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CHAPTER 1
Jennifer Middleton stared at the photo that had made the front page of Q!, a leading tabloid magazine. Shit. There could be no mistake as to the identity of the grinning woman in the shot. She was fully nude in the arms of her equally naked partner, and her face was clearly visible. She sighed.
 “Hmm.”
 “Hmm? Is that all you’ve got to say?”
Jack Middleton, her uncle, the man who had looked after her following the death of her parents in a road accident, and the current president of Middleton & Co., the prestigious Wall Street investment firm, seemed to be after a bit more.
 “Well.” She shrugged. “There’s nothing I can do to stop the story coming out, so… Yeah, I guess. I don’t know what else you want me to say.”
 “What were you thinking?”
 “Thinking?” Jennifer suppressed an amused chuckle, knowing it would not go down well.
But yeah, she had not been thinking much at the time. She had met the woman at one of the trendy lesbian bars in the East Village. T.J. was cute, hot, and ready to go. So, off they went. And had a splendid time at a nearby hotel. Looking at the photo now, Jenn wondered where and when T.J. had placed her camera. No idea. She had to admit it was a pretty good job, even if the black and white photograph of herself in this awfully revealing and compromising position made her want to grind her teeth in frustration. Goddammit. She could have done without another splash of personal scandal in the press…
“Jennifer,” her uncle snapped.
“Yes,” she frowned in return. “What?”
“This can’t go on anymore.” He went to sit behind his desk, his back to the large floor-to-ceiling window that afforded him a million-dollar view over One World Trade Center and Lower Manhattan. “You understand that, right?”
“Well. Yes and no.” She answered rather flippantly, letting her temper show.
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“I understand you don’t like it, and neither do I, trust me. But it’s not like I have control over the reporters’ actions. I didn’t know this woman worked for Q!. I don’t conduct background checks on every one that I meet before deciding whether it’s safe to talk to her or not.”
“Or take her to bed, obviously.”
“Obviously, yes. Especially. Talk about putting it all on the line for the money shot!”
“You sound almost admiring of their methods.”
“I am amazed at the lengths they will go to, more like,” she reflected. “And puzzled, for sure.”
He, on the other hand, sounded truly disgusted. “You can be so naïve. Your immoral lifestyle makes you the perfect target for unscrupulous reporters.”
“Immoral? Hey, that’s pushing it a bit.”
“Do you really think so?” He shot another grim look at the magazine cover. “What do you call this, if not exactly that? Wild and promiscuous.”
“I call it living life. You should try it sometime.”
He grunted. “Have a seat.”
“I don’t—”
“Please, Jennifer. Sit.” Annoyed and impatient, she slid into one of the leather chairs in front of the desk. “And listen to me carefully. This has got to stop.”
“I heard you the first time.” She did not like his tone or his characterization of her. “You should be telling your lawyers all this, not me. They can take Q! to court, do what they do, make the problem disappear.”
 He fixed her with narrowed eyes as clear and sparkling blue as hers. “The photo is out, the damage is done. Anyway, can you hear yourself talk?”
 “I’ve got ears. So what? What’s the problem?”
 “Sadly, it’s you. You have become your own worst enemy.”
 “What else is new?” She laughed without humor. “Are you aware of how rude and patronizing you sound?”
 “I believe this situation requires a certain level of honesty. Take my feedback negatively if you must, but I won’t apologize for the things I have to say. Forget controlling the tabloid press: your lack of ownership of the consequences of your actions is staggering.”
 She crossed her legs and looked him straight in the eye, nice and cool, even though she was beginning to struggle to keep her anger in check.
“Surely my sex life is none of your business. Right?”
 “In theory. Yes.”
 “What the hell does that mean?”
“Must I remind you again? You are next in line to step in as president of this company. As such, you do not answer only to yourself. How people, our shareholders, and investors see you matters much more than you think. It impacts us all as a company. It affects our bottom line. And the stock market is—”
 “My sex life has an impact on the stock market?” This time, she did not have to pretend to be amused. She was. Greatly and bitterly. “Wow. I am so—”
 “Listen,” he growled, raising a hand for effect. “Middleton & Co. has been going strong since 1908. We have survived wars, the assassination of a great American president, financial crises, major crashes, and, more recently, Covid.”
 “I know all this.”
“Hush! We are one of the top investment firms in the world, not just the US.”
She was aware of this too and about to roll her eyes to signify her boredom with this little speech when he hit her with the next bit.
“A Middleton has been at the helm of this incomparably successful enterprise since the year of its creation.” His eyes on her face went hard. “Don’t force me to break the tradition.”
The unexpected warning gave her a painful jolt. It made her shudder, and she did not manage to hide it very well. “What…? Wait. Are you serious?”
 “I am. Unfortunately, I have to be. You are leaving me with no choice.”
 But I worked so hard for this… I work hard for it every day! She went immediately on the offensive, reminding him of a few hard facts.
“No one is more qualified to take over than me. You know it. I am a Middleton. I have more degrees than—”
 “Your degrees or name mean nothing to me if your attitude is not right,” he interrupted.
 “But I’m the best asset you’ve seen in a long time! You told me that yourself! Were you lying?”
 “Don’t be silly; you know I don’t lie. You have an uncanny gift for work and predicting financial trends; that’s true. You are one of the best hedge fund analysts and corporate controllers I have seen in my time.”
 “Right.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “So…”
 “So, your abilities are not in doubt.”
 “But something else is?”
 “Yes, something else sure is.”
 “What?”
“Your character, Jenn.”
 Of course, this hit even harder. The comment was personal. It cut deep.
“Dammit, you’re insulting!” she exclaimed. “My character? Oh, I see. Being a lesbian wouldn’t have anything to do with it, would it?”
 His expression let her know he was insulted in return.
 “That’s never been an issue for me. I love you, Jennifer, as if you were my own. Always have, and always will.”
 She stood up, raked the fingers of both hands through her thick blond hair to give herself a moment to think, and then turned to face him again.
 “I don’t know what you mean, then. It’s not my fault some woman tricked me into bed and snapped a photo of me naked to sell to the tabloids. If you’re wondering, I hate it as much as you do. Trust me, it doesn’t feel good to be so exposed.”
 “I can imagine. I am sorry for that, and you’re right; it’s not your fault. But you did put yourself in that situation. You made yourself vulnerable. And by association, the company. People are commenting, you know?”
 “What people? The shareholders?”
 “Yes.” He shrugged as if it were obvious.
 “Don’t these people… Men.” Because it would be, of course. “Don’t these guys have anything better to do with their precious time than comment on me? Don’t they understand I am entitled to a private life?”
 “I’ll say it again, Jenn. Being in the public eye and under a certain amount of scrutiny comes with the territory when you are a Middleton. The fact that you choose to make yourself even more conspicuous with public affairs, fast cars, and—”
 “Again,” she hissed. “I am living my life.”
“Yes, you are. And should be allowed to do it any way you like.”
“Thank you!”
He nodded calmly and not without affection. But his next words still twisted her stomach unpleasantly.
“It just comes a point in life when you must make a choice,” he stated. “And fully commit to your destiny. Do you want to be a part of this company? And one day, soon, take over from me as president?”
 Oh, for God’s sake!
“Yes!” she confirmed. “One hundred percent, you know it. I never thought of doing anything else for a career. I am at home in this world. I love the work, and I excel at it.”
 He flashed a smile as bright as it was unexpected. “That’s all true. I can remember you sitting at the breakfast table at the age of nine, reading the Financial Times.”
 “Better than reading the back of the cereal box.”
 “For sure.”
“It worked for me.”
 “Yes. Now, let’s cut to the chase.”
 She supposed another lecture on her lifestyle choice was on the cards and could not be avoided. So, she returned to her seat when he pointed to it and took a deep breath for patience. He fixed her with these lively blue eyes in his tanned face. A lifelong bachelor, he was still very handsome at sixty-four. Tall, with a lean, strong build and thick hair as white as snow, he was often warm and could be charming whenever he wanted to. He also possessed a famous and surprisingly ruthless side to his personality regarding business.
 “I know you like a challenge,” he stated. “So, I will give you one to prove yourself.”
 He sported his trademark boardroom smile, which should have given her a clue that something must be up. But her relief at this change of topic caused her to relax and drop her guard. Business was a thrilling game to her. It never felt like work but an adventure. She assumed he would send her on some juicy mission: to negotiate a tricky merger and acquisition deal, perhaps, or investigate a risky new investment opportunity. She absolutely thrived on this sort of thing and leaned forward in anticipation.
 “I’m all ears.”
 “Good.” He slid his iPad across the desk. “Take a look at this and tell me what you think.”
 On the screen was the home page for an organization called ROCK-ON. The title's tagline read: ‘Discover your inner warrior’. Jenn lingered over the image of a grinning woman in military fatigues climbing a thick rope. It got a smile out of her, for sure. Eye-catching woman. Good marketing.
 “Military bootcamp-type business,” she said as she scrolled through the description. “They offer different training courses for individuals and corporate teams.”
 “Correct. Their company name is also their motto.
ROCK-ON: Be Strong and Keep Going.”
 “Yeah, I see. Good name. Packs a lot under the hood.” She clicked on the Instagram logo and raised an approving eyebrow. “A million followers. Yes, not bad. Engaging page.” Navigating to the About section on the website, Jenn quickly read through it. “The company is run by a former British Army soldier. Female. The one on the cover of the website. Cute,” she added with an intentionally mischievous wink.
 “Yes, I thought you might say that.”
 “So, what’s the deal? I see that twenty percent of the money they make from corporate courses goes to support a veterans’ association. Are we looking to get involved? To sponsor them or something? Do you want me to look at the philanthropic side of things?”
 If so, this was unusual and a rather far cry from the high-stakes, multi-billion dollar deals her uncle usually assigned to her.
 “No, no.” He waved that off with a single shake of his head and kept his eyes fixed on hers. “This is the challenge, my dear.”
 “I don’t follow.”
 “You will take part. Join their executive training course.”
 “I’m sorry, what?” Surely, she had not heard him right. “I will join their… What?”
 “This version of the training course is aimed specifically at business people. High-level CEOs, CFOs, etc. It is designed to build physical and emotional resilience, focus, determination, and, most importantly for you, a team-oriented mindset.”



CHAPTER 2
All she could do was stare, wide-eyed and speechless. There was no need to ask if he was serious; she knew him well enough to see that he was absolutely for real. And he clearly meant every word as he went on.
 “I know losing your parents at a young age, and growing up without your mother, especially, was not easy for you.” She remained quiet, frozen into stunned silence. “I love and cherish the woman you have become, Jenn. Smart, confident, and a real genius in our field of work. Not to mention funny, interesting, and very beautiful too.”
 She had to swallow hard before she prompted. “But?”
 “You can be impulsive. Emotional. You are sometimes a bit of a loose cannon and without much team-player spirit. There is also the fact that business comes very easy to you. It’s in your blood. There’s never been a real challenge there.”
 “You’re wrong.” It was her turn to snap, showing her fiery nature. “Business is easy for me like Eric Clapton makes playing guitar look easy. You don’t see all the long hours of practice and bleeding fingers that went into it. The same goes for me, I tell you. I have worked and studied my brains out to earn my position in this company. Come on, Uncle Jack! You know that!”
 “I know you work hard. That’s not in question. You are also gifted. Don’t deny it.”
 “So what? Being gifted is bad, is it?”
 “Of course not.”
 “And yet, you want to send me to… To—” She gestured at the iPad, stammered in bewilderment and frustration. “To some fucking CEO boot camp?”
She didn’t care that this came out as a bit of an undignified shriek. Or the F. word laced into it. He would know it was not aimed at him personally, that she was blowing off steam. But she sure was outraged enough. Meanwhile, he remained just as calm and unruffled.
“Consider it a rite of passage.”
“Jesus! No. No way. Absolutely not.”
“Jenn. Your lone ranger attitude is not the only issue here, okay? Your impulsive nature and the ways in which it manifests have me concerned.” Again, he nodded at the newspaper. “You know what I mean.”
Clearly, he would not be convinced of the fact that she was just a victim in this tabloid disaster. He also had more to say.
“Only last month, you were cautioned on a DUI.”
“Just a caution. I was perfectly okay to drive,” she asserted brusquely.
“So you might claim. But there are rules in our world, and I don’t like that you seem to think you are exempt and, above all, the rest of your peers. Your behavior is far from what I expect of a future company president.”
“I am thirty-two years old,” she groaned. “Don’t talk to me and lecture me like I’m twelve!”
“Then don’t act like you are.”
“For God’s sake, I—”
“And stop swearing; it isn’t helpful or attractive.” He cut her off sharply. “I have made up my mind. The deal is on the table, Jenn; take it or leave it. I want you to go on this course and finish it. Show me how well you can function under this different kind of pressure, away from your regular environment and usual circle of influence.”
“I don’t see what going to play commando in the wild with a bunch of gung-ho executives will teach me that I don’t already know. My record with the company speaks for itself.”
“Well.” He ignored that last bit. “It should be similar to Wall Street. All about intelligence, grit, and character.”
That word again. He really had a bee in his bonnet about ‘character’, for some reason. Had she not already proved herself with the countless successful deals that she negotiated on behalf of the firm? Not to mention losing her parents at the tender age of seven, yes, indeed, and growing up without a mother. What more does he want? As if he’d read her mind, he added;
“I want to see you tested and have to dig deep, Jennifer. So we both find out what you are truly made of. Only then will you earn your rightful place as my successor.”
Stunned, baffled, and fabulously pissed off, she stormed out of his office and ordered her driver to take her straight home to her penthouse on the Upper East Side. She thought of having coffee but poured herself a stiff whisky instead. Only ten A.M., but hey, so what? Surely the situation called for it. She sat with her laptop, and brought up the ROCK-ON website and the ridiculous course he wanted her to go on.
“This thing is two weeks long? Fuck.”
The more she read about the delights of getting acquainted with her inner warrior in the middle of the Caribbean jungle, the more she started to sweat.
◆◆◆
Retired US Army Captain Hudson Grays rolled out of bed at five-thirty A.M., pulled on a sports bra and a pair of shorts, and headed out for a barefoot run on the beach. She clocked an easy three miles. She was not looking for performance this morning, just a little shake-out run to get rid of the kinks developed on various planes the previous day. It had taken her almost twenty-four hours to reach the southern Caribbean island of Saint Neve. As she began to stretch, she spotted a familiar figure in a black wetsuit coming out of the water.
 “Hey there, soldier!” Colonel Kate Sheridan, the founder of ROCK-ON, jogged up to her with an easy grin on her freckled face. “You made it!”
 “Eventually.” Hudson hugged her back as her British friend enfolded her in a tight, wet, and salty embrace. “Got in just after midnight.”
  “Thank you so much for coming, Hudson. I know teaching a bunch of civilian recruits won’t be the most exciting thing in the world for you... But I really appreciate you stepping in at the last minute.”
 “No problem. I’m happy to be here.”
 “Yeah?” Kate eyed her with intent, assessing green eyes.
 “Yeah.” Hudson nodded firmly, keen to keep this chat light and easy. “It should be interesting and fun.”
 “That’s the spirit I’m looking for.”
“You got it. How is your regular partner doing?”
 “Jake put a lot of hard work into designing this course with me, so he isn’t thrilled to have to miss the Live training part of it, of course.”
 “I bet.”
“But he knows how incredibly lucky he actually is too. His motorbike was in bits. A large chunk of his helmet broke off on impact.”
 “Oof.” Hudson winced. “Head-on collision with a speeding truck?”
 “Yeah. The driver, an electrician who said he was late for a job, was doing 60mph in a 35mph zone. He blew right through a red light and across the intersection.”
 “Lucky the idiot didn’t kill anyone.”
“For sure. It’s a miracle Jake got out of it with nothing more than a concussion, a couple of broken limbs, and some cuts and bruises.” Kate clapped her affectionately on the shoulder. “And I’m lucky as well to get you as a replacement. It’s great to see you, Huds. How have you been?”
 “Ah, pretty good, I reckon... And it’s great to see you too.” For a moment there, as their eyes locked and held, Hudson was hit with a flash of the last time they were together in the field: during a nightmare evac on one of the worst days of her life... THE worst day, in fact. She chased the thoughts and memories away with a gesture toward the beach. Pristine white sand and turquoise water, lush green vegetation, and colorful flowers in the background… “This is wonderful, you know? Late spring in Montana brought us a bunch more heavy snow and freezing temperatures. Can’t say I’m sorry for this change.”
 “Yeah. England wasn’t much better in terms of weather.”
“And my room is pretty luxurious.”
 “Good, though you won’t have much time to enjoy it. We’re off to the jungle this afternoon.”
 Hudson grunted in fake disappointment, drawing a chuckle out of her friend. They were both at home in the rainforest and pretty used to roughing it outside.
“Regular people really volunteer to come on these courses then, do they?” Hudson just prompted, as she was curious.
 “They do, and pay good money for the opportunity,” Kate confirmed. “Why don’t you go grab a shower, then come to my room for breakfast?”
 “Sure. What number?”
“407. I’ll introduce you to Noah Robb, our third instructor, and fill you in on how I intend to run this training.”
“Okay. Happy with that, Boss.” Hudson flicked her a grin and a quick salute.
Action. Focus. And a mission to run. Yeah, she was all for it. Noah was a former corporal and physical training instructor in the British Parachute Regiment. He looked the part and was nicely gruff and friendly in equal measure.
“Heard a lot about you, Captain,” he stated when he shook her hand. “Good to meet you.”
She assumed he knew she’d won a Distinguished Service Cross by that. And all the stuff, most of it painful, related to it. Kate must have told him, and fair enough, but it was nothing Hudson wanted to linger on.
“Good to meet you as well,” she nodded. “And just Hudson will do, okay?”
“No worries.” With an approving smile, he punched her lightly on the shoulder. “Welcome to the crew, Hudson.”
This was more like it, the sort of attitude she was used to and expected. Over a full English breakfast, including delicious eggs, snappy bacon, and a bracing cup of thick black coffee, Kate gave them both an overview of the course.
“Us three are the training cadre. We also employ a couple of extra safety guys to ensure that all activities are set up properly, and safe. Other than that, they stay in the background. One of them is a doctor. Since you are a medic, too, Hudson, I’ll use you as primary on this course. Okay?”
“That’s fine, no problem.”
Kate then handed out a bunch of profile forms before going on with the briefing.
“We have eleven participants enrolled on the training, six men and five women. The youngest is twenty: Ben Scoles, from London, UK, is thinking of maybe joining the army later on this year, so he wants a taste of what bootcamp might be like.”
“We’ll give him a taste, alright,” Noah grunted vaguely threateningly.
Hudson chuckled at the typical soldier’s promise.
“The oldest is fifty-five,” Kate added. “Kim Olson, a school teacher from Sweden, is an ultra-marathon runner looking to mix it up a bit. The rest are pretty similar in terms of their background since this is our executive course, designed with the business world in mind. Four of our American recruits are from the same company’s leadership team, so we’ll need to make sure they mix with the other recruits instead of staying nice and safe as a pack.”
“Sure thing.”
“Also, we have a celebrity.”
 “Oh yeah?” Hudson looked up from skimming through the forms.
 “Yep. Melanie Valens.”
 “Who’s that?”
 “Whoa, are you kidding?” Noah whipped his head up to stare in astonishment. “Don’t tell me you’ve never heard of Mel Valens, Hudson.”
 “Never,” she grinned. “Why? She special?”
“Bloody hell, yeah! She’s the star of Lost Planets, the hottest Sci-Fi TV series in history. Better than all your Star Trek and Star Wars put together.”
“Ah. Well. I’ll take your word for it.”
Kate looked amused and Noah a little bit alarmed.
“Man.” He shook his head in genuine wonder. “Where do you live to be so clueless? The Moon?”
“Montana.” Hudson smiled. “Out in the sticks.”
“I’ll say!”
“Moving on,” Kate continued. “Valens is doing research for her next role. She made it clear on her registration form that she wants no special treatment while she’s with us. I told her it’s not what we’re into, anyway.”
“Fine by me,” Hudson approved. “How do you want us to go at it, then? I’m not sure I can play the role of a drill sergeant on acid for two whole weeks, spend my time yelling at people.”
“I had one of those, you know? Over-excited DS.”
“Sure, me too,” Noah echoed. “A few, actually.”
“So, don’t worry,” Kate confirmed. “No yelling will be required. As training staff, I want us to be supportive and encouraging rather than to try to break people down. Physically and mentally, the recruits will be challenged enough by the day-to-day routine of life at a forest camp. We also have military-style exercises to test and push them beyond their limits.”
“Excellent. Anybody we should look out for in particular?” Noah enquired.
“I think the CFO of that company I mentioned earlier thinks she’s going to die out there or something,” Kate answered with a quick smile. “Doesn’t want to let her team down, so she’s willing to put herself through the challenge; but she’s scared. It comes across loud and clear.”
“No worries. We can work with that. Build her confidence nice and slow.”
“Yes, we will. Then there’s just another one who might give us a run for our money. Name’s Jennifer Middleton, Wall Street exec with an attitude.”



CHAPTER 3
Hudson located the intake form for the recruit in question and was instantly intrigued by her expression in the headshot photo. She supposed defiant was the most accurate description. ‘So, you think you can take me on?’ that look seemed to be asking. ‘Good luck with that.’ Jennifer Middleton’s razor-sharp gaze captured the attention and inflamed curiosity in a way that even the official celebrity on the course did not manage. Or maybe it’s just my idea, Hudson reflected. With her intelligent face, which held a touch of stubborn, high cheekbones, and cat-like blue eyes that burned a hole through her photo, this woman certainly made a striking first impression.
 “Pfft.” Noah snorted. “She says in her reason for wanting to do the course that she does not but will get it done since she has no choice. Some shitty attitude right there, Kate. I’m surprised you let her on.”
 “I almost didn’t,” Kate admitted. “When I gave her a call to clarify her position, she said doing the course was a requirement for advancement within her firm. It’s a massive deal, apparently. She told me nothing matters more to her than that, so she will knuckle down and not cause any drama while she’s here. Her own words.”
 “Still. Arrogant,” Noah decided.
 “Could be, but she was extremely polite as well. And she didn’t try to lie or bullshit me. I appreciate straight arrows, and she seems to be one, so we’ll give her the benefit of the doubt.”
 “Fair enough,” he agreed.
“I’ve made it clear that I won’t hesitate to cut her out at the first hint of trouble. You keep an eye on her, okay, Hudson?”
 “No problem.”
◆◆◆
Jenn liked the look of the resort. Wouldn’t mind coming there on vacation. But her hopes that the course might take place on-site and allow her a safe return to a private room every night were minimal. There were instructions: ‘Stow your luggage upon arrival and be on the beach by 15:00. Do not bring your phone or any other personal effects with you.’
“Right.” She grunted. Of course.
She headed down there at 15:01, just because, and joined an eclectic group. There was the gung-ho young guy with a fresh crew cut, obviously eager to play Rambo. A gnarly older man in minimalist sandals and a t-shirt that displayed a running figure with the words, ‘EMBRACE THE PAIN’ across the front stood chatting with an extremely good-looking woman in a Nike tank top. Jenn narrowed her eyes. Could this possibly be Melanie Valens? What on earth is she doing here? A bigger group all stood together with expectant, if slightly nervous, smiles on their faces. Eavesdropping, Jenn figured they must be working for the same company. She stood aside, taking it all in.
 “Hi there!” One of the group came over. “Jenn Middleton, is it?”
 “That’s right.” She regarded him impassively.
 “Cool. I’m Mark Stone from ClearCut Inc.”
 She’d heard of the digital currency company and shook the hand that he offered. “Are these your people?”
 “Yes.” He nodded with a proud grin. “Our leadership team is ready to slay the ROCK-ON Challenge!”
 He seemed tremendously happy for some reason, and she refrained from questioning the wisdom of taking fifteen days out of the office to go play soldiers in the jungle. Surely they all had better things to accomplish? Before he could ask her in return what she was doing here on this stupid beach, cooking under the hard beating sun, somebody yelled.
 “Hey, look! Here they come!”
 Two large rigid inflatable boats were approaching at speed. On the leading one, Jenn spotted a woman in fatigues, a tan t-shirt, and a black baseball cap. She was standing up, holding on to a rope for balance with one foot propped commandingly on the side. Looking like some pirate or something. She curled a lip in distaste.
 “Wow,” someone said, apparently impressed.
 “They’re looking good, huh?” another one prompted.
 “Are you asking me?” Jenn barked, in a bad mood.
 The boats came close, but not close enough for everyone not to avoid getting wet reaching them from the beach.
 “Jump on, recruits!” the woman yelled. “Come on, let’s go!”
 With a roll of her eyes, Jenn waded out into the clear water. At least it wasn’t cold, but she was in up to her chest by the time she reached the boat. As she started to hoist herself in, not such an easy task, some guy in military gear grabbed her by the back of her shorts and dumped her unceremoniously on deck.
 “Welcome aboard,” he announced and moved on to pick up the next person.
 The next twenty minutes were predictably uncomfortable, and everyone held on for dear life. Rigid described the boat very well – nothing in the hull absorbed the shockwaves that came from racing flat-out across the water. Every time the RIB hit a wave, it made it feel like a huge body slap. Reactions ranged from the young guy, grinning his head off, obviously having the time of his life, to a woman from the ClearCut Inc. team who looked pretty terrified. Jenn wondered how long she would last on the course if she were already petrified at this stage. Personally, she was just low-key irritated. This all felt like a lot of unnecessary showing-off.
 “Alright, recruits!” The woman in fatigues shouted nice and clear as the boats finally slowed down. “Everyone sees that beach over there?”
 Jenn glanced at it, a fair distance away, then back at her. Okay, so this must be Kate Sheridan, the woman in charge. She recognized her from the brochure when she briefly took off her cap. With her close-cropped head of reddish-blond hair and green eyes in a round freckled face, she sounded like a woman used to dispensing orders and not having to repeat them. Colonel Sheridan, Jenn recalled from the info she had read. Yeah. Figures.
 “When I say Go, I want you to get in the water and swim to the beach.”
 “Yes, ma’am!” Gung-ho young guy all but saluted.
 “How far is it?” someone dared to ask.
 “Far enough.” Sheridan grinned. “GO!”
 Her colleague, who had dragged her onto the boat, now enthusiastically tossed a couple of people in. Jenn jumped off the side before he could do it to her.
 “Get on with it before the sharks arrive on the scene,” Sheridan advised not so helpfully.
 Jenn was a good swimmer, always at ease in the water. She settled into a practiced front crawl, the better to escape the two instructors’ uninspired jokes about turning recruits into fish food. Closer to the beach, the surf was quite fierce, but she timed her approach well enough to catch a wave and body-surf it all the way to shore. Not getting sucked back in by the powerful waves was a bit of a challenge, but she managed. Once onto dry land, she bent forward with both hands on her knees and gave herself a second to catch her breath. She estimated the swim at a quarter of a mile. Not bad, actually, and she also felt more settled after this first task. Good warm-up. Sand-colored military boots soon materialized in her field of vision.
 “First one in,” a husky female voice said. “Good effort.”
 As Jenn glanced up, she was unsettled all over again by looking into a pair of large black eyes, set in a bold face framed by thick and unruly hair, also jet-black. In the couple of seconds it took for the woman’s gaze to take her in, from top to bottom, Jenn felt herself keenly assessed. Apparently satisfied that her recruit was not going to keel over, the woman favored her with an unexpected wink.
 “Take five,” she instructed and jogged off to catch another swimmer.
Jenn watched her go, aware that her elevated heart rate was no longer related only to the exercise. This instructor was tall, slender, and well-muscled. Dressed in fatigues and a similar t-shirt to the other two, she still managed to stand out and look graceful out there with the way that she moved. Jenn watched her pull a couple of tired people up onto the beach and dispense praise and encouragement. She even got some to laugh. She was clearly enthusiastic. Good-looking. Good energy. Okay… So perhaps the next two weeks on this program might not be quite so bad after all…
◆◆◆
“Okay, people. Gather in!”
Sheridan had everyone line up in two rows in front of the instructors. Some of the recruits appeared a bit pale and winded, but everyone had made it to the beach in good time.
 “Well done, and welcome to the program. Over there are a bunch of numbered rucksacks that contain all the gear you’ll need over the next two weeks. I will call out your name and a number. When I do, get your pack and change into dry clothes. Be quick about it.”
 Once everyone was in identical fatigues, t-shirts, and boots, Sheridan introduced herself and the rest of her team.
 “Those of you who read my bio online already know I spent fifteen years in the British Army. Worked as a field intelligence officer, to begin with, then as a combat training instructor. In case you’re wondering, yes, it’s true: women do make excellent and fierce combat trainers.” Sheridan looked each recruit in the eye as she said this, and no one dared to smile or chuckle. “These days, I enjoy coaching and mentoring, helping people to get the best out of themselves. I can be kind, and you should find me always fair.” She smiled, nice and sharp. “Just know that on this training, I will never be soft.”
 Jenn had been ready to dislike the woman, but she had to admit that this intro was pretty good.
 “To my right,” Sheridan went on, “we have Corporal Noah Robb, a PTI from the British Parachute Regiment. Corporal Robb spent twenty years on active duty. Fifteen of these years were in the special forces.”
 Robb raised his hand in hello. He seemed friendly enough and almost unremarkable, with his average height and easy grin. Brown hair, blue eyes. But Jenn understood from this condensed resume that it would be a mistake to underestimate him. Special forces were supposed to look average and unassuming to fly under the radar, but it did not make them any less qualified or dangerous. And now, for the best part. As Sheridan turned to acknowledge the woman on her left, Jenn paid extra attention.
 “The American on our crew is Hudson Grays. Captain Grays is an infantry officer and combat medic with three full tours of Afghanistan under her belt. Following her last mission, she was awarded a Distinguished Service Cross for heroism in the line of duty.”
 Jenn noticed Hudson’s quick swallow at the mention of the award and the way she kept her gaze fixed far out onto the ocean in the distance. No smile this time, no eye contact with any of the recruits. Heroism in the line of duty? What did this mean? Realizing how keen she actually was to find out was a surprise for Jenn. Meanwhile, Sheridan went on.
 “You will address all three of us as ‘Staff’. Understood?”
 “Yes, Staff,” everyone answered.
Jenn grunted under her breath. Yeah, yeah. Whatever. But she stiffened when she noticed that Hudson Grays had shifted her gaze toward her. These coal-black eyes burned on her face. Oops. Okay, the good-looking hero was paying attention. Jenn smiled at her. Why not, after all? But Hudson did not react.
 “Our camp is located two miles in this direction.” Sheridan pointed at a wall of seemingly impenetrable vegetation at her back. “Grab your packs, and let’s get to it.”
 With that, she pivoted on her heels and quickly jogged toward the line of trees. Oh, hell, Jenn thought in renewed irritation. Of course, it would be like that. These people probably loved to run everywhere! Figuring that the sooner she got herself to camp, the quicker she could relax, hopefully, she adjusted her rucksack and resolved to hold the pace.
◆◆◆
Hudson noticed that it did not take very long or very much at all, for some recruits to start showing signs of losing their composure. She knew a lot of this was just due to not knowing what was going to happen to them next, and simple things like being made to swim in their clothes or run in heavy boots. Messing with people’s minds and their concentration was remarkably easy to do when you knew which buttons to push. On this run, slow as it was on a barely visible path, it translated into a few stumbles over hidden roots. One of the female recruits slipped and fell on her side; obviously not a bad fall, no injury, but she still looked on the verge of tears when Hudson pulled her up to her feet.
 “You okay?”
 “Yes, yes.” The blond woman looked at her with frightened blue eyes in her delicate face. “Yes, Staff. Sorry.”
 “You’re alright,” Hudson reassured her. “Relax. First time in the rainforest?”
 “Yes, Staff.”
 “What’s your name, and what do you do for a living?”
 “Gillian McKay. I’m an accountant.”
 “Okay, Gillian. If your gear isn’t set right, your performance will suffer. I want you to take a second to adjust your straps, so your pack doesn’t swing all over the place on your back and make you fall. Got it?”
 “Yes, Staff.” Gillian, the accountant, who was so small that she looked like she could fall over from a gust of wind, flashed a grateful smile. “Thank you.”
 “No problem. You got this. Keep going.”



CHAPTER 4
Hudson continued to observe the recruits. Jenn Middleton may be taking part in the challenge against her will, according to herself, but she looked pretty good up there, holding her place among the front runners. On a slight uphill, muddy from a nearby stream, one of the guys grabbed hold of her shoulder to steady himself when he started to slip. Middleton bared her teeth aggressively. She shoved him off, then hustled on without a backward glance for the struggling man. Good to see that fighting spirit, Hudson reflected. But did she have it in her to sacrifice a good finish to help a teammate get through? This remained to be seen. Clearly, though, Middleton was fit and not easily intimidated. Hudson took note of that too, and she slowed down a bit to wait for the middle group.
 “We’re losing some, Huds,” Noah announced as he brought them up.
 “I’ll catch the back of the line,” Hudson told him.
 Gillian, the accountant, was not the last, and her frightened expression had been replaced by one of absolute determination. When Hudson told her she looked good as she went past, Gillian flashed her a thumbs-up.
 “I can do this. I know it!”
 “Yes, you can. Keep it up.”
 There was a good spirit there, too, and Hudson smiled in approval. It was very nice to see. The camp was a large, tidy clearing in the middle of a thick tropical forest, nestled in front of a towering limestone cliff. When they got to it, Kate instructed the recruits to fall in front of her once again. They had sweaty and flushed faces now, and a few already looked exhausted.
 “Who thought this was hard?” she enquired, prompting several hands to go up. “Well, you'll be laughing by the end of your time with us. Our goal is to make you stronger in all the ways. Physically, mentally…”
 Hudson caught a gigantic eye roll from Middleton and just managed not to chuckle. The woman sweated sarcasm, it looked like. Kate also must have noticed, as she leveled a very cool gaze in her direction. But for now, she stuck to her briefing.
 “You can look forward to three delicious meals a day in the canteen over there.” She pointed to a prefab building. “And feel free to have as many hot showers as you want in the toilet block on the other side. You would not have these luxuries in standard army training, so consider yourselves lucky. And trust me when I say that you’ll be challenged in plenty of other ways.”
 The recruits all looked like they believed it. Excitement and anticipation prevailed.
 “McKay!” Kate called.
 “Yes, Staff.” Gillian trained anxious eyes on her.
 “You’ll be duty recruit for the first couple days; you know what that means?”
 “No idea, Staff.”
 But she was all keen; Hudson saw that. Good for you, Gillian.
“The duty recruit acts as the liaison between your team and us. Anything you guys need, any questions you have, and whatever else goes through you. Look after your people.”
 “Understood. Yes, Staff.”
 “Middleton!” Kate said next.
 Jenn Middleton slowly arched a single eyebrow.
“Yes?” she prompted. Reluctant, weary, annoyed… All that and more.
“Yes, Staff,” Kate corrected, and she waited.
“Yes, Staff,” Middleton drawled as if she were doing her a favor.
She was extremely beautiful, Hudson reflected, wrapped up in all that defiance. An uncharacteristic thought flew through her mind that she would love to make her smile.
“In the military, teamwork is everything,” Kate stated. “So, when one of your mates is struggling, you support them the best you can instead of shoving them aside. That was a selfish move out there.”
Hudson did not react outwardly when the woman shot her an ice-cold, withering look, but she was amused. Yeah, I saw that, Ms. Middleton. And reported it. You bet.
 “Look at me when I’m talking,” Kate instructed, prompting Middleton to curl her lip in displeasure. No one must ever dare to talk to her like this in her world… For sure, she took her sweet time turning her head back. Oozing arrogance like sweet juice out of a ripe peach. Hudson noticed and wondered how long she would keep it up. Being in a constant bad mood required a lot of energy. Sooner or later, she was bound to break. “Recruit Middleton, you will now take one for the team and assume toilet cleaning duties. Understood?”
 Someone let out a tiny chuckle, which Kate ignored for the time being. Middleton all but snarled.
“Yes. Staff.”
 “Good. Now Corporal Robb will take you to your quarters. Settle in and sort your gear out. Move it! RUN!”
“Hudson.” As the recruits scrambled, Kate pulled her aside with an amused chuckle. “If looks could kill, you’d be on your way to the next world.”
 “Probably, yeah.”
 “Man! Middleton is a piece of work!”
 “Hmm.” Hudson stared pensively after the trainees. Either that or something of a bit more significance was going on under the surface. “Have to say she’s pretty fit.”
 “That she is. Any impressions about the rest of the group? Anyone standing out to you?”
 “Gillian McKay. Gutsy. Needs to find her feet.”
 “Yes, that’s why I made her duty recruit. Keeping an eye on the others will give her a sense of purpose, and stop her fretting about herself. We’ll rotate in a few days.”
 “Everyone else seems fine. Up for it. Enthusiastic, as you’d expect on this kind of course.”
 “What about you?”
 “Me? Of course, I’m enthusiastic.”
“Yes, but are you okay?”
 Hudson shrugged. “Sure.”
 “Alright.” Sensibly, Kate did not insist. “Let me show you our digs.”
 It was luxurious compared to the sort of accommodation Hudson was used to in the field. She appreciated having her own private space, small but with a comfy bunk and a window opening onto the forest. Not that she would spend a lot of time in there, but it was nice all the same.
 “I thought if I made the environment comfortable for the trainers, they might be more inclined to come back and work with me again.” Kate said this with an intentionally obvious and hopeful glance at her.
 “We’ll see,” Hudson smiled. “What’s the canteen like?”
 “Follow me, and I’ll show you. We have a full-time chef and his assistant on site.”
 “Uh-huh?”
 “And the best coffee you could wish for.”
 “I should hope so.”
 “They also do excellent pizza. You’ll feel like you’re in New York, having a slice.”
 Superior coffee and Italian pizza; clearly, Kate remembered her preferences and how to go about securing her loyalty.
 “That’s great to hear,” Hudson approved. “But too good for a bunch of recruits who need to be challenged and made to suffer a bit, I feel.”
Kate grinned. “Who said anything about the recruits?”
 “Ah. So this is just for us?”
 “We will feed them nutritionally balanced meals, of course. But unlimited coffee and pizza on request? Yeah, it’s definitely just for us.” Kate added a quick sideways hug. “I’m glad to have you with me here, Hudson.”
 “Getting sappy on me, Colonel?”
 “Don’t get your hopes up.”
 “As if.”
“Just saying, hey,” Kate laughed.
 “I’ll say it back, then.” Hudson stopped her walking with a hand on her shoulder, and she wrapped her arms around her for a proper hug. “It’s great to be working with you again, Kate. I mean it.”
 The two women had met in Afghanistan during their final deployment. For five straight long, hot, and dusty months, they were part of the same team of international forces posted in the heart of Helmand Province. Hudson, as a combat medic. Kate, as part of an engagement team led by the British Royal Marines. The third and only other female soldier in the group was an Australian doctor, Lieutenant Emily Johnson, on her first tour of duty. Friendship came fast and strong. And then, that fateful day. A road ambush during what should have only been a quick transfer. A fierce and brutal attack by enemy troops. Stranded soldiers and a desperate rescue mission to save the wounded. Hudson had received a medal for her actions on that day, but not everyone had made it home. She could not stop Emily from being shot and bleeding to death. How dare they give out medals for this kind of failure? Not a day went by that Hudson did not remember her fallen friends. On a good day, she could almost convince herself that Emily had been beyond help, her injuries too severe to survive. It was not always a good day.
◆◆◆
Handsome as she may be, Jenn concluded, Captain Grays clearly could not be trusted. In a bad mood, she inspected the contents of her rucksack. Spare clothes, an army-green water bottle, and a minimalist toilet kit... Boring. All around her, people were doing what people do at the start of any other training. Introducing themselves, chatting and joking, complaining – already! – about whatever little niggle might affect their performance. Preparing to fail ahead of time and sharing excuses, Jenn decided without a hint of mercy. Otherwise, they would be shutting the hell up and focusing, right? Had they not volunteered for this, after all?
It did occur to her that if she were not careful, her naturally competitive spirit would push her to want to excel despite herself. She was already in trouble. Toilet cleaning... For fuck’s sake! Sheridan and Grays must be having a good laugh at her expense with that one.
 “What time’s dinner?” someone asked.
 “Six P.M.” The woman who had been named duty recruit replied instantly, as if she had swallowed the brochure.
 “You know where I can get a cup of coffee around here?” Jenn asked.
 “Oh, we don’t get coffee. I’m Gillian, by the way. Hi.”
 Ignoring that bit, Jenn growled. “What? No coffee?”
“Green tea only,” the Swedish guy confirmed, looking as if all his Christmases had come at once. “The nutritionist here is one of the best. Our meals have been designed for detox and performance improvement. I look forward to a high-protein diet with plenty of superfoods and added anti-oxidants.”
 “Greens and reds all covered,” another guy said, and he, too, sounded pleased.
 “You bet!” the movie star chimed in.
 What the hell were they all talking about? Greens and reds? What? Jenn was shocked. No coffee available? Was that in the brochure? How had she missed it? She did not need and want to detox, thank you very much! And she bet the instructors would not go two full weeks without a brew... Right, then. She would have to find a way to get some too. For now, she sat on her narrow camp bed, felt the hard canvas under her, and sighed.
 “Hi, I’m Matthew.”
 The guy who’d claimed the next cot happened to be the one she had sent sprawling earlier. Unintentionally, of course.
 “Jenn.” She shook his hand, noted traces of red mud on his clothes, and gestured vaguely. “Sorry about that, hey…”
 “Ah, don’t worry about it.” His nutty-brown eyes flashed under a dark crew cut as he smiled. “I think I would have done the same in the heat of the moment.”
 “I wish you had.”
 “Oh yeah?”
 “Yeah, then you’d be cleaning toilets instead of me.”
 Now he laughed. “I guess this is karma for you.”
 What it was, Jenn knew very well, was bullshit from the lead instructor. And she was not going to stand for—
 “RECRUITS!” Instructor Robb banged on the door, making everyone jump. “Boots on! Grab your rucksacks.” He flashed an evil grin. “It’s PT time.”
 A.k.a., a royal beasting. Jenn was too busy keeping her stomach in place for the next forty minutes to think about coffee, at least. A few people threw up, which seemed to please Robb.
 “There you go! Give it your all! Good effort, recruits.”
Jesus! And they were left with precious time to breathe in the schedule. Fifteen minutes were allowed for a quick shower after this torture session. Dinner followed, which at least was surprisingly good and nutritious. Some chicken and veggie curry, flavored to perfection. Again, though, any hope that this would mark the end of the day was quickly dashed when Sheridan called everyone back out again. There was going to be a night ‘Yomp’. The term, she explained, was British Marines slang to describe a long-distance march over difficult terrain while carrying full kit. Whatever, Jenn thought. And the terrain wasn’t that hard, to be fair, nor was the trek overly long. But it was definitely challenging enough after an ocean swim, a jungle run, and a grueling PT session. They took a welcome break on another beach in front of a roaring fire. There was green tea, which Jenn decided right there and then was pretty disgusting. Each recruit was then invited to talk a bit about themselves and explain why they opted to attend the training. This sort of open sharing, though inevitable on any course, was Jenn’s idea of a nightmare. She sighed and steeled herself for it. As expected, a few people shared candid and sometimes painful stories. Ben, the youngest of the group, said that he and his brother had planned to join the army together.
 “But Mitch died from cancer last year. It all happened very quickly.” He showed his brother’s name, tattooed on the inside of his right wrist. “He’s still with me now, just in a different way. I am doing this for him.”
 A woman from the ClearCut Inc. group explained that she had escaped an abusive relationship and wanted to rediscover her true self.
 “I used to be strong but allowed myself to be broken.” She smiled, her eyes shining. “I’m doing this training to remember the woman I once was. To make a new start and leave the past behind.”



