from her chair.
Hudson led her next door, his apartment a reflection of his worldly travels. Shelves were lined with mementos, from carved wooden masks to delicate pottery. The table was set with two small, elegant desserts.
“Crème brûlée,” Hudson announced. “Well, the crème part. The brûlée…” He held up a small torch, grinning. “That happens now.”
Jessica’s laughter filled the room. “You’re unbelievable,” she said, watching as he caramelized the sugar topping to a perfect golden crackle.
Hudson set the torch down, his expression suddenly serious. “Nothing beats the first crack into a freshly torched crème brûlée,” he said, sliding the dish toward her. “Especially when shared with the prettiest girl in the room.”
Jessica’s cheeks warmed, but she couldn’t help smiling. She picked up her spoon, the delicate crunch of the sugar giving way to the creamy custard beneath. “This is amazing,” she said, savoring the first bite.
They lingered over dessert and wine, their laughter and conversation stretching into the early hours of the morning. Neither noticed the time until Jessica leaned back with a contented sigh.
“I should probably head back,” she said reluctantly.
Hudson stood, walking her to the door. “I had a wonderful night,” he said, his voice soft.
Jessica turned to face him, her eyes filled with warmth. “Me too,” she whispered. “Thank you for everything.”
As she brushed a strand of hair from his face, her hand lingered for a moment. “Goodnight, Hudson,” she said, her voice barely audible before she slipped through the door, leaving him standing in the quiet hallway, a soft smile playing on his lips.
The New Neighbor Part 2

Hudson woke with a start, his sleep interrupted by a loud crash from next door. His heart raced as he rushed to his feet, the unsettling sound of what seemed like a struggle reverberating through the walls. Without thinking, he grabbed his jacket and headed toward Jessica’s apartment.
He knocked quickly, but the door creaked open slowly. Jessica stood in the doorway, her face pale, eyes wide with fear. Her hair was disheveled, and her hands trembled as she gripped the doorframe for support. She glanced behind her, as though she feared someone was watching or following her. The dim lighting of the apartment gave everything an eerie, oppressive feel, as though something terrible had just happened.
Hudson’s gaze softened with concern. "Jessica?" he asked, his voice calm but edged with worry. "What happened?"
She hesitated, blocking his view as though trying to hide something from him. The tension in the air was thick, and Hudson felt an undeniable pull to help, even if she didn’t want it. She shifted uncomfortably, clearly torn.
“Please... just go. You don’t know what’s going on,” she said, her voice shaky.
Hudson raised his hands in a gesture of calm. "I’m only here to help."
Jessica's eyes flickered with a mixture of fear and desperation. She tightened her grip on the doorframe and tried to shut the door again, but it didn’t quite close all the way. "I don’t need your help," she insisted, her voice cracking. "I can handle this myself."
She took a step back, eyes darting around nervously as if looking for someone—or something. "Please, just go away."
Hudson’s gaze softened, but his tone remained steady. "Your actions say differently. You may not want my help, but a beautiful woman like you shouldn’t be this distressed at this hour."
Her eyes welled with tears, and she visibly struggled to maintain her composure. "You don’t know anything about me," she whispered, her voice barely audible. "You don’t know what I’ve been through."
She stepped back further into the apartment, glancing around anxiously, almost as if expecting someone to jump out at her. "Please, just leave me alone."
Hudson’s voice remained gentle, but there was an undercurrent of concern. "I only know what you told me over brunch—you had to escape from some creep. Is he back?"
Jessica’s eyes darted around the room, lingering on the broken lamp and scattered cushions. She swallowed hard before answering, her voice trembling. "No... no, it’s not that."
She paused, taking a shaky breath before speaking again, this time barely above a whisper. "I thought I was safe here. But now... I don’t know what to do."
Her words were heavy with fear and uncertainty, and Hudson could see how much she was struggling to keep it together. He took a step closer, his voice firm yet caring. "Let me help you understand," he said, his gaze locking with hers. "You don’t have to face this alone."
Jessica looked away, her eyes welling up again. "I... I can’t. You don’t want to know."
Her voice was barely audible, and her words were laced with a mix of fear and resignation. "Just leave me alone, please."
She turned away from him, her body trembling as she clung to the doorframe for support. "Please..." she repeated, her voice cracking under the weight of her emotions.
Hudson, seeing her unraveling, ignored her request. "I’ll clean up the broken glass, at least," he said softly, stepping past her and heading toward the kitchen. "Let me make us some tea."
Jessica blinked, surprised by his calmness, but she didn’t stop him. She stood frozen in the doorway, her body taut with tension as she watched him. "You... you can’t just do this," she whispered, a mix of anger and frustration in her voice.
"This is none of your business," she added, but there was a quiver of uncertainty in her words. She tried to push away from the doorframe, but her legs felt weak, and she collapsed back against it, gasping for breath.
Hudson, undeterred, quietly went about making tea, his movements purposeful and steady. He could sense her hesitance, but he wasn’t about to leave her like this.
He returned with a steaming cup, placing it gently in her hands. "You don’t have to talk, but I can listen," he said softly, sitting down next to her.
Jessica’s gaze flickered between him and the broken mess around her. She met his eyes for a moment, before looking away, wiping the tears from her face. "You don’t have to do this," she said quietly, her voice thick with emotion. "I’m fine."
Hudson could see the fragility in her, the cracks in her facade. "Let me help, Jessica," he said, his tone reassuring.
Her face crumpled as the tears began to fall freely. "I’m just so tired," she whispered, her voice small and defeated. "Tired of running... tired of fighting..."
She wiped her nose with the blanket Hudson had draped over her shoulders. "I don’t know why I’m crying," she whispered, her voice breaking. "It’s just... everything is so hard."
Hudson’s expression softened, his heart aching for her. He gently took the tea cup from her hands and set it down. "Did you have a visitor tonight? Or was it something else?"
Jessica’s eyes glistened with fresh tears as she looked down, unable to hold them back any longer. "It was him," she said quietly, her voice trembling. "He came to my apartment, and... I tried to get away, but he’s strong."
Her body shook with the memory, and she fought to steady her breathing. "I thought I was safe here, but I guess I wasn’t."
Hudson’s brow furrowed with growing concern. "What does he want?"
Jessica swallowed hard, her voice barely above a whisper. "He wants me back. He won’t leave me alone."
Tears streamed down her face once more. "I thought I was free, but... but he always finds me."
Hudson placed a hand gently on hers, his gaze unwavering. "Have you gone to the police?"
Her face twisted with frustration, and she shook her head vehemently. "No. I’ve tried, but they never take me seriously. They just tell me to leave him alone, that I’m making a big deal out of nothing." Her voice broke as she spoke. "He’s got connections, and he always gets away with it."
Her eyes met his, filled with a mixture of pleading and fear. "What am I supposed to do? He’s going to keep coming back for me until... until something terrible happens."
Hudson’s heart pounded as he processed her words. He could feel the weight of her fear and desperation. "You shouldn’t stay here tonight," he said firmly. "In case he comes back. Stay with me. It’s safer."
Jessica’s eyes widened, shock flashing across her face. She opened her mouth to protest but stopped herself, considering the offer. Her gaze dropped to the floor, and after a long moment, she nodded slowly. "Okay," she whispered, her voice barely audible.
"But... my stuff... what about it?" she asked, glancing around the apartment with a mix of hesitation and fear.
Hudson smiled reassuringly. "He won’t find you tonight. And if he does, I can take care of things. You shouldn’t be alone like this."
Jessica took a deep breath, wiping her tears away, and nodded once more. "Okay," she said, her voice steadying. "I’ll go with you."

As they left, Hudson led Jessica down the hall to his apartment. She followed him in silence, the weight of everything still hanging in the air between them. When they arrived at his place, Jessica looked around the cozy apartment, a strange sense of safety washing over her. It wasn’t much, but it was a refuge compared to the chaos she’d just escaped.
"Thank you," she said quietly, her voice soft but sincere. "I appreciate this."
Hudson nodded, offering her a warm smile. "You’re welcome," he said, a quiet promise in his voice. "You’re safe here."
The next morning, Jessica wakes to the sound of sizzling bacon and the rich aroma of fresh coffee. She blinks in surprise, disoriented for a moment before she realizes where she is. She carefully rises from the bed, taking a deep breath as she steps into the living room. The sight that greets her is unexpected—Hudson is in the kitchen, expertly flipping bacon with a skill that surprises her.
She pauses in the doorway, taking in the scene. There’s a warmth to the apartment now, the comforting smell of breakfast filling the air. Her stomach growls, reminding her how little she’s eaten recently, and she feels a twinge of hunger.
“Oh, wow,” she murmurs, her voice still soft, a little hoarse. “This looks amazing.”
Hudson glances over at her, his face lighting up with a smile. “I thought you could use a nice breakfast after last night,” he says with a lighthearted chuckle.
Jessica’s eyes soften as she moves to the counter, sitting on one of the stools. She picks up the plate he’s prepared, the sight of the eggs and bacon filling her with warmth. For the first time in days, she feels like she can just be present—no looming fears, no constant worry about looking over her shoulder.
“This is... really kind of you,” she says, her voice still thick with emotion. She takes a bite, savoring the flavors. “It’s so good,” she adds with a soft smile, her eyes meeting his in a quiet moment of shared gratitude.
Hudson grins. “I’m glad you like it.” He pauses, watching her for a moment, and then his tone becomes more serious. “So, what do we do about your stalker ex? I can’t exactly sleep on the couch forever,” he says, his voice laced with both concern and a touch of humor, trying to lighten the mood.
Jessica’s expression shifts, the lightheartedness fading as the weight of the situation settles back in. She sets down her fork and meets his gaze, her mind returning to the reality of her circumstances.
“I don’t know,” she says quietly, her voice tinged with fear. “He has so many connections. So many resources. I don’t think I’m safe anywhere.”
Hudson listens intently, his brow furrowing with concern as he watches her. “What if he finds out where you are? What if he comes after you again?”
The fear in her voice tightens his chest. She’s been through so much, and he wants to help more than anything.
“I don’t know how to protect myself from him,” she continues, her words barely above a whisper, as if speaking too loudly might make it all too real. “What if he does find me?”
Hudson’s voice is firm and unwavering when he speaks next, determination in his eyes. “I’ll protect you.”
Jessica’s heart skips a beat, and she looks at him, seeing something in his eyes that reassures her, something that makes her believe in the sincerity of his promise. She nods slowly, a sense of trust growing between them.
“Okay,” she says softly. “I believe you.”
She presses her lips together, feeling the weight of the moment. “What do we need to do?”