CHAPTER 5
Gillian was a breast cancer survivor. Mark had lost his sister on 9/11. Not everybody had a poignant story to share, but quite a few did. And Jenn might not have liked to admit it publicly, but she found the experience of listening to everyone’s introductions rather humbling. No more talking about niggles here. Some of the trainees had been hit hard by life, clearly, but none wallowed in self-pity. She liked that, of course. When her turn came to speak, she kept it brief and told the truth.
 “I was told to come here to prove that I have what it takes to take over as president of a multi-generational family business. Specifically, character. Also,” she added with a wry glance at Sheridan, “to show that I can be a team player.”
The instructor answered with a grin and a gentle tease of her own. “It’ll be our pleasure to help you out with that, recruit Middleton.”
People laughed. Matthew patted her on the shoulder. It was all, strangely, absolutely fine. And even… Nice? Like a feeling of belonging, pretty rare indeed. Huh… Fancy that. Then, Captain Grays flashed a thoughtful smile, making it all even better. She sat on the other side of the fire, her large, expressive black eyes as hot as the dancing flames. What was her story, then? Jenn wondered about that. Was Hudson just here to perform a job, or did she have a more personal reason for being involved? From observing her with Sheridan, Jenn gathered that the two women must be excellent friends… Lovers? Probably not; she did not feel that vibe between them. At the same time, it was also hard to picture Hudson Grays in the arms of any man. Jenn could more easily see herself with her arms around her broad shoulders, fingers sunk deep into her thick, shiny hair, kissing these bold and generous lips... Were they to meet at a bar in New York, she would not hesitate to go up to Hudson and make her intentions clear. Jenn liked sex with clear boundaries, meaning no strings attached. No time or desire for more. She also did not care much about her various partners’ private lives besides the basics, but she was curious about Hudson’s. It also did not take much to fantasize about what she would look like naked. Jenn could picture that very well too. The former soldier was a couple of inches taller than she was, with the lean and well-muscled frame of a serious athlete. Even loose army fatigues could not hide her fabulous figure. As Jenn continued to look, weariness from a long day caused her to forget to be discreet. When she became a little lost in contemplation, Hudson suddenly noticed. Her smile faded slightly, with renewed attention instead of annoyance, and her expression sharpened. They held each other’s gaze across the flames. Damn! Jenn knew the sudden rush of heat that flooded her chest was not due to the proximity of the fire. The way her heart started to race, the familiar tightening between her legs… She was wet. Wow! She knew that she should look away but actually did not want to. And Hudson did not blink either. Her eyes held a question at first, then her lips parted. In what? Jenn wondered. Understanding? Desire? More heat rose into her face at the idea. Then…
“Alright, guys! Let’s go back to camp.”
“Yes, Staff!”
Okay… It was a good thing Sheridan interrupted, actually, because Jenn had no idea how long they might have gone on staring otherwise. She kept silent on the return trip, and Hudson took a spot at the back of the line. Good... The last thing Jenn needed right now was to develop a stupid crush on the instructor. She figured she must be a little out of sync with herself. First day of training: a bunch of new people, new environment... Surely, that’s all it was. Stretching out on her narrow canvas bed after undressing and kicking off her boots felt amazing. She was tired. Feel better after a good night’s sleep, she told herself. And resolved to find coffee at the first opportunity. She closed her eyes. Exhaled. And started to relax. But then it hit her. Oh, shit! Shit. Indeed! As she got up again and reached for her shorts, Gillian whispered from across the aisle.
“Where are you going?”
“Cleaning duty,” Jenn muttered. “I forgot.”
“Oh… Okay.” Resolutely, Gillian started to get up too.
“What are you doing?”
“I’ll go with you. Give you a hand.”
Jenn was taken aback by the offer, but she could see that the woman was serious. Her kindness was totally unexpected and touching. There was genuine team spirit. For the second time that day, Jenn was hit with a sense of belonging and comradeship that she did not get to feel very often.
“It’s okay,” she murmured in reply. “My penalty. But thank you, Gillian, I appreciate it.” She flashed her a quick smile. “Get some sleep; you deserve it after today.”
She sneaked across the empty yard, stopping for a moment to stare at the night sky. Another surprise there. Gosh… So many stars! The expanse of sky above the clearing was a perfect, black velvet cover of glittering diamonds. It was gorgeous, and it made her smile. Inside, she grabbed a pair of gloves and made quick work of her duty. Not so bad once you get into the swing of it. Fifteen minutes later, she was on her way out again through the shower block when she spotted her. And immediately came to a startled stop. Oh… Captain Grays stood in the middle of the changing area, naked but for a pair of black Adidas boxers and a towel in her hand. Her hair was wet from a recent shower, with a few strands clinging to the sides of her neck. Hard muscles rippled enticingly in her tanned legs. Jenn registered all these details at the same time as she told herself not to look at her chest. As if she stood any chance of winning that battle! Her eyes flew there without consulting her. Once again, her breath quickened at the sight of two small but high and perfectly rounded breasts. Dark nipples were looking very tight. Hmm. She almost purred. And though it was warm, she noticed a flurry of attractive goose bumps on her skin as Hudson casually dropped the towel over her shoulder. She certainly did not rush to cover herself.
“Hey.” She smiled. “Couldn’t sleep?”
“No, I—” Stop staring at her nipples! “No.” Jenn snapped her head up. “I had some cleaning to do.”
“Ah.” Hudson looked amused as she resumed toweling her hair dry. “Yeah, that’s a bummer.”
 She wore a single army dog tag on a thin black leather strap around her neck. Surprisingly sexy. No jewelry... Not that she needed any. Gosh, the woman was stunning! In the charged silence that ensued, Jennifer unconsciously took her bottom lip in between her lips. Please, put a shirt on... Hudson finally did, covering her tight abs and those appealing nipples. Jenn could almost taste them. They remained hard, she noticed, under the cotton t-shirt.
◆◆◆
Hudson was used to being noticed and receiving looks. Most of the time, she did not pay very much attention. Once in a while, a woman might make her want to glance back and respond, but it was long since she had felt quite as struck by one as she did with Jenn Middleton. Even before, she reflected, the woman walked in on her when she was half-naked. And proceeded to stare at her nipples with such hunger in her intense blue eyes that Hudson would not have been surprised if she took a lunge at her. Not at all an unpleasant thought, to be said. She had wanted to cool off with a shower before bed; mission failed, she realized now, as a fresh trickle of perspiration slid between her breasts. She was on fire from head to toe and wondered briefly if it showed. Recruit Middleton did not fit Hudson's classic idea of a Wall Street powerhouse. Then again, what did she know? She might, dressed in ice pick heels and a sharp suit. She was obviously fit, tough, and self-assured. And had honed the bossy vibe down to a fine skill. Something else was there too. Once or twice during the day, Hudson had caught her unaware with a small smile on her lips, looking like she may be enjoying herself. Probably would not care to admit it, but it was nice for the instructors to see. Not shy in the least, Middleton did appear slightly hesitant and even distant when she interacted with the others. She looked surprised several times when people laughed, joked easily with her, and embraced her as part of the group. Of course, they would… But it was as if Jenn did not expect it to happen. Her years in the army had taught Hudson to assess people quickly and accurately. Middleton was suspicious and wary when it came to others. On guard. Trust probably did not come easy to her. Was something in her past the reason for it? Hudson sensed genuine warmth under the surface, even if, for some reason, it was kept tightly in check. Right now, there was also heat of a different kind. Middleton’s gaze felt like a blow torch. Loaded. Sexually charged. And incredibly revealing. Did the woman have any idea of how much showed in her face? Just as the question occurred to her, Hudson watched her regain control. In the blink of an eye, all that heat was wrestled into submission, to be replaced by an air of cool arrogance. Damn if this, and witnessing the shift, was not incredibly attractive!
 “So,” Middleton nodded.
 “So?” Hudson prompted in return. “How are you finding it so far?”
 “Pretty much as expected.” This offered with an impatient shrug. “It would never occur to me to take part in this kind of training, so I did not expect to enjoy it. I am not a fan of playing soldiers in the jungle. No offense to you and your team, but it’s just not my thing.”
 “Right. No offense taken.”
“I guess we’ll get it done.”
 “Who’s ‘We’?”
 “I mean I will.” These blue eyes narrowed. More heat. “And what are you doing here, Captain?”
 “What do you mean?”
“I would assume a soldier of your caliber would not waste her time on this sort of civilian enterprise.”
Pulling no punches. Well, fair enough. Hudson could do the same.
 “You don’t consider helping people to develop and grow by challenging their perceived limits a waste of time, do you, Ms. Middleton?” she countered. “Surely you’re better than that. You heard everyone’s reasons for taking part. Don’t you consider any of it worthwhile?”
 To her credit, Middleton amended her initial statement.
“That, definitely. Yes. But I meant yourself, personally.”
“Well, what about it?”
“Is it not a bit too tame for you? Too easy compared to the real thing?”
 Hudson would not get into it. Too personal. Too heavy. Too real, indeed. But since Jenn sounded genuinely curious, she gave her an honest answer.
“You know, I’m retired. But I’ve seen combat, yes. It’s ugly. Hard. Nothing glamorous about it. So, these days, I don’t mind a little tame. Plus, Kate is a friend.”
“You served together?”
“Yes.”
 Middleton fixed her with a penetrating stare which made it clear that she understood there was a lot more Hudson chose not to share. She hesitated as if she might ask something else along the same lines. Then, thankfully, opted to move on.
“The group was wondering if you’re likely to come busting through our barracks in the middle of the night with flash-bang grenades and that sort of thing.”
 A fresh wave of reluctance on her face indicated she would likely find this both distasteful and irritating. And though it was not a part of Kate’s plans, Hudson would not let her know.
 “The group will have to wait and see what happens,” she said with a smile.
 This earned her another shrug and a purse of the lips. Then again, Middleton stood her ground. She may try to project that all this stuff was incredibly inconvenient to her, but she was still there. Still talking.
 “You’re actually very good,” Hudson remarked, deciding to take advantage of the opportunity. “You placed first or in the lead group on every exercise.”
“I’m used to giving everything my best, even when I don’t like it.”
This sounded like a practiced line to keep someone at bay, sharp and reluctant. Hudson nodded.
“Alright.”
“You’re smiling.”
This time, Jenn spoke first and with an inviting smile of her own. Once again, it seemed she was unconsciously letting this other side of her show. Hudson liked it.
 “Always putting in a hundred percent is a good rule for life in general,” she stated. And risked a little more. “Want to hear a funny story around the same theme?”
 “Involving you?”
Now Jenn sounded playful, maybe just a little bit flirtatious. Hudson could not help but like that too. “Correct, a story about me.”
“In this case, absolutely.”
“Okay. So, I was new to my unit when the captain in charge called me to his office one day. Bear in mind I was young at the time and still pretty naïve about the army. He—”
“How old?” Jenn interrupted.
“Twenty.”
“Right. Young, indeed.”
“Yes. I walked in there, convinced he’d singled me out for a crucial mission. I was such a rookie! Beaming with pride and desperate to prove myself.”
“Aha! Well, nothing wrong with that.”
Hudson smiled. “That’s right. Then he told me they needed someone to play Santa for the kids on base the following week. And so, I was it.”
“Ouch!”
When Jenn laughed, her entire face lit up. Her blue eyes sparkled. Hudson stared. The woman was really beautiful when she forgot to be on guard.
“So, then, what happened next? How did you feel?”
“Oh, pretty dejected, as you can imagine.”
“I bet.” Grinning now. “Go on.”
“I went back to work. My partner was an older medic and a lot more experienced. He saw I was in a mood and asked me what was wrong. When I told him, he laughed. Clapped me on the shoulder and said the Santa thing was a tradition. And that the best rookie always got the job.”
“Good for you.” Indeed, Jenn looked pleased.
“Yeah. He said I should be proud and that it didn’t matter what mission it was. Whether it was combat, playing Santa, or cleaning toilets, I should always aim to be the best damn soldier I could be. It’s a lesson I never forgot.”



CHAPTER 6
Jenn fixed her with an amused expression and still a hint of fiery challenge in her eyes. “Did you ever earn yourself a round of toilet duty, Captain Grays?”
“You bet I did.”
“For punishment?”
“No,” Hudson answered with an easy shrug. “Just because it needed doing, eh? The last time was at a FOB, a forward operating base, in Afghanistan. It was so bad I had to wear my CB to avoid choking on the fumes.”
“What’s a CB?”
“Chemical and Biological respirator.”
“God! That bad?”
“Yeah. But I can assure you we had the best damn toilets in the compound.”
“Figures. At least it’s not so awful here,” Jenn reflected. “And overall.”
“Glad you recognize that, at least.”
“There’s just one thing… Bit of a major issue, actually.”
“Yes?” Hudson waited her out. It was the job of the duty recruit to discuss this sort of thing with the instructors, of course; perhaps she should not allow Jenn to bypass the chain of command. But then… Hey! Here they both were now. And she wanted to know.
“Yes,” Jenn informed her, back to sounding irritated. “It’s the coffee situation.”
Hudson had to laugh. “I didn’t realize it was quite that bad for us to be having a ‘situation’.”
“Well, now you know.”
“Intolerable, is it?”
“Pretty much. I’m sure you instructors don’t go without.”
“I can tell you I certainly don’t. I love coffee. In fact, I have my own supply here. Special blend. Wouldn’t dream of starting the day without it.”
She teased, which clearly was not lost on Jenn. She also did not seem to appreciate it all that much.
“Right,” she declared, making the word come out like an almost growl. “So, you understand.”
“I sympathize with your predicament. But training should be a bit uncomfortable for progress to be made. As I’m sure you also understand.”
“Coffee is a basic human right, no?”
“Tell you what: I’ll mention it to the chief instructor.”
“But you agree,” Jenn insisted with a confrontational, albeit wholly attractive, little smirk. “Don’t you?”
Hudson glanced at her watch to give herself something to do other than stare at her bare legs and grin foolishly. Jennifer Middleton looked good, to say the least. And she made a good argument, too. Hudson had a sudden vision of herself sneaking her into her room before dawn to share an illicit cup of coffee. And maybe more… God! What am I thinking?
“Don’t you?”
“Don’t I what?”
“Agree with me that coffee is essential.”
Hudson could not help another smile. She had a one-track mind… How alluring.
“Yeah, I do agree. Wholeheartedly.”
“I don’t know why, but it makes me feel better.” Jenn let out a little sigh, even as she rolled her eyes ironically. “Anyway, it’s very late. I guess I’d better go.”
“Goodnight, recruit.”
“I don’t like that word. At least call me Jenn when it’s just the two of us, okay?”
It was a heartfelt request, not unreasonable. The idea of ‘just the two of us’ was distracting enough for Hudson to only briefly hesitate. “Alright, Jenn. Sleep well.”
“You too, Hudson.” She melted back into the night with a throaty chuckle. “Update me on the situation as soon as you’ve spoken to Ms. Sheridan, won’t you.”
◆◆◆
“Good morning, recruits.” The woman in question greeted them on Day 2 of the program with a friendly smile. “Hope you all had a good night’s sleep?”
 “Yes, Staff!”
 “Ready for a fun day of challenge?”
 “YES, STAFF!”
 “That’s what I like to hear.”
 Jesus! Everyone is so enthusiastic first thing! Jenn muttered with the rest in answer to the instructor’s pumped-up questions. She had slept pretty well, though it took her a while to drop off after her chat with Hudson. Hard to forget the way she’d looked, and her mind kept providing exciting variations on the encounter. Like the one in which the instructor boldly told her to strip. Or when she invited her to share a naked shower. And yet another one, in which Jenn took the initiative by cupping those tempting breasts and stealing a hot kiss from her. Now it was seven A.M. At home, she’d probably be having her first meeting of the day, so no problem with an early start. Even better, there had been no flash-bang grenades during the night. Coffee failed to magically materialize, though Jenn had to admit that breakfast had been outstanding even without it. Fresh fruit, mango juice, cereals, and made-to-order pancakes with the best honey… Yeah. ROCK-ON certainly delivered on their promise to put
quality training together.
 “Instructor Robb will demo the obstacle course for you in a moment.” Sheridan’s smile turned a little crooked, prompting Jenn to feel suspicious even before she said her next words. “At the end of it, we have a surprise for you. Now watch.”
 Robb flew over the obstacles in style: there were monkey bars, a gravel section to crawl across under a cover of netting, and a thick rope to get over a brick wall. They would also have to go through a tunnel on their hands and knees, slide over a pool of water on top of another rope, using the proper technique, and a bunch of other stuff. Indeed, a regular assault course. He made it look easy, which it probably was not. Jenn glanced at Hudson, half hoping that it was her doing the demo. No doubt she would look amazing in action. Dangerous thoughts to be having, she knew. Wholly inappropriate. But as the captain caught her gaze, held it intently, and then flashed a smile that seemed only directed at her, Jenn could not help but feel extremely pleased.
 “Anyone not comfortable underwater?” Sheridan asked after the demo.
 Kim, the Swedish guy, raised his hand. “I can swim, but it’s not my favorite thing.”
 “Right. Anyone claustrophobic?”
 A few more hands went up. Jenn could feel a sudden wave of tension in the air. Oh, here we go...
 “Good,” Sheridan stated with a satisfied smile. “So that’ll be a worthwhile challenge. Next demo. Captain Grays, you’re up. And you two guys.” She pointed to Ben Scoles, future army guy, and Mark Stone from ClearCut Inc.
 At the end of the obstacle course was another rectangular pool of water with a raised area of concrete in the middle. Hudson jumped into the pool without hesitation. The water came up to her chest.
 “Recruit Scoles, stay there next to the captain. Recruit Stone, come over here.” Sheridan pointed to a spot on the other side of the cemented bit. “Okay, everyone, listen up. Running under this hard cover is a seven-feet long flooded cylindrical tunnel—”
 “Oh! Oh, no!” a woman exclaimed in instant panic. “I can’t do this. I’ll drown. I’m sure! I—”
 “Shh. Of course, you won’t drown, Megan! Relax, it’s okay.” One of her colleagues, also from ClearCut, wrapped a reassuring arm around her shoulders.
 “Shit, shit,” someone else muttered.
 Jenn stared at the water, her pulse picking up slightly. Once again, water was not a problem, and she was not particularly claustrophobic. Not scared. But the prospect of going through a flooded tunnel still elicited a reaction. She glanced at Hudson, who stood facing the submerged entrance to the tunnel with both hands on top of the concrete cover. Looking as calm and unbothered as if she were about to receive a fluffy massage at some luxurious spa. I wonder what it takes to make her lose her cool... It occurred to Jenn that she would very much like to find out. Meanwhile, Sheridan went on with her briefing.
 “Let me assure you, this is perfectly safe if done correctly.”
 If done correctly. Jenn snorted. Yeah, right.
 “Problem, recruit Middleton?”
 “No, Staff,” Jenn answered easily. “But you need to work on your communication skills if you think that what you just said was reassuring.”.
 “I meant exactly what I said,” Sheridan replied in a steady tone that held a touch of warning. “I want you relaxed but not stupid. Everything we do on this training is safe, but you need to follow the correct procedure. So, make sure you watch and listen carefully.”
 Jenn nodded. Alright, fair enough.
 “Captain Grays,” Sheridan called. “Why don’t you tell us what it’s like inside the tunnel?”
 “Very dark and murky,” Hudson offered. “Not very warm. Narrow enough that you will struggle to swim through it.”
 Jenn frowned despite herself. Next to her, Megan let out a tiny whimper.
 “That’s where teamwork comes in,” Sheridan said. “Scoles, put one hand on the captain’s shoulder and grab hold of her belt at the back. Good. When she goes under, I want you to give her a good push forward. Then reach for her boots and do the same to help her a bit more. Got it?”
 “Yes, Staff.” He adopted the proper position.
 “No wedgies,” PTI Robb added in a booming voice, prompting everyone to laugh.
 It sure broke the tension nicely.
 “Recruit Stone,” Sheridan continued. “I want you to stand with one arm as far inside the tunnel as you can. As soon as you feel the captain coming through, grab hold of her and haul her out. Is that clear?”
 “Yes, Staff, I’ve got it.”
 The lead instructor nodded. “That’s what it’s about, guys. At either end of this tunnel, you are responsible for the life of the person inside. Take that seriously.”
 “Yes, Staff.”
 “The one going under, you must trust that your oppos will do their job properly.”
 “You got me, boys?” Hudson asked.
 “Hell, yeah!” young Scoles replied.
 “Hundred percent,” Stone assured.
 Sheridan signaled Hudson that she could go. Jenn watched her take a deep breath, grip the top of the entrance for leverage, and disappear under the surface. She was pleased to see Scoles give her a solid push down and forward. All eyes then turned to the exit.
 “Got her, Stone?” Sheridan demanded almost immediately.
 “Not yet, Staff.” The deep furrow in the middle of his forehead indicated his level of concentration.
 “Got her now?” she insisted a second later.
 Jen tensed a little in anticipation. What was taking so long? She stared at the cement cover and imagined Hudson inside the flooded tunnel. Dark, narrow, full of water. No air. Safe exercise or not, it still made her shiver.
 “Recruit Stone!” Sheridan barked.
 Was this part of the task just a mind game? Was she screwing with him? Did Hudson intentionally stall under there to create more pressure for the recruits? Hard to tell, and Jenn would not put it past the instructors.
“Got her!” Stone finally yelled, and he pulled hard.
Hudson came out just fine. Smiling, incredibly, and looking effortlessly attractive. Jenn grinned in reaction, then wiped it off her face when she noticed Sheridan looking at her. It would not do to look too happy. Or too admiring of her splendid colleague, for sure... Meanwhile, everyone clapped.
“Nice one, recruit.” Hudson slapped Stone on the shoulder as they climbed out of the pool together. “And good job, Scoles. You gave me a great push.”
“Thank you, Staff.” Ben grinned, looking happy and proud.
“Do either of you guys have any tips or learnings to share with the others before we—Oops!”
Hudson caught Stone around the waist just before he could drop, indeed, like a rock.
“Hey man, you okay?” she asked.
Robb hurried to help. “Recruit Stone, can you hear me?”
There was no reply as he took the man’s weight on the other side and they sat him down. Though Stone did not totally faint, he seemed to have come really close. His face was white. His eyes were unfocused. At least, he was quick to recover. Color soon flooded back into his face. Some, Jenn realized, looked to be due to embarrassment.
“Sorry about that,” he mumbled, looking sheepish.
“No problem at all. Just tell me what happened,” Hudson invited.
She sounded both patient and efficient as she checked his pulse and as everyone crowded in a circle around them.
“Just a big load of adrenalin, I guess,” Stone replied. “And then coming off of it after I pulled you out. Such a simple task, you would think, but it gave me a massive rush!”
“A simple but important task,” Hudson pointed out. “My life was in your hands.”
“Yeah, but not really… It was just an exercise.”
“Not just,” she insisted. “It was entirely realistic.”
“I didn’t think I’d be the type to faint so easy.”
“Well, then, you learned something about yourself today. You did great, Stone, so don’t worry about it,” Hudson assured him. “Relax, and focus on the next evolution.”
“I will, yes.”
“Also, don’t forget to breathe when you’re not underwater. It helps.”
“For sure.” At last, he laughed. “Thanks.”
“Now you all get more of a sense of what it’s like for us in real combat situations, right?” Robb looked intently at each of the recruits in turn. “Non-stop adrenalin in the field and high-stakes situations.”
Jenn was intrigued and taken aback to catch a heavy shadow passing over Hudson’s face. Hurt and sadness… Well. No wonder, eh? No one spent that many years in the military without losing friends and colleagues. On second thought, the reaction was not surprising. But Jenn was surprised by her own. Suddenly, she ached to wrap her arms around Hudson. To give her a tight hug and take a least some of that hurt away. She did not step forward to embrace her, of course, as it would be totally against the rules, and also weird. But the urge was still there to do it... And it was awfully strong.



CHAPTER 7
After making sure that Stone was okay, Hudson nodded to Kate to signal that she could keep going.
“Alright, recruits, back on track.” Kate stood, hands on hips, surveying the group. “Any more questions or reservations? Does anyone not want to participate in this exercise?”
“The tunnel is free of toads, by the way,” Hudson added. “I checked.”
People chuckled, and she caught Jenn watching her with a thoughtful smile. Surely, she was not thinking of stepping aside? As Hudson held her gaze, she noticed her eyes suddenly sparkle from the connection. Jenn nodded back to her with a confident wink. Okay then, she was fine. Also, good news, no one asked to sit this one out; not even Megan, the woman who had been on the verge of panic earlier. Hudson knew Kate would keep a close eye on her, and make sure the experience was a positive one for her. Now her friend shot an approving grin at the group.
“Excellent. Trust me, you’ll enjoy it.”
Mel Valens, the movie star, was excited to go first. And she did incredibly well. She totally aced the obstacle course and gave a triumphant yell as she emerged from the flooded tunnel.
“Woohoo! Awesome! You guys are gonna love it!”
“Well done, Mel!” Young Ben, definitely smitten, high-fived her in return.
Valens had taken to the course like a duck to water, and she was clearly having the time of her life. Her reaction was good for morale, and the atmosphere lifted. Laughter, as people started to relax more and have fun, replaced earlier apprehension. Hudson walked along the course, as did Kate and Noah, dispensing bits of advice on proper technique and encouragement to the recruits. The flooded tunnel actually became the highlight of the exercise for everyone. The atmosphere was electric as people all cheered each other on. Jenn was the last one to stand on the start line, looking like she could not wait to get going as her turn finally came.
“Recruit Middleton, the time to beat is fifteen minutes and twelve seconds,” Kate announced. “Think you can do better than your teammate?”
“Depends,” Jenn answered with that now familiar smirk on her lips. “What’s in it for me if I do?”
Smug as they come, and Hudson chuckled. She usually did not have much patience for arrogant types, but something about Jenn’s attitude hit entirely differently. The woman was ruthlessly confident and not shy about letting it show. She seemed to have earned that aplomb through personal experience and sheer hard work. She was the real deal. And that, for sure, was incredibly attractive.
“If you win, I’ll let you off toilet duty,” Kate offered, as the rest of the group all listened avidly to the exchange. “How’s that for you, recruit?”
“Hmm. I have a better idea.”
“Why am I not surprised?” Kate managed to keep a straight face, but Hudson could tell she was amused and struggling not to let it show. “Let’s hear it, then.”
“If I win, the coffee restriction gets lifted. For everyone, not just me, and for the rest of the training.”
An explosion of cheers and whistles from the group greeted her request.
“Whew! Bold!” Noah laughed. “Very bold!”
“I can do it,” Jenn assured. “Um… No offense, Mel.”
“Nope, I hope you beat my time.” Valens chuckled. “I miss coffee too.”
“Should be nice to watch, hey, Hudson?” Noah whispered privately to her.
“Yep,” Hudson nodded. “Entertaining, for sure. Everyone’s pretty fired up.”
“Alright, Middleton.” Kate nodded in assent. “You got a deal. Let’s see what you can do. Ready?”
 Jenn took a deep breath as she focused her eyes on the first obstacle. “Ready.”
“Three, two, one… Go!”
It soon became obvious that she must have been watching the other recruits, and paying close attention to the advice of the instructors. She was fast, agile, and accurate. Doing everything right, though racing for time almost cost her dearly on the rope slide over the water. She slipped there and almost fell in. Just managed to right herself.
“Go on, Jenn, go!” The recruits started chanting. “CO-FFEE, CO-FFEE, CO-FFEE!”
“She’s going to do it,” Hudson predicted with a smile when Jenn passed the halfway mark.
“Siding with the recruits, Captain?” Kate teased.
“Not quite… but they’re a good bunch, aren’t they?”
“That they are. I am very pleased with Middleton. She said she was here to develop team spirit. She could have gone for getting out of cleaning duty but opted for coffee for her crew instead. I like that.”
“Yeah, I like her too.”
“Not what I said, Hudson.”
“Huh?”
“You like her?” Kate grinned. “Really?”
“Not that way,” Hudson lied. “How’s she doing for time?”
“Running about forty seconds ahead. Not bad at all.”
The next obstacle entailed using a rope ladder to climb onto a small platform and jumping into a wall of heavy rope netting before coming down. And now…
“Ouch,” Kate muttered.
Noah hissed between his teeth. “That was a shocker.”
They were both right. Jenn got her technique spectacularly wrong on this one, though it did not seem to slow her down too much. She shimmered down the net and landed hard but was still slightly ahead of time when she launched herself into the pool. She barely stopped to take a breath before diving under. Hudson winced a little. Too fast. But she was risking it all for the win, obviously. Valens stood at the entrance, and she gave her a good push. The smaller Gillian, in water almost up to her neck, was on the other side, and clearly revved up for this particular challenge. One second. Two. Three… Hudson frowned and got ready to jump in.
“Got her!” Gillian yelled.
And as she pulled, Jenn came out coughing and spluttering. Hudson released the breath she’d been holding.
“Time?” Jenn immediately wanted to know.
“Fourteen minutes and fifty-one seconds,” Kate stated. “Congratulations! You set a new course record.”
“YAY!” Gillian yelled.
Jenn looked bewildered as her teammates gathered around to congratulate her. Not used to it, Hudson reflected again. She spotted genuine emotion in her eyes and even a telling shine. She stepped forward to hug her too, then remembered her role and held back. She was supposed to be a stoic instructor on this course, not a giggling cheerleader! But she did quickly fall into step with Jenn after Kate dismissed the rest of the recruits, with instructions to go clean up and get ready for the afternoon’s orientation march.
“Hey. Got a second, recruit?”
“Um… Not really. I’m on my way to a shower and coffee.” Jenn shot her a smiling glance and added; “If you know what’s good for you, Captain, you won’t try to stop me.”
“I wouldn’t dare.” Hudson nodded in reassurance. “Once you have your coffee, just come and meet me at the infirmary.”
“Why?” From looking supremely satisfied, and joking, Jenn turned suspicious again.
“Relax. I just want a look at your injuries.”
“I’m not injured.”
“Oh no?” Hudson traced a light finger over the nasty rope burn on her forearm and noted the way she flinched in reaction. “This’ll sting like a son of a bitch in the shower.”
“What the hell does that even mean?”
“Bad, trust me. And your finger looks bent out of shape.”
“Mm. Yeah, a little bit…” Jenn admitted as she inspected it.
“To say the least.” In fact, Hudson suspected she would be crying in pain as soon as her elation faded. “Get your coffee and come see me, recruit,” she repeated. “That’s not a request.”
“It’s Jenn, Hudson. Remember?”
“Jenn. And still not a request. Go.”
◆◆◆
It did hurt like a son of a bitch... And as soon as the adrenalin from the challenge started to evaporate from her system, even a bit more. It occurred to Jenn that her finger really was bent in a way it should never be able to go... As her stomach twisted, she stopped looking at it. Gillian took care of fetching her coffee, which, again, was very nice of her. The first sip was heavenly. Definitely worth a bit of pain, and some sore legs, Jenn decided as she walked to the infirmary. Having an excuse to go and see Hudson on her own also was not so bad. It was not lost on her that she was feeling less and less inclined to fight her fledgling attraction to the woman. Of course, this may only be due to a rush of endorphins from the race… But also, yeah; she doubted it. And though it may have struck her as a problem before, now it was turning into just the opposite. Endorphins, she told herself. Had to be. For sure.
 “How are you doing?” Hudson inquired when she walked into the small treatment room.
Jenn kind of had to stop and stare. She never had a thing for women in fatigues or uniforms before. She did not drool over cops or paramedics and actually tended to avoid dating them. Too strong and capable, she figured. Too much like herself. But Hudson totally flipped the whole perspective on its head. Who knew combat trousers, jungle boots, and a sweaty army-green t-shirt could look so great on a woman? And those eyes… Like melted dark chocolate, warm, with a hint of spice. So damn good-looking.
“The coffee feels like gold running through my veins,” she replied.
“That’s great to hear. You certainly deserve it.”
“Yeah. And you were quite right about the shower, and my finger.”
Hudson flashed a sympathetic smile as she put on gloves and directed her to sit on the exam table. “I knew you must have hurt yourself from the way you landed on the net and tried to grab hold. Forgot to make a fist and punch through it, eh?”
“Yeah… Exactly that.”
“That’s okay. Let’s have a look.”
She took her wrist, cradled her hand in hers, and carefully palpated the area around her middle finger. She was incredibly gentle, almost tender. Jenn relaxed and allowed herself to enjoy the moment despite a bit of increasing pain. Hudson was sitting so close, and it was just the two of them. How could she not?
“The good news is, your finger is not broken.”
“Ah, great.”
“Yep. Just severely dislocated.”
“Thought so. And the better news is, you can fix it. Right?”
“You got it, Jenn.” Hudson seemed to smile straight into her eyes.
 The smile and the easy way she said her name made Jenn’s skin tingle. What the hell? Was the coffee drugged or something? She shifted uncomfortably, prompting Hudson to rest her hand on her leg in a settling gesture.
 “You okay?”
“Yeah. My finger is just kinda throbbing right now.”
 “Let’s set it straight then, and give you some relief.”
 She stood up and moved in front of her, so that Jenn had to open her legs a bit more in order to let her. Now her finger was not the only part of her that was hot and throbbing. Jesus! Crazy how little it took to turn her on when this particular woman was around. She was not used to her body firing up like that. Usually had much better control. She sighed.
 “Still feeling okay?”
 Hudson was so close that Jenn could feel her breath and the heat of her body. She was fine, just flustered. And also irritated at her own reaction. Obviously, thankfully, Hudson just took her fidgeting to be injury-related. Looking up into her eyes at this point might be a mistake. Jenn was not convinced of how well she could hide the real reason for her turmoil if she met her gaze straight on. But she risked it anyway, along with a quick smile of reassurance.
“No problem, I’m fine.”
 Was it her imagination again, or had Hudson’s eyes grown even darker? Jenn decided it must all be in her own mind since her voice held no extra heat. Plenty hot enough to begin with, of course... And her gaze was searching.
 “Do you want something for the pain?” she offered.
 “No, no, it’s not that bad. I don’t need it.”
“Sure? I can give you a local anesthetic.”
 “Like an injection?”
 “Yes, it would be.”
 “No, then. Thanks.”
 “Are you scared of needles?” Hudson smiled, softly teasing.
 “No, but I don’t need anything extra.” Trippy enough as it is, hey! Jenn raised her coffee in her free hand to make a point, and she took a healthy swig. “I’ve got all I need right here.”
 “Alright. It won’t hurt much, I promise.”
 “Yeah, yeah, I know. Just do it, Hudson. I don’t need you to baby me.”
 “Oh.” Hudson laughed. “And here was I, looking forward to some baby time.”
 “Well, you know what I mean.”
 “You’re a tough girl, eh?”
“Tough enough. And don’t give me fake counting either.”
“What’s that?”
“You know. Pretending to count to three but going on two or whatever.”
“Ah.”
“I don’t know why doctors think they have to— OW!”
 Well, alright then. Hudson did not wait or try any tricks. She did not even let her finish her sentence. Just gave a quick, sharp pull in the correct direction, and her finger slotted back in with a noticeable pop.
 “Done,” she said quietly. “Breathe.”
 The next few seconds were very dreamlike... Jenn was not entirely sure of how she’d come to be leaning with her forehead against her chest. Or why Hudson suddenly had her right hand resting protectively on the back of her neck, with her fingers gently caressing her hair. Really no idea. Jenn only knew it felt amazing, and that she absolutely did not want to move.