Hudson’s gaze holds hers, a quiet strength in his demeanor. “Stay here for a few days. My place is your place. There’s safety in numbers.”
Jessica feels a rush of relief wash over her. For the first time in days, she feels like she has a plan—like maybe, just maybe, things might start to get better. “Okay,” she says quietly. “I’ll stay here for a few days.”
She looks around the kitchen, the space feeling more like home than anything else in the past few months. She meets his eyes, her gratitude shining through. “Thank you. You’re really helping me out.”
Hudson smiles, the weight of the situation still there but softened by the connection between them. “You’re welcome. I’m not going to let anything happen to you, Jessica.”
And for the first time in what feels like forever, Jessica believes it.

New Neighbor Part 3
Hudson opened his door after a long day at work only to find Jessica standing there, her face ashen, her hands trembling nervously as she fidgeted with the hem of her coat. A dark bruise marred her arm, and her eyes were wide, darting anxiously down the hallway as though she feared someone might be following her. Her movements were erratic, quick and frantic, a woman on the edge, desperate for help. She stepped inside as soon as the door cracked open, her breath shaky and uneven, clearly shaken by whatever she’d left behind.
She hesitated just inside the door, looking up at Hudson with a mixture of fear and hope, her vulnerability hanging in the air like a thick, invisible fog.
"Please... I need your help," she whispered, her voice barely audible, as if saying it out loud might make the weight of the situation all the more real.
Hudson pulled the door shut behind her, glancing once down the hallway to make sure they were alone. His gaze returned to her, concern evident in his eyes. "What’s going on?" His voice was low and urgent, trying to make sense of the chaos that had just walked into his apartment.
Jessica took a shaky breath, and then, as if steeling herself, she spoke.
"I... I owe some people money," she stammered, her voice cracking with fear. "And they’re getting desperate for payment. They've been threatening me, and last night... well today they came back and it got physical."
Her hand rose to touch the dark bruise on her arm, almost as if reminding herself of the violence that had been inflicted upon her. She spoke quickly, words tumbling out in a rush as though the sooner she said them, the sooner they’d make sense.
"They want their money back, with interest," she continued, her eyes wide, frantic. "I can't pay them, Hudson. I don't know what else to do."
Hudson studied her, his brow furrowing. “I thought you said it was your stalker ex that came back.” He was inquired with caution
Jessica replied “I was too embarrassed about the money, and you were so being so kind to me. I didn’t want you to think I was degenerate because I’m not and in a way they are stalking me”
”How much do you need?" His voice was steady, but underneath, a thread of concern was starting to show.
Jessica’s shoulders slumped, and she rubbed her temples wearily, trying to fend off the headache that had been building since last night. "It’s not just about the money," she said softly. "I... I need a way out of this situation. I can’t keep running from them. They’re going to find me eventually, and when they do..."
She trailed off, her voice breaking with the weight of what she was saying.
Hudson’s eyes softened, his voice gentle. "Paying them is the best way out, so how much do you need?"
Jessica’s eyes flashed with frustration, her voice rising in desperation. "You don’t understand," she said, her breath quickening. "I’ve already tried to pay them. I’ve taken on extra shifts, sold things I didn’t want to sell, but it’s never enough. They just keep coming back for more. The interest keeps piling up. It’s not just money, Hudson. It’s... it’s a trap."
She paused for a moment, gathering herself before continuing. "The total is almost $10,000. And that’s not even including what they’re asking for in interest."
Hudson was quiet for a moment, his mind racing. "How did you end up owing them this much?" His tone was measured, though something about the story didn’t sit right.
Jessica sighed, looking down at her hands, her fingers clenching tightly into fists. "I borrowed the money a few years ago. It was an emergency, and they were my only option at the time. But then things spiraled. I couldn’t pay them back on time, and before I knew it... I was in too deep."
Her voice quivered. "The interest started adding up, and they kept pushing for more. Threatening me and my family..."
Hudson nodded, his jaw tightening as he absorbed what she was saying. His gaze softened, but then he felt a nagging sense of doubt. "What if I pay it for you? Would they stop?"
Jessica recoiled at the suggestion, taking a step back as if the very idea repulsed her. "No, no, that’s not possible," she said quickly, her voice trembling with urgency. "If you pay them off, they’ll just come after me again. They won’t stop until I’m completely indebted to them."
She looked at him, her eyes filled with pleading, as if trying to convey the gravity of the situation. "You don’t understand, Hudson. I can’t let you do that. If they find out, they’ll hurt you too."
Hudson felt a sinking feeling in his stomach. Something about this wasn’t adding up. The desperation in Jessica’s voice was real, but the story didn’t quite fit. The money, the threats, the escalating violence—none of it felt like a simple case of loan sharks.
"Stay here for a few days," he said finally, his voice firm. "When they come back, let me handle it. I’ll figure it out."
Jessica’s eyes filled with tears, but she shook her head. "You don’t understand," she whispered. "They’re not just some ordinary thugs. They’re connected to... people who can do harm. If they find out you’re involved—"
Hudson’s eyes narrowed as a flicker of realization crossed his mind. He studied her, his instincts kicking in. The more he listened to her, the more something seemed off. It wasn’t just money that they were after.
"What’s really going on, Jessica?" he asked, his voice low, steady. "It’s not about the money, is it? They’re after something else. Something you’re not telling me."
Jessica froze, her face paling as the truth hung in the air between them. She looked at Hudson, her lips trembling, realizing her story had unraveled before her eyes.
"They... they’re after something I have," she whispered, her voice barely audible. "It’s not about the debt. They want an item. Something I... I was supposed to keep safe for someone. And now they know I have it. They won’t stop until they get it back."
Hudson’s gaze lingered on the necklace hanging from Jessica’s neck, its gold chain catching the soft light filtering through the window. The green gem in the center shimmered with an almost ethereal glow, its color so vibrant and rich it mirrored the very depth of Jessica’s eyes. A sense of recognition washed over him—he’d seen that necklace before. Where? The thought tugged at the back of his mind, but it wasn’t until he heard the faintest whisper in his memory that everything clicked. How could I have missed it?
He stood abruptly, his pulse quickening. Without thinking, he crossed the room to his bookshelf, fingers brushing over the spines of countless old books, each a portal to a different world. His hand stopped on one particular volume—an antique leather-bound book with gold lettering worn by years of handling. He yanked it from the shelf and flipped it open to a page that had been bookmarked long ago. His fingers trembled as he found what he was looking for: a sketch of a necklace, identical to the one Jessica was wearing.
Hudson’s voice was low, almost hushed as he turned the book toward her, the pages heavy with significance. "Where did you get that necklace?" he asked, his tone urgent, his eyes searching her face for a clue.
Jessica flinched, her hand instinctively reaching up to touch the necklace, as if it could somehow shield her from the weight of his question. She hesitated, then gave him a story that felt rehearsed, practiced—too polished to be entirely real. “My grandfather,” she began, her voice steady but laced with a hint of uncertainty. “He... he found it years ago. It was passed down to him. He said it was a family heirloom, something precious.” She looked down at the necklace, her fingers caressing it with a tenderness that didn’t seem to match the storm of emotions in her eyes. "He gave it to me before he... passed."
Hudson’s eyes flicked over the necklace, then back to the book in his hands. The same gold, the same green gem—it was unmistakable. As his finger traced the image on the page, a chilling realization gripped him. The necklace wasn’t just some family heirloom. It was ancient. It wasn’t just valuable for sentimental reasons, either—it was a relic tied to a secret far bigger than either of them could have imagined.
He looked at Jessica again, his heart pounding in his chest. "They’re not after your money, Jessica," he said slowly, his voice tight with disbelief. "They're after this."
Her eyes widened, the color draining from her face as the weight of his words sank in. Her breath caught in her throat, and she took a step back as if the truth was something she couldn’t physically handle. "What... what are you talking about?" she whispered, her voice trembling.
Hudson flipped the book around, showing her the page with the sketch of the necklace. “This,” he said, his finger hovering over the intricate design of the pendant. “It’s not just a necklace—it’s part of something much larger. An artifact... linked to a legend, a treasure that’s been lost for centuries.”
Jessica’s gaze darted from the book to the necklace and back again. Her mind struggled to piece together the sudden avalanche of information crashing down on her. "But... my grandfather—"
"Your grandfather didn’t just give you a necklace," Hudson interrupted gently, trying to calm her, though he knew this wasn’t something she could be calmed from easily. "He protected it. And now, there are people who will stop at nothing to get it back. They’re connected to something dangerous, Jessica. You’re caught in the middle of something that goes far beyond the stories you have been telling me."
A strange silence filled the room as Jessica’s eyes searched Hudson’s, trying to find a thread of truth in the growing storm of confusion. Her chest tightened as the pieces of the puzzle—her life, her past, the men chasing her—began to click into place, but they formed a picture she wasn’t sure she was ready to see.
"Why me?" she whispered, her voice barely audible. "Why would they come after me?"
Hudson’s jaw clenched. "I don’t know yet," he said, the gravity of the situation weighing heavily on his words. "But this necklace is more than just a family heirloom. It’s a key, Jessica—a key to something they want, something they’ll kill for but you already knew that part whether you were fully aware or not."
The air in the apartment seemed to thicken with the weight of the revelation. Jessica’s hand trembled as she gripped the necklace in her palm, her fingers clutching the green gem as if it could anchor her in this shifting reality. For the first time, Hudson saw the flicker of something new in her eyes—fear, yes, but also something else. Determination.
She squared her shoulders, her jaw set. “What now?”
Hudson looked at her, his mind racing. The last few days, he looked forward to a break in his life quiet, predictable a calm from adventure. But now? Now everything had changed. An adventure was beginning—one that would take them deep into a world neither of them fully understood. And the dangers ahead? They were real, and they were closing in fast.
“We figure out what this is all about,” Hudson said, his voice steady with a quiet resolve. “And we stop them.”
Jessica nodded, her grip tightening on the necklace as she took a deep breath. “I guess this makes us partners.”
The adventure had just begun, and there was no turning back.
The Mystery of the Necklace
Hudson and Jessica stepped out of his apartment building and into the icy Chicago morning, the wind cutting through the streets with a sharp bite. Hudson kept his hands shoved deep in his pockets, the unlit cigarette dangling from his mouth like a bad habit he hadn’t kicked yet. He glanced at Jessica as they walked, the uncertainty in her eyes a stark contrast to her otherwise confident stride.
“You know,” he said, trying to break the tension, “if they’re tailing us, we’re gonna need a new plan. Just saying, we can’t outrun a shadow.”
Jessica’s eyes flickered toward him. “I didn’t ask for your advice, Hudson.”
Hudson replied "I’m starting to get a little tired of playing hide and seek."
Jessica shoots him a look. “If we were playing hide and seek, I’d be winning,” she snaps, her eyes narrowing. "They’re not going to catch me. I’ve survived worse."
Hudson raises an eyebrow. “You’re the one who’s been running from them for days, and now you’re trying to sound like a pro?”
Jessica ignores him and picks up the pace. “We need answers. You know someone who can help. Let’s get moving.”

They were both a little on edge, but Hudson couldn’t help but admire Jessica’s determination. She wasn’t backing down. The necklace—whatever it was—had clearly become more than just a keepsake for her. It had become a target.
“Who’s after us?” Hudson asked, slowing his pace as they neared his car.
“People who want what I’ve got,” Jessica said with a steady gaze. She didn’t elaborate further, but Hudson could see the weight in her eyes. There was more to her story than she was letting on.
Hudson opened the car door and gestured for her to get in. “Alright, then. We’ll get answers. I know just the person.”

At JoAnne’s Office
JoAnne Masterson’s office was sleek and imposing, a reflection of the woman herself. Tall, impeccably dressed, and always in control, Jo’s gaze was sharp as a razor, her presence enough to command attention without saying a word. When Hudson and Jessica entered, she didn’t even look up from her desk at first. She was always like this—focused on whatever task she was working on, her mind always a few steps ahead.
“Don’t you knock anymore?” Jo asked without lifting her eyes.
Hudson chuckled, leaning against the doorframe. “Not when I’m on a mission. And this one’s urgent.”
Jessica stood stiffly by Hudson’s side, eyeing the woman with a mixture of wariness and curiosity. Jo’s reputation preceded her. A sharp businesswoman, Hudson’s boss, but also someone with connections that could make or break you in this city.
Jo looked up at them finally, her gaze shifting from Hudson to Jessica, who stood a little too rigid for comfort. The moment Jo laid eyes on the necklace, her expression flickered, just for a second.
“You’re in trouble, aren’t you?” Jo said, leaning back in her chair. It wasn’t a question—she knew it instinctively.
Hudson didn’t hesitate. “I think someone’s after Jessica for this.” He took the necklace off Jessica’s neck and set it carefully on Jo’s desk. The pendant gleamed under the office lights, an ominous object with an ancient allure.
Jo’s eyes narrowed as she inspected the necklace. She didn’t touch it immediately but studied it like a puzzle, her gaze calculating. “Where did you get this?” she asked.
Jessica answered, her voice tight. “It’s mine. And people are looking for it. We need information.”
Jo leaned in, her fingers grazing the edge of the necklace, her sharp gaze flicking back to Hudson. “You should’ve come to me sooner. Why the hell didn’t you?”
“I didn’t think it was a big deal at first,” Hudson admitted. “But these people aren’t just after a trinket. They’re following us.”
Jo pursed her lips, glancing at the necklace again, and then to Hudson with a level of scrutiny that made him feel like a child. She could read him like a book, and he knew it.
“What are you asking me to do, Hudson?” she finally said. There was no hesitation in her voice, just a quiet command.
“I need to get this to someone who knows what it is. Someone who can tell us what it’s really worth—and why people are so hell-bent on getting their hands on it.” Hudson’s tone was level, but his nerves were starting to fray at the edges. There was a lot at stake now.
Jo’s lips curled into a thin smile. “I’ve got someone who can help. Frank Aldridge. He’s a curator at the Chicago Museum. Been working there for years. Don’t get cute with him, Hudson. He’s a professional, and I don’t want you turning this into a circus.”
Hudson raised an eyebrow. “Jo, I don’t do circuses.”
“You do if it gets you a good story,” she retorted. “This isn’t the time for your usual antics. If you screw this up, I’ll make sure you regret it.”
Hudson couldn’t help but grin. “You know me too well, Jo.”
Jo’s expression softened slightly, a fleeting hint of something like concern in her eyes. “I mean it, Hudson. Frank’s a friend, and I’ve built this relationship with the museum over years. Don’t ruin it.”
Hudson nodded, though the weight of her warning was clear. Jo wasn’t just asking him to be polite—she was protecting something bigger than herself.
“I’ll keep it straight, Jo,” he promised. “Thanks for this.”
Jo gave him a look that said ‘Don’t mess it up.’ “Don’t thank me yet,” she said. “Get moving before they find you. And, Hudson…” Her voice was softer now. “Be careful.”

At the Chicago Museum
Hudson and Jessica arrived at the museum not long after leaving Jo’s office. It wasn’t as imposing as Jo’s place, but it carried its own weight—a building that spoke of history and prestige, a place where things were preserved and studied for posterity. They were led through a labyrinth of halls to a quiet office tucked away from the public. There, they met Frank Aldridge, the curator Jo had mentioned.
Frank was tall, with graying hair and a slightly weary look about him. He didn’t seem particularly impressed by Hudson’s presence, which, given Hudson’s usual flair, was a rare occurrence. But when Frank’s eyes fell on the necklace, something shifted.
“Jo sent you?” Frank asked, his voice low but not unfriendly.
Hudson nodded, taking a seat across from Frank’s cluttered desk. “She did. And we’re in a bit of a bind, Frank. We need to know what this is.”
Frank didn’t ask questions—he was used to people asking about rare artifacts. He took the necklace and examined it closely, his fingers tracing the intricate patterns on the pendant. After a long pause, he set it down gently on the desk.
“I’ve seen this before,” Frank said slowly, his voice becoming more serious. “It’s part of a set—an ancient relic tied to a civilization that disappeared long ago. It’s believed to be the key to a treasure... but not just any treasure. This one was hidden with great care, and the translation of its name means something crucial: ‘golden treasure.’ It’s not just a collection of wealth, though. It’s something more.”
Jessica leaned forward, her eyes locked on Frank’s. “Something more?”
Frank nodded. “This necklace is a map, of sorts. And those who seek it believe it leads to something that could change everything.”
Hudson felt a chill run down his spine. The weight of Frank’s words settled over him. The necklace wasn’t just a trinket—it was a key. A key to a treasure that could change the world.
As Jessica stood up to leave, the air felt charged with a sense of urgency. The chase wasn’t just a chase for gold—it was a chase for something far more dangerous.
As Hudson and Jessica exchanged a wary glance, the atmosphere in Frank Aldridge’s office grew thick with anticipation. Frank’s words still hung in the air, but now they felt more like a warning than a mere explanation.
“This necklace,” Frank said, leaning in, his voice lowered to a near whisper, “it’s not just a trinket. It’s a map—a series of clues that have been scattered across the globe for centuries. And the first one is hidden within the riddle that’s engraved on the back of this pendant.”
Hudson leaned forward, his fingers tapping the edge of the desk, though his mind was racing. A map? The necklace, a key to treasure, had just become something far more complex—and dangerous. But this wasn’t what made his pulse quicken.
“So, you're telling us,” Hudson said slowly, his gaze flicking between Jessica and Frank, “that this thing is a... treasure hunt?”
Frank nodded. “Exactly. The first clue, if deciphered correctly, leads you a town. After that, the clues are spread out this town will act as a hub for the others represented in the center of the necklace—some in places no one has dared to search. Each one ties to another, and ultimately, they all point to the final location.”
Hudson shook his head in disbelief. He’d heard of treasure hunts before—sure, they were usually in books or movies, where the hero just had to follow the cryptic clues, solve riddles, and fight off the bad guys. This wasn’t fiction. This was real, and it was happening to them.
“And what’s waiting in Sweden?” Jessica’s voice was steady, but Hudson could see the flicker of excitement in her eyes. She wasn’t just in this for the answers—she was in it for the adventure, too.
Frank gave a slight smile, but it wasn’t reassuring. “The first clue. It’s a riddle, written in an ancient script, but the translation’s straightforward enough. Solve that, and you’ll know where to go next. But don’t take this lightly, Jessica. There are others hunting for this treasure. And if they get to the riddle before you, they’ll have a head start.”
Jessica gripped the necklace tightly, the weight of its significance pressing down on her. Hudson could see she wasn’t backing down, but the reality of what they were facing was starting to set in. She wasn’t just fighting for her own safety anymore. She was fighting to unlock something that could change the world.
Hudson turned back to Frank. “So what’s the riddle? What’s it say?”
Frank sat back in his chair and gestured toward the pendant. “It’s written in an old Scandinavian dialect, but it translates like this:”
He cleared his throat, then recited the riddle in a deliberate tone, making sure they caught every word.
“Through fire and ice, where shadows dwell,
A frozen heart will serve you well.
The answer lies beneath the sky,
Where winds of old will guide your eye.”
Hudson frowned, processing the words. The riddle was cryptic, but he had dealt with his share of puzzles in his career. Still, the imagery of fire, ice, shadows, and winds wasn’t making it any easier.
“You’ll need to think about it carefully,” Frank continued, watching them both closely. “But I’m confident you’ll figure it out. Just keep in mind that time is of the essence. The longer you take, the more time your enemies have to catch up.”
Hudson looked over at Jessica. She was already lost in thought, her brow furrowed in concentration as she muttered the words of the riddle to herself. Hudson, for his part, felt the familiar excitement of a challenge creeping back into his bones.
“Fire and ice,” he murmured. “Frozen heart... that’s Sweden, right?”
Jessica nodded. “It’s the land of ice and snow, where fire burns in the hearts of the people. It has to be.”
Hudson smiled. “Of course, it does. They don’t call it the land of the midnight sun for nothing.”
He stood up, feeling the pull of the adventure. “Alright, Sweden it is. We’ll head to Stockholm and follow this riddle. But we need to be smart about this. Frank, do you have any contacts in Sweden who can help us out?”
Frank leaned forward again, his expression more serious now. “There are people who can help you—but they’re not always the most reliable. You’ll need to trust your instincts. And, Hudson,” he added with a sharp look, “keep your wits about you. There’s more to this treasure than just gold. You may find something far more dangerous waiting at the end of this trail.”
Hudson nodded, the weight of the task ahead settling on his shoulders. They weren’t just hunting for treasure—they were racing against time and a shadowy force, one that had been tracking the same clues for decades.
As they left the museum and stepped back into the bustling Chicago streets, Hudson felt a sense of urgency tightening in his chest. He could already hear the men who had been trailing them, their presence unmistakable as they lingered on the corners of the street, their eyes trained on Jessica. Hudson didn’t need to look twice to know they were still out there, lurking in the shadows.
Jessica was silent beside him, her fingers once again drumming nervously on the necklace as they walked to the car. She didn’t speak, but Hudson could feel the tension in her body. She was nervous, but determined. They both were.