CHAPTER 8
Hudson recovered first, and she used a folded knuckle under her chin to gently lift her head. She needed to look into her eyes and make sure her patient was okay. It was a bit hard to focus, she decided, when all she wanted to do was lean forward and kiss the woman on the lips.
 “I’ll splint your finger. You need to avoid using it too much, okay? Also, ice it at least twice a day. I’ll give you chemical ice packs for that.”
 Jenn blinked a couple of times, slowly, as if waking up from a nap. “Uh… Okay. Yeah. Thanks.”
 “Feeling fine?”
 “Yes.” She straightened her shoulders and seemed to regain her countenance. “But I don’t see how I can avoid using it on this course.”
 “Do your best.”
 “Oh, that’s a given.”
  Yes, Hudson concluded when she flashed that amused and smug little smirk again. The woman was just fine.
“Show me your arm,” she requested. “Right, that’s a pretty bad rope burn, as I thought. I’ll take care of it. Tell me: do you still resent having to take part in the training?”
 “Why do you ask?”
 “Because you’re not asking me to pull you off on account of your injuries.”
 A snort ensued and Jenn’s eyes sizzled in barely disguised indignation.
“You don’t know me very well if you assume I’d play that card, let me tell you,” she asserted. “I have to pass this course, I certainly don’t want out. My uncle Jack, the current president of Middleton & Co., thinks I am selfish and antisocial. He’s hoping the training will whip me into shape. Like a rite of passage, as he told me.”
 “I see.”
 “Yeah.” Jenn curled a lip in displeasure. “I guess I’m lucky he didn’t send me naked into the bush to kill a lion!”
 Hudson laughed. “Old-fashioned, is he?”
 “Past the sell-by date. I suppose he’s well-intentioned, but I don’t dislike people. I’m not a heartless Wall Street shark, only in pursuit of my own aggrandizement.”
 “I know.”
 “Do you?” That wariness flared up again. “How?”
 “You were up late last night completing the task that was assigned to you, and you didn’t skimp on elbow grease; these toilets are spotless. Plus, you were injured today earning coffee for your team.” Hudson met her gaze, staring with no ulterior motive. “You strike me as someone who must be ambitious, driven, and also tough when you need to be. All good qualities in the world of high-level finance, I’m sure.”
 “Well.” Jenn looked back with a flicker of surprise. “Thank you. And yes.”
 “As for being antisocial, I suppose you’ve got to be careful who you trust in your line of work, huh?”
 “Definitely, or some won’t hesitate to stab you in the back. Steal your deals, betray you. Generally, people tend to let you down.”
 “Oh yeah? People do?”
 “Yeah.” Jenn shrugged. “In my world. Or they just…”
 She let her sentence trail off, only making a vague gesture as she glanced at the wall. Hudson wondered what she meant by that. Usually, she would not probe and just let it go. Today, she found herself unwilling to do so. Not only did it matter, but she also had a pretty good idea.
 “Or what?” she prompted gently. “They leave you?”
 Jenn’s blue eyes flicked sharply back to hers. Assessing and suspicious again, full of wary caution.
“How about you?” she asked, shifting the focus off herself. “A soldier and a medic, huh? Aren’t these two professions a bit at odds with each other?”
“Not at all. Why would they?”
“Well, medics heal. And soldiers just—”
“Soldiers preserve life.” Even without consciously wanting to react, Hudson finished before she could. “Sometimes, violent action is the only solution against those who would destroy it. That’s when soldiers come in.”
She really hoped that Jenn was not one of these naïve types who thought the military was redundant in this modern world. That soldiers were barbarians, baby killers, and whatever kind of bullshit theory floated out there on the internet. Evil was not just a concept to her; Hudson knew it was real. She had seen it with her own eyes, experienced it, and understood the consequences. In spite of herself, she grew a little tense and reluctant. Jenn had already told her that she was not into playing soldiers… And sure, it was fair enough. But did it mean that she disliked them? Resented people like her? The woman’s personal opinion should not matter one bit, she knew. Hudson was just there to do a job; to give the recruits the experience and training they paid for, and to support Kate and her company. Nothing less, nothing more. She also normally cared very little about what people thought of her. She tried to be kind, to do good, and she let the rest slide. Now, Jenn seemed to have become the exception to that rule, and very quickly too... Hudson realized that she did care about her opinion. Very much so, and she was not looking forward to rejection. Jenn surprised her with what she said next.
“People do leave, you’re right.” She nodded, answering her earlier prompt. “I suppose you know this better than most.”
Hudson swallowed around the sudden lump in her throat, and she bit back on a bitter reply. They didn’t leave. I lost them. She caught herself, aware this was faulty thinking. And destructive. She’d come to realize that, too, and learned to reframe. Shit happened out there, and people died. It was a fact of life. The battlefield just happened to be especially brutal.
“Yes,” she murmured. “The fact you can’t save everyone is a hard lesson to digest.”
Jenn looked at her with burning eyes, as if she could see all the way to her soul and knew exactly what she was not saying. It was as if she not only understood but also empathized deeply.
“You are an interesting, complex woman, Hudson.”
“Takes one to know one. I think your uncle has no idea of the woman you truly are, Jenn.”
“Mm, I don’t know about him… But most people don’t, that’s right.” Jenn shrugged. “I guess I don’t often let them.”
“But you are letting me.”
Hudson was used to forming quick, deep, and strong bonds with her teams. Military life was conducive to this, of course. Soldiers went through a lot of intense stuff together, both during training and in combat. They shared the same experiences, the same fears, and the same sense of purpose. The best wins and the hardest losses. But Jenn was not a soldier; not a teammate. As a paying trainee on the course, she was actually more like a client. One you are dangerously attracted to and want to kiss. Don’t you? Hudson bit on her lip. This, she was aware, was a risky exchange, and a hell of a loaded question. Clearly, it was not lost on Jenn either, who shot her a fierce look in reply. And just went on to stare without saying a word. Hudson attempted to lighten the mood before she burst into flames from the scrutiny.
“You’re probably just after my superior coffee, huh?” Maybe goofy would do it.
Or not, for that matter, as Jenn pushed off the exam table to stand in front of her. Right up close. She never took her eyes off her face, and she remained serious, though her gaze softened.
“Actually couldn’t care less about that,” she said.
Hudson could feel her own heart beating so hard that she was sure it must echo across the tiny room. She told herself to move, to step back, but her legs would not obey. She remained right where she was in front of her patient, her client, a woman she was not supposed to be so damn attracted to. Since leaving the army, she had struggled with intimacy. So much loss, and heartbreak… To say that she was reluctant to become attached was an understatement, and her personal relationships suffered as a result. As in, she swore off of intimate involvement. Just being here on this training, for Kate, was pushing it. But in spite of all that, she struggled not to get closer. Big time.
“Hudson.”
Jenn spoke in an attractive murmur and she trailed the back of her knuckles over her cheek in a spine-tingling caress. It was a surprising gesture, for sure… Heat suffused Hudson’s face at the touch, and everything inside of her both relaxed and tightened at the same time. Her eyelids felt like they weighed a ton. Jenn’s lips parted in unconscious invitation. She leaned forward. Hudson inclined her head.
“Hey, Huds!” The door flew open and Noah stepped inside. “Oh, sorry mate. Didn’t realize you had someone with you.”
His gaze traveled from her to Jenn and back again. Hudson could have done without the instant grin that came to his lips, the one that said he knew exactly what they had been about to do. She finally managed that step back.
“That’s okay, we’re done. I’ll get you these ice packs, recruit Middleton.”
 “Aye, aye, Captain,” Jenn shot back without missing a beat, and with just the right amount of irreverence. “Thanks for fixing me and putting my finger back in.”
 “No problem.”
 “Is she okay to carry on with the training?” Noah inquired after she left.
 “Yeah, she’ll be fine.”
 “Cool.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “So, you having fun?”
 “Living the dream,” Hudson muttered. Refusing to engage, and he chuckled.
“Alright then. Good stuff. Kate wants us for a debrief.”
 “Okay. Be right there.”
◆◆◆
Everyone settled into the course and a busy schedule. Every day was a different mix of training, challenges, more night yomps, according to Sheridan’s mood, and surprises none of the recruits could ever predict.
“I can’t believe we’re already halfway through this thing,” Mel Valens declared ahead of the first weekend, during a round of laundry duty. She rubbed her stomach and laughed. “Well, to be fair, my abs disagree.”
 “You have gorgeous abs,” Gillian told her with an envious look.
 “Thanks, babe. Made in Hollywood.”
 “Not really, are they?” Gillian appeared fascinated.
 “Oh no, they’re real.” The actress chuckled. “But I wouldn’t work so hard to maintain them if it weren’t for the screen, I can tell you.”
 “Oh, sure!”
“How do you feel, Gill?”
“I agree with you, everything hurts. It feels like we’ve been here forever, actually.”
 “How ‘bout you, coffee queen?” Valens asked.
 “Same,” Jenn replied. “Sore all over.”
 “You know what they say, though: ‘No pain, no gain’. ‘Pain is only weakness leaving the body’.”
 “Who says that?” Jenn grunted.
 “My personal trainer in Los Angeles.” Valens flashed an ironic smirk. “He’s full of this kind of quote, usually dispensed during moments of extreme suffering on my part.”
 “Sounds like stuff Sheridan would agree with.”
 “Yeah… She’s hard as nails, isn’t she?”
 “I think the instructors all are,” Gillian remarked. “And also very nice too. Noah certainly is.”
 Valens obviously picked up on the dreamy look in her eyes when she said his name. “Noah, eh? You like Instructor Robb?”
 Jenn watched Gillian’s face turn beetroot red in reaction, but she did not deny it.
“He calls me Miss Gillian,” she revealed with a mushy grin. “That’s great. And he’s always smiling and very sweet. I like his British accent.”
She was, Jenn reflected, like a delicate flower on this course. But her small stature and often frightened blue eyes belied inner strength and undeniable toughness. So far, the woman had risen to every challenge and aced every test put in front of her. With each one that she conquered, she seemed to gain in happiness and confidence. It was great to see.
“Good for you, Gillian,” she told her.
“Yeah, Robb is cute,” Valens approved. “But Captain Grays is more my type.”
 “Oh, is she?” Now Gillian raised an inquisitive eyebrow, as Jenn’s tired muscles tightened in displeasure. “Ben is bound to be very disappointed then. He has a big crush on you.”
 “Nah! He’s young and likes a good flirt, but that’s all it is between us, trust me. Now, Hudson? Yeah. She’s got that whole mysterious vibe going on, you know?”
 “I guess so...” Gillian sounded totally clueless despite her words. “She’s an excellent trainer, for sure, but she seems kind of private.”
 If smiles could be voluptuous, Valens flashed a perfect one now.
 “Mm, yes, that’s what I mean. With her smoldering black eyes and wild sexy hair. And that gorgeous body!” She laughed. “I wouldn’t mind sneaking behind her private walls.”
 What makes you think she’d want you there? Jenn just managed not to growl in reply, both in annoyance and with a rising sense of protectiveness. Her irritation may be simply due to the fact that she felt a bit threatened by this kind of talk. There had been no repeat of the intimate moment between her and Hudson. The instructor had checked on her a few times, provided regular ice packs, and made sure she was okay. But she kept it brisk and professional at all times. Just doing her job. Now, Valens looked pretty amazing with her Hollywood figure, piercing green eyes, and flawless movie star face. To her credit, she did not flaunt any of it, and actually just the opposite. She was quick to laugh at her own self and mucked in with everyone. When Sheridan put her on toilet duty, she said ‘Oh, jolly good’, and got on with the job. She was humble, and clearly cared about people. Everyone in the group liked her, including Jenn. But when she started talking about Hudson like that… As if she already owned her? For sure, her own walls went right up.



CHAPTER 9
Kate had promised the recruits a night out away from camp on Saturday, as well as a fearsome halfway-mark challenge before they were allowed to relax. They headed up the mountain right after breakfast, on a steep narrow path barely visible in places. Through the jungle at first, thick vegetation and towering trees, then over a bit more exposed terrain. The views over the ocean in the distance were absolutely magnificent.
 “Wouldn’t mind being down there,” Matthew commented wistfully. “On the beach, chilling.”
 “Me too,” Gillian was panting from exertion. “With a nice Margarita in hand.”
 “Ooh yeah!”
 Mel said nothing, though she was well within earshot, and bound to agree. Probably mesmerized by another kind of view, Jenn reflected to herself with a mental snarl. Valens had slotted right in behind Hudson, who cut a tantalizing figure on that mountain path. Camo fatigues riding low on her tight hips, a gray t-shirt half-tucked in with a line of sweat running down her back... If anyone had told Jenn before that she would one day enjoy sweat on a woman, she would have laughed and said she never would. Now, it struck her as incredibly sexy, and almost erotic.
 “Not far to go now,” Hudson turned back to encourage.
 Valens chose that moment to trip over an invisible obstacle on the path and stumble forward, prompting Hudson to catch her in both arms in a steadying hold.
 “Oops!” she giggled. “Thank you, Staff, Captain Grays.”
Jenn bared her teeth in disapproval. Could the woman be any more obvious? Or irritating? Lingering there with her hand on Hudson’s stomach, no doubt feeling impeccable abs forged in combat rather than some Hollywood gym... Gosh, listen to you! It occurred to Jenn that she was totally over-reacting. Better calm down a bit, eh? Be more like Hudson, who appeared blissfully unaffected.
“Staff will do,” she said and gave Valens an easy push over the next rock to scramble over.
It was the same one that she gave Mark, Gillian, and Matthew too. So, nothing personal, obviously. When Jenn reached the same spot, she offered her a hand up. At once ridiculously pleased at the gesture, and dead set on not letting it show, Jenn took it and pulled herself up.
“Thanks.”
“How are you doing?” Hudson asked. “Enjoying the hike?”
“I’m fine.” The path widened a bit, allowing them to carry on walking side by side. “And that’s debatable.”
“Really? What’s not to like?”
“Uh, let’s see: the heat, the terrain, mosquitos—” Mel Valens wanting in your pants.
Hudson laughed. “What about the view? And the pleasure of being out here together?”
Jenn struggled not to look at Hudson. She could not see her eyes behind the dark glasses she wore today, but Hudson’s smile was bright and infectious. Jenn wanted to ask Hudson, ‘What? You and me?’ Instead, she nodded.
“I’ll admit it’s not all bad.”
“How’s your finger?”
Jenn flipped it jokingly. “Good enough for the job.”
“I can see that. New York style, is it?”
“You bet. I’m an urban warrior.”
Hudson seemed relaxed, happy to hang at the back and exchange easy banter.
“You know, you’re not what I expected,” Jenn remarked.
“Me specifically?”
“The instructors. I assumed there would be more shouting on this course, and less encouragement.”
“Are you disappointed?”
“God, no!”
“Good.” Hudson nodded. “Like you say, this is a training course; we’re not here to make it hell on the recruits. Also, once past basic training and the first phase of boot camp, shouting at people isn’t a thing in the army. You won’t make it very far as an officer if you spend your time yelling at your troops, or if you insist on blind obedience. That’s not how it works.”
“Uh-huh. Interesting.” And the way that damp t-shirt clung to her breasts was sublime. Distracted, it was Jenn’s turn to trip over a protruding stone in the path.
“Careful.” But Hudson did not catch her.
“Yeah, yeah.” Jenn shrugged, hoping she did not think that she was faking it for attention. “Just so much glare up here. Wish I’d brought sunglasses with me.”
“Here, wear mine.”
“Oh no, I don’t want—”
 “Take ‘em,” Hudson insisted gently. “The ground is tricky in places and I don’t want you to fall off the path.”
 “What about you?” Jenn protested.
 “I’m used to this, I’ll be fine.”
 “But—”
 “It’s okay, Jenn. See you later.”
 Jenn watched her jog up the line, light on her feet, indeed, to offer encouragement and a friendly word to each recruit she passed. Hudson did not linger next to Valens, either to chat or share personal items, that was for sure. Satisfied, Jenn put on the shades and told herself off for feeling so smug. And sweetened. Was that even a word? Well, it was now. She felt sweetened all over after this little interlude. Oh, gosh, how old are you? She was too old to feel all special and emotional because the sexy instructor she had a crush on lent her a pair of sunglasses surely. Absolutely, definitely. Yet, her heart swelled. Suddenly, the path did not feel so steep anymore.
◆◆◆
“Alright, people.” High up on the plateau, Kate stood facing the group with her own glasses pushed back on her head. “Anybody here ever climb Mt. Everest?”
 The recruits laughed.
 “As if,” someone said.
 “Well, this guy did.” Kate pointed to Noah, who nodded in confirmation. “Tell us about the ladders,” she invited.
 “Ah, yeah. So, we use ladders to cross crevasses, which there are plenty of in the Khumbu Icefall. Sometimes, the crossing is short, so it’s only one ladder. At other times, you gotta lash two, three, or even four together.” He grinned. “When you do that, the ladders flex in the middle, sway up and down and to the sides... It’s fucking dodgy!”
 Hudson observed the group as they listened and chuckled at his colorful language. Everyone with their eyes on Noah, and riveted. Jenn stood to the side, as always keeping herself slightly apart from the group. She looked good with tactical shades on, arms crossed over her ROCK-ON-issue t-shirt, and one slender hip cocked confidently as she listened. Hudson had been fighting all morning the urge to stay walking by her side. She had managed to remain neutral with Jenn since that near-kiss incident in the infirmary and keep a safe distance, but it certainly cost her. All rather puzzling, really. She recognized her crazy attraction to the woman. And the fact that although this scared her a little, it also wasn’t so bad, and sometimes the complete opposite. Conflicting feelings. Confusing, for sure.
 “Of course, there are safety lines in place.” Noah, clearly warming up to his subject, grinned like a lunatic. “Or the illusion thereof.”
 How appropriate, Hudson reflected, since it was pretty much how she felt with Jenn all the time. Walking a tightrope with no safety lines. And wanting to let go, fall into her.
 “It’s all snow and ice up there, obviously.”
 Jenn was pure fire. Hudson exhaled softly as she observed her. If she recalled that intimate moment, she could still feel the back of her knuckles on her cheek. A sizzling touch… Really, she would not have been surprised to discover scorch marks on her face afterward. It had been that intense. As Jenn started to turn her head toward her, as if she’d felt her looking, Hudson quickly glanced away. No sunglasses to shelter behind now. She did not want to be caught staring.
 “If you happen to look, to check the anchor points, you may be shocked at the flimsy setup,” Noah went on. “Basically, your safety line is just a thin length of nylon rope twisted through the loop of an ice screw. If it’s been sunny, the anchor point may be melting a bit. Not what you want, eh?”
 Unsteady, Hudson thought. Yep.
 “Anyway, it’s usually all fine after you take your first step, even in boots and crampons. It won’t be quite so difficult for you guys today, but you should get the idea.”
 Focused back on the group as a whole, Hudson noted a few eyes widen at the comment. For some, it seemed to be their first clue that this was not just an entertaining story, but a prelude to the fearsome challenge they’d been promised.
 “That’s right.” Kate nodded in confirmation. “We thought we’d give you a fun taste of what Corporal Robb experienced on Everest. Turn around, recruits. Have a look.”
 Now, several jaws dropped. Overnight, Kate had instructed the climbing experts from the safety team to set up ladders and guiding ropes between two exposed ledges of the rocky cliff. The challenge would involve crossing a gap of about thirty feet over the canyon below, and three-hundred feet of absolute nothing. Hudson had tested the task earlier and deemed it appropriately vertigo-inducing. It would be a worthy challenge for the group.
 “Oh my goodness,” Gillian announced, already predictably freaked out.
 Ben was grinning from ear to ear and rubbing his hands in anticipation. Valens had started on a round of deep breathing; for focus, Hudson assumed. Mark Stone was already in the zone it seemed, taking practice steps on the flat ground. With his arms above his head instead of extended to the side, and exaggerated knee raises, he looked a bit like a drunk Shaolin monk. Hudson expected to find the usual smirk on Jenn’s face, the one that said she was above such childish play but would lower her standards for the task if she really had to do it. Instead, for the first time since the start of the course, she saw fear. Not just that, but the woman looked pale like she was going to be sick. In the blink of an eye, Hudson forgot her resolve to keep her distance.
 “Jenn. You okay?”
 “Yeah.” But she spoke through clenched teeth. “Fine.”
 Unconvinced, Hudson rested both hands on her shoulders. So tense…
 “Hey, relax,” she said gently. “Jenn. Look up.”
 When she did, hiding behind her dark lenses, Hudson slid the glasses gently off her nose. Jenn’s usually clear blue eyes had gone almost black.
 “Talk to me,” she invited.
 “It’s nothing. I’m fine.”
 “No, you’re not. It’s obvious.”
 Pure annoyance replaced the fear for a moment. All that fire rising up to bring back the light. Hudson grinned, very pleased to see it.
 “That’s more like it, recruit Middleton.”
 “I told you not to call me that.”
 “Okay. Jenn. So, tell me.”
 “I don’t like heights.” She shrugged. “No big deal.”
 It obviously was a massive big deal, actually. And Hudson figured that making her annoyed would be helpful to keep her feeling grounded. With this in mind, she teased.
“What kind of crappy New Yorker are you, Ms. Middleton? You guys live above the clouds in your towers, don’t you?”
 “I’m fine inside a building. I just struggle with… Air,” Jenn stated with a hard swallow, and she actually swayed with the word.
 “Great.” Hudson smiled, staying in character and instructor mode, even as she ached to pull her into her arms and reassure her properly.
 “What?” These gorgeous eyes blazed a hole into her. “What do you mean, ‘Great’?”
 “It’s great we’re finally finding a weakness in your armor. And that you’re admitting to struggling.”
 “Oh, shut up.”
 “No, really. So we can tame that fear and make you even stronger. I know you said you’re on the course against your will, but wouldn’t it be great if you could acknowledge and destroy some personal limitations?” Hudson smiled again as her trainee continued to glare in full distrust of that theory. “Look, Jenn, I want you to take away something meaningful from your time with us. Something only for you.”
 “What makes you think I haven’t already found it?”
 Hudson wondered, from the way she stared harder if they were still on the same topic. Jenn often did that thing, looking at her as if she were the only other person in the universe. The only one deserving of her attention, certainly. It was nice. There was defiance in her gaze now, and a hint of challenge. Hudson loved to see that too. Also, a clear question, as if Jenn were wondering about the same things she did.
 “Everything okay over here?”
Rather fortunately, Kate interrupted before Hudson could drown in more idle speculation. Or do something very uncool in front of the whole group; like pull Jenn into her arms for a reassuring hug. Or something a little more controversial…
“I’m fine,” Jenn repeated, clearly unhappy to have drawn attention to herself.
“Scared of heights, recruit Middleton?”
“Nothing I can’t handle.”
“Alright. So you won’t mind going first.”
 “Not at all.” But a little more color leached from her face.
 “Recruits, get behind your teammate over,” Kate prompted the rest of the group. “She’s petrified of heights, and going first in spite of it.”
“Aw!” Gillian was bold enough to chance that hug. “Don’t worry, honey, you’ll be fine. I know you can do it!”
“Keep your head up and don’t look down,” Swedish Kim offered. “Fear is all in the mind.”
“Yeah,” Valens approved. “Just breathe.”
 Hudson suppressed a chuckle when Jenn actually growled at this kind of advice. Kate smiled, looking both approving and amused. No doubt she knew exactly what she was doing when she let everyone know that Jenn was ‘petrified’. Hudson allowed herself to squeeze her arm in gentle reassurance.
 “Come on,” she invited. “Let’s get you ready.”



CHAPTER 10
Jenn was not sure her legs would carry her or that she could move. Hudson had helped her into her harness, checked it carefully, and flicked her on the chin with the hottest smile ever.
 “I’ll wait for you on the other side. You can do this, Jenn.”
Sheridan herself demoed the exercise, crossing over with all the ease and grace of a ballet dancer. Now Robb was on for a last check of the equipment, and a personal chat.
“If you do it as I tell you, technically, it is impossible to fall. Okay, recruit?”
Was this soldier bullshit to hypnotize her into success?
“Jenn,” she muttered.
“What?”
“Call me Jenn. And are you lying to me, Noah?”
“Would I?” He flashed her his best, shit-eating, no-bullshit grin. “You’ll be fine, Jenn. Now, listen: see the guide ropes?”
“Mm.” She nodded reluctantly.
“They aren’t loose like we had on Everest. So you just keep yourself balanced between the two, keep your head up, and step across. Easy-peasy, no problema.”
“I have to look down.”
“No, you don’t.”
“Of course I do! It’s a ladder. The damn thing is full of holes by design! I have to look where I’m putting my feet at least.”
 He chuckled. “You’ll see what I mean when you’re on. Do not look down or I guarantee you’ll start wobbling. And if you wobble, the whole structure will start to sway.”
 “Then what?” she groaned.
 “Then you’ll fall to your death.”
 “Are you insane?”
“Haha, kind of. But just kidding here. Don’t worry, your harness is secure, and falling would be perfectly safe. You know what would be really bad, though?” He yanked on the harness to regain her attention.
 “What?” she snapped.
 “The bitter taste of failure, mate. You’re first on, Jenn; it’s important. Show everyone how it’s done, okay? Set the bar real high and make us proud.”
 Oh, Jesus. She made herself breathe as he walked her to the starting point. On the other side, she could see Hudson, standing right at the edge as if there was not a lethal drop in front of her.
 “Is she roped in?” she asked.
 “If she knows what’s good for her, she will be, yeah.”
 “Is that humor again?”
 “Shut up and concentrate, recruit.”
Seeing her about to start, Hudson flashed two encouraging thumbs up. Then she opened her arms as if to invite her for a hug. Fall into her, Jenn told herself. Cross over there nice and quick and get that hug. But already, she was swaying. Noah caught her elbow.
 “Yo. Don’t do this.”
 “I’m not!” she groaned. “I feel dizzy.”
 “Yeah, I know.”
 “You can’t possibly—”
 With a chuckle, he turned her around to face him. “Listen to me, Middleton. I’m fucking terrified of heights, alright?”
 “What?”
“Yeah. The term is acrophobia. I kept it a secret all through my military years, even though we had to do a lot more scary shit than what you’re facing now, trust me. I started my career in the Paras. Get it? It’s the bloody Parachute Regiment. I am a free-fall specialist. I’ve climbed Everest. I can look down there, take it all in, and stay steady as they come, even though it terrifies me.”
 “How?”
 “You’re on solid ground.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “Just what I said.” He winked. “You are on solid ground. There is no spoon. Understand?”
 Oh, hell. “You’re going all Yoda on me.”
 “It’s The Matrix, but never mind. Now grab onto the ropes, keep your head up, and get it done.”
 She found he was correct about at least one thing: the two guide ropes had been laid on so tight that they barely moved. But the ladder was the stuff of nightmares. Too narrow. Too skinny. She took her first step on it and felt it flex. Her stomach plummeted. The top of her head felt thin and detached. Like an out-of-body experience. I’m on solid ground.
 “I am on solid ground. On solid ground.” Saying it out loud like a mantra did not convince her any better.
 She took another step. And another. Then struggled to find the rung under her foot and made the fatal mistake of glancing down. Fuck! Everything inside, brain, stomach, and soul, went on a slow, sickening roll. That feeling of falling took hold. She leaned too far to the side against the guide rope, over-corrected, started the whole thing swaying. And froze in the middle. Oh, Jesus Christ!
 “It’s okay, Jenn.” Hudson. “Look at me.”
◆◆◆
Eyes squeezed tightly shut, tears streaming down her face, Jenn was being challenged, no doubt about that. It could be bad when people froze. During a training exercise in the Italian Dolomites, on a vertiginous section of Via Ferrata, Hudson had watched an inexperienced civilian literally have to be peeled off the rock face that he was clinging to in sheer terror. She hoped this would not happen now… And there was probably no need to worry. This was Jenn Middleton, after all. Hudson was convinced she had it in her to overcome anything.
 “Jenn, look at me,” she repeated and flashed a reassuring smile when the woman did.
 “There’s too much flex in these ladders!”
 “Don’t think about it. Right now, you’re shaking because of the fear. Take a deep breath and keep your eyes on me.”
 Bravely, Jenn followed her instructions. She managed to get herself stable, and even to take another step.
 “Beautiful. Just need to take it slow and carry on breathing. I know it doesn’t feel like it for you right now, but you are totally safe.”
 “Keep talking to me.”
 “Yes, I’m with you. Keep coming toward me like this. Yes, perfect. Now you are halfway. Jenn, I want you to stop here and take another deep breath for me.”
 She did, though Hudson realized what it cost her. She could see the strain in her face, reflected in her posture. Her knuckles had gone bloodless from holding on so tight to the ropes. Sweat was pouring down her face, mixing with the tears.
 “This is demanding for you,” she stated.
 “Demanding? Fuck, yeah!”
 “I want you to do one more thing.”
Fear or not, tears or not, a warning flashed nice and clear in these blue eyes. “Are you fucking kidding me, Hudson?”
 “No, I’m fucking serious.” Hudson smiled.
 “What the hell am I supposed to—”
 “Stay there for a moment. Take another deep breath. Look around you.”
 “No! I don’t want to. Why?”
 “Because it’s beautiful.” Just like you. “Because you can.”
 Jenn let out a dark, angry mutter, but Hudson was pleased when she did look around. She took in the view, getting a bit more used to her position. She even glanced down at the rest of the group and remained steady.
 “Woo! Go, Jenn!” Gillian shouted.
 “Now,” Hudson said. “Let go of the ropes.”
 “Now you’re fucking with me,” Jenn hissed.
 “No, I’m not. A final little test for you, I promise. You know you want to.”
 Jenn grunted again, but she took another breath, unclenched her fingers, and let go. There was a tiny wobble, quickly brought under control. Then she straightened, her shoulders dropped, and she relaxed. She even managed a grin. From below rose a chorus of shouts and whistles.
 “Fucking A., Jenn!”
 “Yew! Go, girl!”
 “Stop showing off,” Kate grumbled, nicely in her moody DS character.
 Now exhilarated instead of terrified, Jenn ignored her and raised her arms in triumph. Hudson chuckled. Yeah, that was a pretty typical reaction. Noah laughed.
 “There she goes. Good effort, Middleton!”
 Jenn was fully in control as she resumed walking. She took the last steps like a seasoned pro and followed up by dropping onto her knees as soon as she was off the ladder, crawling to the nearest tree, and wrapping both arms around it, holding on for dear life.
 “You got her, Huds?” Kate inquired on the radio.
 “Safe and sound. Give us a minute.”
 “Sure.”
“Still breathing, Jenn?” Hudson squatted next to her to take her off the safety line.
 “I think so.”
 “You did great.”
 “Only because you got me through.”
 “Not only. You faced your fear out there. That wasn’t me.”
 “Gosh, I’m still shaking like a leaf. Look!”
 Hudson was not totally aware of what she was doing when she took the hand that Jenn raised to show her, held it gently in between hers, and kissed her knuckles. It only struck her when she met her eyes and noticed that look. Fierce, hot, hungry.
 “Uh.” She started to pull back. “Sorry. I was—”
 “Wait.” Jenn reached for her, stopping her moving with one hand settling on the back of her neck. “Hudson…”
 Words trailed off on a kiss. Just like that, they were kissing. Hudson tasted warm lips, a hint of salt from recent tears, and a touch of surrender; this on both sides. Quickly, Jenn moved against her. Into her, wrapping both arms more securely around her neck. Hudson knew for sure that they were out of sight of the rest of the group up there. Safe-ish. Even if not, she was not sure she could or would have stopped what was happening. This embrace felt like it had been a long time coming. She did not stop to analyze it; just closed her arms around Jenn in a deeply enfolding gesture that made her kissing partner sigh softly against her mouth. They paused at the same time to exchange a glance and a reassuring smile.
 “Jenn,” Hudson started. “I don’t think—"
 “It’s okay,” Jenn told her in a murmur. ”You don’t have to think now.”
She resumed the kiss, making it more demanding this time. Not frantic, messy, or desperate… Just intent, focused, powerful. Hudson trembled. Gosh, the woman was so good at this! It also occurred to her that it was a dangerous thing to allow. The sort of kiss she might get addicted to and come to depend on. But never mind, hey... She was too mesmerized, too caught up in the sensations of the moment, to worry about consequences. Don’t think. Jenn made that easier by sinking her fingers into her hair and holding her nice and tight. Hudson shivered again.
“I’ve got you,” Jenn whispered.
It was a long time since Hudson had allowed a woman to do this. Plenty offered but it never felt right. The connection just was not there. Granted, she did not want one to begin with... Too much of a risk to feel again. But now, the question did not even arise, and Hudson was glad. Jenn teased the inside of her mouth with a velvet tongue. She nipped playfully at her bottom lip, just hard enough to be felt. When Hudson flinched, not in pain but in sheer pleasure, the fingers in her hair tightened into a possessive fist. Jesus! She gasped. Heat flooded through. In response, Jenn let out a deeply erotic chuckle. She pulled back just a tiny bit as if to test her some more. Made her chase the kiss, and shivered all over when Hudson recaptured her mouth. The balance of power shifted. Hudson regained control, earning herself a needy moan of encouragement. Jenn melted in her arms, and so did the rest of the world in the fire of their embrace.
◆◆◆
Jenn had been wondering why she’d gone to hug a stupid tree when the woman she wanted to hold was standing right there. A temporary moment of insanity, she decided, caused by intense relief as she finally made it off that ladder. Then Hudson came to her with blazing eyes and that irresistible smile on her lips. And properly stunned her when she took her hands and kissed her fingers. She looked shocked when she caught herself, but Jenn would not have her apology. As soon as she realized that she’d been acting on pure instinct, it freed her to respond in kind. And oh, God, how she wanted to! Hudson was like no other woman she’d ever kissed. She surprised her, first of all, by letting her take the lead. Jenn usually did in her relationships, but she had not expected it this time. And she enjoyed feeling in control of the exchange just as much as the commanding manner in which Hudson got back in charge at the end. Jenn also did not often lose herself in a kiss; she liked to maintain a certain amount of control, indeed, and awareness, at all times. Healthy, or so she thought, mental distance. But again there, Hudson had a way... She slid under her guard as easily as a blade through water, made her feel safe, secure, and every cell in her body tingle. By the time she pulled away, with a final tender stroke of the lips, Jenn felt as if she had been thoroughly tasted, admired, and worshipped. She opened her eyes to find Hudson still with hers closed and her head tilted forward, as if in trance or meditation. Jenn took it as an indication of how deep she had gone into this as well. It was thrilling. She laid a soft hand on her cheek, watched her blink, and an alluring line of color spread across her cheeks.
“Are you okay?”
 “Hmm.” Hudson chuckled, still looking more than a little dazed. “I feel great.”
 The way she leaned into her hand had Jenn wanting to push her down and jump on top of her, to resume what they’d started. She was about to tell her that when the radio squawked.
 “Hey, Hudson. You girls okay up there?”



CHAPTER 11
Clear focus returned to her dark eyes as Hudson fired off a quick and efficient reply. “Yes, we’re fine. Jenn will be heading down shortly. I’m ready for the next recruit.”
 “I’m sending Stone up to Noah. Standby.”
 Jenn fixed her with a mischievous smile as she secured the radio back on her belt. “I sure wish we could debrief some more, Captain.”
 “Oh, is that what you call it?”
 Though Hudson obviously did her best, her smile did not touch her eyes. Jenn went cold, and her heart sank in reaction. The change was so sudden… So unexpected!
“Hudson,” she murmured. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. But Mark’s on his way up, so…”
 “Wait.” Jenn framed her face in both hands as she started to stand up. “Just so we’re clear, I don’t regret what just happened. Okay? Not for a second. That kiss was… It was amazing. So are you. I need you to know that’s what I think.”
 Hudson circled her fingers around her wrists as if she were going to pull her hands down. But then she just held there and held her gaze with eyes full of sorrow.
“Yes, okay. I… I feel the same way, Jenn.”
 “Are you sure? Because you look pretty devastated right now.”
“Sorry. I’m not. It’s just that it can’t happen again.”
 “Why not?”
 “Because…” Hudson’s gaze dropped to her mouth, and she swallowed. “I can’t. I just can’t.”
 She must have no idea of how conflicted she appeared. And sad. She said one thing, but her eyes betrayed her true feelings. Still, Jenn knew she’d be crazy to insist right now. Also… Why would I? She did not chase after women. In fact, the opposite tended to happen. Why complicate things with the instructor on a course that was essentially her ticket to the top job she wanted? Really, it made no sense. So, she swallowed her disappointment and also said one thing when she believed the opposite.
 “Sure. No problem.”
 “Jenn, I’m sorry—”
“No, no.” Jenn managed a quick nod, emotionless. “It’s okay. Catch you later, Staff.”
◆◆◆
Even if she had been looking forward to a break in the routine before, dinner with the group that night was pretty excruciating. Now ‘The Kiss’ had happened. And Jenn had to sit at one end of the table while, on the other side, Mel Valens put on a show. She had been fast enough to claim the place next to Hudson. Sitting way too close, Jenn noted aggressively. All credit to her, the woman positively glittered, even after a week in the jungle. But as far as Jenn was concerned, this was a horror show. What to do…? She stabbed a piece of salmon off her plate, made an effort to participate in the conversation, and tried not to look irritated. They’d been given the afternoon off to recover after the ladder challenge, which was sorely needed for some. Then, they were invited to change into their ‘civvies,’ as Sheridan referred to, their normal clothes, and they all piled into the boats for the dash back to the hotel beach. It felt like a much shorter trip than on the way over. Kate laughed easily when Jenn mentioned it to her.
“This is known as the shock of capture, a sense of cognitive dissonance at the start of boot camp. When everything seems too far, too hard, and too big to handle. Glad we shook you up a bit and made you feel an authentic military experience.”
 Jenn would not mind shaking Valens up a bit when she laughed at something Hudson said, showing perfect teeth and a perfect smile on her perfect face. Being authentically annoying. She was tempted to get up and leave. To go find her suitcase, currently in a locker room here on site. She burned to turn her phone back on and check her emails, the news, and the latest stock market trends, but Sheridan had promised to make anyone who broke the rules swim back to camp. Though Jenn did not believe that she would dare since it was too far to be safe, she did not want to risk a reprimand or more cleaning duty. Or even worse, getting herself thrown off the course. So, she kept her butt firmly in her chair. Did her best to focus on her meal, which was actually excellent. And endured.
 “I could definitely secure you a supporting role in my next film,” she heard Valens declare. “With those magnificent abs of yours? Oh yeah!”
 “Why don’t you climb on her lap and lick her face already.” Gillian’s amused giggle was Jenn’s first clue that she’d growled that out loud. Oops. But she shrugged.              “It’s clearly what Mel is after. She’s practically rubbing all over her, look!”
 “Yeah, she’s not being very subtle.”
 “You can say that again.”
“But also, Hudson looks more interested in the food on her plate than Mel’s flirting. Or even a role in the next blockbuster, to be honest.”
 Wise, clever Gillian, telling her exactly what Jenn wanted to hear. And it must be true as well. Hudson grinned at her burger in obvious longing before licking mayonnaise off the bun with meticulous precision. Juice dribbled on her lip as she took a bite. So damn sexy... Jenn bit on her own lip at the thought of licking that spot. And her thighs tingled in desire when Hudson did just that. Valens continued to flirt, apparently oblivious that she was getting nowhere fast. Perhaps she had no experience of this sort of thing happening to her. As dinner wound down, Robb came over.
 “You alright, ladies?” he asked, prompting Gillian to flush a deep shade of pink.
 Jenn looked at them both and realized that she may as well be invisible here. He said, ‘Ladies,’ but he was clearly only speaking to one.
 “Would you like to dance, Miss Gillian?”
 “Oh.” She beamed. “I would love to, Noah.”
 Jenn glanced over, half-expecting to see Mel already on the dance floor with Hudson or attempting to drag her there. But Valens was on her own now, and looking quite bored. There was no sign of Hudson. Where had she gone? And why do I even care? They’d shared a kiss. And okay, it was mind-blowing... But still. Just a kiss. A simple case of physical attraction. Surely, that’s all it was, and Jenn told herself to get over it right now.
◆◆◆
Kate did not look like she was enjoying her night off very much. Hudson joined her away from the noise in front of the deserted swimming pool, where her friend sat on a lounge chair with her phone and iPad in front of her.
 “Everything alright?” she prompted.
 “Yeah,” Kate grunted. “But Tony’s on its way.”
 “Who?”
 “Hurricane Tony. Look.” She turned her screen to show an area of angry red on the weather chart she was looking at.
 “Wow.” Hudson whistled. “Looks nasty.”
 “Yes, it could be a bad one.”
 “Isn’t hurricane season weeks off in this area though?”
 “Supposed to be, yeah. That’s why I picked these dates for the training. I guess no one told Tony.”
 “So, what’s the plan? Evac?”
 “Hopefully not. There’s still time for it to change direction or turn into a regular storm. Even if it doesn’t, it’s not supposed to hit until the day after we finish.”
 “Lucky for us if that’s the case.”
“Just to be on the safe side, I might still wrap up a day early in order to give everyone enough time to get off the island. What do you think?”
 “Yes, good idea.” It would mean one less day to see Jenn, of course. Hudson was suddenly acutely and uncomfortably aware of time running out.
   “Let’s hope for the best. I’ll keep an eye on this and speak to the recruits if and when I have to.” Kate flashed a bright smile as she changed the subject. “So, will you be off to Hollywood after we finish here? Valens seems keen to get you onboard her next movie.”
 “I’d rather walk naked into a category five hurricane.”
 “I think she’d like that even more. The naked part, I mean.” Kate wiggled her eyebrows. “Especially with these magnificent abs of yours. Yum!”
 “Stop it.”
 “Middleton looked like she wanted to punch her.”
 Hudson blinked and stared. “Jenn?”
 “Uh-huh. You didn’t notice?” Kate laughed. “She kept her eyes fixed on you throughout the entire meal. Looked like she was starving, but for something other than burgers and chips, I can tell you. And she was not amused by Valens’s antics.”
 Hudson tried and failed not to smile. Jenn possessed a fiery spirit, for sure. As for her, coaching the recruits over the ladder had kept her busy, focused, and happy while it lasted. But Jenn had been on her mind every second since then. Hudson was surprised to find that she missed her. Dammit. How could you miss a woman you had only just met a week earlier? Even after kissing her… It was just one kiss. And I don’t want this anyway. No getting attached. No way. Reminding herself of this fact did not stop her longing for connection. Kate was not going to make it easy for her to ignore this, obviously.
 “You looked pleased to hear that,” she said.
 “Not pleased or otherwise.” Hudson shrugged, trying her best to appear unaffected. “I don’t think much of it.”
 “Hmm…” Kate fixed her with a friendly but inquiring gaze. “Middleton looked like she was taking it all pretty seriously, you know?”
 “Yeah, well. Moving on,” Hudson instructed. She was eager to avoid questions she would not know how to answer, even for her own self. “What’s the plan for you after this course?”
 “Another one, eh.” Kate brightened again. “This time, closer to home in the Scottish mountains, on the side of a beautiful, isolated loch. We’ve been fully booked on it for several weeks, which is not surprising. The area there is bloody gorgeous.”
 “Oh, really?”
 “Yeah. You want in?” Kate had offered her a full-time job as an instructor before and ownership shares in the company. But Hudson being Hudson, she was always hesitant to commit. “I’m not talking a ten-year contract signed in blood, you understand. But you’re great with the recruits, as I knew you’d be. You’ve got instant rapport; seriously, they all like you. And you know I love working with you, Hudson.”
 “So do I.”
 “So… Scotland?”
 Hudson smiled with a quick rush of excitement at the idea. “An ancient loch in the mountains, eh?”
 “Yep.”
“You make it sound pretty wonderful.”
 “And it will be. Imagine solo kayaking sessions at sunrise, fun scrambling runs on rugged peaks, and a pint in a quirky pub afterward. Wonderful stuff.”
 “What about midges and rain?”
 “Ah, well.” Kate chuckled at that. “There are some things even I can’t control, you know? Like weather events and midges, yes.”
 “Okay.”
 “Okay?”
 “Yeah, count me in.”
 “What… Really?”
 “Yeah, I’ve made up my mind. I want in.”
 “Oh, brilliant!” Sounding a little surprised at the speed of the decision but truly delighted about it, Kate shot to her feet to deliver a fierce hug. “Hudson, this makes me so happy!”
 “Good. Me too. And thank you for offering.”
“Of course! I think you’ll love Scotland! Come on then, let’s go celebrate with a dance!”
 “Are you kidding?” Hudson frowned.
 Grinning at her reaction, Kate punched her playfully on the shoulder. “I think I’ll quit while I’m ahead, then.”
 “Yeah, don’t make me have to knock you down.”
“Ah! No worries, I’ll ask one of the guys. You coming?”
“In a bit.”
 “Alright.”
As Kate went to rejoin the group, Hudson wandered a bit more through the resort grounds, enjoying her solitude. Feeling more settled. Scotland, yes. A quick but excellent decision was made there. She stopped to pet a grey cat, purring like a small engine, who came to rub against her legs. As he trotted off, apparently satisfied with the encounter, she walked on. Found a little pond in a circle of trees and flowery bushes. And bumped into the one person guaranteed to destroy her peace of mind.
 “Hudson.” Jenn also looked a bit startled at first, as if she’d not expected to see anyone else in this private spot. But then, she was quick to smile. “Hey. Looking for some space and quiet?”
 “Yes, I’m not really into dance parties.”
 “Neither am I.”
 Her eyes flashed like precious jewels in the clear moonlight. Hudson tensed not to move. Her legs wanted to. Her brain told her to do it. But if she gave in, and closed the distance between them, she could not guarantee complications would not happen. And she did not want that, did she? Meanwhile, Jenn flashed an amused, testing smile.
 “I did consider breaking into the locker room to access my phone and check emails…”
 “Oh? Why didn’t you?”
 “Just in case it was a trap. I wouldn’t put it past your friend Kate to have someone watching. I’m not a huge fan of cleaning toilets, as you know.”
 “You might have got away with it.”
 “Yes… Or not.”
 “Are you risk-averse, Ms. Middleton?”
Jenn’s smile turned a bit crooked and definitely thoughtful.
“It’s Jenn to you, remember?” she said. “And no, I am not at all afraid of risk. Not when something’s really worth it.”



CHAPTER 12
She took a step toward her. Then, another. Hudson watched her approach, knowing she did not have it in her to step back or tell the woman to keep her distance. Again, she’d been feeling low-key frustrated and impatient all evening. Unsettled. Dinner was hard work. Not because a gorgeous movie star decided she was going to attempt to seduce her, but because Jenn had been sitting at the other end of the table. Hudson knew that if she glanced at her, she would not be able to look away again. Like right now. What the hell… Self-control was not usually so damn hard. She made an attempt to stay on track with the conversation, at least.
 “Just so you know, the locker room isn’t bugged. That’s just your imagination playing tricks on you. A consequence of being on this course, I suppose.”
 “Ah, well. Too late for it now. Never mind.”
Jenn came to stand in front of her, close enough for Hudson to catch the minute shifts of expression in her blue eyes. Her lips were full, moist, attractively flushed. No trick of the imagination there, and it was hard not to stare. Hudson wondered if her own arousal was that obvious.
“For the record,” Jenn added, “I take a lot of significant but calculated risks in my career. I live on the edge – safely.”
 Could she sound more attractive? Hudson thought not.
“As a Wall Street exec, I’m sure you must do,” she nodded.
 “It’s not a life and death situation, as it must have been for for you in your line of work. But a wrong decision, at such a high level of influence, can still have devastating consequences on plenty of lives.”
 “It’s a high-stakes game, I understand.”
 “Yes. Definitely.”
“Why are you telling me this all of a sudden?”
 “I’m not sure. I guess I’m nervous.”
 “Really?”
 “Yeah.” Jenn shrugged, tough and smug with just a hint of vulnerability thrown in. “Which kind of pisses me off, to tell you the truth. But then… You’re worth it.”
 “Jenn…” Hudson started to step back.
 “Wait.” These blue eyes flashed full of heat as Jenn touched her fingers to her cheek in what seemed to be a favorite gesture. “What I mean to say, Hudson, is that there was no calculation involved in kissing you. No thinking or ulterior motive. It just felt like the easiest and most natural thing in the world.”
Hudson struggled to catch her breath. Her eyelids suddenly felt heavy. Jenn’s fingertips, soft, and light as a feather, made her skin tingle. And her passionate words triggered a wave of desire that turned her voice huskier than usual.
“I know what you mean. But—”
“Do you?” Jenn’s expression was still fierce, but now with a bit more of the vulnerable apparent through it.
Hudson’s protective fuse was lit. Not so tough, she thought. And so beautiful. She wanted to hold her even more.
“It felt easy. And… right,” she admitted.
“Yes. I want to do it again.”
◆◆◆
Sadly, she did not get her wish…
Back at base camp, Jenn lay on her cot in the darkness, staring at a random spot she could barely see on the ceiling. Interrupted. Again! This time it was by hotel staff, but the result was still the same: Separation. She should have been pleased with this… After all, she never insisted when a woman said no. No was a sacred word in her vocabulary when it came to personal and intimate relationships. Jenn hated being pushed, so she treated others the way she liked to be. This meant Hudson too, of course. Maybe this was the problem. The woman was obviously so conflicted that there were moments when they were alone together when she looked like she might burst. Earlier, for example, when Jenn told her she wanted to kiss her again. Hudson did not say no, and Jenn watched a startling bunch of emotions swirl in her dark eyes; desire, doubt, hunger, hesitation, sadness, need… It was at once fascinating and a little painful to observe, actually. In turn, she had also been torn between kissing the woman and pulling her into her arms to simply hold her. Hudson looked like she could do with some hugs, and was badly in need of peace as well. How presumptuous of me to think I can give it to her, Jenn reflected. But the thought of these smooth black eyes, loaded with so much desire, haunted her. Hudson’s mix of hunger and resistance made her even more gorgeous. Absolute sin, Jenn reflected, and she grew tight at the memory. Gosh, she wanted her! Her hand drifted to the waistband of her shorts. If only she were not in a room full of other recruits… And men, on top of that! Matthew snored softly in the other bed. She tried to focus on that, to take her mind off things. Was Hudson also lying awake in the dark? Thinking of her and that amazing kiss they’d shared? Dreaming of another one? Jenn sighed. I’ve got to see her...
◆◆◆
Hudson discovered even a cold shower did not help to settle her much. Plus, the water barely went colder than lukewarm in this tropical climate. She’d probably miss the heat when she was in rainy Scotland. Never happy, eh... She shook her head at her own self, aware that her irritation had little to do with the amenities or the climate. With nothing but a bath towel wrapped around her body and a pair of flip-flops, she headed back to her room. Better get some rest. Meditate sexual frustration out of her busy mind first and then fall into sleep. Or take care of business first, meditate after, and then sleep. Or… She froze at the sight of Jenn crossing the main square. One A.M. on the dot. Where on earth is she going? Hudson disappeared into the shadows, any thoughts of calming meditation no longer anywhere on the agenda. Jenn was walking away from the shower block. She went right past the canteen too. Alright, then. She was headed for the instructors’ accommodation block. And, specifically, her side of it, Hudson noted. She trailed her without revealing her presence all the way to the window at the back. On the other side was the jungle, dark and forbidding. Jenn cast a suspicious glance in that direction when she stepped on a twig and made herself jump, then snorted ironically. Wary, but not scared. Hudson remained out of sight. Jenn gave her window a little push to see if it was open, then exhaled in annoyance when she found it locked. She knocked and obviously received no answer. Hudson grinned as she watched her cup both hands to peer through the glass. How rude! She almost laughed out loud when Jenn hit the pane with her fist. Patience certainly was not her thing. As silent as a leopard hunting for prey, Hudson came up behind her.
 “Busted,” she whispered against her ear.
Jenn jolted badly in reaction. “Oh, Jesus Christ!”
 “Nope, just me.” The furious look that she shot her made Hudson chuckle. “Good thing for you, by the way, because you would not evade the enemy for long in the field if this were for real. Too noisy, and your stealth technique is atrocious.”
 “I wasn’t trying to be stealthy. Or technical.”
 “Were you attempting to break into my room?”
 “Of course not. I just wanted to talk to you—” Jenn stopped abruptly when she glanced down and suddenly noticed her state of undress.
The tiny sound she made at the back of her throat, a needy whimper, had Hudson breaking into a sweat and tightening all over. Jenn’s sparkling gaze on her naked legs, slowly taking her in with that dreamy smile, was like a caress. Liquid fire. It made her ache for the real thing.
“Mm…” Now Jenn purred in undisguised appreciation. “Is this your idea of stealth? Because let me tell you, soldier: if you were hoping to blend in with the environment, that’s a massive failure.”
“I just had a shower.”
“Trying to cool off? Did something make you hot?”
“Someone did, for sure.”
“A Hollywood actress? Be careful what you say.”
That little warning was nice. Hudson realized that she would not mind at all Jenn keeping her in line at least some of the time.
“Who?” she joked.
“Hmm. Clever answer.” Jenn deliberately licked her own lips as she allowed her gaze to linger heavily over hers. “But that is another failure for you, then.”
“How’d you mean?”
“You’re still hot. As in, volcanic.”
They were both, Hudson figured, so far beyond the point of no return that it would do no good to pretend. She would never pull it off. Also no longer wanted to. She laid both hands on the building wall behind Jenn, caging her loosely between her arms, and leaned in close.
“I’m not just hot anymore, you know?” she murmured.
Jenn’s eyes, darker suddenly, flashed. “Wet?”
“Yes.”
“From that shower you took?”
“Absolutely not from the shower.” Hudson swallowed her smile in a searing kiss.
 She was convinced that she had been okay since leaving the army. No more nightmares, or not as often. The ones she used to have had started off vicious but turned more manageable as time went on. She had been a bit withdrawn; just processing things in her own head and, she was certain, no more than usual. She was never a big extrovert to begin with. But this sense of feeling okay, she now discovered, still was a state of contraction. Kissing Jenn again, the sexy gasp of pleasure that she elicited from her when she seized the initiative, made her feel as if she were flying high in the middle of a cloudless sky. Her chest expanded. Her spirit blossomed. This was the taste of genuine freedom. Hudson only stopped because she was running out of air. She looked at her partner, checking that she was alright. Jenn, also breathing hard, watched her with eyes made much darker by desire, and a good dose of astonishment.
 “Well?” Hudson demanded with a teasing eyebrow raised.
 That alluring, smug smile, returned to Jenn’s lips.
“Well,” she said. “Wow. You can kiss!”
 “You make it easy.”
 “So modest. And charming. So, now the question is…” Jenn trailed a tantalizing finger along the front of the towel, just over the top of her breasts, on naked skin. “What else you got apart from those sexy goosebumps?”
 Hudson no longer hesitated. “Come with me, and I’ll show you.”
They sneaked undetected into her room. Hudson locked the door, did not turn the light on, and started to say they had to be quiet.
 “The walls are a little thin around—” Oh.
 Jenn stood in the middle of the room. Naked. She moves fast. Hudson released a slow breath as she took her in. Her gaze was momentarily drawn to a string of fading bruises on her left leg, no doubt courtesy of her exploits on the assault course the other day. Jenn had scraped her elbow somewhere along the way too. Other than these small injuries, her skin was perfectly smooth and gleaming enticingly in the moonlight that shone through the window.
 “You’re beautiful.” Hudson said it out loud.
Jenn obviously worked out and took care of herself, but her body was not as hard as the one that she had honed during her years in the army. Jenn’s was a little softer, her angles and curves deliciously female. She had generous breasts, pale and creamy in contrast to the rest of the body, and dark nipples currently very erect and tight. Glancing at the neat triangle of also darker hair between her thighs made Hudson shiver in need. This specific spot on a woman, so enticingly feminine, never failed to bring her to her knees.
“Just so you know, I am not taking any of this lightly,” Jenn stated.
 “Understood.” Hudson nodded. “Neither am I.”
 Apparently satisfied, Jenn slowly curled a finger, beckoning her forward with a smile. When Hudson was close enough, she grabbed the knot on her towel and pulled to loosen it. As the piece of cloth dropped to the floor, revealing her own nakedness, Hudson observed an attractive line of deep color blossom in her cheeks and over the top of her breasts.
 “So are you, Hudson,” Jenn whispered. “Gorgeous.”
 Her eyes lingered over the heavy scar on the side of her hip, a lasting memory of a bullet that had torn a good chunk of flesh out of her.
 “This looks bad.”
 “It’s nothing,” Hudson assured.
Jenn pursed her lips, her eyes full of compassion and a hint of healthy outrage at the sight of that injury, which certainly looked significant. They were almost close enough for their breasts to be touching now. Hudson ached for that, but she also wanted to take her time. To savor every single second of the exchange… And to let Jenn take the lead, maybe. Why not? Heat and anticipation crackled between them as Jenn shot her a piercing glance, then slowly lowered herself to press her lips over the scar. She kissed it and traced the tip of her tongue smoothly over it. The sensation made Hudson see stars.
“Steady,” Jenn instructed as her thighs wobbled.
“Trying,” Hudson grumbled.



CHAPTER 13
Jenn straightened, shot her another brief assessing glance, then must have decided what she wanted to happen next. And acted on it quickly. Without another word, she slid one hand over the back of her neck, tugged her forward, and kissed her. Hudson was done waiting as well. The second Jenn’s lips found hers, she stepped fully into her. Their breasts collided, their hips fused together, they fitted against each other perfectly. Jenn shuddered all over. Hudson moaned in reaction. This first contact of skin on skin almost made the top of her head explode.
 “I want you so much,” Jenn groaned.
Either she was a lot stronger than expected, or Hudson was feeling exceptionally weak; probably the latter. Jenn spun her around and resumed the kiss at the same time, keeping going with her arms around her until the back of Hudson’s legs hit the bed. She sent her tumbling with a smile and a gentle shove.
“Shh,” she reminded as Hudson laughed, and fell down on top of her.
There was not much space on top of that army-issue bunk, and all the better for it. They held each other so close that after a moment, Hudson could no longer tell which heartbeat was hers or Jenn’s. She caressed her shoulders, tickled her fingers down the length of her back, glided her hands over her tight butt. And squeezed. Jenn arched into her, palmed her breasts, and bit into her shoulder.
“Oh. God.” Hudson almost convulsed.
“Yeah, you’re still hot,” Jenn chuckled. “Phew.” She shifted a bit so she was lying on her side, and traced her fingers lightly over her stomach. “So, tell me. How risky is this?”
“Extremely,” Hudson managed, watching her own muscles respond to that silky touch without any input from her whatsoever.
“Oh yeah? Tell me more.”
“If you touch me, I won’t last two seconds.”
“Hmm, Captain Grays… I had no idea you’d be so easily demolished.” Jenn caught her mouth again in a possessive but languid kiss this time.
Her skin was burning hot. Her pubic hair tickled Hudson’s abdomen as she lay with one leg firmly pressed in between hers. Jenn really could not have any idea, for real, how easily she’d lose it if she kept this up. Hudson was astounded. Granted, it was a couple of years since she’d been with a woman... But it was not just that. Jenn was different. Special. And as she slid her right hand delicately over her, between her legs, Hudson went floaty in the head. The sensation was divine.
“Not wet from the shower, yeah,” Jenn whispered.
She was holding her, touching her. Her breath on the side of her face was like a caress, too.
“Seriously, I won’t last,” Hudson warned her. “And I don’t want to rush with you.”
“Neither do I.” Jenn’s fingers hovered just above the spot that would make her explode. “We’ll do it quick, then slow later. Let me see you let go, Hudson. You’re so beautiful, darling.”
◆◆◆
And also, hard as a rock... Jenn could see and feel how much she wanted her. She was not surprised at this level of intensity, since she had already felt the fire burning inside. She knew Hudson was naturally pretty intense. Still, she was touched. More than she thought she would be. ‘I don’t want to rush with you.’. As opposed to not caring as much with someone else, maybe? Jenn allowed herself to wonder. For her, this had all just started with an unusual and frankly annoying attraction to the instructor. Without even trying, Hudson had slipped under her skin, big time. Now the situation was evolving. When Jenn touched her, as she kissed and caressed her, all this emotional distance Hudson seemed to always need to maintain melted away. Her dark eyes heated up and allowed her to gaze inside. Deep. Her defenses dropped. Jenn did not actually believe for a second that she was the kind to be easily demolished, sexually or otherwise. So, this was a gift to her. Hudson was just gorgeous, inside and out. Lethally attractive. Jenn knew she might be in real trouble here, with a woman like her. She chased the thought away, only wanting to focus on the present moment.
 “Relax.” She took her own advice as she held her close and stroked her.
 Hudson was wet, warm, and slick. Jenn watched the muscles in her, okay, truly magnificent abs, twitch and ripple in synch with the rhythm she established. She listened to her breathing, fast and progressively more ragged, and delighted in the occasional whimper she elicited out of her. Having this kind of power over such a powerful woman was a turn-on, for sure. She grew hotter as a result, wet, and swollen. But Hudson first.
 “Are you going to come in my hand?”
 Hudson almost levitated off the bed at the steamy question.
“Yes,” she panted.
 “I can feel how hot you are. Do you want me in?”
 “No. Yes. Uh—Fuck… Fuck. Yes!”
 Jenn deduced from this that she might enjoy the same kind of thing she sometimes did. Firm, targeted pressure over the spot instead of full penetration. She took her mouth at the same time, nice and rough, kissing her deep and demanding. One push of her fingers to make her tremble. Two to make her gasp.
 “You’re close, aren’t you?”
 “Yes… Very…”
 “What do you need, darling?”
 “Rub me.”
 “Okay.” Jenn resumed her stroking. “Like this?”
 “Harder.”
 Jenn knew; she just wanted to hear her say it. And as she found her clit, and gave her just the right amount of friction, Hudson finally lost her battle to make the pleasure last. She grunted, jerked, squeezed.
 “Eyes on me, Hudson,” Jenn demanded.
She watched her gaze empty. Hudson stopped breathing, held there for a second, and fell apart on a final demanding stroke. Jenn shuddered. So damn gorgeous! Watching focus return to these hazy black eyes a minute later was as arousing as the rest of it for her because she was the one who’d stolen it in the first place.
 “Welcome back, beautiful.”
 “Hi…” Hudson blinked, spread her arms in a lazy stretch, and caught herself when she almost fell off the bunk.
 “Hey. Careful,” Jenn warned.
Her lover laughed. “Wow. You knocked me out.”
 “Yes, I did.” Jenn kissed her softly on the lips. “And loved every second of your sexy unraveling.”
 “You didn’t unravel yourself.”
 “Is that a question?”
 “No. I know.” Smiling, Hudson trailed a soft finger over her mouth and lips. “So, now I’m going to return the favor.”
 “Yes, please.”
“Lie on your stomach. Let me take care of you, Jenn.”
 Could she have any idea of the impact of this last sentence? Jenn suspected not; at least not emotionally speaking. But as she turned over, and Hudson started on a slow, intimate massage, it gave solace to a lot more than just her body.
 “Mm…” She grinned in appreciation. “You should do this professionally. In fact, all recruits should be given a massage at the end of each day.”
 “You can submit the idea on your feedback form. But my technique has a few special perks we won’t be able to include on the training.”
She used her fingers over the sore muscles in her shoulders, back, and legs and her mouth, lips, and tongue to arouse every millimeter of skin. Jenn was already on fire by the time Hudson instructed her to lie on her back, and the session only got better from there. She kissed her mouth, the sides of her neck, under her jaw, and along her collarbone. She feasted on her breasts, alternating between suckling hard and teasing gently with her tongue in maddening circles. Jenn was not usually so sensitive there; now, she discovered differently.
“Perks,” she sighed. “Mm…  ‘See what you mean.”
“I’ve got more,” Hudson assured in that shiver-inducing, heated, and husky voice. “Only for you.”
 One thing could be said, she delivered on her promises. She licked her to perfection, made her lose her breath and moan, and the relaxed muscles in her legs tense again in raw pleasure. A particularly well-placed flick of the tongue over her clit had Jenn crying out her name.
 “Shh,” Hudson chuckled softly. “Don’t make me stop.”
 “Don’t you dare!” Jenn growled.
 “I won’t. This is good?”
 “Beyond perfect.”
 Another chuckle, and Hudson grinned at her from between her thighs. “So are you, Jenn. I love the way your body responds to me.”
 “One would have to be dead not to— Oh!”
 Hudson lifted her right leg and sealed her lips around her; perfectly, it had to be said. Jenn held onto the bed with both hands and struggled to keep quiet as she slid the tip of her tongue inside, exactly as she needed her to. How did Hudson know to do this? How did she guess just how? Jenn would have laughed at the perfection of it all if the pleasure had not been so intense. She gave herself over to it.
 “Ride me if you want,” Hudson whispered. “Take what you need.”
 Heated words, indeed… Jenn shifted to slide her fingers in her hair. She was gentle but did exactly as Hudson offered. Oh. My. God. Feeling herself on the edge, she arched off the bed and squeezed her thighs. Hudson seemed to like that. She groaned in delight, which was all Jenn needed. Fingers tight in her hair, hips pumping, she came long and hard.
◆◆◆
It was not as dark when she woke up and read the time on her lover’s watch. 05:10. Dawn approaching fast, though, thankfully, this meant a bit more time before the six o’clock reveille. Jenn would have to sneak back into her barracks. For now, she just wanted to enjoy the short amount of time they had left. Hudson was still asleep. She lay on her stomach with her face turned toward her and one arm thrown across her waist, holding on lightly. Looking like an angel... Jenn mused as she caressed the longer strands of coal-black hair at the back of her neck. Unusual thought for her to be having, for sure. But after a night like the one they’d just shared, she realized it was probably warranted. Everything about this connection and Hudson seemed out of the norm.
 “Are you awake?” she whispered when she felt her stir.
 “Mmm… Yes.” The angel cracked an eye open and smiled. “Good morning.”
 “Good morning.” Jenn kissed her softly on the lips, eliciting a sexy sigh.
“Please don’t stop what you’re doing.”
 “You like it when I’m playing with your hair?”
 “Yeah, it beats the usual snarl of my alarm clock.”
 Jenn chuckled ironically at that. “Man! What a romantic you are.”
 “No, I am, actually.” Hudson’s gaze was alert and clear. She seemed fully awake.
Smiling, Jenn continued to brush her fingers through her hair. “I think I know that.”
“Do you really?”
“Yes. I see deep.”
Hudson moved into her arms, snuggled close, and held her gaze. “Should I be worried?”
“Absolutely not. I see plenty I like.”
And Jenn sure loved holding on to her like this, feeling the weight of her body, and one powerful leg slung over hers... As if Hudson wanted to keep her anchored there.
“I so wish we were in New York right now,” she decided.
“At your place?”
“Yes. I would make love to you again in the shower, then take you out for coffee and blueberry muffins at my favorite coffee shop.”
“You’re going to make me drool.”
“I don’t do that, you know?”
“Drool? Yeah, I hope not.”
“No,” Jenn laughed. “Not that. But naked hugs and chats in the morning. And taking women out for breakfast.”
Hudson kept her eyes fixed on hers. She seemed deeply interested in the conversation. Fascinated, even. In her.
“I bet you don’t bring many lovers to your own bed,” she prompted. “You would go for a hotel room; am I right? So you don’t have to spend the night. And you can avoid awkward talk and a request for another date in the morning.”
“That’s accurate. How did you guess my MO?”
“You hinted to it. And I see deep as well, Jenn,” Hudson brushed another soft kiss over her mouth. “I’m a lucky woman. And it makes me wonder, too.”
“About what?”
“Surely you don’t lack romantic offers. Women wanting to be with you.”
Jenn bit her lip in a slight hesitation. Morning-after talk, you bet… Venturing into forbidden territory. Her first impulse was to change the subject, but then she thought, Hey, why the hell not?
“It’s complicated,” she admitted. “I won’t lie to you, I like both women and sex. A lot.”
“I got that.” Hudson smiled. “Again, lucky me.”
“I have… I’ve had many lovers, but no one close.”
“Right. Why is that complicated?”
“Because though it may sound like it when I say this, I don’t actually like casual and meaningless encounters. It’s a paradox, wanting sex and physical intimacy but also keeping my distance at the same time.”
“An interesting paradox.”
Because she said that, Jenn added a little more.
“I grew up without my parents. They were killed in a car accident when I was seven.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Thanks... But just to say that I learned to be self-resilient at a young age. And then, because my family has always been in the public eye, I also have to be careful who I trust. Just before I came on the training, one of my lovers leaked intimate photos to the press. Turns out she was a reporter. So…”
“I’m sorry for that too,” Hudson said gently. “I understand it must be hard for you. Yet here we are now, you and me, having an intimate chat.” She raised a smiling eyebrow. “What do you make of it?”
“This is good. It’s different. With you…” Jenn searched for the right words. Wary of saying too much, too quickly, she kept it light and easy but still managed to make her point. “Look, I’d have wanted to bring you home, Hudson. And definitely to buy you breakfast in the morning. I hope perhaps we can do that sometime.”
 There was a loaded pause, a pregnant silence during which she watched all these now familiar and conflicting emotions sail across her lover’s face. Jenn gave her time to process. Hell, she needed it too. Hudson came out with her own admission.
“I haven’t been to bed with a woman in almost two years, you know?”
Jen fixed her intently. “How is that possible?”
“Oh, very.”
“Even with these? What’s the catch?”
 Her intentionally exaggerated look of surprise and the way she grazed her abs with a single finger got an amused smile out of Hudson.
 “I’ve not wanted to be close to anyone in a long time.”
 Jenn moved to caress the scar on her hip. “Something to do with this?”
 “Yes. I’ve lost friends. Soldiers. People I cared about.”
 “My turn to say I’m sorry, darling.”
“Thank you.” Hudson flashed another sudden, bright, and open smile. “And to answer your comment… Yes; I would love for you to buy me breakfast in New York, Jenn.”