“Let’s go,” Hudson said, snapping his fingers to snap her out of her thoughts. “Time to solve the riddle.”
Jessica gave him a tight-lipped smile. “Sweden, huh? You’re sure that’s the first stop?”
Hudson slid into the driver’s seat, the keys cold in his hand. “If the riddle says so, yeah. We’re following this one to the end, no matter what.”
He started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot, the wheels crunching on the wet pavement. As they sped off into the unknown, Hudson’s mind raced, trying to piece together the riddle. They were going to Sweden. There was something about the winds of old, the frozen heart... and it was there, somewhere in the northern reaches, that the first clue would lead them to their next step. 
“But first we need plane tickets”
The Pitch to Jo
The hum of the city seemed louder than usual as Hudson and Jessica returned to the magazine office. It was late, and most of the staff had gone home, leaving the place unusually quiet. The faint glow of JoAnne Masterson's office light was the only sign of life. Hudson had known Jo long enough to know she never left until she was sure everything was in order.
“You sure about this?” Jessica asked as they stepped off the elevator. Her fingers fidgeted with the necklace hidden beneath her sweater.
Hudson grinned. “Convincing Jo is like fishing—takes patience, skill, and a bit of charm. Lucky for us, I’ve got all three.”
Jessica rolled her eyes. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”
They approached Jo’s office. Through the glass wall, Hudson could see her at her desk, poring over a stack of papers, her reading glasses perched on the edge of her nose. She looked up as they entered, her expression shifting from curiosity to mild annoyance.
“You’re back already? Should I even ask?” Jo said, leaning back in her chair and crossing her arms.
“Miss me?” Hudson quipped, dropping into the chair across from her without waiting for an invitation.
“Like I miss my root canal,” Jo replied dryly, before glancing at Jessica. “And you’ve brought company again. Let me guess—this is related to the necklace?”
Jessica nodded, but Hudson jumped in. “Bingo. Jo, you’re looking at the most exciting story of the decade. You’ve got treasure maps, riddles, and, of course, yours truly to bring it all to life.”
Jo raised an eyebrow. “I thought you were done with treasure hunts after that fiasco in Baja. What was it you said? ‘Never again, Jo, I swear.’”
Hudson winced. “This is different.”
“How, exactly?”
He hesitated, glancing at Jessica for backup. She nodded subtly, encouraging him.
“The necklace is more than just a pretty trinket,” Hudson explained, leaning forward. “It’s a map to a series of clues. The first one leads to Sweden. Frank at the museum confirmed it.”
Jo’s skeptical expression didn’t waver. “Frank Aldridge? You’re dragging him into this? You realize he’s one of the most respected curators in the Midwest, right?”
“Exactly! That’s why this is a big deal.” Hudson’s voice grew more animated. “Think about it, Jo. This isn’t just some wild goose chase. It’s history, mystery, adventure—all rolled into one. The readers will eat it up.”
Jo sighed, rubbing her temples. “Hudson, we just ran a piece on Sweden last issue. Remember? Your ‘Land of the Midnight Sun’ feature?”
“I remember,” Hudson said, unfazed. “And it was a hit. But this—this is something else entirely. This isn’t about fjords and fika; it’s about chasing clues and uncovering lost treasure. Totally different vibe.”
Jo leaned forward, her tone sharp. “You also promised me your next article was on Nepal.”
“And it is,” Hudson replied smoothly. “The more Chicago parts”  “But think about it—what if I follow that up with a feature on Sweden? The kind of story that makes people sit up and take notice. The kind that puts The Outdoor Adventure on the map.”
Jo stared at him, unimpressed. “We’re already on the map, Hudson. And I’m not sending you gallivanting across Europe just because you think you’ve stumbled onto the plot of Indiana Jones.”
Jessica shifted uncomfortably, but Hudson pressed on, undeterred. “Jo, listen. I’m not asking you to fund some wild escapade. I’m offering you a chance to turn this into gold—literally and figuratively. Imagine the headlines: ‘Writer Discovers Lost Treasure.’ We’ll include pictures this time—loads of them. It’ll be a bestseller.”
Jo raised an eyebrow. “Pictures? You? Since when do you carry a camera?”
Hudson turned to Jessica with a smirk. “That’s why I brought her. Jessica’s going to be my photographer.”
Jessica blinked. “I am?”
“Of course,” Hudson said, grinning. “You do know how to use a camera, right?”
Jessica opened her mouth to protest, but Jo cut in. “Stop. Both of you.” She pointed a finger at Hudson. “You’re not dragging some innocent bystander into your shenanigans.”
“I’m not innocent,” Jessica interjected, earning a sideways glance from Jo.
“And Hudson,” Jo continued, ignoring Jessica’s comment, “if I agree to this—and I’m not saying I will—you’d better bring me more than just your usual rambling prose. I want facts, I want action, and I want results.”
Hudson grinned, sensing he was winning her over. “That’s the spirit, Jo. You’ve always been a visionary.”
“Don’t push it,” Jo snapped. She tapped her pen against the desk, thinking. “Fine. You can go. But this isn’t a free pass. You’ll use this as your next article, and it had better be good. Pictures included.”
Hudson gave her a mock salute. “You won’t regret it.”
Jo narrowed her eyes. “Oh, I already do. And Hudson—if you screw this up, I swear I’ll make you write nothing but gear reviews for a year.”
“Understood, boss.” He stood, pulling Jessica to her feet. “We’ll start packing.”
Jo groaned, waving them off. “Get out of my office before I change my mind.”
As they walked out, Hudson turned to Jessica with a satisfied grin. “See? Patience, skill, and charm. Works every time.”
Jessica shook her head, though a small smile tugged at her lips. “I think she just wants you out of her hair.”
“Same thing,” Hudson said with a wink.
Behind them, Jo leaned back in her chair, staring at the ceiling. “He’s going to be the death of me,” she muttered, though there was a faint hint of a smile on her face.
The walk back to their apartments was brisk, the crisp Chicago night air sharpening their senses. Hudson had been in plenty of sticky situations before, but something about this felt different—more personal. Jessica was quiet beside him, her arms crossed tightly as if warding off an unseen chill.
“Don’t worry,” Hudson said, trying to sound more confident than he felt. “We’ll grab our stuff, get on that plane, and leave all this behind.”
Jessica glanced at him. “You think they’ll just stop chasing us because we’re in another country?”
“Well,” Hudson said, flashing a lopsided grin, “it’s harder to stalk someone when they’re thousands of miles away. Plus, I’ve got a solid right hook if they try.”
Jessica didn’t laugh. “I’m serious, Hudson. These men aren’t playing games.”
Hudson’s grin faltered. “I know. And that’s why we’re getting out of here.”
As they reached Jessica’s apartment door, she stopped abruptly. Her hand flew to Hudson’s arm. “Something’s wrong.”
Hudson followed her gaze. The door was slightly ajar, the faintest crack of darkness visible in the frame. He stepped in front of her instinctively. “Stay behind me,” he said, pushing the door open slowly.
Jessica’s apartment was a disaster zone. Drawers were pulled out, furniture overturned, and her belongings were scattered everywhere. The couch cushions were slashed open, the contents spilling out like entrails.
“They were looking for the necklace,” Jessica whispered, clutching it instinctively through her sweater.
“No kidding,” Hudson muttered, scanning the room. He crouched down to pick up a photo frame that had been knocked to the floor, its glass shattered. “These guys don’t do subtle, do they?”
Jessica’s jaw tightened. “We should call the police.”
“And tell them what? That you’ve got a magical treasure map around your neck?” Hudson shook his head. “We don’t have time for that. Let’s just grab what you need and—”
A loud crash from next door interrupted him. Hudson’s apartment.
He turned to Jessica, his expression hardening. “Stay here.”
“Like hell I will,” she shot back, following him as he moved toward his door.
Hudson hesitated, but there wasn’t time to argue. He pushed open his own door to find his apartment in the same state as Jessica’s. Papers, books, and clothes were strewn everywhere. His typewriter lay on the floor, its keys smashed in.
“Damn it,” Hudson muttered, stepping inside cautiously.
The sound of movement came from the kitchen. Hudson’s head snapped toward it just as a figure darted out of sight.
“Hey!” he shouted, charging after them.
The intruder—a wiry man in dark clothing—was already heading for the window. Hudson lunged, grabbing the man’s arm just as he swung a leg over the sill. The man twisted free, landing a glancing punch to Hudson’s jaw before slipping out onto the fire escape.
Hudson recovered quickly, leaning out the window to see the man disappearing down the ladder. “Coward!” he yelled after him, but the man didn’t look back.
Jessica appeared behind him, wide-eyed. “Did you see his face?”
“Not enough to sketch a portrait,” Hudson said, rubbing his jaw. “But he was definitely looking for something—or someone.”
Jessica tightened her grip on the necklace. “We need to get out of here. Now.”
As if on cue, the phone on Hudson’s desk began to ring. He exchanged a wary glance with Jessica before picking it up.
“Hudson Carter,” he said, his voice still edged with adrenaline.
“Hudson, it’s Maggie,” Jo’s secretary said on the other end. “I’ve got your plane tickets ready at O’Hare. Jo pulled some strings, so you’ll be flying out tonight. And Frank from the museum called—he said some men came by asking about you and Jessica. He told them he hadn’t seen you, but he sounded spooked.”
“Great,” Hudson said, glancing at Jessica. “Anything else?”
“Yeah,” Maggie said. “Jo told me to remind you not to die. She says you’re terrible at staying on budget, and she doesn’t want to waste the funeral expenses.”
Hudson smirked despite himself. “Tell Jo I’ll do my best.”
Hanging up, he turned to Jessica. “Well, you heard the lady. Let’s pack what we can and get to the airport.”

The cab ride to O’Hare was tense. Jessica clutched a small duffel bag on her lap, her gaze flickering nervously to every shadow outside the window. Hudson sat beside her, leaning back as if he didn’t have a care in the world.
“You’re oddly calm for someone who just had their apartment trashed,” Jessica said, breaking the silence.
Hudson shrugged. “It’s not the first time. Occupational hazard.”
“Occupational hazard?” she repeated, incredulous.
“You’d be surprised how many people don’t like adventure writers,” Hudson said with a wink. “We’re a very threatening bunch.”
Jessica rolled her eyes but couldn’t suppress a small smile.
When they finally arrived at the airport, Hudson wasted no time collecting their tickets. Jo had come through, as always, securing them two seats on a flight to Stockholm leaving in just under an hour.
As they settled into their seats on the plane, Jessica let out a long breath. “I still can’t believe this is happening.”
“Believe it,” Hudson said, leaning back and closing his eyes. “And get some rest. Something tells me Sweden’s not going to be any less exciting.”