CHAPTER 14
It took Hudson a second to recognize what she was feeling as she said this. Then, it struck her. It was joy, pure and simple. It had been such a long time since she had felt that, too… The flicker of resistance that she experienced was there and gone in less than a split second.
 “We have thirty minutes until I need to kick you out,” she announced. “But I wish I could cancel training for the day, and stay in bed with you.”
 “Wish I could cancel training, period,” Jenn grunted.
 Hudson laughed. “I seem to recall a similar conversation we had before. Surely it’s not so terrible?”
 “It does have its perks, like you told me.” Jenn cupped her right breast in her hand, squeezed gently, and rubbed her thumb over her nipple. “Especially now.”
A flurry of fiery tingles traveled from the top of Hudson’s head down to between her legs, making her shiver in arousal and her nipples go hard.
 “Oh, God. Stop.”
“Ah.” Jenn grinned. “Still hungry?”
“Yes. Plenty of room for more. So don’t start something we won’t be able to finish.”
“What else do you suggest in the time we have?”
“I shall serve you coffee in bed.”
“Spoiling me rotten.”
 Hudson got up, quickly shoved into her shorts and t-shirt, and leaned down to kiss her.
“Would you mind if I wanted to?”
 “With sex and coffee? You go right ahead!”
“Okay, I’ll remember that. By the way, we might be forced to end the course a day early, courtesy of Hurricane Tony which is headed toward the island.”
“Wow.” The news had Jenn sitting up straight. “Really? Is it forecast to be that severe?”
“I hope not. Kate should fill you in today with the rest of the group. She only found out last night and is keeping a close eye on the weather updates.”
 “Speaking of the big boss; how much trouble will you be in if she finds out about us?”
 “As the lead instructor in charge, and the founder of ROCK- ON, Kate won’t be best pleased if this comes out, for sure. As my best friend, she’s bound to be delighted. So, we just need to keep the connection between us private.”
 “Of course.” Jenn smiled. “Staff. I’ll be extra careful going back to the barracks, and make sure to avoid flirty glances with you throughout the day.”
 With a smile of her own, feeling pretty amazing all round, Hudson poured her coffee from the single-cup French press that she had never traveled anywhere without.
“You take it black, I presume?”
 “Yes.”
 “Gotcha. I might not be able to avoid the odd glance, but I’ll make sure it’s not flirty.”
 “It’s a deal. Gosh, this brew smells like heaven! What about you, babe?”
 “Only have one cup. We can share.”
 Jenn pulled her close with a hopeful smile. “Share another kiss too, please?”
 “Oh, yeah.”
◆◆◆
It was good news about the hurricane, though Jenn did not let on that she already knew about it.
 “The winds shifted during the night and Tony is no longer a threat. I’ll keep checking the weather, but we should be well in the clear.” Sheridan nodded inquisitively when she surveyed the group during the morning briefing. “How are you guys feeling after having the night off?”
 “Refreshed,” Gillian announced.
 “Yeah, good to go,” young Ben agreed, eager as always.
 “Shouldn’t have had that extra beer,” Matthew announced with a self-deprecating snort. “But not too bad considering.”
 When Sheridan looked at her, Jenn simply nodded with a quick thumbs-up. How she felt, utterly and gloriously alive, was not for public sharing.
 “Alright. Now, I think some of you will be pleased to hear that this second part of the course is going to be a bit more relaxed and different. More about teaching you useful things to take back home than beasting you or challenging you to face your fears. Each one of you did great with that, by the way, so it’s time to move on.”
 “Oh, thank you, Lord! I mean, Instructor Sheridan,” Gillian exclaimed in a heartfelt cry, making everyone laugh.
 Jenn chuckled with the rest and, since she stood next to her, passed one arm around Gillian’s shoulders to deliver a friendly sideways hug. She noticed Hudson watching them both with an approving smile. Her lips appeared a little swollen from kisses, attractively bruised. She definitely had a telling glow about her. Could everyone see it? Is it obvious on me, too? Jenn was slightly worried, but then she figured that it wouldn’t be long, despite Sheridan’s assurances, before she had them all covered in sweat and flushed from some type of exertion. No one would have the energy to wonder about such things then.
 “Okay, people!” the instructor concluded. “Let’s warm up! Get some blood pumping!”
 This meant a mile run, push-ups, isometric core exercises, and a lot of stretching. As a bonus feature, Matthew threw up in the bushes during the run.
 “Phew. Needed that,” he muttered to himself and kept on going.
Warm-up complete, Sheridan then announced the topic for the day. And for the first time since the beginning of the course, Jenn actually found herself looking forward to it.
 “A study published in the Journal of Interpersonal Violence found that individuals who had taken a self-defense class were less likely to experience physical assault than those who had not taken the class. Why do you think that is?”
 “They would be naturally more confident,” Kim answered straight away. “People pick up on this kind of thing.”
 “Yeah, demeanor,” Mark Stone added. “If you’ve got skills, you’ll hold yourself differently.”
 “That’s right.” Sheridan jerked a thumb toward Hudson. “Look at this one, for example. Would you jump her late at night to steal her phone and her money?”
 All eyes turned to the former army captain. Hudson stood with her legs slightly spread, feet firmly planted on the ground, and both arms crossed over her chest. Head up, eyes bright and alert, with a cool smile hanging on the corner of her mouth. She looked fit, solid, tough. Sexy as hell, Jenn reflected. Sheridan used her friend to illustrate her point about confidence and stance, obviously, and she could not have chosen better.
 “Hell, I wouldn’t dare to try.” Kim answered the question with a respectful shake of the head. “She looks mean.”
 “Why, thank you.” Hudson chuckled. “I do my best.”
Everyone agreed with Kim. But of course, there was always one…
 “I’d jump you,” Valens declared. “Just not for your phone or money.”
 People laughed. Sheridan rolled her eyes ironically. Hudson just gave a polite smile that also signified her blatant lack of interest. Jenn caught a sparkle in her eyes when she glanced at her, but Hudson did not linger with the look. Still, it was clearly intentional; enough to remind her of what they’d been up to and steal her breath for a moment. I’m in trouble, she mused again. And noted a sizzle of anticipation at the idea instead of her usual reluctance.
 “When you first join the military, you learn basic hand-to-hand combat techniques. Of course, we could teach you that stuff and leave it there,” Sheridan went on. “It’s good enough. But as I’m sure you’ve noticed by now, we don’t do basic on this course.”
 Looking at Hudson, Jenn could agree.
 “All three of us; Captain Grays, Corporal Robb, and I, are also martial arts instructors in our spare time. So, today, we are going to introduce you to a technique known as Qin Na, a self-defense system that focuses on joint locks and grips. Qin means to Seize or Grasp, and Na means control. Out of the four major fighting styles in Chinese Martial Arts, this method is often considered the most sophisticated.”
 “Fuck, yeah.” Ben sounded almost aroused.
 “The techniques are simple but effective. Once you master them, you’ll be able to sufficiently disable an attacker without causing permanent harm. This is self-defense,” Sheridan added when Ben grunted again. “Not killing class. Okay?”
 “Yes, Staff,” he grinned sheepishly. “Got it.”
“Let’s split you into groups and get started.”
Whether it was just luck or at Hudson’s request, Jenn ended up in her group along with Ben, Gillian, Kim, and Matthew. Her favorite people on the course, more or less. And though it was silly to think this way, she was pleased to see Valens well away on the other side with Corporal Robb. Unless as with some other tasks, namely regular PT, the morning went by in the blink of an eye.
“She’s good, isn’t she?” Gillian prompted during a break.
Jenn followed her glance to where Hudson was giving Ben and Matthew an extra demonstration of one of the techniques. All morning, she had been incredibly patient, attentive, funny, very clear, and precise in her teachings.
“Yeah, she’s brilliant,” she agreed.
Gillian told Hudson directly when they started again. “You make it very easy to learn. And I love this technique.”
“Good. You seem to have a natural knack for it,” Hudson approved.
“Thank you. I’m getting the hang of it, yes.”
“Show me.” Hudson slapped one hand on her shoulder and fisted the other one in her uniform shirt.
She was plenty rough as she shook her, and aggressive. But Gillian reacted as instructed by grabbing hold of the hand she had on her shoulder, relaxing her other arm, and bringing it over Hudson’s in a quick locking motion. At the same time, she also twisted her wrist to go the opposite way of the joint’s natural alignment. It was simple physics, energy coupled with intention, and Hudson went down.
 “Yay!” Gillian grinned in triumph at this result, then she twisted a bit more when Hudson tried in vain to break free and grab her again. “Stay down!”
 “Okay, okay. I surrender.”
 Oh, Lord… Jenn did her best not to imagine how she’d look saying that to her under different circumstances and failed miserably. The memory of Hudson surrendering to her caresses the night before was too fresh in her mind, and she studiously avoided looking her in the eye.
 “I went to a self-defense class in New York a couple of times,” Gillian went on. “Hated it!”
 “Why is that?” Hudson asked as she got back on her feet.
 “First, they were teaching a boxing style that wouldn’t work for me. I’m too small, you know? And then, we had to yell dumb affirmations before we hit. Like, ‘I stand in my power!’ – POW!”
 Matthew chuckled. “No kidding?”
“None whatsoever! Granted, my attacker might be disabled from laughing at me if I did that… But whether or not I stand in my power won’t make any difference against a big guy like you or Ben, huh?”
“No, certainly not.”
“But this thing?” Gillian aimed a playful karate chop. “This is perfect.”
“I think so too,” Kim agreed.
 “Glad you do,” Hudson said. “And yes, this is a smart way to protect yourself. Using soft against hard to your advantage. You can also use pressure techniques on nerve endings to cause extreme pain and unconsciousness.”
 She showed them three specific pressure points: under the jaw, along the clavicle bone, and under the armpit. After a couple of rounds of practice, Jenn could attest to their effectiveness.
 “How far can you take this stuff?” Ben wanted to know.
 “Pretty far.” Hudson eyed him enigmatically.
 “Like, could you kill someone?”
 “Sure.”
 “Can you?”
“Yes.” Hudson shrugged. “More advanced Qin Na striking techniques, applied to vital points on the body, can be deadly. Certain areas can be struck with martial force to rupture arteries. But as the colonel said, and before you ask, the answer is no; I will not be teaching you any of that today. If you want to learn Shaolin fighting techniques, find a master and go through all the levels. That’s the proper way.”
 Ben nodded, clearly fascinated.
“You know, I think I will!”
◆◆◆
Debrief was all smiles for the instructors as well following this round of individual morning sessions.
“Yep, my group all loved it,” Robb announced with a wide grin.
 “Mine too,” Kate confirmed. “Everyone’s a lot more relaxed and into the groove now.”
 “Yes, I noticed that. Good stuff.”
“How about you, Hudson?”
 “My team all had fun too. Gillian, especially, impressed me with how well and quickly she picked up the technique. I can see her carrying on some kind of martial arts practice when she gets home.”
 “That’s great to hear. What about Ben? I saw you talking to him at the end; it looked intense.”
 “Yes, he was asking me about further training. He admitted that he has been seriously conflicted about joining the military since his brother’s death.”
 “Ah. I knew there must be something,” Noah reflected. “Or he’d just join, not come onto this course.”
“That’s right. He felt he had no choice because he promised, but his heart was no longer in it.”
“That’s fair enough. Good man.”
“For sure. Now, the thought of training martial arts under a Shaolin master and perhaps going to China to do it at a real temple has him really excited. He was almost in tears when he told me.”
 “Why tears if he’s excited?”
 “Oh, just from relief. He said something broke open in him today as we were doing the work.”
 “A breakthrough?” Kate exclaimed. “Ah, wonderful!”
 “Yeah.” Hudson smiled at her heartfelt reaction. “He talked me into a little sparring session afterward, in which I made him feel some of my Qi.”
 “Like a good punch?” Noah chuckled.
 “Exactly like that. Knocked him down flat. But he had stars in his eyes when he got up.”
 “I always hoped this training would be transformational for people when I first created the company,” Kate added in sheer joy and approval. “Now that I see it happening, I am so bloomin’ happy! Well done, Huds. You too, Noah. Great work!”
 She could not have sounded more proud, indeed. Hudson also felt extremely satisfied with the morning’s work, and Noah looked the same. But as they filed out of the room, Kate held her back.
 “Huds. Got a second please?”



CHAPTER 15
“Yeah, sure.” As Hudson turned to her, she could pinpoint the exact moment the instructor doing her job gave way to the curious friend. “What’s up?”
“You tell me!” Kate poked her in the chest, and she laughed. “Ben isn’t the only one with stars in his eyes today? Come on, you are literally sparkling!”
“Am I?”
“Yeah!”
“Damn. Sorry about that. I didn’t think it showed.”
“Others may not notice, but I know you too well not to. So, what is ‘It’ exactly? And why be sorry? If I didn’t know better, Huds, I’d say you hooked up with someone when we were at the resort last night.”
Of course, Kate would think this unlikely. She did know her well, indeed, and that the chances of Hudson doing something random like that were near to zero. About as credible as a bunch of aliens landing in the middle of camp and asking them up for a ride on their starship. Hudson decided blunt would be best.
“I did hook up,” she revealed. “But not at the hotel.”
Kate’s eyes went huge like saucers. “Oh, my God… What? With Valens? You—”
 “No, no; not Valens.” Hudson interrupted and then could not help losing herself in a dreamy smile when she recalled the irritated look on Jenn’s face when Mel had flirted with her this morning.
She’s mine, that look clearly said. And, Don’t you dare. To her own astonishment, Hudson could not help liking it. A lot. Who’d have thought, hey?
 “Don’t make me shake it out of you, woman.” Kate was still on topic. “I want to know: When? Where? Who?”
 “Last night. Here.” Hudson nodded. “Jenn.”
 “Middleton?”
 “Yeah, we’ve only got one Jenn on this course.”
 “Right.” Kate’s eyes remained just as big as she stared. “I’ll say.”
 “Before you say anything, actually, I know this won’t look good if it comes out. Instructor sleeps with trainee… Blah, blah. Of course, we don’t want that. Jenn’s aware too. No one will find out about us while the course is on, I promise.”
 “Huh,” Kate simply said. “Well.”
 Hudson winced and rubbed a hand over her chest, a telltale sign that she was feeling uncomfortable.
“Are you pissed?” she prompted.
“Pissed?” Kate continued to fix her intently. “No, I’m not at all pissed, Hudson. For sure, I’d rather not acquire a reputation for loose instructors on my trainings…”
“Loose?” Wow. The word stuck in her throat. “Hey, I’m not loose. Geez!”
“I know.” Kate finally stopped staring so hard. At last, she relaxed and smiled. “Hell, I know that about you, Huds. Which is why I am so… Fascinated, I guess is the word. Tell me what happened. It’s not just sex, is it?”
 The word was out of her mouth before Hudson realized it.
 “No.” Christ. “I don’t think—” She corrected herself. “No, I know.” May as well be fully honest about it now. “It’s not just sex. Absolutely not.”
 “Okay. Sit down a minute then, before you faint.”
 “I’m not going to faint. Kate. Come on!”
 “Yeah, alright. But you’ve gone very pale all of a sudden, so sit yourself down.” So saying, Kate guided her into a chair. She took the one facing her, leaned forward with her elbows on her thighs, and nodded. “Talk to me.”
 “I barely understand it myself.”
 “That’s why we should talk, yes, to help you make sense of it.”
 “Not because you’re dying to know?” Hudson prompted with narrowed eyes.
 “Well, that too,” the British woman confessed with a goofy smile. “But hey, listen; you’re the last person on the planet I imagined would do something like this. Being intimate with one of the recruits, and barely a week into a course…”
 “Sounds really awful when you put it like this.”
 “Sorry, I don’t mean it to be. How did it all begin?”
 “We kissed. After the ladder exercise the other day.”
 “Right.” Kate snapped her fingers and pointed one directly at her. “That’s why your debriefing session up there took ages. I thought it was strange at the time and I couldn’t figure it out. So, she kissed you first? Or did you?”
 “Ah… I kind of initiated it.”
 “Kind of? How? Come on, tell me,” Kate insisted despite Hudson’s impatient look.
 “I kissed her knuckles when she showed me her hand was shaking from the exercise.”
 “Wow.” Kate chuckled again, clearly delighted to hear this.
“I didn’t realize I was doing it, but there is something about her that’s very special, you know?”
 “Yeah, obviously. She must be hard to resist.”
 “She intrigued me from the start. It was easy to see that there is a lot she keeps hidden under the surface.”
 “Like you,” Kate stated gently. “Sometimes.”
 “Yeah, I guess…”
 “For sure, Huds, she’s not what I expected from her intake form,” her friend approved. “I thought she had the potential for being rude, uncooperative, and a real pain in the ass to deal with.”
 “Me too. But in fact, she’s smart, funny, and caring. A real diamond under her rough armor.”
 “Sounds like she got under your skin a little.”
 “Make that a lot.” Hudson snorted, aware denying it would be futile. “It would have to be a hell of a lot for me to be intimate with a woman barely a week after meeting her, like you said. And a trainee, especially.”
 “So, how do you feel about it?”
 “Good. Great, actually. And confused.”
 Kate fixed her with a warm look. “Could it be a case of love at first sight between the two of you? Oops, and there you go, losing a bit more color.”
 Hudson shook her head as she laughed, feeling her own heart race.
“No. I mean… I’m not sure what to think.”
 “You’re not supposed to think about these things, matey. It comes from deep in here.” Kate tapped a couple of fingers on her chest. “Tell me, how does Ms. Middleton feel about it?”
 “It’s far from the norm for her, either.”
 “Obviously. You’re not the norm, Hudson.”
 “Mm, that’s what she said.”
“I’m glad she recognizes it. Now, the course ends at the end of the week… Are you going to see each other again?”
 “Maybe, in New York City. Jenn said she’d love to take me out for coffee and muffins the next morning.”
 Kate’s expression softened a bit more with a smile. “Sounds very romantic.”
“Yeah. And also surreal, to be honest. I barely know her...”
“That’s okay. You’ve gotta start somewhere, right?”
“I suppose so.”
“Hey.” When she frowned, Kate laid a soothing hand on her shoulder. “Don’t think too hard about it. From all you just said to me, you’re both in uncharted territory. The best thing you can do is go with the flow and see what happens. If that’s what you want, of course.”
“Yeah. Yeah, that’s what I want.” The realization, or rather, confirmation, of what she already knew deep down, felt good. “Thanks for being supportive, Kate. I would have told you even if you’d not asked me first. I was just trying to figure it out in my own head.”
“Sure. No worries.”
“I don’t want you to think I’d do anything to undermine the reputation of the company. Or yours, for that matter. I—”
Kate raised an easy hand. “Hey, stop. You don’t have to tell me this. I know.”
“Some might say I could have waited until Sunday night, huh,” Hudson grunted.
“Some, yes,” Kate replied with a chuckle. “But I know better. Sometimes, good things happen at an inconvenient time. Let’s not wreck this training, sure; it matters. But so does life.”
Hudson watched her pull out the same dog tag that she also wore around her neck, which carried the initials of the brothers and sisters they had lost in the line of duty. Kate met her eyes with a mix of sad and gentle smile.
“After all, we’re doing life for them too, now. Right?”
“Right,” Hudson nodded fiercely. “That we are.”
◆◆◆
As the training went on, and days rolled by, Jenn was not sure if spending so much time with Hudson without being able to touch her and kiss her was torture, or the best kind of foreplay, actually. The course would end with a hike up to what Sheridan promised was a magnificent location on the plateau. They would make camp there; set up their tents, build a fire, cook their food on it, and learn a bunch more survival skills. She kept referring to all this as ‘Useful stuff to take back home with you’.
 “Doesn’t she know we all live in large cities across the US and Europe?” Jenn wondered. “Not in some caves in the middle of the bush?”
 “Yes, but you never know when you might need some extra skills!” Gillian replied enthusiastically.
 “Too right,” Ben chimed in. “With the way the whole world has been going recently, I wouldn’t rule out an imminent global zombie apocalypse, you know?”
 He grinned as if he would somehow welcome it.
 “Funny that,” Jenn muttered. “I thought the world was full of zombies already.”
 Kim laughed. “You know what? I think I would take to the forest if something bad happened in the world. You could do that in Sweden.”
 “I don’t think I’d handle freezing temperatures that well,” Valens admitted. “Isn’t Sweden covered in snow and ice a good part of the year, Kim?"
“Only about five months.” He flashed a teasing grin. “You gotta learn how to deal with the cold, but there are courses for that. I think you should come to visit Sweden, Mel. And all of you, guys!”
After a while, the conversation stopped as everyone needed to focus a bit more on staying on their feet. With about sixteen hundred feet of ascent over difficult terrain, before they reached camp for the night, the last challenge of the course was anything but a walk in the park. Of course, Sheridan would make them earn every last bit of it.
 “Hey, how’s it going?”
 Hudson appeared by her side as if by magic.
 “Hey,” Jenn cast her a discreetly appraising glance. In camo pants and a tight green T-shirt, her coal-black hair a little wet on her neck from perspiration, and an alluring smile that made her feel as if it were only for her, the woman was a vision for sore eyes. Jenn lowered her voice to reply, “I wish we were naked on the beach. Just you and me, sipping cocktails. But I’m fine, thank you.”
 Hudson did not miss a beat as she replied, in the same tone. “If we were naked on the beach, it’s not a cocktail straw I’d be sucking on.”
No small feat, delivering that line whilst keeping a straight face, but she managed. Jenn lost her concentration and stumbled on an exposed root. She laughed as Hudson caught her.
 “Man, this is as bad as it gets.”
 “Maybe, but it’s all true, I assure you.”
 “You’re just—"
 “Shhh.”
On that, Hudson grabbed her by the hand and yanked her swiftly off the path. In the next instant, Jenn found herself with her back pressed against a tree and a hot woman leaning into her. An entirely delicious and marvelous predicament, it had to be said…
“So very bad,” she smiled and yielded to Hudson’s kiss.
 It started off eager, a little rough, lips and tongues clashing in a hungry dance. The way Hudson then slowed it down was no less exciting. From wild and demanding, she turned it deep and gentle. It was no less thorough, and intoxicating. By the time she pulled back, with a final melting caress, Jenn’s legs had gone to water.
 “Bad but good?” her lover whispered against her ear.
 “You bet your ass, soldier,” she managed, breathless.
 Hudson trailed her talented lips down the side of her neck. “Couldn’t wait any longer to do this. I missed you.”
 Spending another night together would have been tempting fate, and against the spirit of the course as well. So, they stayed apart after that first illicit encounter. Now the loaded admission, offered without a hint of caution, made Jenn’s heart swell. She fisted her fingers into her partner’s hair in a sudden, possessive gesture that surprised even herself. Loaded, yes. Intense. She felt all that with her.
 “I missed you too,” she said. Hudson shivered. She seemed to like being held that way. “My God!”
 “What?”
“It’s crazy, huh?”
 “A little bit, yeah… But also amazing. I love it.”
 “So do I.” Jenn stole another kiss, then glanced around in wonder. “This jungle is crazy too.”
 “You think so?”
“Yes. It’s so dense, and thick... It would be easy to get lost in it.”
 Hudson shot her a fierce look in reply.
“Don’t worry, we won’t get lost.”
 “Are you talking about the jungle?”
 “No.” Her smile was just as beautiful. “Now let’s go before someone notices our absence.”



CHAPTER 16
When they finally emerged from the rainforest onto the top, Jenn had to say that the view from the plateau was worth every drop of sweat she had shed on the way. Open skies, a vast horizon to more mountains on one side, and the ocean in the distance had everyone stopping to stare and grin.
 “Alright, team,” Sheridan declared after all the oohs and ahhs died down. “Glad you like it. Let’s set up camp.”
 The tents went up, wood was gathered, and Noah showed them a few different ways of starting a fire. Now it was all fun, easy stuff. And all the while, Hudson remained close. She was plenty involved with each and every recruit, of course… Doing her job perfectly. But the connection was real. It hit her as Jenn went for more wood that she had never felt this way about a woman before. She supposed some of the intensity was due to the course being so full-on. Sheridan had mentioned that people made quick and strong bonds in the army. Though they probably won’t end up in bed with people they just met… Well, there was that. Jenn carefully avoided putting a label on her emotions for now. Too soon. Too crazy, yeah. But it was a wonderful feeling. Distracted as she was, Sheridan easily sneaked up on her.
 “Ms. Middleton. How are you?”
 “I’m doing well, thank you.” Jenn also arched a querying, puzzled eyebrow at her. “Just a bit confused, I suppose.”
 “Why?”
“Because what happened to, ‘Yo recruit, move your ass’? Are you feeling okay?”
 “Feeling great.” Kate chuckled. “Just taking a breather from the yo recruit stuff, but normal service will resume shortly, don’t worry.”
Jenn nodded, feeling pretty sure of what would be coming next. And it certainly did.
“Hudson told me about you two.”
“Right. Yes. Are you going to warn me off?”
Amusement twinkled in Sheridan’s deep green eyes. “Why would I? She doesn’t need a guard dog. I also think this will be good for her.”
“‘This’?” Jenn prompted somewhat ironically.
“Yes, something impulsive and outside the norm for her.” The lead instructor looked her straight in the eye. “I don’t know if Hudson shared any of this with you, but our last deployment didn’t end well.”
Honest and straight was the way Jenn always preferred her conversations. As the chat took a turn in that direction, she was relieved to be able to drop the act, and any attitude she kept in store, just in case, and be herself.
“Hudson alluded to something like that, yes,” she said with a brief nod. “I didn’t push, or ask too many questions. I care and want to know… But I felt it was too early.”
Sheridan eyed her with what looked like newfound respect. “She’ll appreciate that, Jenn. I certainly do. Sorry, may I call you Jenn?”
“Hell, Kate! Don’t ask, just do it! It took you long enough.”
The request was heartfelt enough for Kate to laugh easily and lose the slight distance she maintained.
“I do have a persona to maintain,” she reflected. “Can’t be too friendly with the recruits, you know?”
“I think you’re doing an excellent job of keeping the recruits on their toes. But you’re not fooling me. Not completely.”
Again, the woman chuckled.
“I see why Hudson likes you. I’ll say it’s been great having you on the course with us, Jenn. I’ll give you a solid reference to take back to the guy who thinks you’re not a team player. That’s bullshit, as far as I’m concerned.”
“Thanks, Kate. As for me, I thought I’d hate every second, but the training really has been excellent. I will also leave you solid feedback on the ROCK-ON website.” Jenn genuinely meant the compliment, and it landed well. And since Kate had cracked the door on the other stuff, she pushed it open a bit more. “I know you and Hudson served together; is that right?”
“Yes. In different units, but in the same area if operation. During a road transfer to another base, our convoy came under attack. We incurred many casualties. People were killed. Hudson and I were among the injured.”
Jenn suppressed a hard shiver at the idea, and Kate went on swiftly.
“Losing your colleagues is always heart-wrenching stuff, no matter where you may be placed in the chain of command. But as a medic, Hudson took it even harder. I believe a part of her will always wonder if she did enough to save her friends on that day.”
“I understand. Then again,” Jenn added with a hard frown, “it’s hard to imagine her not always giving a hundred percent in any situation.”
 “Correct, and she put it all on the line. I was there… I saw.” Kate nodded once, sharply. “She earned that medal, no question. Anyway... All this to say that it’s been really hard for her in the aftermath. So I’m glad to see her taking a chance, and following her heart with you.”
 “It’s not something I’ve been doing very much either,” Jenn offered cautiously. “But I am glad of it too.”
 The comment earned her another respectful look.
“Hudson told me you might meet up again in New York?” Kate prompted.
 “Yes, I want to. I hope we make it happen.”
 “And then?”
 “Good question.” Jenn breathed in deep as it made her feel a little pushed, and slightly irritated. “We’ll work it out together, I guess.”
 “Of course. Sorry...”
“Look, Kate, one thing I can tell you for sure,” Jenn added, as she could feel it was needed, “is that I would never dream of doing anything to hurt Hudson. Though we haven’t known each other for long, I do genuinely care about her. Or I would not be getting involved.”
 Utter relief flashed in the instructor’s eyes.
“Right,” she nodded. “Thank you for that, Jenn. Hudson is like a sister to me, you know?”
 “I can see that, yes. So, don’t worry. And thanks as well for allowing us to bend the rules a little on this training.”
 “You’re welcome. Thank you for talking to me.”
 “Again, no problem. Back to business now?”
“Back to business.” They both laughed in relief and a little fluster, and then Kate squeezed her shoulder with a smile. “Get your ass back to the group, recruit.”
◆◆◆
“What’s the matter with you?” Hudson asked a few hours later in their shared tent. Kate lay with one hand supporting her head, eyeing her with an amused expression. “Why are you looking at me all funny like that?”
“Just wondering how long this is going to take,” her friend replied with a light shrug.
 “What do you mean?”
 “For you to announce you’re sneaking out to go see Jenn.”
 “Huh.” Hudson pretended to check her watch when, in fact she had been painfully aware of every minute all evening. “Since you mention it… I think I might go now.”
 “Alright, then,” Kate chuckled. “Just make sure you don’t get caught by one of our eagle-eyed recruits out there.”
 “No worries. I’ll use my special Ninja skills.”
 “Good enough. Hey, I had a chat with Jenn this morning, by the way.”
 “Oh, yeah?” Hudson froze in surprise and a hint of concern. “A chat? Why? What did you—”
 Now with a soft laugh, and a little roll of the eyes, Kate raised her hand to interrupt. “Don’t start grumbling at me like that, Huds. It’s all good.”
 “Is it?”
 “Yeah. It was a friendly chat. I like her for you.”
 “We’re not getting married, Kate.”
 “I know, but just saying.”
 “Well… Thank you.” Reassured, Hudson sat back and held her gaze a bit longer. Her heart swelled. “I’m glad you think so, actually,” she admitted. “It means a lot.”
 “Again, I know.” Kate was quick to confirm this and with a softly teasing smirk. “That’s why I said it.”
“Smartass.”
“Always.”
“So, I guess I’ll see you in the morning.”
 “Ooh… Ambitious!”
 “Realistic, more like,” Hudson stated with an amused grin. Then, because it was easier that way, she gave her best friend a quick but solid hug. “Thanks for looking out for me.”
 “Always,” Kate murmured. “Now go. See you tomorrow.”
 Hudson slipped out into the night, glad she’d made a note of which individual tent was Jenn’s earlier, as they all looked the same now. Didn’t want to end up sneaking in with Mel Valens by mistake, did she? She stayed in the shadows and made sure she was not spotted. Jenn was waiting with the tent flap open and a luminous grin on her face. She pulled her in with a happy chuckle.
“This is fun. Makes me feel a bit like a kid again.”
 Hudson admired her erect nipples pushing under the fabric of her t-shirt.
“You sure don’t look like a kid,” she whispered.
“I don’t kiss like one either. Come here.”
Jenn wrapped both arms around her neck to demonstrate, taking her down easily with a deep and languid kiss. They lay in a loose embrace, facing each other on her sleeping bag.
“We have to be very quiet,” Hudson reminded again.
“No problem. Can we just talk? Quietly?”
 “Of course. I would love that.”
 “Great.” Jenn flashed a sexy smile. “Because it’s occurred to me that I know the precise moment I need to bite your shoulder to push you over the edge, what you do for a living, and your fastest time on the assault course...”
 “What a combination!” Hudson wanted to laugh. “That’s a good start, eh?”
 “It is. But I want more.”
 So, Hudson settled in for a cozy time. Just the two of them, in the dark, as the jungle came alive and pulsed with the sounds of the night. Awesome. And her heart lifted. Not that she thought the evening would be just about sex… Or she would not be there to begin with. But she loved to see the eager glint in Jenn’s eyes at the prospect of getting to know her better. She brushed a light kiss over her lips.
 “You are very beautiful.”
 “So are you.” Jenn caressed her cheek softly. “We’ll do one question each. Okay?”
 “Okay. You start.”
 “What’s the best and craziest thing you’ve ever done apart from the military?”
 Hudson grinned. Easy.
 “Being with you in secret here,” she replied. “And if I may, I also want to say something about your choice of question.”
 “So beautiful,” Jenn repeated with a more mischievous grin now. “And so polite. Are you always this well-behaved, Captain Grays?”
 “If you think I’m well-behaved, I didn’t do my job very well the other night,” Hudson remarked.
 This elicited an amused, heated chuckle.
 “Oh, you did.” Jenn purred. “Totally.”
 “No, I’m not convinced you’re convinced. I’ll have to show you again soon. When we’re somewhere with solid walls and no neighbors.”
 “My apartment in New York is very well soundproofed.”
 “Great. We can be bad, then, if you like it a little rough.”
Hudson added a harder kiss to that offer, which prompted a soft moan from her lover and made the skin on her own arms prickle.
“I do,” Jenn murmured. “Very much, in fact, with the right partner. But for now, let’s talk about something else before I forget we’re in a tent, and decide to jump you. What did you want to say about my question?”
“I appreciate you asking me for something personal, aside from my military career. It’s been a massive part of my life, for sure, but I’m not just a soldier or a medic.”
Jenn’s gaze lingered warm and steady on hers. “I genuinely want to discover the woman under the cammo fatigues, Hudson. To know all of you. Really. So, no cheating.”
“I didn’t cheat. Being with you is wild. And the best thing I’ve done in a long time.”
“Me too, darling. But that’s a charming answer, more about me than you.” Jenn poked her in the chest, gently but firmly. “I want naked and raw, Hudson. So, the best and craziest thing. Tell me now.”
 She would not let her get away with thoughtless answers or evasion. Hudson decided right there and then that this had to be the sexiest thing about her. It was nice to be challenged in this way and kept on her toes. She nodded in assent and smiled as she remembered.
 “I stole my dad’s motorbike one day to take a girl on a ride. Amber Rice. I was fourteen years old at the time and a bit of a tomboy, to say the least. She was a year older, the most popular girl in school. She said she would love to go for a sunset ride to the beach… I grew up in Carlsbad, California, by the way.”
 “Nice.”
 “Yeah, it was. Amber could have asked me for the moon at the time, and I’d have tried to get it for her.”
 “Smitten all the way, huh?” Jenn smiled as if she liked the idea.
 “Oh, yeah. I was mushy as hell over her. She held my hand and kissed me on the beach. First kiss. First time holding a girl in my arms. It was amazing.”
 “Did your dad find out about the bike?”
 “No. He was a firefighter, on duty at the station at the time. And my mom had friends over that evening. She never realized I even left the house.”
 “Sneaky.”
 Hudson slowly traced the outline of her mouth. “Told you I can be bad.”
 “That’s very sweet, actually. Thank you for sharing.”
 “What about you? First kiss.”
“My first kiss was with Jimmy Barnes, the boy next door.” Jenn chuckled. “I didn’t care much about him but he wanted to kiss me, and I thought it was time to have that experience.”
“Wow.” Hudson laughed. “Calculating.”
“Yes… I was incredibly naïve at the time, to be fair. Didn’t connect falling in love with all my girlfriends with actually being gay. My first meaningful kiss was with Heather O’Rourke. She had a dark crew cut and wore ripped blue jeans and a leather jacket to school.” Jenn’s eyes flashed tantalizingly when she laughed. “I was so intrigued by her. I thought she was so cool!”
“I take it you didn’t stay naïve for very long.”
 “That’s right. And I came out soon after. Next question?”
 “Okay. Your turn.”
 “Right. So, if you could live anywhere in the world, where would you choose and why?”
 “I don’t think I would settle, actually. I spent a few months in Montana recently, and it was okay. But I think I’d buy myself a good-quality van, and go travel.”
 “Huh.” Jenn reflected with a dreamy smile. “Never thought about doing something like that before, but it certainly sounds interesting.”
 “I’m glad you think so.” Very glad, Hudson reflected.
 They went on like that for an enjoyable while. Jenn talked about the thrills and pressures of her job on Wall Street. Hudson explained that she would do more work with ROCK-ON in the future and that she also had the option of becoming a full-time medic if and when that stopped—or to travel, indeed.
 “It’s great to have such freedom of choice.”
 “Yeah, I think so too.”
“Are you totally done with your army career, or is there a chance you might go back to duty?”
 “No chance, I’m fully done.”
 “Good,” Jenn approved.
They both agreed that pineapple and anchovies belonged on pizza, though she would prefer hers with a glass of red wine instead of a cold beer. They shared similar views on politics, the current rather alarming state of the world, and, in spite of that, an optimistic outlook for the future.
 “Last question,” Jenn announced shortly after one A.M. “Or actually, not really a question, but something I want to tell you. And ask you.”
 “Shoot.”