Jessica looked out the window as the plane taxied down the runway. The city lights of Chicago faded into the distance, replaced by the inky blackness of the night.
Beside her, Hudson was already dozing off, a faint smile on his lips. Despite everything, he looked at ease—like he was exactly where he was meant to be.
Jessica wasn’t sure if she envied that or if it made her want to strangle him.
“Here we go,” she whispered to herself as the plane lifted off.
Arrival in Sweden
The crisp, cold air of Stockholm greeted Hudson and Jessica as they stepped out of the airport. Snowflakes drifted lazily from the sky, coating the city in a sparkling white blanket. Hudson tightened his scarf, while Jessica pulled her coat closer, her breath visible in the frosty air.
“Do you see them?” Jessica asked, scanning the modest crowd.
Hudson spotted them first: a short, stout man with a bushy beard and round glasses waving enthusiastically. Beside him was a tall, thin woman bundled in layers of wool, her silver hair tucked into a colorful knit hat. They looked every bit like the quirky couple Frank had described.
“You must be Hudson and Jessica!” the man boomed in a heavily accented but cheerful English. “I am Björn, and this is my wife, Astrid.”
“It’s lovely to meet you,” Jessica said warmly, shaking their hands.
“You must be freezing!” Astrid said, clucking her tongue. “We’ll get you somewhere warm soon. Come, come! The car is just over there.”
Björn gestured to a bright yellow barley 4-seater car that looked like it had been pulled straight out of the 1960s. Hudson blinked. “That’s… uh… cozy.”
“It’s reliable,” Björn said, patting the roof proudly. “And fuel-efficient!”
Astrid rolled her eyes. “It’s tiny, Björn. They’re clearly thinking it.”
“No complaints here,” Hudson said with a grin. “I’ve always wanted to see how clowns travel.”
Astrid chuckled as Björn huffed. “Get in, then! But no clown business. This is a respectable auto.”

The drive down the snowy roads was both harrowing and oddly charming. Björn navigated with gusto, laughing heartily as the tiny car swerved around icy bends. Jessica gripped her seatbelt tightly, while Hudson, somehow unfazed, chatted casually with Astrid about the local weather.
Their destination was a cozy red farmhouse nestled among the trees, its chimney puffing out smoke into the chilly sky. Inside, the warmth was immediate, and the air smelled of cinnamon and cardamom.
“Take off your coats!” Astrid commanded, ushering them toward the kitchen. “You must eat something. Travelers always need food.”
“We’re fine, really,” Jessica said, but Astrid was already piling plates with dark rye bread, smoked salmon, and cheese.
“Eat!” Astrid insisted. “You can’t solve riddles on an empty stomach.”
Björn had already settled into a chair by the fire, the necklace in his hands. He inspected it carefully, turning it over to examine the inscription on the back. Hudson sat across from him, watching intently.
“So,” Hudson began, “the riddle led us here. Something about the northern lights and being at the center of it all. My guess is that this necklace is pointing us to some sort of hub—where everything begins.”
Björn nodded, his expression serious. “You are correct. The necklace is very old, passed down through many generations. It is said to be a map to a great treasure, hidden by the indigenous people to keep it safe from settlers who came to take their land.”
“Treasure,” Hudson repeated, leaning forward. “What kind of treasure are we talking about?”
Björn opened his mouth to answer, but Astrid, carrying a steaming pot of tea, interjected. “He’ll say gold, but it’s more than that. The stories talk of knowledge, artifacts, and secrets worth far more than money.”
“I was getting to that!” Björn protested.
“You were dragging it out,” Astrid countered, pouring tea into cups. “Anyway, the necklace has six points—six clues. Each one leads to a piece of the final clue. Together, they reveal the treasure’s location.”
Björn crossed his arms but didn’t argue. “Fine. You explain, then.”
Astrid placed the tea pot down and pointed to the green stone in the center of the necklace. “This stone represents the northern lights—the aurora borealis. It’s a guide, only visible during this time of year, when the lights are strongest. The other six points are scattered across the north, each one revealing a piece of the puzzle. The center stone is where it all begins: here, in Sweden.”
“Why the lights?” Jessica asked, leaning forward.
“Because they hold a special significance,” Astrid said. “The indigenous people believed the lights were a bridge to another world. The clues can only be found when the lights are present, as they guide the way.”
Björn nodded, eager to add his own thoughts. “The necklace itself is a marvel. The symbols carved into it are a language—a code. Each clue has to be deciphered.”
“And the first clue?” Hudson prompted.
Björn handed the necklace back to Jessica. “You already have it. The riddle you solved to come here—it’s the first step. The next will be revealed once you follow its trail.”
Hudson rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “So, let me get this straight. We’re hunting for a treasure that’s been hidden for centuries, guided by the northern lights and a map made up of riddles.”
“That about sums it up,” Astrid said with a shrug.
Hudson grinned. “Perfect. Sounds like my kind of adventure.”
Jessica didn’t look quite as enthused, but she pocketed the necklace with care. “So, what’s next?”
Björn gestured toward the window, where the faint glow of the northern lights was just visible on the horizon. “Follow the lights. They’ll lead you to the next clue.”
As the evening wore on, the couple shared more stories and insights about the land and its history, but Hudson and Jessica couldn’t stay long. The pull of the adventure—and the menacing shadow of those chasing them—was too strong.

Hours later, as they prepared to leave, Astrid packed them sandwiches and thermoses of coffee. “For the road,” she said firmly, ignoring their protests.
Björn gave Hudson a firm handshake. “Be careful. You’re not the only ones looking for this treasure.”
Hudson smirked. “Wouldn’t be any fun if we were.”
As they climbed into the car and drove away, Jessica glanced back at the farmhouse, now fading into the snowy distance. “They were… something.”
“Something, indeed,” Hudson said, smiling. “I like them. They’re like Frank, but with better snacks.”
Jessica shook her head, a small laugh escaping her. “You’re impossible.”
“And yet, here you are, stuck with me,” Hudson replied, the twinkle of the northern lights reflected in his eyes.
The second Clue
Jessica glanced up as the car creaked and sputtered down the snowy road. The northern lights stretched across the darkened sky like a shimmering green and purple river, vast and endless. She frowned, her breath fogging up the window.
“Hudson,” she said, her voice uncertain. “The northern lights are everywhere. How do you follow something in the sky? There are no landmarks to guide us.”
Hudson drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, staring up at the kaleidoscope of colors dancing above them. “You’re right,” he admitted. “If we’re just looking at the lights, we’ll be driving in circles until we run out of gas or freeze to death.”
Jessica raised an eyebrow. “Comforting thought.”
Hudson glanced over, his lips twitching into a wry grin. “I aim to please.” Then his expression turned serious. “The riddle said the necklace is the key, right? And the lights will guide us, but only at this time of year.” He paused, his mind racing. “That can’t just mean the aurora. It’s too… vague.”
Jessica’s hand instinctively went to the necklace resting against her chest. “So what are we supposed to do? Just keep guessing?”
“Let me see it,” Hudson said, holding out his hand.
Jessica hesitated, her fingers curling protectively around the necklace. “Why?”
Hudson shot her a mock-offended look. “Because I’m a professional, and professionals improvise. Come on, Jessica. Trust me.”
She sighed and reluctantly handed it over. Hudson held the necklace up to the light, the green gem at its center catching the glow of the northern lights and refracting it like a prism.
“If the necklace is the key,” Hudson began, examining its uneven six points, “and the sky is supposed to guide us, they must be talking about the stars. They’re the first navigational tools, after all.”
Jessica crossed her arms, skeptical. “So, what? You’re going to steer us with that thing?”
“Not exactly,” Hudson said, stepping out of the car into the crisp, frigid air. “But if the points of this necklace mean something…” He tilted his head back, staring at the star-filled sky. “We need to see if it lines up.”
Jessica climbed out, shivering as the icy wind bit at her cheeks. “Lines up how?”
Hudson grinned and held the necklace at arm’s length, aligning its topmost point with the brightest star in the sky. “The North Star,” he said triumphantly. “Every map needs a starting point.”
Jessica tilted her head, watching as he adjusted the necklace until the other uneven points aligned with six stars scattered across the sky. The moment he did, the northern lights flared brighter, their vibrant green hues swirling with intense energy.
“Hudson…” Jessica breathed, her voice filled with awe.
“Hang on,” Hudson muttered, squinting through the necklace. The green light of the aurora poured through the central gem, refracting into a brilliant beam that illuminated the snowy ground at their feet. Slowly, words began to form in the snow, glowing faintly like an inscription carved by light itself.
Hudson crouched, running his fingers over the glowing letters. “What does it say?”
Jessica knelt beside him, pulling out the camera Hudson gave her to snap a picture. “It’s… Old Norse,” she said.
“Of course it is,” Hudson replied dryly, brushing snow off his jeans.
Jessica squinted at the words. “It’s just one word. I remember my grandfather using this. When translated, it means… cave.”
Hudson’s brow furrowed. “Cave? That’s it? Not exactly giving us the whole treasure map experience here, is it?”
Jessica rolled her eyes. “It’s a clue, Hudson, not a restaurant review. If it says ‘cave,’ that’s where we’re going.”
Hudson pushed himself to his feet, shaking his head. “Fine. A cave. In the middle of Sweden. Should be a piece of cake to find.”
“Actually,” Jessica said, standing up and brushing snow off her coat, “it’s not just any cave. There’s a distinctive one not far from here. Björn mentioned it in passing when we first met him—something about the Sámi people and ancient carvings.”
Hudson grinned. “Well, aren’t you full of surprises.”
Jessica shrugged. “I do my research. Someone has to.”
Hudson smirked, tossing her the car keys. “Great. Then you drive. I need to make sure this necklace doesn’t start glowing and give us another magical light show.”
Jessica caught the keys with a sigh. “You’re impossible, you know that?”
“And yet, here we are,” Hudson said, climbing back into the passenger seat.
Jessica started the car, and they set off down the snowy road, the faint glow of the northern lights still shimmering in the rearview mirror. As they drove, Hudson fiddled with the necklace, occasionally holding it up to the window to see if it reacted to anything.
“Do you ever stop?” Jessica asked, glancing at him.
“Stop what?”
“Thinking. Talking. Being… you.”
Hudson grinned, leaning back in his seat. “Not if I can help it.”
Jessica shook her head, a small smile tugging at her lips. The snowy landscape stretched out before them, vast and quiet, as they headed toward their next destination—a cave hidden among the frozen hills of Sweden, where the next piece of the puzzle awaited.
The Cave
The air in the cave was cold and damp, and the sound of dripping water echoed through the darkness as Hudson and Jessica switched on their flashlights. The beams cut through the inky black, revealing walls slick with moisture and jagged stalactites hanging ominously overhead. Hudson led the way, the crunch of their boots on the rocky ground the only sound besides the occasional distant drip.
“This feels like a bad idea,” Jessica muttered, pulling her coat tighter around herself.
“That’s the spirit,” Hudson quipped, glancing back at her with a smirk. “Just think of it as another adventure to add to your portfolio. First-time spelunking, right?”
Jessica rolled her eyes, her flashlight scanning the uneven walls. “Remind me again why I agreed to this?”
“Because you trust me,” Hudson said, shining his light ahead. “And because I promised you a front-row seat to the most exciting story of your life.”
Jessica didn’t reply, but the faintest hint of a smile played at her lips as she followed him deeper into the cave. The walls began to narrow, the ceiling dropping low enough that they had to duck beneath clusters of stalactites. The air grew colder, their breaths visible in the faint light of their flashlights.
After what felt like an eternity, Hudson’s flashlight beam caught something unusual. “Hold up,” he said, stopping abruptly.
Jessica nearly walked into him. “What is it?”
Hudson crouched, angling his flashlight toward the wall. There, half-hidden behind a curtain of stalactites, were carvings—unnatural, angular lines etched into the stone.
“Bingo,” he murmured, brushing his hand against the rough surface.
Jessica leaned in, her flashlight joining his. The carvings were faint but unmistakably deliberate, their shapes forming an intricate pattern that spoke of an ancient, practiced hand. The carvings appeared to depict flowing lines, almost like a map, with small symbols scattered throughout. At the center was a series of runes, their sharp angles cutting through the smooth stone like a hidden message.
“It’s a riddle,” Hudson said, tracing the symbols with his finger. His breath hitched slightly.
Jessica squinted at the runes. “Can you read it?”
“Not a chance,” Hudson admitted, pulling out a small notepad and pen from his pocket. “But I can write it down.”
Jessica shook her head. “Let me take a picture instead.” She pulled out the camera, a sturdy black 35mm model that Hudson had handed her when they left Chicago. She raised it to her eye, adjusting the focus until the carvings filled the frame.
“Smile,” she muttered, snapping the shot.
“Very funny,” Hudson said, stepping back as she took a few more photos from different angles.
Jessica lowered the camera, glancing at the carvings again. “So, any guesses?”
Hudson studied the runes, his brow furrowed. “It’s something about water. I can feel it. Those wavy lines—they’ve got to mean a river, right?”
Jessica tilted her head. “Maybe. But there are a lot of rivers in Sweden, Hudson. This could lead anywhere.”
“True,” Hudson said, stepping back and crossing his arms. “But this isn’t just any river. It’s got to be important—famous, even. Something that stands out.”
Jessica nodded slowly. “Well, we’re not going to crack it here. Let’s get these developed tomorrow morning and see if someone can help us translate the rest.”
Hudson gave her a wry smile. “See? You’re a natural at this whole adventuring thing.”
Jessica rolled her eyes but didn’t argue as she carefully packed the camera away.
As they turned to leave, a sudden noise froze them in place—a faint scuffle of footsteps, coming from deeper within the cave.
“Did you hear that?” Jessica whispered, her voice barely audible over the pounding of her heart.
Hudson nodded, raising a hand to silence her. His flashlight swept across the cavern, illuminating nothing but the glistening walls and jagged rock formations.
“It’s probably just an echo,” he said, though his voice lacked its usual confidence.
Jessica grabbed his arm, her grip tight. “That’s not an echo.”
Another noise followed—a faint, deliberate crunch of gravel. This time, it was closer.
Hudson swallowed hard, his eyes darting around the cave. “Okay,” he said quietly. “Time to go.”
They moved quickly but cautiously, their flashlights bobbing with each step as they retraced their path through the narrow passages. The oppressive darkness seemed to close in around them, and the faint sound of footsteps echoed behind them, growing louder with each passing second.
“Do you think it’s them?” Jessica whispered, her voice trembling.
“Pretty safe bet,” Hudson replied, glancing over his shoulder. “They’re persistent, I’ll give them that.”
Jessica’s heart raced as she followed Hudson, her flashlight beam flickering across the uneven ground. Every shadow seemed to move, every sound amplified by the cave’s natural acoustics.
As they neared the entrance, a sudden voice called out, sharp and echoing: “Stop!”
Hudson and Jessica froze, their flashlights trembling in their hands. A figure emerged from the shadows ahead, silhouetted against the faint light of the cave’s entrance.
“Well,” Hudson muttered under his breath, “this just got interesting.”
The tension in the air was palpable as the footsteps behind them grew louder, closing in. Hudson and Jessica exchanged a quick glance, their unspoken understanding clear: whatever was about to happen, they’d face it together. Or so they thought. 
Chapter: The Rival
“Give me the necklace,” a voice said, sharp and demanding, with a slight German accent. It came from the shadows, smooth yet cold, like a knife cutting through the tension in the air.
Hudson stiffened, his flashlight trained on the figure just outside the beam’s reach. “What necklace?” he replied, his voice light and casual, but Jessica could hear the strain beneath it.
The man stepped forward, his face illuminated by the beam. He was tall and impeccably dressed in a dark overcoat, his chiseled features framed by neatly combed blond hair. His piercing blue eyes gleamed with confidence and something sinister. His lips curled into a smirk.
“Come now, Mr. Carter,” the man said, his tone dripping with condescension. “We both know you’re not clever enough to have found this cave on your own.”
Jessica turned to Hudson, startled to see the color drain from his face. For the first time since their journey began, his usual quick wit and easy charm were replaced by a tense, almost defeated expression.
“Kurtz,” Hudson said quietly, almost under his breath.
Kurtz’s smirk deepened. “Ah, so you do remember me. I was beginning to think you’d forgotten after I left you empty-handed in Morocco.”
Jessica’s eyes darted between the two men. “You know him?”
Hudson nodded, his jaw tight. “Yeah. He’s... a rival. Kind of. If by rival, you mean a treasure-hunting parasite who cares more about money and glory than the thrill of discovery.”
“I prefer to think of myself as... efficient,” Kurtz replied, his tone mocking. “Unlike you, Mr. Carter, I know how to turn a profit from all this running around.”
Jessica could feel the tension thickening in the air. “We don’t have anything,” she said, stepping closer to Hudson.
“Oh, I think you do,” Kurtz said smoothly. He snapped his fingers, and two men stepped forward from the shadows behind him—burly, no-nonsense types who looked like they could snap a person in two without breaking a sweat.
Before Jessica could react, one of them grabbed her from behind, his grip like a vice. She struggled, but it was no use.
“Let her go!” Hudson shouted, taking a step forward.
The man holding Jessica patted her down roughly, his hands searching her pockets and coat. Jessica squirmed and kicked, but it only made the man tighten his grip. Her camera slipped from her hands in the struggle and clattered to the ground, the sound echoing through the cave.
“Enough games, Mr. Carter,” Kurtz said, his patience wearing thin. “The necklace. Now. Or perhaps you’d like to see what happens when I lose my temper.”
Hudson’s eyes darted to Jessica, who looked at him with a mixture of anger and desperation. “Don’t,” she said, her voice trembling but firm. “Don’t give it to him. It’s not worth it. Just go. Leave me and finish this.”
Hudson shook his head, his expression softening as he met her gaze. “I’m not leaving you.”
Jessica’s eyes widened slightly, and for a moment, she saw something in Hudson’s face she hadn’t noticed before—something deeper, more genuine.
Kurtz chuckled darkly. “Touching. Truly. But I’m afraid time is running out.” He reached into his coat and pulled out a sleek, silver pistol, aiming it squarely at Jessica.
Hudson’s hands tightened into fists. “Alright, alright,” he said, raising his hands in surrender. “You win. Just... let her go.”
“Smart choice,” Kurtz said with a sly grin.
Reluctantly, Hudson reached into his pocket and pulled out the necklace, the emerald stone glinting faintly in the dim light of the cave. He held it up, his hand trembling slightly.
“Let her go first,” Hudson demanded.
Kurtz raised an eyebrow. “Do you really think you’re in a position to negotiate?”
Hudson hesitated, his mind racing, but he had no choice. Slowly, he extended his hand, placing the necklace into Kurtz’s outstretched palm.
The German admired the necklace for a moment, turning it over in his hand with a triumphant smile. “Beautiful, isn’t it? Such a shame it’s wasted on someone like you.”
“Now let her go,” Hudson said firmly.
Kurtz gave a mocking sigh. “Oh, Mr. Carter. You really are too trusting.”
Before Hudson could react, Kurtz barked an order in German, and the man holding Jessica shoved her forward—only to grab her again by the arm.
“Wait—what are you doing?” Hudson shouted, taking a step forward.
“Insurance,” Kurtz said with a smirk. “Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of her. But you? You’ll be staying here.”
“Let her go, you son of a—” Hudson lunged forward, but one of Kurtz’s men stepped in his path, shoving him back hard enough that he stumbled.
“Goodbye, Mr. Carter,” Kurtz said with a mocking wave as he and his men disappeared into the shadows, dragging Jessica with them.
“Jessica!” Hudson shouted, his voice echoing through the cavern. But they were gone.
He stood there for a moment, breathing heavily, his mind racing. His eyes fell to the camera on the ground, its strap broken but otherwise intact. He picked it up, clutching it tightly.
As he turned to leave, he realized with a sinking feeling that the car keys were in Jessica’s pocket.
“Well,” he muttered to himself, his voice bitter. “Guess I’m walking.”
He stepped out of the cave, the cold night air hitting him like a slap in the face. The northern lights still shimmered above, mocking him with their beauty. Hudson looked up at the sky, then down at the camera in his hands.
“Alright, Carter,” he said to himself. “Time to get her back.”

Hudson fumbled with the wiring inside the tiny car, his breath visible in the cold air as he muttered to himself, “How am I going to explain this to them?” Bjorn’s little yellow car, no bigger than a shoebox on wheels, wasn’t exactly built for speed or stealth, but it was all he had.
He slid the blade of his pocketknife into the ignition module and popped it open, exposing a mess of wires. Sparks flew as he twisted two of them together, and the car coughed to life with an uneven sputter. Hudson couldn’t help but wince at the sound—it was about as subtle as a foghorn in the still, snowy night.
With a grimace, he shifted the car into gear. “Sorry about this,” he muttered to the absent couple as he floored the gas pedal. The car jerked forward, skidding slightly on the icy road as Hudson sped toward town.