CHAPTER 17
Jenn was suddenly very aware of her own heart, beating so fast that she wondered if Hudson could feel it. It wouldn’t matter, but still… She swallowed.
 “Look, I know we talked about a date in New York, sharing coffee and muffins in the morning, and making the most of my soundproof apartment now.”
 “Yes?”
“I know as well that it’s easy to say things in the heat of the moment, and regret them later...”
 “But you don’t,” Hudson prompted, cautious but firm. “Do you?”
 “No, not at all,” Jenn rushed to confirm. “Actually, that’s what I wanted to ask you. Look, Hudson, I think you should come to stay with me a bit longer. I could delay my return to work for a full week if you could manage it. What do you think?”
 The smile that blossomed on her lover’s face said it all.
 “Yes, definitely,” she replied. “I could manage a week. Tell you what: how about we fly home together after the training?”
 “Oh, perfect! Yes, that’s wonderful!”
“It sure is.” Hudson grinned. “Exciting and a bit terrifying both at the same time. Right?”
 “Hell, yes!” Jenn laughed a little louder than she normally would, and should, considering how thin the walls were in this camp. It was just nerves. And pure excitement, indeed. “Here we are, two accomplished women, and yet I feel so giggly!”
 “You’re sexy when you giggle.” As if to show how it made her feel, Hudson kissed her long and deep. “But of course, this is new for us, lone wolf women.”
 “I guess it is.” Jenn felt liquid in her arms. “When you kiss me like you do, I forget what planet I’m on.”
 “Want me to keep making you forget?”
 Jenn giggled again. Damn! “Oh, yeah…”
 They caressed and kissed each other to sleep. Jenn woke up sometime later. Not sure how long had passed, and she still felt groggy, but something brought her back. Hudson was still there. Still asleep. Hugging her from behind with one hand loosely cupping her breast. Sleepy tingles ran through her body as Jenn became aware of the intimacy of their position, and the heat of these fingers. Her nipples grew hard and tight, instantly. She exhaled in pleasure and pressed herself deeper into her embrace, prompting Hudson to murmur in her sleep and snuggle close. Jenn relaxed. So damn good... She would have drifted right back into unconsciousness but then heard what probably woke her up in the first place. Wind. Strong gusts out there it seemed, and she focused on watching them rippling violently along the tent walls. There was more flapping outside. Was someone having trouble with their shelter? As Jenn started to turn toward Hudson, the zip on their tent rudely went down, and Sheridan stuck her head inside.
 “Yo,” she said, grinning like Jack Nicholson in The Shining.
 Before Jenn could ask her what the hell, her partner came awake explosively. Hudson jolted and she jumped up as if the tent were on fire, or... As if we were under attack. Jenn knew this instinctively when her lover moved in front of her in defense, and as she watched her reach for something on her right ankle. She caught a flash of steel and realized she had a knife strapped on. Christ!
 “Whoa! Hudson!” she exclaimed.
 “Easy, soldier,” Kate said calmly, though she grabbed her friend’s arm and squeezed. Hard.
 “Huh.” Hudson blinked, stared, and dropped the hand that was reaching for her weapon “Kate. Sorry, I thought— Jenn. You okay?”
 “I’m fine.” Jenn spoke firmly.
 And because she was a little pissed at a number of things: Sheridan’s unauthorized appearance, having her intimate cuddle brought to an abrupt end, and a deplorable absence of coffee to make up for it, she allowed herself to kiss her lover soundly on the mouth. Hudson melted gorgeously into her while Sheridan, both predictably and irritatingly, snorted.
 “Aww. Sorry girls, but I need your attention.”
 “You don’t sound sorry at all,” Jenn grumbled.
Hudson smiled into her eyes before turning to look at Kate. “What’s going on, Boss?”
 “Hurricane warning.”
 “What?”
“Yeah, I think the weather office screwed up royally when they advised that Tony was no longer a threat. They’ve just issued an evacuation order for the whole island.”
 “Shit. When’s it supposed to land?”
 “Day after tomorrow if they’ve got it right this time, which is anybody’s guess.”
 Jenn would not waste time asking any more questions.
 “Pack up and go?” she prompted.
 “Quick as we can, yeah,” Kate confirmed.
 They emerged into the thin light of barely dawn, and heavy gusts of wind. The air was still warm and pleasantly perfumed with the scents of tropical flowers in the jungle, but now it was also charged with ozone and electricity. Hudson inhaled deeply as she stood.
 “I actually love this kind of stormy weather.”
 “So do I. It’s hot and wild, just like you.”
 The remark earned Jenn a sweet and also amused roll of the eyes. “I can tell you haven’t had your coffee yet if this is the best line you can come up with.”
 “Yeah, don’t remind me.”
 A short scream and a laugh drew their attention to a nearby tent and to Gillian, who was getting tossed about by the wind as she fought to dismantle her tent. Corporal Robb hurried over to help her with a big smile.
 “Alright, Miss Gillian! Don’t fly home without us, okay?”
 He put his arms around her, presumably to keep her on the ground. Not a redundant move given her small stature, and the strength of the wind, but the gentle lingering look between them was another ‘Aww’ moment.
 “Come on guys, let’s get moving!” Kate yelled at no one in particular.
 “If you’re okay on your own, I need to go help the others,” Hudson said.
 Jenn held her back as she started forward. “I’m fine, but are you okay?”
 “Of course. Why?”
 “I wasn’t too sure when you woke up in combat mode and reaching for a weapon.”
 “Ah, yeah. Old reflexes. Nothing to worry about.” Hudson leaned in, the intent of a kiss very obvious in her dark eyes.
 “Behave yourself,” Jenn had to remind her, reluctantly. “I’m still a recruit, and you are on duty.”
 “Mm, yeah. More conditioning, you see? I am fast becoming addicted to kissing you all the time.”
 “Roll on New York, huh?”
 “Hell, yeah!” Hudson laughed. “And soundproofing!”
◆◆◆
In less than fifteen minutes, the group was all packed and ready to go.
 “We’ll take the shortest route back to camp,” Kate informed everyone. “Meaning the steepest downhill and a quad killer. If you struggle with the pace at any point, say so. Our goal is to get back quickly, but safely. Any questions?”
 “Yes, what happens after that?” Valens asked.
 “We’ll jump in the boats and cross over to the mainland. Once back at the hotel, we’ll find out what’s going on and figure out the next steps. Everyone happy with that?”
 “Yes, Staff!” the group all replied in unison.
 “Then let’s go, warriors.”
 Noah led the way. Hudson fell in next to her friend at the back of the line.
 “Recruits all looking good,” she said.
 “I could not be more proud of each and every one of these guys,” Kate agreed, indeed, with a touch of raw emotion to her voice. “They’ve done so well.”
 “I agree.”
“Fucking weather, though!”
 “Yeah, that too. How bad is it expected to get?”
 “I’m not too sure, but the locals are used to dealing with all manners of rough weather. They must think it’s going to suck if they’ve got an evac order in place.”
 “It would make sense to rush everyone to the airport ASAP then, so they can catch an early flight out.”
 “Exactly what I was thinking.” Kate shot her a brief glance as they hustled down the path. “You know, Huds, I was going to take a few days off after this, and enjoy the beach.”
 “Well-earned.”
 “Yeah. I guess it won’t happen now, but still; my flight isn’t until next Friday. I might not qualify for a seat on an early load out. How about you?”
 Hudson chuckled. “I don’t even have a flight booked as yet. You know that my coming to the course was all last minute, right? I just got a one-way ticket and hustled.”
 “Of course, yeah. So we may have to ride it out at the hotel or some shelter.”
 As a mist-like rain began, Hudson adjusted her rucksack. “Won’t be the first or worst storm we have to face together, will it?”
“You got that right.” Kate squeezed the back of her neck in an affectionate gesture. “And I still can’t think of a better partner for it, Huds.”
 Anticipating, she radioed the backup team to get the RIBs ready. “Half of them will head up this way to meet up with us. Just in case.”
 “Okay. Good call.”
As the gentle mist turned to fat drops of rain, Valens broke into song. All the recruits joined in. First, with a timely rendition of Singing In The Rain. Matthew then got the group going again with Bon Jovi’s, ‘We’re half-way the-re! WO-HO! Li-ving on a pray-er!’. Noah continued with The Proclaimers’ famous song; ‘I will walk 500 miles and I will walk 500 more’. Gillian seemed to like it. And finally, they moved on to Guns N’ Roses’, Welcome To The Jungle.
 “Look at them go!” Kate was beaming with pride.
 “That’s morale for you,” Hudson chuckled.
 “Yeah, awesome team spirit.”
 It was fun until it no longer was. The wind was still fierce, and the rain quickly grew worse. It got too tough to sing. The path they were on, which Kate had recced ahead of time and knew would be appropriately challenging but well-marked and safe, turned into a mudslide as lethal as ice in these conditions. Kim, who, as a Swedish ultra runner, should be well used to this sort of thing, went flying first and took out Ben with him.
 “Okay, guys?” Kate shouted as they pulled each other back up.
 “Yeah, all good.” Ben shot her a thumbs-up.
 Gillian, slotted in right behind Noah, was doing well in this mess. Hudson was pleased to notice it. And Jenn, too. The mask of steely concentration on her face as she negotiated her descent was beyond attractive. Hudson shook her head at her own self. You’ve got it bad... She allowed her mind to wander back to the previous night in the tent, and the questions game. It had been sweet and intimate in equal measures. The thought of spending a full week in New York with her lover, or anywhere else with her for that matter, was captivating enough to make her forget about the slapping of the wind and stinging rain in her eyes for a moment. And lose her own focus. A sharp yell made her glance up in time to catch Valens in an awkward slide.
 “OW! Oh, damn…”
Jenn, the closest to her, reached out to grab her arm. Though she did manage, just, she was not able to steady her or break her fall. It happened too fast for anyone to stop it. With the momentum, and on such slippery ground, they both fell and slid right over the side of the path. Straight down into the ravine, along with Hudson’s heart.
 “Shit!” she growled.
 Kate rushed forward with her, both struggling to keep their balance. “Can you see them?”
 Hudson scanned hard through the curtain of rain.
 “Yeah, just about. Over there.” She pointed off to the right, and about thirty feet down. “Looks like they got caught in some shrubs.”
 “Bloody lucky.” Kate whooshed air out in relief. “There’s a big drop over the ledge below.”
“Yeah. Jenn?” Hudson yelled her name to be heard over the noise of the storm. “Hey! You two okay down there?”
After a tense couple of seconds, during which she felt sick to her stomach, Jenn looked up and flashed a quick smile when she saw her. Hudson relaxed a tiny fraction.
 “I’m fine,” Jenn shouted. “But Mel sprained her ankle.”
 “I’ll come down to you. Don’t move, okay? Wait for me.”
“I’ve got you, Huds,” Kate said as she pulled out a length of climbing rope from her rucksack.
Hudson did not bother with fancy set-ups. She just quickly made the rope into an improvised harness, waited long enough for Kate to create an anchor point around a nearby tree, and give her the green light, and she rappelled her way down. Motivated as she was to reach the two women, it was more a controlled crash than a graceful descent… But no matter. It was effective, and she got there quickly.
“Talk to me, Mel.”
 “I don’t think my ankle’s broken,” Valens grunted valiantly when Hudson landed next to her and asked. “I twisted it kind of badly and rolled. Now it’s hot, and pounding.”
 “Alright. Can you put any weight on it as we climb back up, you think?”
 “Yes, I can do it,” came the reply through gritted teeth.



CHAPTER 18
Hudson did not challenge her on this, but she seriously doubted it. Valens had proved herself a real trooper on this course. Right now, though, she was extremely pale, clearly in a world of hurt, and looking like she might faint.
 “I’ll give you something for the pain as soon as we get on top,” Hudson assured her. “Jenn, are you secure here?”
 “Yeah, I got my feet on something solid. Not looking down either.” She smirked with that.
 Vegetation covered the worst of it, and it was also hard to see through the rain, but as Kate had said, it was still a big drop under that layer of shrubs. Hudson hated to leave her behind, even anchored on another rope, but they had no choice.
 “I’ll get Mel to safety and come straight back for you,” she promised. “Okay?”
 “Okay.” Jenn nodded calmly. “No problem.”
 “You cut your chin,” Valens murmured. “It’s bleeding. I am so sorry, Jenn...”
 “It’s alright.” Jenn wiped a tiny trickle of blood from the cut that she seemed not to have noticed before, and she kissed her on the cheek, prompting a soft and slightly dazed smile from Valens. “Don’t worry.”
 “Good advice. Put your arm around my shoulders and lean on me, Mel,” Hudson instructed. She caught her lover’s eye. “I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.”
 “You got it, babe.”
 Babe. Hudson didn’t think Valens noticed. And it was nice. Made her grin, which Jenn did notice. Even nicer. Now, with Ben joining efforts alongside Kate to pull on the rope, the ascent was pretty speedy. Still, quite uncomfortable for the injured woman, and she was even a shade paler by the time they reached the top. Noah and the rest of the group were all there, tying a large piece of tarp between trees to provide shelter. Awesome group indeed, Hudson reflected again. Good people.
 “What can we do?” Kim and Matthew both asked.
 “Take Mel over there and get her settled.”
 “Yes, Staff!”
 “I’ll go get Jenn, and—”
 “Looks like there will be no need, actually,” Kate said with an amused, if slightly disapproving smile.
 “What?”
 “She’s here, look.”
 Hudson whirled around to see Ben pulling a now un-roped Jenn to safety over the top of the ditch. Christ! The knowledge of what would have happened if she had slipped on the way back up made her snap.
 “Didn’t I tell you to wait? For God’s sake!”
 “Uh-huh.” Lips pursed in displeasure and a hint of temper, Jenn flashed her a cool glance. “I think you’ll find rumors of my helplessness have been greatly exaggerated.”
 Even over the roar of the wind, Hudson clearly heard Kate chuckle. She turned to her, outraged.
 “You think this is funny?”
 “Yeah, I gotta say. Kinda. Sorry mate.”
“It was fucking reckless!” Hudson fumed.
 “And exactly what you would have done in my place,” Jenn remarked, now with a careless shrug. “No?”
 “That’s not the point. You could have—”
 “Hey.” As the two women squared up to each other, Jenn’s expression softened. She framed her face in both hands and looked deep into her eyes. “I didn’t fall. I’m not hurt. And you know it wasn’t reckless. There were plenty of shrubs to hold on to, and I made an executive decision. So, chill.”
 Well... Hudson blinked. Well. Hell! Annoyance, mixed with a lingering touch of fear, gave way to a bubbling chuckle and a rush of desire. Jenn’s commanding tone and that single eyebrow still raised in defiance, took the wind right out of her sails... Not much else was as tempting, or alluring. Hudson wanted more of it, and she admitted defeat in a whisper.
 “You just disarmed me, Jenn,” she declared, watching her lover’s blue eyes light up with a beautiful grin.
“Yeah?” Jenn prompted. “Good!”
◆◆◆
Fair to say the handsome Captain Grays was not used to dealing with this kind of pushback. Jenn enjoyed watching her reaction and the revealing sparkle in her eyes when she capitulated even more. That look was pure need. She ached to kiss her... Wanted to do that pretty much as badly as she needed to breathe. But of course, the storm was still raging, someone was hurt, and there was no time to linger. Hudson rushed to see to Valens. Whatever painkillers she then dispensed had the woman in fine form again in no time.
 “You two are so damn sexy,” she declared. “Hudson! Jenn! My saviors! Come to my room later and we’ll party, okay? Woo-hoo!”
 “How much did you give her?” Kate frowned.
 “Not too much,” Hudson replied as she went on bandaging her swollen and bruised ankle. “Just enough to take the edge off the pain.”
 “Iss good,” Valens assured drunkenly. “No pain, no gain! I says we likes it very much the drugs.”
 “Good for you,” Kate approved, now with a quick laugh.
“Hurricane coming. Quick, jump onboard the ship. Waiter? Waiter!” Valens clicked her fingers at Noah. “Champagne for my friends, please. We’re having a threesome.”
“Whoa!” Jenn snorted. “She’s flying high.”
 The backup safety team arrived with a stretcher and loaded her on. Valens started to sing again at the top of her lungs, then fell asleep. It was a relief, Jenn decided, as was the fact that by the time they got back to camp, it had stopped raining.
 “Apparently, this is just a taste of a lot worse to come,” Kate announced. “I’m sorry to have to end the course early, guys, but we have to.”
 “It’s just a few hours,” Gillian pointed out. “Won’t change the fact that it was the best training ever.”
 “Yes. Literally will change my life,” Ben agreed.
 “Let’s hear it for the instructors!” Matthew invited.
 After a round of applause and a group hug, they hurried to the beach where the boats waited. No champagne there to greet them; just an ominous, churning ocean. Kate was unfazed.
 “Not too bad,” she concluded. “Come on, let's go!”
The group split up. Gillian stuck with her, Noah, and a few others in the first boat. By default, Jenn stayed with Hudson and Valens. The backup team took the third RIB and led the way.
 “We’re lucky to still be able to cross,” Hudson yelled over the noise halfway through the vomit-inducing ride.
 She looked unruffled as well, unaffected by the conditions. Jenn was good with it too, but Ben spent time throwing up over the side. Valens, awake again, held up stoically. They arrived to find the resort in turmoil. The lobby, as noisy and wild as the ocean had been, was full of guests looking to leave at the same time and head to the airport. Apparently, there were not enough cars available. Everyone appeared to be in a state of high stress and panic. Used to working as a team now, and to staying calm under pressure, the recruits got together to organize their own transport. An ambulance was on standby for Valens, courtesy of ROCK-ON’s solid emergency plan.
 “Am I going to the airport?” she asked.
 “Yes. A private plane is waiting for you there,” Kate let her know. “They’ll take you straight to Miami. I’m told the weather is perfect over there.”
Valens did not look best pleased as she glanced around.
“Problem?” Hudson prompted.
Sober now, the Hollywood star shook her head. “No, but I just sprained my ankle. I appreciate all your help, but it feels like unwarranted preferential treatment. What about the rest of the group?”
“We’ll look after them.” Kate nodded. “For you, it’s just the deal we have with the insurance company. Regular health evac. You can take one other person with you on the plane.”
 “Oh. Um…” Jenn liked the fact that Valens winced as if she could not possibly single out one recruit from the group. Then she watched her eyes land on Gillian, who just happened to be standing close. “Hey, girlfriend. Fancy a trip to Miami?”
 “Yeah! I— Oh…” Gillian’s initial smile faded. “Noah.”
 “You go, Miss Gillian,” he told her with his usual grin. “I’ve got your number, so don’t worry, I will find you wherever you are.”
 “Okay… I’ll see you soon then?”
 “That you will. I promise, and sooner than you think.”
 Gillian beamed in reaction. “Be careful.”
 “Always am.” He winked at her. “And you too, my sweet.”
 Valens slapped a theatrical hand over her own chest when they hugged, and even blinked back a few tears as Noah kissed Gillian on the cheek. A goofy grin followed as she started to say her goodbyes.
“Okay, we’ll be going then. Thank you!” She blew grateful kisses, with a special one reserved for Hudson. “Thank you so much! I love you all!”
So dramatic, Jenn remarked. And even without drugs…
 “I’ll be in touch,” Kate told her.
 “Me too!” Valens promised.
 On this, Jenn went off to find her suitcase, which made her laugh. What a disaster... And funny how just two weeks could change a person. She had no idea now why she had packed so much of the same stuff... Three different bikini outfits? What in the world did I think I was going to be doing on this course? It took her only a few seconds to decide that she did not need it and would not miss most of what she had there. And considering the circumstances, she could do with traveling light. Quickly, she changed into a pair of shorts, running shoes, and a T-shirt. Stuffed her toiletry bag, a jacket, passport, and switched-off phone into a cross-body bag. Useful, that. And she hurried back out.
 “Jenn!” Kate waved her over from a corner of the check-in desk, which she seemed to have commandeered as her personal battle station. She stood there with her laptop open, a Pepsi in one hand, her phone in the other, working to organize a speedy extraction. “I secured an Uber minivan for the rest of the group.”
 “Great. Well done.”
“Yeah, that means you as well. You can hop on—”
 Looking around, Jenn interrupted. “Where’s Hudson?”
 “Somewhere, getting changed.”
 “Room number, please.”
 “Recruit Midd— Jenn,” Kate corrected, impatience making her exhale sound sharper than it might have otherwise. “You should go right now. When Tony makes landfall, it’s going to be rough here. Really.”
 “Yeah. And also, Kate, you should know me better by now. Really.”
 Her added eye roll earned her a fatalistic chuckle from the instructor. “Well, of course, I do. No helplessness or weakness in you, right?”
“Right. It’s a fact.”
“But now, at least, I can tell Huds I tried to make you leave,” Kate added with a shrug. “Trust me, she’ll ask.”
 “And you two will be staying? With Noah? Why?”
 “Bad timing and screwy logistics. I just checked with our airline and they’re totally jammed. The car hire company ran out of vehicles. We’re just going to have to wait it out here. She’s in room 402.”
 “Thanks.” Happy once more, Jenn flashed a friendly wink. “Tell the others not to wait for me.”
 As if I’d jump in an Uber and disappear like that! Once upon a time, she might have, but this was no longer Day One ahead of a training she did not want to take part in. Shaking her head at the outrageous notion of leaving her lover behind, Jenn opted for the stairs to the fourth floor. Not worth risking getting stuck in an elevator if the power went out. Hudson opened the door to her room, still in her fatigues but minus the boots and shirt. Joy and reluctance clearly fought for prominence on her face. But not for long.
 “Jenn.” Her dark eyes sparkled, reluctance lost that round, and she opened her arms wide.
 “Let’s get one major thing out of the way before we go any further.“ Jenn wrapped herself tightly around her. “I am not leaving.”
 “Okay.”
 “Yeah?” Suspicious, Jenn pulled back just enough to frown at her. “Easy as that?”
 “Sure.” Hudson chuckled. “I don’t think it would do me a lot of good to argue, eh?”
 “Hell no.”
“And you’re a free woman.”
“Dead right, I am.”
“So, I’ll just enjoy the moment.”
Satisfied, Jenn trailed her fingers over her naked shoulders, relishing the electric shiver this elicited. Hudson kicked the door shut without breaking eye contact.
“It’s going to get wild, you know?”
“Are you still talking about the hurricane?”
 “Hmm-mm. Yes. I was thinking a bit more relaxed with us. Did you have time for a shower?” She brushed a gentle kiss over her lips and carried on smiling.
 “No, I rushed to change and get back out.”
 “Oh yeah?” Hudson caressed the back of her neck and moved her fingers up into her hair.
 Bliss... Jenn struggled to keep her eyes open.
“Yeah,” she sighed and leaned a bit more heavily into her. “I didn’t want to lose sight of you for too long.”
 “I wouldn’t have left without telling you.”
 “I know. Me neither. But still...”
 “Still, yes. Same here.”



CHAPTER 19
“If you knew the number of times I dreamed of slipping into the shower with you at camp,” Hudson murmured.
 Her lover stood under the powerful jet of water, eyes closed with her face tilted up to it. Water cascaded over her shoulders and trickled down between her breasts, leaving tantalizing traces that she ached to follow with her mouth. Jenn passed both hands over her face, opened her eyes, and smiled.
 “Oh, yes. I do have a pretty good idea. What are you doing all the way over there?”
 “I am enjoying watching you.”
 “Come here.”
 “Bossy.”
 That alluring smirk made an appearance. “Oh, totally. And? So?”
 Hudson moved quickly to close the distance between them. She wrapped her arms around Jenn’s waist, pressed herself into her demandingly, and loved the way Jenn gripped her in return. Hot skin, wet lips, hungry kisses. In between, they managed to wash and shampoo each other. Might be the last opportunity for a while, after all, as Jenn stated. She made her laugh.
 “Love your practical side, Ms. Middleton.”
 “I’ll have you know it is hugely self-motivated.” Jenn lingered over her breasts, making her sigh and tremble as she slathered more soap over tender, erect nipples. “I love touching you. Being naked with you. The taste of you.”
Soon, there was only pleasure, easily given and accepted, and no need for excuses. Hudson moved into her. Smiling, Jenn let herself be slowly backed up against the blue tile wall. Hudson slid one long leg in between hers and encountered wetness of a different kind. She pressed hard enough to make both of them gasp.
“You’re so fucking sexy.”
“Right back at you, darling.”
Jenn slid heated hands down her shoulders, her back, and over her butt. Cupping her, she squeezed the taut muscles there; hard.
“Fuck,” Hudson repeated in a low growl.
“Soon. I want to feel you on me.” Jenn yanked her forward to graze her teeth over, and suck the sensitive point at the base of her collarbone. “I want you inside me.” She fondled her breasts, pinched her nipples, made her hiss. “I want you to demolish me, and I want to do the same to you. Hudson...”
 “Yes. Yes!” Hudson leaned with both hands onto the wall, keeping steady as her legs shook. She was wet, swollen, pulsing. “I need you so bad.”
 “Then take me. Take me now.”
Hudson captured her mouth in a long, deep, heated kiss. She allowed herself to make it a little rough, because she could feel it was needed, and her own hunger also dictated it.
“I’ve never wanted a woman so much as I want you now.”
“Good.” Jenn’s throaty chuckle as she fisted her fingers in her hair was beyond erotic. “Show me.”
Sealing her lips around one of her tight nipples, Hudson teased her with her tongue until she had her struggling to catch her breath. She shifted and then slowly trailed a hand over her flat abdomen. She tickled her pubic hair and delivered a feather-light caress over her clitoris. Jenn was swollen too. Her hips jerked forward. She moaned and trembled and might even have collapsed if Hudson had not been holding her.
“I’m not going to last long.”
“It’s okay.”
“You?”
“Same.”
 Jenn jerked her a little closer still as if to test the veracity of that statement.
 “Okay,” she panted. “Can you come? On my leg?”
 “Oh, yeah.” Loaded and primed, Hudson grunted. “I am so close to losing it…”
 “Then do it. And I want you inside. Now, Hudson, I—”
 Hudson swallowed the rest of her sentence with a hard kiss. She entered her at the same time, swiftly, deeply, and found her deliciously slick and hot. Jenn clenched hard around her fingers. She moaned. With one arm locked tightly around her neck, she palmed her breast roughly. Jesus! And she was so wet. Hudson curled a finger inside and she pushed her wrist against her clit; this, and three hard strokes, was all she had to do for Jenn to fall apart. A powerful orgasm took her, making Hudson tremble in response when she felt it ripple through. Her fingers tingled. She felt the wave of it entering her. It was so intense as to be brutal, and it set her off beautifully. With two demanding thrusts and a hard squeeze, she exploded over her thigh. They both slid to the floor. Empty, exhausted, and out of breath. Fulfilled.
 “Oh wow,” Jenn groaned. “Wow. Huds...”
 She gathered her in a close embrace. Hudson lay between her legs with her face pressed over her right breast; panting, grinning, and still pulsing from one of the best orgasms she’d ever had.
 “So, did I do it?” she murmured after a while.
 “Mm…?” Jenn sounded so dreamy. “Do what?”
 “You said wow. Twice. Does that mean I demolished you?”
 “Oh, yeah.” Jenn’s laughter rang clear as a bell, and filthy with satisfaction. “Yes, you did it just right. Everything. Totally perfect.”
 “Great.”
Hudson kept her eyes closed as Jenn brushed her fingers gently through her hair, reveling in the intimacy of the moment. The caress made her shiver.
 “How are you doing, babe?” her lover asked.
“Awesome. Can’t feel my legs.”
 “Don’t you love shower sex?”
 “I sure do now. And when you call me babe.”
 With a knuckle placed under her chin, Jenn tilted her head back. She smiled, eyes soft and gentle on hers. “Not such a hard-ass soldier, are you?”
 “Only switch on the hard-ass when I need to.”
 “I like that about you. Very much. All that power, so tightly coiled… You are so damn sexy.”
 “I think we’ll drain the water tank, but I really don’t want to move.”
 “Then don’t. Who cares?”
They held each other on the steamy floor of the large walk-in shower, luxuriating in the moment. The shower abruptly ended with a rude gurgle and a flickering of the lights.
 “Uh-oh—” Jenn started. A second later, the water stopped and the lights went off. She sighed. “I suppose it was bound to happen sooner rather than later. Lucky timing for us.”
 “Yep. Good thing we shampooed early.”
 They got dressed in the room to take advantage of the daylight, such as it was. Outside, palm trees swung ferociously under a cover of thick dark clouds. Rain splattered over the glass window with alarming force. In the distance, the ocean appeared even wilder, almost demented.
 “Lucky as well we don’t have to be out there now.”
 “I agree.” Grabbing her own luggage, a compact army day pack, Hudson pointed to her bag. “Is this all you’ve got?”
 “Yeah. I ditched my suitcase and just kept the essentials, so I can move quickly if I need to.”
 “Mm. Looks like we’ve got you thinking like a soldier. Kate will be pleased.”
 “Hey.” Jenn held her back as she started for the door. “One last kiss for the road.”
 “More good thinking,” Hudson approved, and pulled her into her arms.
 They got lost in the kiss and each other again until some loud banging on the door interrupted another perfectly blissful moment.
“Yo, Hudson! You in there?”
“Ah, that’s Noah.” She opened the door. “Hey.”
“Kate wants to know what’s taking you so long. We are ready to—” He stopped when Jenn moved into view, and he noticed them holding hands.
“Hi, Noah,” she smiled.
“Hi.” He broke into a cheeky grin. “Okay, maybe you don’t need to answer that first question now. Well, unless you feel like sharing, of course.”
“I won’t bore you with the details.” Hudson chuckled at his expression, which said he wouldn’t be bored. “What were you going to tell me?”
“That we’re ready to lift and shift. The resort is putting up a bus to take all remaining guests to a shelter. Tony’s expected to make landfall at around eleven P.M. tonight. The latest weather update is advising of strong storm surges in the area.”
“We don’t want to be near the beach when this happens, do we?” Jenn prompted.
“Aye, we don’t.”
“Alright, then, let’s go.”
As they hurried down the stairs back to the lobby, Hudson glanced at her lover. Jenn was positively glowing. She appeared energized, no doubt from endorphins following a nice round of electrifying shower sex and added adrenalin from the situation. Hudson could feel it too, running in her system. Once upon a time, she’d lived for just this sort of thing. Action, danger… She had been addicted to the thrill of living her life on the edge, hard and fast, and to hell with personal consequences. But then, it got real… Painfully so. Other people got hurt. Friends died, and she could not stop it. Now she did stop the rising wave of regret and self-loathing that might well have engulfed her not so long ago. It was not your fault. And this isn’t the same thing. She was just torn between wishing that Jenn could be far away in a safe place and feeling extraordinarily pleased that she had stayed. It was just amazing to finally be able to hold her hand when she wanted to, and not have to hide. She had to wonder what this all meant, as well. Only two weeks before, they had not known each other. And now, it all felt so perfect...
“What’s the matter?” Jenn gave the fingers she held a quick squeeze. “You okay?”
“Yeah, fine.”
“Just miles away?”
Hudson had to smile at how in tune she was with her.
“Nothing bad,” she assured. “Just reflecting on things, and how brilliant it feels to be with you.”
“Yes.” Jenn leaned in to steal another quick kiss. She flashed a gorgeous smile. “For me too, baby.”
◆◆◆
The bus was full of stranded tourists and locals. You could easily tell the difference: the tourists appeared lost and panicked, while the general expression on the faces of most residents was a mix of boredom and irritation. Not their first hurricane, obviously. Staring out the window at the already badly flooded roads and struggling palm trees in the 70mph wind, Jenn felt fascinated, excited, and unusually settled in equal measures. This last part also puzzled, if not worried her, a bit. Since when did she need a woman in her life in order to feel settled? The independent, resilient part of her, balked at the idea. The lonely part, the one that she often ruthlessly refused to acknowledge, told her not to worry. To just chill, and enjoy the ride. Well, as much as possible in the middle of a crazy hurricane, of course… But yeah. And a few people seemed to be doing just that. One French tourist in particular, far from looking scared, seemed to be having herself a grand time as she sipped from a recycled Evian bottle. The smooth liquid inside looked suspiciously like red wine and made Jenn wish she’d raided the minibar in her room before leaving. Glancing at Hudson, who was currently engrossed in studying a weather chart on Kate’s iPad, she recalled that she’d had other things on her mind at the time. And no regrets there.
 “How’s it looking?” she asked.
 “Like we’re in for a tough night.” Hudson met her eyes and nodded. “We’ll be okay.”
 “I bet you’ve been through worse.”
 “Yes.” The simple answer spoke volumes.
 Jenn settled close with one arm around her shoulders. “You know, I feel a bit guilty.”
 “What for?”
 “I’m really happy.”
 Hudson regarded her with warm, expressive dark eyes full of wonder and compassion.
 “Surely this kind of thing is nothing to feel bad about?” she prompted.
 “No, not in general. But for some of the residents here, this hurricane will be a real tragedy. I can just fly back to New York when it’s over, and leave it all behind, but they won’t have that luxury. I shouldn’t feel so excited to be in the middle of this, but I kind of do.”
 “I think what you describe as excitement is just your body revving up for action as it senses an imminent threat. It’s a pretty normal, biological response.”
 “Hmm. Yes, it makes sense.”
 “It’s a good thing, Jenn.”
 “I guess it is. Also, about the happy feeling…”
 Hudson held her gaze. “Yes?”
“I would probably hate every second of being on this bus, stuck on the island as a deadly hurricane is about to hit, if not for the fact that I am here with you.”
 “Ah. I wondered if and when you’d mention it.”
 “Don’t you know?” Jenn whispered. Am I the only one feeling this?
 Before she could worry, Hudson flashed her another calm and steady look, along with a pretty perfect answer.
“I think I do know, yes. I was hoping you felt it too.”
 “It’s crazy fast,” Jenn insisted.
 Thankfully, her partner did not make her explain what exactly she meant by ‘It’ being fast. Jenn was not quite there yet. Not to put it into words, at least.
 “Yeah, it’s fast.” Hudson just agreed, and she smiled. “I’m well aware of that too. But like the trees out there, bending to go with the will of the wind, I’m not going to question it. It feels too strong and too right for it to be wrong.”
 “That’s a very Zen, very smart answer.”
 “I’m glad you’re here, Jenn,” Hudson added intently. “With me, even with a hurricane about to hit. I wouldn’t have it any other— Whoa!"
 A sudden loud bang at the front of the bus cut her off and startled everyone onboard. One of the tourists who sat behind the driver let out a short scream.
 “What the hell was that?” Kate grunted.
 “Splat on the windshield,” Noah related as the wiper blades smeared blood and feathers across it. “Unlucky bird.”



CHAPTER 20
The shelter was a sturdy brick gymnasium on the outskirts of town, in a more elevated position from the beachfront area, which hopefully would not be as susceptible to flooding. By the time they reached it, it was fully dark, and the wind was gusting at around 90mph. A local woman with three young children climbed off the bus. She was holding two of the kids in a tight grip on each hip. The third one, still less than five by the look of him, was instructed to hold onto the bottom of her t-shirt. Jenn could have predicted the result of that one: he went flying head over heels as soon as his feet touched the ground.
 “Get inside,” Kate ordered the woman, and she ran to catch up with the rolling kid.
 He seemed absolutely delighted when she scooped him up, and fisted his little fingers in her hair in what looked like a tear-inducing pull. Then he howled with laughter all the way back as Kate fought against the wind.
 “Loving it,” Noah chuckled. “How’s that for cheerfulness in the face of adversity, uh?”
 “Future Marine,” Kate approved as she handed him back to his grateful mom. She rubbed a spot on the side of her head. “Ouch. Hell of a grip for a little guy.”
 Not everyone was having a good time, obviously. Several people showed up with light injuries and were directed to the back of the room, where members of the local fire service were in attendance behind a line of privacy screens. Hudson nodded in that direction.
 “I’ll go see if they need another medic.”
 “They’re bringing in supplies.” Kate pointed to officials in high-vis jackets carrying large containers of water, foldable camp beds, blankets, etc. “I’ll go make myself useful over there while you do that.”
 “With you,” Noah said. “Jenn? You sticking with Hudson?”
 “Oh yeah,” Jenn muttered.
This prompted a chuckle from him, and her lover’s eyes to sparkle. Still, obvious motivation aside, Jenn enjoyed watching Hudson work. The mix of strength and gentleness that she had noticed about her early on in the training was well in evidence here. She was friendly and super-capable. The people she treated clearly registered her high level of skill, and relaxed the minute she got to them. Jenn could relate to Hudson’s expertise as she stood next to her, passing her bandages, disinfectant, scissors, and anything else she required. Over the next couple of hours, they dealt with a variety of injuries. One guy showed up with a dislocated elbow, eyes wide in shock and still out of breath from his ordeal.
 “I got stuck in my car crossing a flooded area. I tried to push through, but the water went up quickly, and the current was way too strong. The car started to be dragged off… I just barely had time to scramble out the window before it flipped over and sank. I swear to God, I could have drowned!”
Lucky escape, for certain. An older man shuffled in with a badly sprained knee; he had fallen down the stairs of his house as he hurried to catch a ride out to safety. A young teenage girl would require a few stitches after being hit by flying debris in the street. On and on, people trickled in, wet through and scared. Unfortunate injuries, though none too serious for the most part. Until a guy dressed in chef’s whites was brought in with what appeared to be significant bleeding. The front of his jacket was so stained that he looked more like a butcher. In contrast, his face was white as a sheet. He cradled his left hand tightly against his chest, wrapped in several layers of bloody towels. Hudson sat him down on a camp bed.
 “Tell me what happened,” she prompted.
 “I fucked up. Fucking hell!”
 “Yeah, okay. Tell me more.”
 His friend elaborated. “We own the restaurant down the road. We were in the kitchen, prepping sandwiches to bring over here for people when the backup lights all went out at the same time. He almost sliced his thumb off.”
It was no lie. As Hudson carefully peeled off the towels to see, the full extent of the injury was revealed. The man had cut his thumb down to the bone. Jenn watched it glisten white and bloody under the fluorescent lights, and she swallowed a little harder.
“What’s your name?” Hudson asked.
“Roberto,” the man muttered.
“How are you feeling, Roberto?”
“Like a fucking idiot. And it hurts.”
 Again, Hudson flashed a warm and confident smile. “I can help you with the second part.”
 “Am I going to lose my thumb?”
 “Negative.”
 “Ah…” His shoulders dropped in sheer relief. “’Kay.”
 “Can you move your fingers?”
 “Yes.” He demonstrated.
 “Excellent.” Hudson palpated the area around the wound, noting his reactions, before she nodded. “Yes, very good. There’s no tendon damage. You’ve got bits of bloody towel embedded in the cut…”
 “We only had kitchen roll available,” the friend stated.
 “That’s okay. I’ll clean and irrigate this, then apply stitches, and bandage you up nice and clean.”
 “Thanks, doc,” Roberto sighed.
 “No problem. You remember when your last tetanus shot was?”
 “Uh… No, but I’m up to date.”
 “Good enough. Jenn, get me an IV kit, surgical tray, suture needles, and—” Hudson stopped as she glanced up, then shook her head with a quick smile. “Sorry. You’re doing such a great job helping me that I forgot you’re not trained for this.”
 “It’s fine,” Jenn assured her. “I want to help.”
 “Are you sure?”
 “Definitely.”
 She was fine, indeed, after adjusting to the sight of so much blood and exposed bone. The smell was not much better, but she was determined and handled it well. Afterwards, with Roberto well-dosed on painkillers and taking a snooze, Hudson called a well-earned break for the two of them, too.
 “Thanks for the assist, darling.” She kissed her softly and slung one arm around her shoulders. “You’re a natural at this stuff. Feeling okay?”
 “Yes.” Jenn nodded intently. “I feel so alive!”
 “Some people feel this way in emergency situations. You’re brilliant under pressure, I can tell you that.”
 “Wall Street is good training.”
 “I’ll take your word for it.” Hudson took the bottle of water she offered and drained half of it. “Frankly, I have no idea.”
 “Helping people hits differently.”
 “Ah, yes. This I know for sure.”
 Just after nine P.M., they sat in a corner for something to eat with Kate and Noah. Jenn glanced warily at the ceiling when yet another vicious gust of wind made it rattle.
 “Doesn’t sound too good up there.”
 “The wind is predicted to reach 120mph during the night,” Kate agreed. “But this place has been a regular shelter for years, and its structure is reinforced accordingly. I’m told the roof will hold.”
 “Good-ho,” Noah approved, looking relaxed.
He went on to carefully inspect each layer of his cheese and tomato sandwich before replacing them, and taking a huge bite. Kate noticed the routine, gave a little smirk, but said nothing.
 “What did you do that for?” Jenn asked, intrigued.
 “Checking for bits of human fingers,” he informed her. “As I know where these sandwiches came from.”
 “Oh, God!” She winced in disgust and pressed a quick hand over her stomach as it performed a slow, uneasy roll.
Even then, she could not help laughing.
 “Soldier’s humor,” Kate reflected. “Very much an acquired taste, I believe.”
 “Well,” Jenn pretended to consider. “In this case, it must be the same as human flesh.”
 “That would be a New York special, wouldn’t it?”
Noah shot them both an appreciative wink. “Yeah, I bet all you need is a good Chianti to wash it down.”
 “Shut up, you guys, I’m trying to eat.” Hudson groaned as Noah imitated the famous Hannibal Lecter hiss, but she looked amused too.
Jenn smiled. Sitting on the hard floor between her and Kate, eating suspicious sandwiches and sharing equally dubious jokes, it suddenly occurred to her that she had never felt more at home. Of course, it was not due to the situation, but the people. Yeah, totally. She relaxed, unconsciously settling more heavily against Hudson. Without a word, her lover pulled her close with an arm around her shoulders. The embrace was so welcoming… So easy. And another new thing for Jenn, certainly, as she would not usually express the need to be close, physically or emotionally. As a child, growing up after her parent’s death, showing a need for affection made her uncle uncomfortable. That he loved her was never in doubt, but he also shied away from emotions he could not handle. The loss of his brother, best friend, and business partner, had almost destroyed him. Then he was forced to look after her, of course, a job he was not ready for. Single at the time, a hardcore businessman, he never wanted kids. Jenn figured she was a constant reminder of the hardest tragedy of his life. She knew he struggled when she was openly sad, or wanted a hug. He loved her to show her stronger side, and when he felt he could talk to her almost as an equal. As a result, she equated wanting love and affection with being too needy, and weak. She hated to see that look of sorrow in her uncle’s eyes when he thought she needed more than he could give. So, even though Jenn always felt very deeply and intensely, she learned to hide this more emotional side to her. Now, Hudson did not make a big deal of cuddles… which was good. But she also gave plenty, and it was even better.
“What are you chuckling about?”
It only occurred to Jenn that she had closed her eyes when the woman on her mind spoke. Hudson was watching her with a warm smile.
“You,” Jenn said simply. “In appreciation.”
“Good. I’m glad I make you feel okay.”
 “Yeah, make that wonderful.”
A while later, they found a spot to lie down and get some sleep. By then, the gymnasium was full of people doing the same thing: adults, children, pets, and entire families. Outside, Tony was asserting its presence with howling winds and devastating rain. Kate kept up to date with weather reports. According to those, the beach area was the hardest hit. Power was out across the town. They lost the lights in the gymnasium a few times, even with a backup generator going.
“Tell you what,” Noah declared. “When the hurricane gets tough, the tough get snoozing.”
On that, he closed his eyes and went to sleep. Jenn snuggled with Hudson on a thin mat.
“Sounds like the apocalypse out there.”
 “We’ll be fine,” her lover murmured.
 Feeling great, indeed, in the circle of her arms, Jenn fell fast and deep asleep. No dreams. Total rest. Coming to a few hours later, she immediately took stock of her surroundings. Hudson still slept with her face pressed into the crook of her shoulder. It was dark inside the shelter, but a quick glance aside confirmed that Kate and Noah were already up, and talking to members of the rescue service.
 “Babe…” As she called her, Hudson sighed and snuggled deeper. Charmed, Jenn kissed her gently. “Hudson.”
At least she did not explode awake the way she had that other time. Just opened one eye and flashed an automatic smile when she saw her.
“Morning. Is it?”
“Approaching seven A.M.”
“Wow. Late by my standards.”
“I think something is going on.”
“Huh.” Hudson yawned, stretched, and pushed herself up on an elbow. When Jenn pointed to Kate and Noah, she grunted. “Yeah, looks like.”
 Catching them looking, Kate came over.
“Morning,” she nodded. “We have a situation.”
 “On top of the hurricane?” Jenn prompted.
 “Yeah, as a direct consequence. A fire brought down a large crane against one side of a residential building last night. Part of it collapsed.”
 “Shit,” Hudson muttered. “Any casualties?”
 “A young couple and an elderly woman haven’t come out. The rescue service is stretched really thin in this area of town, so they are asking for volunteers to help with the search.”
 “Sending unqualified people to search a collapsed building isn’t a smart thing to do if they want to avoid more casualties, is it?” Jenn felt the need to point that out.
 “Correct.” Kate nodded to her again. “The instructions are not for anyone to venture inside, but to assist the official rescue team in any other way required.”
 “Okay. We can do that, can’t we?” Hudson approved.
 “Yes. I got you both helmets and high-vis jackets.”
 It would only occur to Jenn later that she never even once thought of coffee to help her wake up; adrenalin flowed nice and clean through her system. She also relished the fact that Kate did not question her taking part in the rescue efforts this time. She blew air out sharply and blinked back a familiar burning at the back of her eyes.
 “You okay?” Hudson missed nothing.
 But again, the way she asked was both gentle and inviting, instead of reluctant and worried. Jenn cupped her face in both hands and she kissed her softly.
 “I’m fine. Just not used to being part of a team and feeling included, that’s all. It’s great.”
 “I noticed that before.”
 “Really? When?”
 “On the training. You looked surprised when the rest of the group included you. When you set the fastest time on the assault course and won coffee privileges, you seemed both stunned and delighted when they congratulated you.” Hudson caressed her cheek with the back of a folded knuckle. “I wanted to hug you as well, to celebrate your win.”
 “Why didn’t you?”
 “Had to remain in character. Instructors don’t hug recruits in the military.”
 “Good thing we got over that quick, eh?”
 “Yes.” Hudson laughed. “Very good.”