Stopping at a small one-hour photo shop, he tossed the roll of film onto the counter, earning a skeptical glance from the lone employee working the late shift. “Can you make it quick?” he asked, sliding some bills across the counter.
The employee shrugged. “It’s a one-hour photo for a reason,” he said, shuffling off to start the development process.
Hudson paced the tiny shop, his thoughts racing. His mind lingered on Jessica, and his stomach twisted with guilt. He’d handed over the necklace to Kurtz too easily, and now she was in danger because of it. He clenched his fists. He’d get her back—no matter what it took.
The photos were ready sooner than expected, and Hudson wasted no time flipping through the glossy prints. Jessica’s photos were sharp and detailed, capturing every moment of their journey so far. The carvings from the cave were clear, but the symbols and script were like nothing Hudson could make sense of.
“This isn’t going to work,” he muttered, shoving the pictures into his coat pocket before jumping back into the car.
When he arrived at the farm, the lights inside the cozy house glowed warmly against the snowy backdrop. Hudson burst through the door, nearly slipping on the rug.
“Bjorn! Astrid!” he called out, his voice carrying a mix of urgency and determination.
Bjorn poked his head out of the kitchen, a cup of steaming coffee in his hand. “Ah, Mr. Carter! You’re back. And still alive, I see.”
Astrid appeared behind him, drying her hands on a dish towel. “What’s happened now? You look like you’ve been wrestling with a bear.”
“Close enough,” Hudson said, pulling out the photos and slapping them onto the kitchen table. “I need your help. I found this in the cave, but it’s written in some ancient script. Can you translate?”
Bjorn immediately took a seat, examining the photos with an exaggerated hum of concentration. “Ah, yes, yes. This is fascinating. You see, these markings are not unlike—”
“Bjorn,” Astrid interrupted, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Just tell him what it says.”
Bjorn frowned but continued. “Fine. The carvings reference an ancient route used by traders and settlers long ago. They talk about following the currents of a river... a famous one, at that.”
Hudson leaned in. “Which river?”
“Well, if you let me finish—”
Astird rolled her eyes and tapped the photo. “It’s the Klarälven River. That’s where you need to go next.”
Hudson exhaled, the tension in his chest easing slightly. “Thank you,” he said, grabbing the photos and heading for the door.
“Wait!” Astrid called after him. “You’re not leaving without eating something, are you?”
“No time,” Hudson said over his shoulder, pulling his coat tighter as he stepped out into the cold night air.
As he approached the little yellow car, he froze. Parked just a few feet away was a sleek, black luxury car, its engine idling softly. The vehicle looked wildly out of place against the humble farmhouse and snowy fields.
Leaning against the car was a man in a tailored coat, a cigarette dangling from his lips. He took a slow drag, exhaling smoke that mixed with the cold air.
Hudson’s heart raced. He didn’t recognize the man, but everything about him screamed trouble.
The man flicked the cigarette to the ground, crushing it beneath his polished shoe. “Mr. Carter,” he said with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “We need to talk.”

The Keepers
Hudson barely had time to react before two large, imposing figures grabbed him by the arms, pulling him into the back seat of a sleek, black luxury car. His heart raced as he tried to process what was happening, confusion clouding his thoughts. The door slammed shut behind him, and before he could even speak, the car was moving.
“Get comfortable, Mr. Carter,” one of the men said gruffly, settling into the seat beside him. Hudson barely glanced at him, too caught up in the surprise of the moment. The other man slid into the front passenger seat, his eyes scanning the street behind them.
Hudson’s mind raced. Kurtz’s men. It has to be. The man in the front seat spoke with a sharp tone that only deepened Hudson’s suspicion. He wasn’t sure why they needed him—after all, they already had Jessica and the necklace. What else could they want? His stomach churned, the dread sinking in deeper with every passing second.
The car accelerated into the Swedish night, the headlights illuminating the fog-covered road ahead, and Hudson’s mind scrambled to make sense of it all. Why take me? Why not just finish this with Jessica?
The man beside him cleared his throat, breaking the silence. “I’m Henrik,” he said, his accent thick but unmistakably Swedish. “And this is my associate, Anders.”
Hudson glanced at Henrik, eyes narrowing. “What do you want with me? You’ve got Jessica, you’ve got the necklace. What’s left?”
Henrik’s face remained unreadable as he fixed his gaze forward. “It’s not that simple. You are involved now, Mr. Carter. Whether you like it or not.”
Hudson swallowed hard, his pulse quickening. Involved? How? I was just trying to get some answers, and now I’m stuck in the middle of this mess. He rubbed his temples, trying to calm his nerves.
Henrik leaned back in his seat, his tone becoming more measured. “The necklace you’re so concerned with—it’s part of a much larger story. Jessica’s grandfather was a member of our group. He knew the significance of the necklace and took it with him when he left Sweden. We thought it was lost forever—until Kurtz started his search.”
Hudson froze. Jessica’s grandfather? The pieces began to fall into place, but it didn’t make sense. If her grandfather was part of their group, why didn’t they have the necklace all along? The confusion only deepened as Henrik continued.
“When Kurtz started digging, he awakened something that should have stayed buried,” Henrik said, his voice heavy with a mix of frustration and urgency. “He doesn’t understand what he’s truly after. The power of the necklace—it’s not what he thinks. It’s not just a treasure. It’s something much more dangerous.”
Hudson shifted in his seat, trying to make sense of Henrik’s words. “What kind of power? You’re not telling me anything I can trust.”
Henrik’s eyes flicked to the rearview mirror for a brief moment before he answered, his voice low and intense. “I know you don’t trust us, Mr. Carter. But Kurtz—he’s after more than just a necklace. He believes the necklace will unlock something ancient, something powerful. And if he succeeds, we could all pay the price.”
Hudson leaned back, his mind spinning with Henrik’s words. Unlock something ancient? The last thing he wanted was to get tangled up in something bigger than a treasure hunt, but the more Henrik spoke, the more it became clear that Kurtz wasn’t just some greedy collector. He was after something else—and whatever it was, it sounded dangerous.
Hudson clenched his jaw, trying to steady his racing thoughts. “So, why do you need me?” he asked, his voice laced with suspicion. “I’ve seen the necklace, sure. But I’m not the one who’s obsessed with it. Why not just let me go? You’ve got what you want.”
Henrik shot him a sharp glance. “Because you’re already part of this, Mr. Carter. Your involvement is no accident. Kurtz will stop at nothing to find you. He knows you have information you don’t even realize you have.”
Hudson felt a chill crawl up his spine. What information? He looked out the window, trying to process the whirlwind of confusion and fear swirling in his mind. He wasn’t sure who to trust anymore, but he knew one thing for certain: this wasn’t just about Jessica or the necklace anymore. There was something much larger at play—and he had no choice but to be a part of it.
On the Hunt
The morning mist clung to the trees like a shroud as Henrik and Hudson made their way through the dense Swedish woods. The damp, earthy scent of pine mixed with the crisp chill of the air. Hudson’s boots crunched against the wet leaves as he scanned the ground for any sign of the next clue. His mind was elsewhere, still running through the events of the past few days, trying to make sense of everything. He still didn’t fully trust Henrik, but he had to admit the man was helpful—almost too helpful. And that nagging feeling that Kurtz was always a step ahead of them only made things worse.
“Did you ever think we'd end up in a forest at dawn?” Hudson muttered, pulling his jacket tighter against the cold. “I mean, I get it—treasure hunts and all that, but this is getting a little... clichéd, don’t you think?”
Henrik didn’t respond immediately, his sharp eyes scanning the surrounding area. “It’s not about clichés, Mr. Carter. It’s about following the trail. The clues are old, and they were left for a reason.” His voice was dry, matter-of-fact, and he didn’t seem bothered by the early morning chill. If anything, it seemed to suit him.
Hudson sighed, pulling out a small notepad to check the clue they had just solved. “Yeah, yeah. But at this point, it’s starting to feel like we’re on some bad scavenger hunt. The river, the woods, now the lake. Don’t forget the cave…wait you weren’t there for that one…there was a cave!”
Henrik’s lips quirked slightly as he glanced over. “You might be right. The clues are certainly taking us to... interesting places. But we’re getting closer.”
Hudson shot him a sidelong glance. “I hope ‘closer’ doesn’t mean ‘stumbling into the next ambush by Kurtz and his goons.’”
Henrik’s eyes narrowed slightly, but his expression didn’t change. “Kurtz is relentless. But if we solve the clues, we stay ahead of him. And he won’t expect that.”
As they moved deeper into the woods, the ground became more uneven, the trees thicker, and the sounds of nature growing louder. The clue had led them here, to the edge of a quiet river. It seemed insignificant at first, but Henrik had a way of seeing patterns in the landscape that Hudson could only hope to replicate. After an hour of searching, they had found the first marker—a weathered stone inscribed with an old symbol, half-hidden under a blanket of moss. It pointed them toward the woods.
From there, the clues led them to a secluded lake, its surface like glass, reflecting the towering trees around them. A narrow path along the shoreline revealed another clue etched into the bark of an ancient oak. “These things are like riddles from a bad fantasy novel,” Hudson remarked as they made their way along the water’s edge. “Next time, I’m insisting on a GPS.”
Henrik didn’t respond, simply continuing to examine the surroundings with quiet intensity. Hudson, trying to shake off his irritation, added dryly, “You know, Henrik, for someone so intent on keeping this treasure safe, Kurtz doesn’t seem very subtle. It’s like he’s leading us straight to it.”
“That is because he’s one step behind,” Henrik said with quiet confidence. “The clues are the only way forward. Kurtz doesn’t know the full story yet, and that’s his downfall.”
Hudson wasn’t so sure. He had seen the man’s tenacity firsthand. But as they pressed on, through the woods and across the lake, the clues remained steadfast, guiding them toward their destination. Every time they thought they were near the end, another cryptic message would appear, sending them off in a new direction. Yet, no matter how much time passed, the clues never disappeared, and they were always one step closer to Kurtz.
Finally, after hours of searching, they arrived at the last clue. It was evening now, the sun hanging low in the sky, casting long shadows over the landscape. Henrik had led them to a small village nestled at the edge of the forest, a place so quiet it seemed forgotten by time.
“I’m not going to lie,” Hudson said, eyeing the sleepy village with a raised eyebrow, “I’m expecting either a grand treasure chest or a very angry local with a shotgun.”
Henrik, looking around with a hint of approval, finally spoke. “This is it. The last clue leads us to the oldest tavern in Sweden. There are records of a hidden room, a place where the treasure was once guarded.”
Hudson stepped forward, his eyes scanning the village. The buildings were old but well-maintained, each one steeped in history. At the far end of the village stood a small, stone building with ivy creeping up the walls. The sign above the door read "The Old Oak," its wood worn but sturdy. Hudson couldn’t help but chuckle.
“Of course it’s a tavern,” he muttered, pushing open the door. “I’m starting to think we’re on the wrong adventure. Are we supposed to drink our way through history?”
Henrik followed closely, not breaking stride. “It’s not about drinking, Mr. Carter. It’s about understanding the history. This is where the final piece of the puzzle lies.”
The tavern was dark, lit only by the soft glow of candlelight. The air smelled of aged wood and a hint of tobacco. A few old patrons sat quietly at tables, nursing mugs of beer and engaging in hushed conversation. At the bar, the bartender barely looked up as they entered. Henrik, unphased, walked up to the counter and nodded.
“Is there a key to the back room?” he asked in fluent Swedish.
The bartender’s gaze flickered for a moment, his face betraying a brief moment of recognition. He reached under the counter and handed Henrik a small, ornate key. “Last room at the end of the hall.”
Hudson followed Henrik down the narrow hallway, the creaking of the old floorboards echoing in the silence. He wasn’t sure what to expect—maybe some dusty old room with a hidden stash of gold or something equally anticlimactic.
The final room.

Hudson and Henrik stood in front of the hidden room in the tavern, the air thick with tension. Henrik had just unlocked the door, and the dim light from inside revealed shadows of dust-covered relics and the faint outlines of an ancient map on the floor. Hudson’s heart was racing, knowing that this was the moment they had been working toward for so long.
But before they could step through the doorway, a voice broke the silence, cold and calculated.
“Wait right there, Mr. Carter.”
Hudson froze. His eyes locked onto the figure that emerged from the shadows, a chilling smirk on Kurtz’s face. In his gloved hand, he gripped a silver pistol, the muzzle pointed squarely at Jessica’s head. She stood behind him, her hands bound with rope, her face a mix of fear and frustration.
“You think you’re going to get away with this?” Kurtz sneered, the edge of madness in his voice. “The treasure is mine, Mr. Carter. And it always has been.”
Jessica’s voice cut through the tension, her eyes wide. “Hudson!”
Time seemed to slow as Hudson’s mind raced. What now? Kurtz was standing between them and the treasure. Jessica was in danger, and Kurtz’s eyes glinted with the kind of certainty that only someone who believed they were about to win could have.
Hudson’s instincts kicked in. Without thinking, he lunged toward Kurtz, his body a blur of motion. Kurtz swung the gun toward him, but in the split second before he could pull the trigger, Hudson grabbed Jessica and spun her out of Kurtz’s line of fire. The force of his movement knocked her to the ground, but Hudson shielded her with his body as the bullet whizzed past.
Henrik reacted in a flash, tackling Kurtz to the floor. The two men struggled, Kurtz thrashing beneath Henrik’s grip, but Henrik held fast, his arms like iron.
“Get her out of here!” Henrik grunted through clenched teeth, his body straining with the effort to subdue Kurtz.
Hudson, his breath ragged, pulled Jessica to her feet. “Are you okay?” he asked urgently, his hand gripping her arm as they stumbled toward the secret door.
“I’m fine. Just get us out of here,” Jessica gasped, her eyes darting toward Kurtz and Henrik.
They moved quickly, fear and adrenaline fueling their every step. The secret room was barely large enough for both of them, the walls lined with dust-covered bottles and shelves filled with forgotten relics. The treasure, it seemed, wasn’t what they had imagined. The room smelled faintly of age and musty wood, the floor creaking beneath their feet.
Hudson closed the door behind them, his heart still racing from the close call. “We made it,” he muttered, his voice a mix of disbelief and relief.
Jessica’s hands were still trembling as she looked around. “Where’s the treasure? What was Kurtz after?”
Hudson’s gaze flicked around the room, but there was nothing remarkable about it—just shelves and shelves of old bottles, their labels barely readable, some of them cracked or faded beyond recognition. “I don’t know,” he muttered, walking toward one of the bottles. He picked one up, the glass cool in his hand, and held it up to the light. The liquid inside was a strange golden color.
“I mean,” Hudson continued, looking back at Jessica with a crooked smile, “is this going to give me eternal life or something? This the golden treasure we’ve been running after all this time?”
Before Jessica could respond, the sound of Kurtz’s voice rang through the door, distorted by his rage. “The treasure should be mine! I always win!”
Hudson couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity of it all. He uncorked the bottle, the faint sound of it releasing a stale breath of air as he raised it to his lips. “Well, if it’s eternal life we’re after…” He paused for dramatic effect, looking over at Jessica. “…then this is definitely the wrong drink for it.”
Without waiting, he took a swig of the golden liquor, the taste surprisingly smooth, though with a strange, almost medicinal aftertaste. His face scrunched up slightly at the odd flavor, and then he laughed—a full, hearty laugh that echoed off the walls.
“God, I’ve had better whiskey in a back alley bar than this.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, grinning. “Guess Kurtz was after this the whole time. A bottle of old booze.”
Jessica stared at him, wide-eyed. “You’re joking. That’s it? This is the treasure?”
Hudson chuckled, glancing back at her. “I think we’ve all been had, Jess. There’s no gold, no jewels. Just a bunch of dusty bottles that smell like something your great-grandfather would’ve hid in his cellar.”
The sound of Kurtz yelling from outside the room was becoming more frantic. Henrik had him pinned, but it was clear Kurtz wasn’t about to give up. Hudson let out a deep sigh, glancing at Jessica.
“Well, looks like the only treasure we’ve got here is a bottle of disappointing old liquor,” Hudson said dryly, holding it out to her with a mocking bow. “Care for a drink?”
Jessica couldn’t help but smile, despite the tension. “At least you’ve got a sense of humor in the middle of all this chaos.”
Hudson shrugged, still laughing. “What else is there to do, really? We just saved you, and the treasure’s a bust. Might as well enjoy the moment.”
Just then, they heard the faint thud of a struggle, followed by a muffled voice. Kurtz was still yelling. Henrik had him under control, for now.
Hudson set the bottle down on one of the shelves with a grin, shaking his head. “I mean, who could’ve guessed this was the grand prize?”
Jessica looked around one more time at the dusty room and sighed. “This isn’t what I expected.”
Hudson leaned against the wall, his smile fading into something more thoughtful. “Yeah, well… sometimes the chase is more exciting than the treasure itself.”
Epilouge:
Back in the office, Jo sat at her desk, a steaming mug of coffee in hand as she carefully flipped through the pages of Hudson’s latest article. The soft rustling of paper was the only sound in the room as she skimmed the words, her brow furrowing slightly here and there as she made occasional notes in the margins. Hudson sat nearby, leaning against the wall with a knowing grin on his face, arms crossed.
“Hmm,” Jo muttered, her eyes narrowing as she read a particularly descriptive passage about the Swedish countryside. “Not bad. You’ve got a knack for painting the scene, Carter. I almost feel like I’m there.”
Hudson raised an eyebrow. “Almost? I thought I was transporting you straight to the forest. You could practically smell the moss.”
Jo smirked, scribbling something in the margin before turning the page. “I’m sure the moss was lovely. But this part…” she paused, tapping her pen against her lips as she read aloud, “‘...and at the heart of this old tavern, Hudson found the golden treasure—the liquid treasure, which flowed through the old bottle like the essence of adventure itself, golden in color and mysterious in flavor.’”
Hudson grinned. “Yeah, that part. What do you think?”
Jo didn’t even look up, her eyes still scanning the page. “It’s a little over the top, but it works.” She sighed and shook her head. “You always manage to make a dusty bottle of booze sound like the find of the century.”
“Hey, I was in the moment,” Hudson said, shrugging. “Plus, it was the only treasure in the room.”
Jessica, sitting beside Hudson, chuckled as she held his arm, her voice soft with affection. “You really made the adventure sound like a grand journey, even if the ‘treasure’ was just a bottle of old liquor.”
“Not just any liquor,” Hudson chimed in, leaning toward Jo, his grin widening. “It was Malort.”
Jo’s pen stopped mid-scratch, her eyes flicking up to meet Hudson’s. “Wait a minute,” she said, sitting up straighter. “Malort? The Swedish liquor?”
“Yep,” Hudson said with a wink, crossing his arms. “Turns out, the ‘golden treasure’ was a Chicago staple. Best part? It’s one of those things that only true Chicagoans can appreciate.”
Jo raised an eyebrow, clearly amused but also slightly annoyed. “Of course it was. You always manage to sneak Chicago into the mix somehow.” She leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms. “Let me guess, you somehow managed to write an entire article about your trip, and the treasure was just a clever way to wrap up your love letter to this city, wasn’t it?”
Hudson nodded innocently. “Well, Jo, I did go on this great adventure, and sometimes the greatest treasure isn’t buried in some foreign land—it’s right here. In Chicago.”
Jo gave him a pointed look, though
her lips curled up in a begrudging smile. “You know, Carter, I can’t decide if I should be impressed or frustrated by how you always manage to get your way. This article was supposed to be about your big adventure—about the mystery—and you’ve turned it into a damn commercial for Chicago. It’s practically ironic at this point, but you’ve made it work.”
Hudson shrugged, clearly enjoying the fact that he’d once again managed to twist things to his favor. “Well, you know how it is. Every good adventure has to come back home eventually. And what better place to return to than the greatest city in the world?”
Jessica leaned in, her smile warm as she looked at Jo. “Honestly, I can’t thank you enough, Jo. If you hadn’t sent us on this adventure, we never would have had such an amazing experience.”
Jo gave a short nod, her expression softening just a little. “You’re welcome, Jessica. I just hope you two are getting the breakfast I suggested, because you’ve earned it after all that. And, Hudson…” She raised an eyebrow, her tone shifting back to the familiar dry sarcasm. “You got your way again. As usual. But I’ll let you have this one.”
Hudson shot Jo a sly smile. “You know you love it, Jo. It’s all part of the fun.”
She gave him an exaggerated eye-roll but couldn’t hide the small smile tugging at the corner of her lips. “Yeah, yeah. Whatever you say, Carter. Go ahead and enjoy your little victory. But next time, no more Chicago love-fests in the middle of an international treasure hunt.”
Hudson chuckled, standing up and straightening his jacket. “I’ll keep that in mind. But you know, Jo, all adventures lead to Chicago. And I think that’s the real treasure.”
Jo watched them head out, a mixture of amusement and exasperation crossing her face as Hudson and Jessica made their way toward the door. She shook her head, half-smiling to herself.
“Alright, Hudson. I’ll give you this one. But just know, next time, I’m sending you to somewhere else.”