CHAPTER 21
They drove through empty streets in the back of a rescue truck, in the eye of the storm. An eerie silence followed terrifying winds that had clearly wreaked utter destruction upon the area during the night. The results were obvious. Frightening. And it might not be over. Tony was just offering a temporary respite during which first responders would have to accomplish as much as possible. As they reached the stricken building, Jenn noted that fire trucks and ambulances were parked a safe distance from the rubble. Residents who, for whatever reason, had chosen not to evacuate before, must be feeling sorry by now. They huddled in emergency blankets under the covered entrance of a neighboring apartment block.
 “It’s like a disaster movie over here,” she remarked.
Noah nodded. “Yeah. But sadly, it’s real.”
The strobing lights of emergency vehicles pierced through the sheeting rain and bathed the scene in blurred shades of red and blue. Sirens could be heard in the distance. Hudson looked up to scan the sky.
“They’ve got a chopper up there,” she pointed out.
Kate looked at her. As Jenn noticed her expression, a mix of sorrow and concern, she could easily guess what this was about. She had seen her lover’s scars. Listened to what she said about the final op she’d been involved in. Crucially, she also heard the things she did not say. Kate had told her a bit more. The picture was clear enough and hinted at tragic memories. Jenn remained quiet as the two women exchanged a loaded glance. Then Kate nodded first.
“Good to go, Huds?”
Hudson blinked a couple of times as she looked down, coming back from wherever she’d drifted off. Then she flashed a quick smile in confirmation.
“Yeah, let’s get to work.”
◆◆◆
Hudson kept a discreet eye on her lover as they began the search for missing persons. She knew that Jenn was more than capable of taking part in it, and of looking after herself. The search was also limited to the outside of the building, so it should be safe. Looking at the building though, Hudson could see the gaping hole in the side and the monster crane, like a gigantic insect feeding on the structure, still embedded in its flank. The air was thick with the acrid smell of charred bits of construction material floating in the air like snow. Massive steel beams had been left exposed on the upper levels. Some had crashed to the ground, and big slabs of naked concrete too… It gave the whole scene an otherworldly and end-of-the-world kind of vibe.
 “Hudson.” Kate took her arm as she shivered. “Sure you’re alright?”
 “Yeah, yeah.” But Hudson blew air out, feeling impatient and nervous at the same time. “This looks bad, though. How do we know this building is stable?”
 “As stable as it’s going to get, I’m told.”
Jenn and Noah got on their knees to peer under a chunk of concrete easily the size of a bus. Up ahead, two helicopters were now buzzing in slow circles. That sound… Hudson swallowed with a disorienting rush of memories. It had been windy as well, that day in the desert. Hot and dry, with dust and sand carried in the air. She remembered the evac chopper’s blades stirring it up, making it almost impossible to breathe. Even now, she had to clear her throat and unconsciously rubbed a hand over her chest.
 “Maybe you should take five, eh?” Kate prompted in a low voice.
 “No, I’m fine.”
 “You’ve gone pale, Huds.” Concern flashed in her friend’s eyes and no doubt she knew exactly what was happening.
 “It’s that noise.” Hudson shrugged as she looked up again.
 “Yes, I get it.” When she could not suppress another shiver, Kate insisted. “If you need a break, bloody take one, eh!”
 “Yes. But no.” What Hudson did take was a settling breath. “I’ll stick with Jenn. We’ll be okay.”
 “Good enough,” Kate grunted.
 Over the next twenty minutes or so, Hudson did her best to shake off the sense of disquiet that still clung to her. Surely the bad feeling was only due to circumstances. It would be hard to feel light and happy in the midst of such devastation... Especially knowing that people might be stuck under the rubble, still alive, and crying for help. She focused on the task at hand, using a stick to probe into deeper openings, peering through holes, and pausing often to listen for a response after she called. Nothing. She stayed close to her partner, drawing reassurance from her presence. How did we get to this? Jennifer Middleton... On paper, only a reluctant course participant, a high-maintenance customer. But now she had become a solid partner, indeed, as much as Kate and Noah were. Like them, she was also a close friend. And exclusively, her lover. The kind of woman who made Hudson question her previous resolve to remain unattached and single for the rest of her life. All in the space of two short weeks, and a couple of soul-affirming sexual encounters.
 “We’ve got this sector covered.” Jenn gestured to one of the rescue guys. “You two take that area over there; we’ll converge in the center.”
 “Alright. Got it.”
 She flashed him and his partner an easy thumbs-up. Gosh. Hudson smiled. Not even an hour on site, and Jenn was already taking charge. Time did take on a different quality when she was around, and not only that, but she was such a natural leader that no one batted an eyelid at her instructions.
 “Okay, babe?”
Hudson nodded when she turned to her, her blue eyes soft in a way they never were for anyone else. She was aware that Jenn had been checking on her as well. Not only did Hudson not mind that, but it made her heart swell in this instant.
“All good,” she confirmed. “Thanks.”
“I wonder if—” Jenn stopped, frowning as she pointed over her shoulder. “Where’s Noah going over there?”
Hudson whipped her head around to catch him scrambling inside an opening in the wall, in what looked like the worst part of the damaged building. On his own. Goddammit.
“Noah!” She yelled his name, but he did not seem to hear. Hudson started to tell Jenn to stay where she was, but she realized it would never work. “Stay close if you’re coming with me, and be careful,” she instructed her instead.
“Yes and yes,” Jenn answered.
 They found Noah on all fours, shining his flashlight into a crack in the ground.
 “Stop,” he ordered when he spotted them entering that part of the building. “The floor isn’t stable over here.”
 “So what are you doing in the middle?” Hudson growled.
 “Thought I heard something. It was very faint but I could swear—” He froze with a hand in the air. “There. Did you hear that?”
 Hudson listened hard. “Yes.”
 “Me too,” Jenn confirmed. It was unmistakably a faint cry, definitely a human voice. “Sounds like a woman.”
Noah leaned in a little more.
“I can hear you!” he shouted in return. “I’m with the rescue service! Stay calm and we will get you out.”
Hudson caught one other word. HELP.
“We need—”
“Backup,” Jenn finished before she could. “Stay with Noah, I’ll go tell the others.”
 Hudson grabbed her arm as she noticed the sizzling look in her eyes. Excitement, and fierce purpose. Jenn was flying high on adrenalin.
 “Do that, but stay calm, too,” she advised. “Don’t rush. Mistakes happen when you lose your head.”
 “Yes.” Jenn nodded, took a deep breath, and visibly settled. “Thanks, babe. I’ll be right back.”
 “Okay.”
 Hudson watched her go before returning her full attention to Noah. She shone her own light over the floor around him, noting several more cracks and a bunch of long, thin, but no less lethal iron stakes sticking out in a few places from the torn structure.
 “Looks like a utility basement under there,” Noah stated. “I can just see a washing machine and a collapsed wall at the end. She must be on the other side.”
 “How far down?”
 “A fair way.”
 Hudson wondered if this was British for ‘Fucking far’, and did not waste any time asking.
“Okay. Great job locating her, but you need to get out now, Noah. The floor is full of holes and so is the ceiling above you. The specialist team can handle it from here.”
“Agreed.” He leaned in again. “Hey, lady?”
 “Yes! I can hear you! Please, please, get me out of here!”
 Though her voice was still faint coming through the wall and floor, Hudson could hear fear despite Noah’s reassurances. She could well understand that too. Of all the traumatic ways to die, being buried alive under some rubble would surely rank as one of the worst.
 “We are going to,” Noah assured her. “The rescue team is coming for you, okay? What’s your name?”
 “Gladys. Don’t leave me! It’s dark in here, like a tomb!”
 She was crying, and Noah lingered a bit more. Hudson shot a glance at naked lines of electrical wires dangling over his head. A large square of broken ceiling hung from damaged cables and swayed dangerously above his position.
 “Noah,” she warned.
 “Gladys, I need to move,” he yelled. “The team will be right back for you, okay? We are coming, I promise. Okay, Huds, let’s go.”
 He started to turn; slowly. But even that careful movement caused the floor under his boots to flex, and a portion of it to detach from the rest. An ominous rustling noise preceded a thick cloud of dust raining down from the damaged ceiling. They both stayed very, very still until it settled. Through the lingering haze, he shot her a wicked grin.
“Ah. Bollocks.”
This was both typical and accurate, and she nodded to him sharply.
“Don’t move, I’ll come to you.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Hudson.”
She started to go around, carefully testing each step before she committed to it. “I’m on solid ground over here. I can get to you.”
 “Stubborn your middle name, huh?”
 The whole structure moved again, groaning with twisting metal and grating concrete plates, causing the patch Noah stood on to sink a little more. He stopped smiling.
 “Mate. Really, don’t come any closer.”
 “I’ll get to you,” she repeated. Not leaving you. I am not going to lose you.
 Hudson ignored a line of sweat down the side of her face, and a subtle but definitely there sagging sensation under her feet as she continued to advance. Taste of the desert in her mouth again. She shook it off, focused on her next step. With it, a little bit more of the floor disappeared into the dark hole.
 “Back up, Hudson,” Noah snapped.
 “Take my hand.”
“I can’t reach that far.” He struggled for balance as another jolt caused his stand to lose a bit more height. “This ain’t gonna hold much longer. Get out of here!”
Though she knew it was a stupid idea, she grabbed onto a piece of swinging cable and deemed it enough of a good hold to take another step forward.
“Reach out, Noah. Come on!”
“You’re still too far.” He glanced down and sent her a furious look. “Bloody hell, Huds. Stop playing Tarzan and get the hell out of here! I’m a Para, I know how to fall.”
He had a point there. Certainly. And still… No, she decided fiercely. Not on my watch. Not again.
◆◆◆
Jenn would never forget the horrific moment she saw them crash through the concrete floor. She was with Kate, the SAR Team hot on their heels, as they re-entered the building. Hudson was on her feet with one hand extended to grab Noah’s. For a moment, it looked as if she would. Then, there was a sickening crack, and they both vanished in a cloud of dust and debris. Jenn’s heart literally stopped.
 “Hudson!” she yelled and would have rushed forward if Kate had not held her back.
The next several seconds were the stuff of nightmares, and felt like hours, as neither instructor responded to the frantic calls of the rescuers.
“Huds! Noah!” Kate shouted. “Guys, can you hear me?”
Hudson eventually did call up to them. But any relief Jenn initially might have felt turned to gut-wrenching anxiety at her words.
 “Noah landed wrong.” Her lover sounded raw. Gritty. And no wonder, as she carried on. “I need a cervical collar and board down here ASAP.”
 Kate swore under her breath before responding.
 “Okay, Huds! We got you!”
 It turned out there was another way to access the basement, and part of the team had already diverted there in order to pull the woman out. Meanwhile, Kate took charge of this situation. Jaw clenched, eyes sharp, she issued a series of curt orders to the team.
 “Get me extra rescue operators in here, and set up a pulley system. I need a medic on standby. Start prepping for an evac.”
As she pulled on a harness, a rescue board appeared out of nowhere. She took it.
 “Here.” Jenn also passed her a pair of protective gloves. She fastened her helmet for her and clipped an extra torch to a hook on the harness. “Okay, you’re good.”
 Gratitude flashed across Kate’s eyes and she squeezed her shoulder. “You too, Jenn.”



CHAPTER 22
Noah was unconscious when the team pulled him out, strapped securely onto the board. He had blood on his face and his helmet was badly smashed. As a medic applied an oxygen mask to his face and started to check his vital signs, Jenn turned to see Kate and Hudson coming back out. Christ. Somewhere along the way, Hudson had lost her helmet. Her face was chalk white, probably only partly due to a layer of plaster dust which made her injuries appear all the more vivid: a black eye, nasty-looking cut on her forehead, bleeding lip… At least she was conscious, and moving under her own steam. More frightening for Jenn to see was the haunted expression in her eyes when Hudson looked around as if lost in a daze. Kate held on to her with both hands wrapped tightly around her left arm. Jenn only heard the end of what she was saying to her, but it was intense. Urgent.
 “Deep breaths. Stay present. Noah needs you now, Hudson. Keep it together.”
 Jenn watched her lover struggle to take that essential next breath. Without hesitation, she stepped into her line of sight, laid one hand on each side of her face, and forced her to meet her gaze. Hudson stared right through her at first.
 “Hey,” Jenn insisted. “Look at me. Huds.”
“I’m just—” Hudson started. “I’m okay. Jenn…"
The wounded, far-away look in her eyes as she took her in was heartbreaking to see, but there was no time here for gentle hugs.
 “Right here, babe.” Jenn forced a brilliant smile. “I’m with you. You’ve got this. Okay?”
 “Yeah…” Hudson exhaled sharply. And again. “Yes, okay.” Her full focus returned with her next blink, on a healthy rush of temper. “Goddammit!”
 As Jenn nodded in relief, Kate slapped her on the back in approval.
 “There she is!”
 “Yeah. Sorry about that.”
 “You’re fine, mate. Don’t worry.”
“I need to see to Noah.”
 Thankfully, he regained consciousness. Jenn watched him open his eyes and look from Hudson to Kate as they both eyed him anxiously. He attempted a joke.
“We dead? Is this hell or heaven? Can’t tell from looking at you two.”
 “It’s your lucky day is what it is, my friend,” Kate grunted, and she glanced at Hudson for confirmation. “Same old dodgy sense of humor. He must be fine, eh?”
 Or maybe not, actually... Because even though Noah smiled as well at her teasing comment, it soon became apparent that he could not move his legs. Hudson, once again calm and totally in control, was reassuring.
 “This is not unusual, okay?” she promised him. “As far as I can tell, you’re concussed, but nothing worse. This is likely just a temporary loss of sensation in your legs.”
 “It’s happened before,” he volunteered.
 “Oh, really?”
 “Once, after a night jump, yeah.”
 “What happened exactly?”
“I had a tricky landing. I came down hard and couldn’t feel my legs for about a minute afterward. Turns out it was only a nerves thing.”
 He, too, sounded pretty calm, though Jenn noticed he never took his eyes off Hudson as he shared this. He stared intently at her, no doubt to gauge her reaction.
 “Yeah,” she agreed, still reassuringly nonplussed. “Good to know you had this before. We’ll do more tests at the hospital, but I’m sure you’ll regain full range of motion.”
 He relaxed a bit. “Okay. Yeah. I’m sure as well.”
 “So, you keep landing wrong?” she added in a practiced amused tone as she adjusted his IV. “Is that a thing with you, British Paras?”
 “Shut up,” he groaned.
“You should try the US Army jump school, buddy. Learn to do it safely with professionals.”
 “Don’t make me laugh, it hurts.”
But Noah clearly appreciated the jibe. Soldier’s banter, Jenn reflected. And good to hear.
“Hey.” He looked at her. “They got Gladys out now?”
 She was pleased to report in the affirmative. The missing couple had also been located and rescued. She simply omitted that the man was in a bad way. He didn’t need to worry about that now.
 “They’re all on their way to the hospital,” she stated.
 “Ah, right. Great.” He sighed and closed his eyes again.
 Catching a flash of concern on her lover’s face, Jenn pulled her aside to whisper a question.
“How bad is it, really?”
 “We’ll know more after a CT scan, but he’s tough. I’m sure he’ll be okay.”
 “Are you?” Jenn prompted.
 “Yes, fine.” Hudson's loaded glance indicated that she knew what Jenn was not saying.
You got triggered. Big time. But at this point, they understood each other without the need for more words on the matter. Jenn simply took her hand and squeezed. Hudson responded in kind. The wind was picking up. Kate came running back, radio in hand.
 “Evac helo will be here in two minutes,” she announced.
 “Why? Where we going?” Noah mumbled in a groggy tone.
 “Specialist trauma center off the island,” Hudson informed him.
 “Ah… But I don’t need special treat—”
 “Just relax,” she advised. ”It’s the best option, Noah, and I’ll be flying with you.”
 She glanced up with this last sentence, locked eyes with her, and Jenn suddenly realized what it meant. Oh shit! Hudson was going to leave. Of course, it made total sense for Noah… And yet it was also abrupt and came as a shock. Jenn tried and failed not to react. She could not stop her eyes from misting up. Oh. for God’s sake! Irritated, she blinked to chase the tears. But again, Hudson noticed.
 “Be right back,” she said to Kate.
 “You got it, Huds.”
As her friend took her place by Noah’s side, Hudson led her away by the hand. “I’m sorry, I have to go.”
 “No, I’m sorry. Stupid reaction.” Hudson’s expression said it was anything but. Aware of the circling helicopter overhead, on its approach, Jenn gripped her shoulders. They did not have much time. “Just promise me you’ll be careful.”
 “I promise.”
 “And that you’ll get someone to look at you as well.”
 “Why?” Hudson seemed puzzled.
 “You’re hurt, babe.” Jenn brushed the back of her knuckles gently over the bruise that shadowed her left eye, wishing she could erase it simply with the power of touch and intention. She kissed her mouth, keeping it nice and light, careful not to get her lip bleeding again.
 “Ah, just a bit banged up. It’s nothing serious.”
 “That cut on your forehead looks like you’ll need a couple of stitches. That’s serious enough.”
 “I’ll get it sorted.”
 “Yes, see that you do.”
“Bossy again,” Hudson grinned.
 “Because you’re so stubborn,” Jenn shot in reply.
They both glanced at the sky at the same time.
“I hate to leave you here.”
 “I hate it more,” Jenn assured her in a fake snarl that made Hudson smile. “I don’t even have your number!”
 “Ask Kate. I got yours from your intake form.”
 “I still want to see you in New York. Okay?”
 “That’s for sure, yes. I’ll call you from where we’re going as soon as I can.”
 They carried the stretcher to the improvised landing zone, a large football field in a clearing of lashing trees. Jenn did not like the look of the weather for flying. At least the chopper, a sturdy-looking machine, inspired confidence. As did the pilot; a young woman, she noticed, who flashed a smile and a steady thumbs-up from the cockpit.
 “Thirty seconds,” Kate yelled over the engine noise, and she moved to load Noah’s stretcher onboard.
Hudson turned back with a wild expression. Not lost in any painful memories this time but fully present in the moment, and staring at her with blazing eyes. Jenn caught waves of emotion on her face. She suspected Hudson would see the same on hers. So much left unsaid between them, and precious little time to say it. Her heart pounded with urgency. There was one thing… Three tantalizing words burned her chest. When she hesitated, Hudson stepped forward without a speck of reluctance.
 “Jenn.” She pulled her in her arms with a fierce smile and kissed her just the same.
The embrace was hard, a little desperate, and definitely hot. Also, full of surrender. I’m yours, that kiss said. Jenn fisted her fingers in her hair in response and forgot about her injured lip. She kissed her appropriately, thoroughly, hungry, warm, and full of promise.
“Be safe, babe.”
“You too. I’ll call you.”
 Hudson yelled something to her friend before she jumped onboard the helo. Jenn did not catch the words, but Kate gave her a firm OK sign in reply.
 “Let’s go, Jenn!” she then yelled at her.
They retreated to a safe spot to watch the helicopter ascend into a mass of black clouds. Jenn could not help a growl.
 “Hate this fucking weather.”
 “I know, but it’s okay.” Kate slung a reassuring arm around her shoulders. “Rescue pilots train for this sort of thing all the time.”
 “They do?”
“Yeah. Trust me, Hudson will be just fine.”
Though Jenn knew this, it did not make the separation any easier. She forced a smile.
“So will Noah, I’m sure. Bet they’ll be sitting down to a nice meal in the sunshine before we even manage to secure a flight out of here.”
“Yeah, fingers crossed.”
“So, what do we do now?”
 “Back to the shelter for our stuff,” Kate decided. “Then let’s see if we can get ourselves to the airport and onto a flight.”
◆◆◆
Energized at the thought of going home, Jenn followed her back to the rescue truck. Once again though, the weather turned nasty. They endured a few more hours of impossible conditions. At last, the screaming wind started to die down. One of the people there, a local teacher, said he lived near the airport and offered to give them a ride.
 “Brilliant.” Kate accepted gratefully. “Let’s go!”
They drove through flooded streets, taking alternative back roads to avoid the worst of the devastation. Even so, Ottis, their driver and guide, often had to zig-zag around fallen palm trees. As they finally made it to the airport, it was a relief to find the booking desk open, and surprisingly free of crowds.
 “Lucky for us,” Kate said.
 So was discovering that the first and only flight out to the US was confirmed in six hours' time to New York’s JFK.
 “We’ll take it.” Jenn promptly handed over her American Express card to pay for two First Class tickets.
 “Um…” Kate started. ”I’m not sure I can afford—"
 “We’re a team,” Jenn interrupted. “My shout. Deal with it.”
 “Okay then.” Kate chuckled. “Dealing. I appreciate it.”
 “You’re welcome. Now, I need Hudson’s number.”
 By another stroke of good luck, the cell network and WI-FI were going strong in the First Class lounge. Kate looked stunned when Jenn switched her phone back on, for the first time in two weeks, and it started to buzz and beep like a thing possessed.
 “Wow!” She chuckled. “Is this for real?”
 “As real as it gets.” Jenn shook her head, a touch bitterly to be said. Christ! “Welcome to my life.”
 “Rather you than me, my friend.”
 Silently, Jenn agreed with the statement. Leaving existential considerations aside for later, though, she skipped the last fifteen days’ worth of emails and missed call notifications and focused on an unknown number at the top of her list of texts.
 ‘Landed safe and sound,’ the message said when she clicked on it. ‘Noah off to CT but he can move his toes.’ Three triumphant fist emojis followed. ‘Confident he’ll make full recovery. Signal touch and go here. Are you okay?’
 Jenn closed her eyes in relief as a ton of weight slid off her shoulders.
 “They’re doing fine.” Kate nodded with a smile of her own. Hudson had obviously texted her the same thing. “Call her back, woman! I can see you’re dying to.”
 Jenn was, and so she did. The call went straight to the answerphone, which was disappointing… probably the weather again, and a message would have to do.
 “Hey, it’s me,” she started, amazed to find herself close to tears again. “Thanks for your text, I’m so glad you’re okay! Tell Noah we are thinking of him. Kate and I are flying to New York in a few hours. I got her a First Class ticket, but I am keeping hot sex in the shower just for you; okay, baby?”
 Kate glanced up, eyes wide, then snorted in amusement.
 “My phone’s back on now, so call me any time. Same goes for Kate,” Jenn added when prompted. “Hope you have good coffee there. Speak to you real soon, Huds. Okay. Bye…”



CHAPTER 23
Hudson replayed the message a few times just to hear the sound of her voice. She tried to call back but the connection failed each time. Never mind... So long as Jenn and Kate were safe as well, it was the most important thing. She had purposely omitted to tell them in her text that the helicopter ride to the trauma center had been as hairy as any she’d been on in combat. A few times, she thought they might not make it. No need to mention that now, really. The line about hot sex in the shower made her grin, and her temperature rose accordingly. Hudson sat alone in a waiting room as Noah had his CT scan. She got coffee to feel more in sync with her lover and started to compose a reply. Only to her this time.
 ‘Jenn. I miss you so much already.’
 Funny how little else came to mind… She stared unseeingly at the wall, trying to figure out what she really wanted to say. Realizing that she was going to have to leave Jenn behind in a hurricane zone still turned her stomach now when she thought of it. Again, Hudson was struck by the intensity of her feelings for her. How was it possible to begin to feel so deeply in such a short amount of time? Well. She did chuckle under her breath. When the woman was Jenn Middleton, ‘easily’ was the answer. Thinking of the kiss they had exchanged just before she climbed onboard the chopper, Hudson knew a text message would never be enough to express what she wanted to say.
 “I love you, Jenn.”
 Saying it out loud in a murmur, trying it on for size, it felt so right. The words made her sweat a bit more, for sure, but also smile, and her eyes burned with rising emotion.
 “Ms. Grays?”
Not used to being called ‘Ms.’, Hudson sprung to her feet as she saw Noah’s doctor at the door. “Yes. How is he?”
 “Doing very well.” The petite woman flashed a reassuring smile from a mocha-colored face framed by luxurious and curly black hair. “And I am pleased to tell you that it is good news all around.”
 After receiving a full update, Hudson went to see Noah. He had been moved to a quiet and more comfortable room with a window overlooking the grounds. The skies were clearing now, and a ray of tentative sunshine fell across his bed. She found him hooked up to an IV and HR monitor. His face was even whiter than the bandage around his head, but he focused on her intently as soon as he opened his eyes.
 “Kate and Jenn? They made it out okay?”
 “Yes,” Hudson confirmed. “They’ll be on their way to New York by now.”
 “Ah, great.” He relaxed and flashed a woozy smile. “Hi…”
 “Hi yourself, buddy. How are you doing?”
 “Better now I’ve got feeling in my legs again.”
 “Oh yeah. About that, me too,” she approved.
 “How are you, Huds? Little bruised up, uh?”
 “Couple stitches. All good. I just spoke to your doctor. She said you have to stop dropping from crazy heights.”
 “Yeah. She’s right about that.”
 “Obviously.”
  He smiled again. “You know life as a soldier is tough on the body. My spine handled some hard knocks over the years. Trust me, I got the message this time.”
 “Glad to hear it.”
 “When can we leave?”
 “Couple days, I’m told.”
 “That long?” His face dropped. “Why?”
 “Just normal observation. Your brain took a hard knock in the fall too. Your helmet was all smashed on one side. Without it, you’d probably be dead.”
 “Huh…”
“Now you’re concussed, and need to rest.”
 “Okay. Um, you got a phone?”
 “I do.”
 His face went from dead pale to rosy pink in the blink of an eye. And the smile turned mushy.
 “I don’t suppose you could call Kate and find me Gillian’s number, could you?”
 Hudson might have teased him mercilessly about this if she had not understood the request extremely well from personal experience. “As soon as the comms are back on, I will, and you can make the call.”
 “Thanks. Hey, I’m sorry…”
 “No need. You told me to get out and I didn’t listen. It’s not your fault I fell.”
 “Yeah, that’s not what I mean. Well, I’m sorry you fell, but yeah, you should have listened to me…”
 “Haha,” she grunted. “Like Kate said, you do have a shitty sense of humor.”
 “Hey. She said dodgy.”
 “Same, isn’t it?” Hudson noted that he remembered though, which was definitely a good sign. Fatigue also robbed his face of color once more, so she toned down the banter a bit. “What do you feel the need to be sorry about, then?”
 “I know being stuck with me isn’t what you had in mind for after the training. So, I’m sorry that it’s Kate flying to New York with Jenn instead of you.”
 Hudson searched her brain for a matter-of-fact answer that would make him feel less sorry, but she could not come up with one. She just dropped on the side of his bed with a heavy sigh.
“Yeah. It sucks.”
 That made him laugh, at least. “When did it start between you two?”
 “Remember the ladder exercise?”
 “Sure!”
 “She kissed me right after. Well, I started it.”
 “Wow.” He chuckled. “That’s great, eh? I like your style.”
“We kept it under wraps, of course. You and Gillian?”
“Maybe.” His eyes went dreamy. “I hope. She’s kind, sweet, and strong as steel too. We didn’t kiss or anything… Guess I’m old-fashioned that way. But I’d love to see her again, and I know the feeling is mutual. My little Miss Gillian... Can’t wait to take her out on a date.”
“Good for you, buddy.” Hudson wondered what he might say if he knew she’d spent the night with Jenn in secret barely a week after meeting her. Such a magical encounter. She did not share, but a bit more warmth spread across her chest. As well as a hint of worry. “You think it’s too fast?”
“Of course not. A different style is all.”
“Yeah, but I mean…”
He nudged her when she got lost in her own thoughts and hesitated a bit too long to answer. “What do you mean? Are you in love with her?”
Hearing him say it so bluntly made her shiver in reaction, and almost fall off the bed. He laughed, pointed to the IV bag on the side.
“Hey, we could get you a second line if you need it. Your face just went vampire white.”
At the rate it was going, she might need this, actually. With her heart pounding, Hudson nodded slowly.
“For sure, I have very strong feelings for Jenn.”
He rallied enough to punch her on the shoulder. “Fantastic! Congratulations, mate!”
“But is it too fast?” she repeated.
“Pfft. Who gives a shit?”
“Well, I do. I barely know the woman! Can I really believe this?”
“What?”
“My feelings. Can I trust my feelings?” Hudson raked both hands through her hair in frustration. Why the hell am I asking him that? “Man, I’m sorry. I should let you rest. Forget it. I’ll get out of your—"
“Whoa, don’t even think about leaving now. Go on, tell me the rest of it.”
It was astonishing to watch the tough paratrooper turn into an eager confidant with such disarming ease. His offer was very tempting, too. Hudson gave in.
“Look, I don’t want to mess it up with her…”
“Sure you don’t.” He rolled his finger, inviting more.
“I’ve never felt this way about a woman before. Jenn makes me feel so… She’s so…”
“She leaves you speechless and breathless,” he finished for her with an amused grin. “Am I right?”
“Yeah, totally. I thought she was amazing on the training. Gutsy, tough, humble when she needed to be… I did not expect that from a Wall Street exec.”
He nodded. “Humility’s always a good trait.”
“She’s also smart and funny. I didn’t mind being vulnerable with her because she opened up to me too.”
“Sounds like a special connection.”
“It is. All it takes is one look from her and I feel.”
“Feel what?”
“Just feel. Hard. Everything. She’s amazing.”
“Well.” He leaned his head more comfortably on the pillow and fixed her with an approving gaze. “Judging from the way your eyes glisten when you talk about her and that big soppy smile on your face, I’d say you should head to NYC, ASAP, and tell her all.”
“I’ve known her all of two weeks, Noah.”
“So what? You gonna wait six months before you say it? Or stay single the rest of your life because you don’t want to risk getting hurt?”
 She remained silent, aware he’d hit the bullseye. And because he must have known, he went on.
 “I saw the way she was looking at you. I’d say Jenn feels exactly the same about you. I know you said you kept it under wraps on the course, but everyone with eyes could see that you two had something, Huds.” He chuckled. “Except for Valens, but I think she’s wired to flirt to the death.”
 Hudson laughed. She felt lighter. Happier. And excited.
 “They say that when you know, you know.”
 “And you do.” He winked. “Don’t you?”
◆◆◆
Meanwhile, it was back to reality with an unpleasant bang for Jenn. She said goodbye to Kate while still on the plane. They exchanged phone numbers and promised to keep in touch, which, for once, Jenn actually meant. This was no end-of-course empty blah-blah, but a heartfelt promise.
 “I’m sorry this is so rushed.”
 “Don’t worry about it. I hope your uncle recovers quickly.”
 The news that he had been taken to the hospital right about the time Jenn woke up with Hudson inside their tent before they all had to scramble off the mountain, came through an email from his assistant. Hillary Randall Kane, who, in Kate’s opinion, was as stuck-up and snobbish as his name sounded, had not given her much info in his message. Just that it was a mild stroke and that she should call him as soon as she landed. PS: he hoped she was safe and well, etc., etc. Now there was some blah-blah. Bullshit, you bet. Ignoring his instructions, Jenn dialed her uncle’s private number on arrival. When his phone diverted to messaging, she did try Hillary. He answered on the second ring.
 “It’s Jenn,” she let him know. “How is he? Can you put me on to him?”
 “Sorry, not at the moment. He’s recuperating at home and I am currently at the office, collecting files for him. Can you go to the house?”
 “Of course.” She exhaled. Her uncle had to be okay if he’d sent his main man to collect work files for him. “I’ll head home to drop my stuff, grab a quick shower, and change first if that’s okay. I just didn’t know how much of a rush I should be in. Your email was vague.”
 “There is no rush. Your uncle is obviously looking forward to seeing you, Jennifer, but you can stop by your apartment on the way, of course.”
 “Right. Later.”
 Was it just in her head, or did he purposely try not to be clear? Never mind. Hillary had been her Uncle Jack’s assistant for as long as she could remember, and Jenn always had the distinct impression that he did not like her much. Since the feeling was mutual, she shrugged and simply got on with it. Driving into Manhattan in the back of an Uber, she stared at the familiar landscape and thought it looked very different. Probably just her on this one.
Walking into her apartment after only two weeks away made her feel like she had been gone for six months. Then again, she’d packed a training course and a hurricane into that time. Jenn dropped her bag and stripped off her clothes on the way to the bathroom. Even more powerful than a hurricane, Hudson had been at the back of her mind constantly since the evac. Stepping into the shower, with its multiple adjustable jets built at different heights, brought her firmly front and center. She will enjoy this. Also… I’ll enjoy her here. Jenn was instantly, painfully aroused at the idea. No time to linger though, and she also would not please herself without her partner. She doubted anything she did on her own would satisfy her now, anyway. Not when she recalled the delights of Hudson’s mouth fastened around her nipples, and hot lips dispensing kisses that had the power to make her tremble even now.
 “Enough!” she said loudly to convince herself and finished with a cold blast to seal the deal.
She may not always agree with her uncle, but she did love him. Jenn decided to go to him first and then call her partner.



CHAPTER 24
Two weeks later, just outside Phoenix, Arizona, Hudson reached ROCK-ON HQ as her watch beeped seven A.M. Dressed only in a pair of shorts, running shoes, and a Nike tank top, she was still dripping sweat by the bucketload. She more or less melted to the ground as she concluded the run, and sat there with her legs out in front of her, enjoying a rush of hard-earned endorphins. Kate soon pulled up in her car, looking cool and fresh as she climbed out of the air-conditioned Jeep.
 “Morning!” She chuckled. “Hot enough for you, Huds?”
 “Not bad. I like the heat, actually.”
 “Good! What’s the score?”
 “Little ten-miler today.”
 “Take this, then. You probably need it.”
 Hudson grabbed the ice-cold bottle of Gatorade Zero that her friend handed to her and immediately stuck it on the inside of her sports bra.
“Ah, yeah! Thanks.”
 “You’re welcome.” Kate laughed. “Scotland will feel much colder in comparison to here, you know?”
 “Yeah, no worries.” Hudson moved to her other breast and she grinned. “I’ll adapt.”
 Just like she’d had to by diverting to AZ instead of heading to New York, as planned. She would have gone straight there, but then Jenn called with the news that her uncle had suffered a stroke while she was away. She was distraught.
 “I can’t tell you how much I want you here, darling, and to take that week off with you. But I have to see to my uncle and the business first. I hope you understand… It shouldn’t take me too long to get back on an even keel over here, and then we can sort something out.”
 She sounded stressed and incredibly frustrated, even to the point of tears. So, obviously, Hudson did her best to temper her own disappointment.
 “I do understand,” she assured her. “It’s no problem, Jenn, of course. How is your uncle doing?”
 “Well, he’s lucid. He can talk, and is able to eat. His balance has been affected, but it should come back with a bit of time and proper rehab.”
 “Okay. Yes, that sounds good.”
“Yes… But it really was a massive scare for us both, and I need to spend time with him now. In fact, let me say that again: I want to be with him right now.”
“Of course,” Hudson repeated.
“I am so sorry, Huds. Please give me a bit more time to get organized, okay?”
 “Yes, and don’t be sorry. Like I said, I understand. I’ll be in Phoenix with Kate. Take all the time you need. I can wait. I’ll be there when you’re ready.”
 Hudson meant every word. She would be there, definitely. She did understand, yes, and she would wait. It did not mean it was easy.
 “You miss her, don’t you?”
 “Terribly,” she confessed when her friend asked.
 “Yeah, thought so.” Kate nodded with a sympathetic smile. “Long morning runs in this crazy heat, and burying yourself in work the rest of the time… It’s obvious you’re trying to keep physically and mentally busy to compensate.”
 “I won’t be slacking on the job either way, on admin duty or in the field.”
 “I know. Just saying I can feel all that restless energy you’ve got in you at the moment. You two are in touch via email and on the phone, right?”
 “Yeah, but it’s not the same.”
 “I know that too.”
 Hudson pulled breakfast out of the office fridge: a protein bar, fruit salad, and yogurt, and she put the coffee on the go for both of them. Noticing her friend’s thoughtful gaze still fixed on her, she shrugged.
 “What?”
 “I’m just wondering,” Kate offered in a cautious tone.
 “Well, go on then.”
 “Are you worried she’ll change her mind about you?”
 The question made Hudson sigh. She ached to see her lover. Hated every second of having to be apart from her. She sat at the table with her coffee and seriously considered the question.
 “Are you wondering if it crossed my mind that Jenn might land in New York, reconnect with her own universe, and decide that everything that happened between us on the island was a crazy interlude of no consequence? That she’ll decide to put it behind her and move on?”
 Kate sat down with her coffee and gave a light shrug of her own. “Something like that, yes. You’ve obviously thought about it too.”
 “Only briefly.” And Hudson found it hard not to feel a little annoyed at the fact. Not because Kate was asking the same thing she’d pondered, but because it was fear which had caused her to do so in the first place. Old destructive patterns of disconnection. Hudson knew that in the past, she might have done exactly what she’d just said: convinced herself that her bond with Jenn was not real, just a moment of weakness on her part, foolish, and nothing she wanted to cultivate. Only this time, she recognized this line of thinking itself as being the foolish thing. “I’ve come to know Jenn very well over these two weeks. Intense situations forge strong bonds, as you know.”
 “Totally, and that’s why I replicate the military spirit on my courses. I think it works. The recruits were all tight at the end.” Kate chuckled. “Some a bit more than others.”
 “Yes. And Jenn isn’t the sort to keep a lie going.”
 “I do think she feels very deeply about you as well, Huds. It was obvious during the time I shared with her alone.”
 “If she didn’t, she would tell me straight.”
 “Okay, we agree on that.” Kate studied her openly. “So you can relax a bit more, huh?”
 “I’m not stressed.”
 “Not stressed, just wound up?”
“That’s because we’ll soon be off to Scotland to set up the next training, so I don’t have much time.” Prep work would add an extra week to the two official ones, and be just as intense and busy as the Live course, if not more. They would need to lay the groundwork for the training: set up camp, design the assault course, plan for exercises, meet with the safety team, etc., etc.
“You don’t have much time?” Kate repeated.
 “No, I don’t.”
 “For what?”
 Hudson smiled and shivered at the same time. “To tell her I’m in love with her, of course. No way I’ll say that on the phone or via email. It’s got to be face-to-face.”
 Kate aimed a deep, thoughtful, and scrutinizing look at her over her own mug of coffee. Then she said only one word. And in fact, not even that.
“Huh.”
 “Huh?” Hudson all but snarled it back at her. “I tell you I’m in love with Jenn, and all you give me in return is a bored grunt? Come on, Kate!”
 “Sorry. Not bored in the least.”
 “What then? You disapprove?”
 “Hell no.” Her friend laughed. “No, I approve entirely. You two are pretty perfect together. I’m just a little mystified here, Huds, that’s all.”
 “Why?”
 “Because… What the hell are you waiting for?”
 “Just better timing. Right now, she’s dealing with a multi-million dollar company in full transition, looking after her uncle, who just had a stroke, and—"
“Hudson,” Kate cut her impatiently. “You’re in love with the woman, for crying out loud! Bloody hell! There’ll never be a better time. Go tell her!”
 
◆◆◆
Jenn checked her watch when she noticed how quiet the office had become. 07:30 P.M. No wonder. Pulling back from her desk, the two open laptops, and several thick file folders spread across it, she walked toward the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the rest of the Financial District. Rolling her shoulders to stretch, she stared at the busy streets several floors below. Another hour at the office, she figured, then she’d go home. Her uncle’s stroke had made his plans to transition her into the role of company president a reality sooner than they both might have liked. No more messing about now, sending her on some rite of passage or another ‘development opportunity’. And this learning curve was steep. Under different circumstances, Jenn would have reveled in the challenge. With a sigh, she turned around to see a pair of smiling blue eyes peek around the door.
 “May I come in?”
 “Oh… Yes! Hi!”
 “Hello, Jenn!” Gillian beamed in reply.
The woman that Jenn had grown used to always seeing in dirty fatigues and muddy boots now looked splendid in a pastel-pink skirt and fitted white silk shirt. The short blazer jacket that she wore with it, a darker and more alluring pink, added a touch of edgy to the attire, as did a pair of needle-like designer heels to highlight her shapely legs. Gillian moved swiftly, leaving behind a whiff of expensive perfume, and she more or less just threw herself into her arms. Jenn laughed. Some things were just as she remembered.
“What are you doing here, recruit?” she asked.
“Easy:  I was missing you.”
“Oh…” Jenn was strangely moved and left grinning. ”Well, I have missed you too.”
“It was such a sharp ending to the course, wasn’t it?”
“Oh yeah, that’s for sure.”
“So, it occurred to me that we only work a block away from each other. And I thought, ‘It’s such a nice evening, why not go ask Jenn out for a drink?’” She smiled and kissed her soundly on the cheek. “So, here I am!”
“How did you know I’d still be in the office at this time?”
“I didn’t. But you seem the type who’d work late.”
“I have a type?”
With an amused grin, Gillian hooked her arm through hers. “It’s too lovely outside to stay cooped up in an air-conditioned building. Come on, let’s go!”
Jenn let herself be convinced. And since neither of them was a big drinker, they headed down to Battery Park for some fresh air. The irony was not lost on Jenn, as they bought a smoothie and strolled leisurely through the park, that she was looking at the Hudson River.
“How is Noah?” she asked. “Have you been in touch with him?”
“Oh, yes!” Gillian’s cheeks promptly flushed as deeply pink as her jacket. “We’ve been talking every day on video. Which is another reason I came to see you tonight, because I am flying to England tomorrow.” She actually bounced a few times. “I am so, so excited!”
“Oh…” It occurred to Jenn to protest at the news. Time off? Already? Well… Damn! Had the woman not recently returned to work after two weeks away? Though it offended her workaholic sensibility, Jenn caught the thought in time and mentally shook her head at her own self. As Kate might advise, and rightfully so… Bloody relax, woman! “You’re going to see Noah.”
“I am! He wanted to fly over here, you know?”
“Uh-huh?”
“But since he was injured, I thought it best I go. Also, I have always dreamt of visiting England. The plan is to spend a couple of days in London first, then we’ll head to Stratford-Upon-Avon. Shakespeare’s birthplace,” she added when Jenn flashed a blank look.
“Ah. You’re a fan?”
“Totally. We’re even going to see a play!” She clapped her hands. “Can you imagine?”
“Yeah, awesome!”
“Absolutely. Then, we’ll be off to Noah’s village in the Lake District. He told me not to expect much. That it’s a tiny place, but cozy.”
“Cozy sounds nice.”
“Oh, yes! And anyway, I’ve googled it. It’s called Ullswater Lake. And it’s so gorgeous! Look!”
Gillian whipped out her phone to show a bunch of pictures of a beautiful lake, indeed, surrounded by dramatic mountain scenery on one side and gentle rolling hills on the other. Picture-postcard perfect with lots of trees. And green, green, green!
“I can picture you two enjoying afternoon tea on the terrace of a white cottage there,” Jenn remarked. “Or a romantic picnic in front of the lake.”
“Yes.” Gillian beamed another megawatt smile. “Definitely yes to both!”
She was full of joy, which was wonderful. But to Jenn’s utter amazement and consternation, she suddenly found herself starting to cry. It was over in the blink of an eye; just a quick rush of emotion, unwanted, and just as rapidly brought under control. Still, it must have been obvious enough, as the smile on Gillian’s face faded.
“Oh, Jenn,” she murmured. “What’s the matter?”



CHAPTER 25
“Nothing. I’m fine,” Jenn hurried to say. “Just happy for you and Noah. You two looked like the perfect couple the first time I saw you smile at each other.”
“Thank you.” Gillian passed a supportive arm around her shoulders as they strolled toward a bench flanked by gorgeous cherry trees. “Let’s talk about you.”
Oh, no, let’s not…
“I am really fine,” Jenn insisted.
“You looked so sad there for a split second,” Gillian pointed out in a gentle voice. “Listen, I’m here if you want to talk, Jenn. I heard about your uncle… Is he a bit worse than official reports let on?”
Jenn did smile at that. “No, he’s been recovering faster than doctors thought, and he has his sights firmly set on retirement. His entire life, the man only cared about work, work, work; and now you can’t shut him up about the opposite.”
“Well, I think that’s lovely.”
“I agree. He’s on about buying a house on Cape Cod. Going there next week to visit a few. He’s dumped all his open files on me, and announced internally that I’ll be in the president’s chair by the end of the year.”
“Ah.” Gillian nodded. “Can’t be easy for you.”
“I’ll manage.” Jenn shrugged. “It’s what I’ve always wanted anyway. I’m used to hard work and long hours.”
“Of course.” Still with one arm loosely wrapped around her shoulders, Gillian flashed an encouraging smile. “And?”
It did not take too much now for Jenn to finally admit the truth.
“I miss Hudson so damn much!”
 “Alright!” Gillian hugged her tight.
 She sounded so pleased… But Jenn sighed at her victorious giggle.
“It’s doing my head in, actually.”
 “Yes, but you know the cure, don’t you?”
 “Hudson and I had planned to spend a week here after the training. We were going to fly home together.”
 “Aw,” Gillian smiled.
“Yeah, but then the hurricane happened.” Jenn’s frustration flared. “She had to go with Noah, and I found out that my uncle was ill. So, I had to cancel our plans.”
 “Of course, you needed to look after him first.”
 “Yes. And the company isn’t going to run itself either. The transition period, especially, is going to be insane. I mean, I’m in it up to my neck right now! I don’t know how and when I’ll be able to take that week off I promised.” Gillian carefully wiped a tear off her cheek, which was Jenn’s first and only clue that she had let one escape. “Sorry, Gillian. I’m feeling sorry for myself. I hate that.”
 “I told you I was here if you wanted to talk. I don’t mind at all.”
 “Well, I do… But thanks, darling.”
 “Of course! This is what friends are for.”
 It occurred to Jenn that this was a novel experience for her. She did not have any friends. Not really. Certainly not the kind who’d sit and patiently listen to her vent like this. Another tear trickled.
 “I am lucky to have met you.”
 “Very lucky indeed!” Gilian beamed theatrically and made her laugh. “But I understand your frustration, you know? I count myself very lucky as well to be able to fly off to England to see Noah again.”
 “Yeah, how’d you manage that with work?”
 “Mark was very understanding. Also, I’ve worked overtime since coming back, and I am taking unpaid leave. Tell me: how does Hudson feel about the situation?”
 “She’s very understanding as well. She said she’ll wait, and to take all the time I need.”
 “Sounds like Hudson. It’s good, right?”
 “Hmm,” Jenn grunted. “Yeah, I guess.”
 “What? Don’t you think she means it?”
 “No, it’s not that.” Jenn only had to bring to mind the kiss they had exchanged before Hudson jumped onboard the helo, to remember how hot and fierce it had been, to know for sure that her lover did not lie about her feelings. “I’m just pissed I had to cancel on her. And now I am making her wait. I wish I could do what you’re doing.”
 Gillian flashed that gentle smile of hers again, which Jenn knew may look soft and innocent, but belied a huge amount of strength and fortitude.
 “Maybe you can,” she said.
 “I can’t spare a week.”
“How ‘bout a couple days? Fly over to surprise her and show her how much you care. How hard can it be to organize for a woman who already rules a chunk of Wall Street?”
 Jenn shivered with a sweet rush of excitement. Could I? It sounded so much more feasible when framed this way…
“I guess it’s about asking the right questions.”
“Totally! I think Tony Robbins said that.”
“I could kiss you right now, Gillian.”
“On the mouth?”
“Totally.” And since Gillian looked amused, and tempted, Jenn grabbed her giggling face and did just that.
Then she rushed home to book a flight. It was great news, and she was elated to discover that she could be in Phoenix before ten A.M. if she caught the first flight in the morning. Without hesitation, she bought a return ticket. Forty-eight hours would have to do, but it was more than she thought she could afford before. She cleared her upcoming schedule, sent an email to her team to tell them she would be working remotely for two days, and flew through her apartment to pack. The realization of how much lighter she chose to travel now than before the ROCK- ON training made her grin again… But she frowned when the doorbell rang. Almost eleven P.M. Who the hell came to visit at this time? A cautious check of the security camera outside made her heart skip a beat.
◆◆◆
“Hi.”
As Jenn yanked the door open, Hudson stood there with a backpack slung over one shoulder and a tempting grin gracing her lips. She was wearing sexy blue jeans, a saffron-colored linen shirt over a white tank, and jet-black hair just as attractively messed up as usual. Also, she was wearing laid-back flip-flops instead of the usual combat boots. Jenn must have looked surprised because Hudson chuckled.
“It’s hot,” she stated.
 “You can say that again.” Jenn pulled her inside, slammed the door shut, and threw both arms around her neck. “Oh, God, I’ve missed you!”
 “Me too.” Hudson dropped her bag to return the embrace. She hugged her close and tight and sighed in what sounded like tremendous relief. “It was too hard, I had to come over. If you’re busy, I’ll just—”
 “No.” Jenn stopped her with a kiss. “It’s okay.”
There would be time for talking but first, she needed those lips, that sensuous mouth, the connection… Hudson grunted in approval and fell right in with her. Kissing the woman felt like coming home, Jenn decided. Mushy line perhaps, but certainly true, and she chased even that thought away in order to enjoy the sensations. Hudson, back in her arms, felt so damn right. Being held in return, losing herself in the swirling touch of her velvet tongue gently caressing hers, reminded Jenn of how much she was wanted and desired. She poured all she had into kissing her back just the same. Not for the first time, it felt way beyond words. They left each other breathless and smiling.
 “Going somewhere?” Hudson inquired as she spotted her bag near the door.
 “I was.” Jenn chuckled. “I couldn’t take it anymore either, so I booked a flight to Phoenix.”
 “When?”
 “Just now. I was going to surprise you.”
 A look of pure pleasure flooded Hudson’s face. Her cheeks colored, and those deep black eyes glistened. She laughed.
 “Wow! Can you imagine me showing up in New York and you going over there to surprise each other, and neither of us being in the right place at the right time?”
“Nightmare.” Jenn held her tighter. “But you’re here. I’ve got you now.”
“Yeah, you do.”
“I’m not letting you go, babe.”
“You need to cancel your flight.”
“I’ll do it later. Come with me.”
Jenn took her gently by the hand and she led her through to her bedroom. She craved not necessarily sex but being intimate again. She ached to feel bare skin under her fingertips, the heat of their naked bodies entwined, and no barriers between them. No irritating reminders that this could only be for a short time. They undressed each other in the semi-darkness and fell onto the bed as if they’d done it a thousand times before. Jenn rolled on top of her. Playfully, she clasped her wrists. Pinned her down, and kissed her long and deep.
“Stay right here. Don’t move.”
“Hmm.” Hudson smiled enticingly. “Okay.”
“I want to kiss you everywhere.”
“Go slow.”
“Oh, I intend to.”
Jenn proceeded to trail her lips over every inch of her. She kissed old scars and explored new tan lines, stoked desire using only her mouth and tongue. She studied her reactions, delighted in making her lover tremble. She loved to hear her sharp intakes of breath, the way she gasped and even moaned as she lingered on her breasts.
“You’re just luscious.”
“Am I now?” Hudson purred low and husky.
“Yes. I’ve been trying to figure out the best word to describe you, and luscious it is. Is your skin always so moist and hot?”
With a chuckle, re-energized, Hudson rolled back on top.
“When a gorgeous woman lavishes licks and kisses all over me the way you just did, I guess it tends to be, yes.”
“I don’t want to think about gorgeous women doing this to you, Huds. Makes me feel aggressive.”
“You’re so beautiful.”
“Temper and all?”
“Yes, even better. I love your spicy side.”
“Luscious and Spicy.” Jenn laughed. “Sounds a bit weird, actually.”
“I like simply Jenn and Hudson.” Smiling, Hudson lay half on top of her with one leg firmly pushed between her thighs.
Nice and heavy there. Jenn relished the sense that she fitted so well on top of her, and that she was not shy about staking her claim to the position. Hudson kissed behind her ear, making her sigh, and she drifted to wrap her lips around a hard, erect nipple. Eyes closed, contented, she feasted gently.
“Oh, yes…” Jenn murmured to her in pleasure. “I love the feel of you. To feel your weight on top of me.”
She caressed her back and strong shoulders. All that hard muscle and smooth skin, the sweet scent of her, demanding lips turning her limp. Could it get any better? She found out it could when Hudson looked at her and smiled. Those dark eyes… God! Erotic pools of mystery. If angels fall from heaven, they must look just like her.
“What are you doing to me?” she whispered.
“Showing you how I feel about you.”
Hudson shifted as she said this, intentionally pressing her knee up. Delicious heat sparked from between Jenn’s legs. Her skin tingled.
“It’s working.”
“Mm. Good. Tell me more.”
“If you do that again, I might come.”
“Is this a request or a challenge?”
“It’s a… Uh.” Jenn chuckled as her brain struggled. “I have no idea. You’re making me melt.”
“That’s what I want. You’re very wet.”
“Bet you are too, mm?”
In reply, Hudson took her hand and placed it between her own legs. Jenn shuddered in delight at the feel of her so swollen and ready.
“Hot.” She teased a lazy circle around her opening with the tip of two fingers. “Hard.” Jenn tightened as well as she watched all focus slowly wash out of her lover’s eyes. Even luscious no longer applied. She was so beautiful that Jenn wanted to cry. “So wet for me.”
She caressed her clit, making Hudson tremble, and her hips jerk forward in reaction.
“Oh… Jenn!”
“Yes. Hold on.”
Laughing and shaking, Hudson grabbed a fistful of the sheets as she struggled for control. Watching her fight that losing battle, knowing it was in her power to destroy her resolve any second she wanted to, Jenn almost lost it.
“Kiss me please,” she whispered.
“Come with me, Jenn.” Hudson took her mouth in a kiss that demolished them both.



CHAPTER 26
They took a long, hot, intimate shower. Then cuddled on Jenn’s couch with pizza and wine, and a beer for Hudson.
“It’s a long time since I did this at two A.M.,” Jenn reflected as she took a healthy bite of her pepperoni slice.
Hudson reflected that she looked gorgeous in just a pair of silk panties and a Yankees sleep shirt. She had tousled hair, and her lips were alluringly swollen from sweet and rough kisses.
“Since you did what?” she teased her. “Came so hard?”
“That as well.” Jenn chuckled. “How about you?”
“Me too, and on both counts.”
“Good. I love to hear that.” Smiling smugly in satisfaction, Jenn reached for another slice. “Hungry work.”
“Yes, and totally worth it.”
Hudson had not planned how she was going to say it. She’d almost blurted it out earlier, at least half a dozen times, in the heat of the moment. But she never wanted to make it sound like that, just a mindless heat-of-the-moment thing. Jenn flashed her a sexy grin, folded up her slice, and attacked it like a woman on a mission.
“The way you eat is so attractive.”
So was the way her lover laughed with her mouth full. “Get out of here.”
“No, I mean it. Women who enjoy their food are sexy in my book.”
“Oh yeah?” Jenn licked her lips as she reached for her glass of wine. “You’re sexy, period.”
Hudson smiled. She made her heart swell. The words came naturally, without any thought or planning involved.
“Hey, Jenn?”
“Hey, soldier.”
“I love you, you know? That’s really what I came over here to tell you.”
Jenn paused mid-chew, blinked hard only once, and swallowed. She carefully set both pizza and wine down on the low table in front of the couch and turned back to face her. She gave her the sort of look Hudson supposed made people weep in her high-rise boardroom: deep, probing, fiercely assessing, that kind. Fascinated, Hudson watched color rise in her cheeks, and her eyes fired up as she fully digested the words.
“I—I love you too.”
“Yeah? You sure?”
“Yes…” Jenn threw herself right back into her arms. “Hell, yes! I’m in love with you, Hudson.”
In love. Hudson laughed in pure delight. Wow.
“Me too,” she murmured. “In love with you. Yes.”
“I have never told anyone that.”
“It is a first for me as well.”
Jenn pulled back to look at her with a stunned but deeply happy look on her face. “I never thought I would. Fall in love, I mean. I didn’t want to. Really did not want to.”
“Same here.” Hudson chuckled at her conviction. She knew the feeling, for sure. “What does that make us, I wonder?”
“Losers in love,” Jenn decided. “We both failed miserably at what we wanted to achieve.”
“But we were fools to want that in the first place., weren’t we?”
“I guess so…”
“Right. So, in my mind, that makes us winners now.”
“I totally agree.” Laughing too, Jenn kissed her.
It was thorough and deep, with so much emotion laced into it that Hudson had to blink back a rush of tears. She caressed her cheek and exhaled in wonder.
“I feel so much when I’m with you, Jenn.”
“You mean you allow yourself to feel more.”
“Yes. Exactly that.”
 “Me too. I sensed something different about you the second I laid eyes on you. Falling in love with the instructor was never the plan, of course. I wanted to hate everything about the course on principle, you know?”
 “Yeah, I got that.” Hudson chuckled. “And yet you couldn’t help shining. I was so intrigued by you. I could tell you were on guard a lot of the time... Watching. Hiding your true self. But in those fleeting moments when you were not so on alert, I saw the real you. And I wanted more.”
 “In the past, I never felt it was safe to trust people.”
Jenn admitted this again with a light, matter-of-fact shrug. And, yet again, Hudson could see it was anything but.
 “I know,” she murmured. “But I promise you, I’m safe.”
 “For some reason, I never doubted that.” Jenn nodded with another, pensive smile. “I always thought you were a potent mix of dangerously sexy and attractively safe.” She winked. “And luscious! Such a lethal and irresistible combination... How long can you stay in New York, babe?”
 “Ah; three days. We are getting ready for the next training in AZ, and there’s a lot to do with Noah still off, recuperating. Then, I’ll be in Scotland for almost a month.”
 Jenn looked both amused and pleased.
 “I don’t know that Noah will be recuperating all that much when he’s showing Gillian around England,” she said. “But it’s probably just what the doctor would order.”
 “Oh, you saw her?”
 “Yes, only a few hours ago, actually. She made me realize I was crazy not to make the time to go and see you. She’s flying to London tomorrow.”
 “Good for her. I haven’t spoken to Noah recently.”
 “Will he be joining you and Kate in Scotland?”
 “That’s the plan, yes.”
And one that she had been really looking forward to. Now, Hudson realized, she wondered how she was going to manage a month away from the woman in her arms. She sighed.
 “Hey, what’s the matter?” Upon hearing it, Jenn chuckled and flashed a satisfied smile. “I think it’s a very good problem to have.”
 “You’re right.”
 “And I already told my team that I’ll be working remotely for the rest of this week, so we can make the most of the time we have now.”
 “Great. And then?”
 “We’ll figure it out,” Jenn assured, holding her gaze. “I may be new at this being a couple thing, but one thing I am sure of is that I want to make it work between us. So, you count on it. Distance doesn’t matter; we won’t let it.”
 Hudson settled in the circle of her arms, feeling lighter than she had in years. Distance did matter quite a bit, there was no denying it. But it certainly was no deal breaker if they were both determined to make the relationship work. And she certainly was, too.
 
◆◆◆
They squeezed every drop of juice out of the time they had. Jenn worked from home, carving little pockets into the days to take care of urgent business and check on important projects. Even so, her list of unread emails grew at the pace of a fast-talking New York cabbie. Red flags started popping up on a bunch of previously ruthlessly administered tasks. She could not keep up with the flow but made the radical decision to ignore it all for now, and blissfully so, to be said. Hudson had been to the city before and she did not care for touristy stuff. She went running in Central Park whenever her lover needed to focus on work, and they simply hung out together the rest of the time. Leisurely walks hand in hand… Picnics in the sunshine… Eating out at a different restaurant every night. A large chunk of their time was also spent at home, often in bed, and usually naked.
 “I could get used to this life,” Jenn sighed on the last night.
 “A life of leisure and debauchery.” Hudson chuckled. “Me too, actually.”
 As her phone went off again, Jenn silenced it and then switched it off completely. “Sorry about that.”
 Even though it was there and gone again in the blink of an eye, Hudson clearly noted a line of tension across her face as she checked the screen. She put her arms around her and pulled her close onto the couch.
“How much extra work is this indulgent time going to cost you in order to catch up?” she gently asked.
 “Oh, it might bury me for a day or two.”
 “Uh-huh?”
“Then again, being with you here has taken care of years of accumulated stress with zero time off, so I’ll probably be much more efficient now.”
 “I hope so.”
 “Don’t worry about it, Huds. It’s just work.”
 “Bet you don’t often say that, eh? It’s just work.”
 “Make that never, to be perfectly honest.” Looking amused at her own self, Jenn laughed. “You are a wonderful first for me in so many ways!”
 “Good to know.”
“So, where would you like to go to dinner tonight?”
 “I was thinking we could keep it simple, actually. Order in? And just snuggle?”
 “Of course, we can do that if you want.”
Jenn punctuated the reply by laying a warm hand on each of her cheeks and delivering a kiss so incredibly tender that it was like her soul was being stroked.
 “Wow.” A little dazed, Hudson struggled to open her eyes afterward. “Do that again. Please...”
 Jenn obliged. Just as tender, and a bit deeper as well.
 “Remind me to ask you to order in more often if that’s the sort of mood it puts you in,” Hudson murmured.
 “Hmm, it’s not that.”
 “What is it then?”
 Jenn fixed her with thoughtful eyes. “Just that when a sexy, tough, and super self-assured woman like you asks me if we can stay home and snuggle, in that cute voice you just did, it makes me melt. The mix of strength and vulnerability you show some-times is the most alluring thing in the world for me.”
 “What can I say? You make me weak.”
 “Well, I like it a hell of a lot.”
“I used to think needing someone was a terrible weakness,” Hudson reflected out loud. “You know?”
“Yes.” Jenn nodded simply. “I do.”
“I thought it should be avoided at all costs. But after meeting you, spending time apart, and being reunited with you here, I know I need you in my life. If it makes me vulnerable, then so be it.”
“Thank you for telling me. I feel there is incredible strength in realizing this.” Jenn’s gaze softened as she caressed her cheek. “I think that’s what I’ve come to understand with you as well, Huds. It takes courage to risk loving someone. To be vulnerable in that sense. I feel the same way. I used to hate the word… The mere idea of showing any kind of vulnerability. Now I think it’s beautiful. And you are.”
“I love you, Jenn.”
 “Me too, baby.” Eyes sparkling, Jenn grinned in invitation. “Do you fancy a quick shower before we order food?”
 “Knowing us, it won’t be quick.”
 “I hope that’s a promise.”
◆◆◆
Saying goodbye the next morning was the hardest thing ever. Absolutely heart-wrenching. But at least they had spent part of the evening planning for the next time. After Hudson came back from her Scottish trip, Jenn would join her in Phoenix for a long weekend. They would have another one in New York before the next ROCK-ON event, which Kate had confirmed would be held in Canada. This would get them to Christmas, the end of the year, and another opportunity to be together. Jenn tried her best to be satisfied with that. They would make this long-distance thing work, no matter what.
 “What’s that they say?” she murmured when they hugged at the door. “You gotta embrace the suck?”
 “Doesn’t make it suck any less, but yes.”
“Look after yourself, babe.” Reluctant to let go, Jenn ran her fingers through her silky black hair. “And be careful if you have to swim through dark flooded tunnels.”
“No problem. You know everything we do on the training is safe, right?”
“Yes…”
“New York can be a different thing, though. So, be careful coming home if you work till late.”
“I will. One more thing…”
“Yes?”
“Do not flirt with the recruits. You’re not allowed.”
 This made Hudson laugh and her dark eyes sparkle. “What a sexy thing to tell me.”
 “I thought you might like it.” Jenn slid a hand under her t-shirt to caress her abs. She smiled when Hudson shivered. “But I’m serious.”
“Roger that. You were the first to make me want to break the rules, and you will remain the only one. At least I’ll be able to rest in my downtime on the next training, instead of obsessing about ways to sneak you into my cabin under the radar.”
“Is that what you were doing?”
“A lot of the time, yes.”
 “Cool.” Jenn smiled. “You have to go.”
 “In a minute, yes.”
“Call me whenever you can.”
 “I will call you so often, you’ll be sick of me.”
 “I doubt that could ever happen.”
As Hudson’s phone beeped to signal the arrival of her Uber, they shared a final hug. “Take care of my gorgeous Wall Street exec.”
“And you look after my sexy boot camp instructor. Now get outta here before we both drown in mush.”
With a chuckle, Hudson nodded.
“See you soon. I love you.”



CHAPTER 27
By January 1, Jenn had transitioned into her dream job. Not only was she now President of Middleton & Co., but they were also celebrating fresh young blood on the leadership board and exciting branching out into new areas of business. In the Health sector, first of all, with the sponsoring of three brand-new, state-of-the-art medical and research centers being built in Tennessee, California, and Texas. And also by cementing their alliance with a British company set to rival the likes of SpaceX and Blue Origin for both private and commercial space flights, as early as 2028. Wall Street watched and rejoiced. Her uncle Jack, now having bought the house of his dreams on Cape Cod, was less reticent when it came to new ventures. He told her he was immensely proud of her contribution and fully on board with her ‘futuristic’ mindset, as he termed it. His health had improved incredibly; no doubt, finally letting go and seeing the company thrive played a huge part in the recovery. Jenn made the cover of the Financial Times Magazine. She had lunch with the likes of Elon Musk and Ray Dalio. Acclaim, endorsements, and money flew her way. Everything she had always wanted was within her grasp now. At the same time, she had never felt less excited. On a beautiful spring day toward the end of April, she stared out the windows of her boardroom as some guy in a perfect suit and shiny shoes droned on about the suitability of a new candidate for LBO, a standard leveraged buy-out.
 “We’ve got it all right here.” He gesticulated at the perfectly color-coded PowerPoint presentation on the wall screen. “Strong free cash flow, recurring revenue with non-cyclical performance, favorable unit economics, and high margins. Also, low purchase multiple and a very committed management team. So, with this, I think we can—”
 “How?” Jenn interrupted.
 He blinked in alarm and actually froze. Must be the jumpy kind, obviously.
“I’m sorry, Ms. Middleton?”
 “How committed?” She raised a shoulder in a light shrug. “‘Very’ could mean anything, uh? Some people who claim to be ‘very’ in love with their partner still cheat on them.”
 “Uh… Hmm?”
The analogy was lost on him, so she made her next request sharper and simpler. “Be more specific.”
 “Ah. Yes.” He swallowed, cleared his throat, and glanced at her legs. Catching her narrowing her eyes, he nodded back to the screen. “Well. Looking at asset sales and divestitures, and taking everything into account, I think we can fairly assume that they will—”
 “No.” Jenn raised a finger. “We never assume; fairly even less. And that’s not what I asked you anyway. I do know what to look for when assessing a company for LBO; learned it when I was ten, so I don’t need a lecture on it.” She spoke in a patient tone because he was new and clearly nervous. It was also not his fault that she was in a really atrocious mood. “What makes this company different at its core?”
 “Ms. Middleton… Actually, I’m not sure I understand what you mean.”
 At least he was honest about it. Also looked about to cry. She stood up.
“What’s your name again?”
 “Nedd Boardman, ma’am. Ms. Middleton.”
 “Right. What I am looking for is a more in-depth analysis of your target. Not extra graphs and fancy pie charts,” she added when he shot a confused look at his laptop. “I’m interested in the human factor involved. You’re obviously quite excited about this acquisition, but if your enthusiasm is only based on theoretical data, I’m afraid you’ve only done half the work required.”
 “I’m sorry… Yes, it’s based on data only for now.”
 “Well, don’t look so glum. Go find me the rest of it. Human data. Nitty gritty stuff.”
 “Yes. Got it.” He gathered his stuff and almost dropped his laptop as he headed for the door.
 She sighed. “Nedd.”
 “Yes, ma’am? Uh, sorry. Ms. Middleton?”
 “Don’t forget this.” She passed him his phone and held the door safely open for him as he once again apologized and almost tripped over his own feet. “Good work on the data so far.”
 “Thank you. I’ll do better.”
 He reminded her of a beaten puppy dog. Young, too. Who put this kid in the job of acquisitions manager? He could do with a little seasoning, for sure.
“You heard of a company called ROCK-ON?” she asked.
 “No, but I can find out if—"
 “Relax, Nedd. I’ll send you the details. Have a look at what they offer and see if it’s something you’d like to do. I think you’d benefit greatly. All paid for by the company, of course.”
 “Okay.” At last, he smiled. “Thank you, Ms. Middleton. I’ll have a look.”
 Following his flustered departure, Jen checked her watch to discover that it was already almost two P.M. She had been in the office since 06:00 A.M. without a break, which might explain why she felt tired, irritated, and hungry.
 “Do I have time for lunch, Ela?”
 She had inherited her uncle’s secretary, a smart professional with thirty-five years’ experience keeping temperamental execs in line. At least according to her uncle. Jenn had given Ela free rein to rule her calendar as she saw fit, with only one express directive: that a call from Hudson always had to be put through immediately, no matter what crucial meeting or conference call she may be involved in. Now, the white-haired woman flashed her a kind, indulgent smile from behind her pair of wire-rimmed glasses.
 “Not only do you have time, but I highly recommend you go out to enjoy it, Ms. Middleton. It’s a really beautiful day out there.”
 “Yes, I thought I might head to the park.”
 “You have a full hour until your next meeting.”
 “Lucky me,” Jenn smirked. “Alright, thanks.”
She bought herself a hot dog, fries, and a Coke. And took it to sit on a sunny bench in front of the river. The fresh air felt good, and the sweet scents of spring on the air, wet grass recently cut slowly warming up in the sunshine, and rows of colorful flowers blooming along the paths enveloped her. Bliss... What time was it in the south of France, where the current ROCK-ON training was taking place? As she calculated that it may be the perfect time to catch Hudson on her evening break, the sounds of a scuffle behind her made her turn her head to see what was going on. She spotted an older woman with a toddler and a cute little dog, seemingly wrestling with a much younger guy in dirty jeans and a hoodie. Oh, for God’s sake!
 “Hey,” Jenn snapped.
 As a native New Yorker, she was less scared than irritated at having her hard-won lunch break disrupted in this way. It was a fact that, more often than not, this kind of sharp verbal intervention was all it took to deter a potential mugger and send them into a fast escape run. This time, though, this one seemed determined to make out with the woman’s handbag. And since she wore it cross-body in a secure double sling, it would not be that easy to snatch it off of her. Also, she was fighting back; clawing at his face with what Jenn imagined would be a set of useful nails. The kid, three or four years old, ended up being knocked down in the tussle. As he started to cry, the dog, an adorable golden poodle, went into a frenzy of jumping and barking. He was kicked hard for his efforts. Outraged, Jenn headed over to intervene. It did not help that she had chosen an area of the park that was a bit less frequented to eat her lunch, and now a quick glance around revealed that they were pretty much alone. Ah, well. But she never paused. Never hesitated to get involved.
 “Let go!” The woman screamed.
She attempted one of these karate chops they must teach in self-defense class; as fancy as the colorful pie charts her brand-new exec was so proud of, and totally useless in the real world. Jenn briefly wished she had one of these pepper spray things to empty in this guy’s face… But she remembered her Qin Na.
 “Stop!” She yelled again as she closed in on the struggling woman, hoping that realizing he was outnumbered would make her assailant give up.
Sadly, she was wrong about that. As he whirled around to face her, she saw his eyes. Red-rimmed, with dilated pupils, and filled with a peculiar madness. He reached into his pocket and whipped out a thin blade. It all happened very quickly. Jenn had no time to think or retreat.
◆◆◆
“You can do it. You’re not going to fall.”
 “I’m stuck!”
 “Look to your right. There’s a hold there, see?”
 “Oh, gosh… Yes, I see. Just give me a second.”
 “Of course. Take your time, it’s okay.”
Hudson patiently guided another frightened trainee across a challenging section of Via Ferrata, or ‘Iron Path.’ First adopted in the Italian Dolomites during WWI for military use, the idea was to make passage in the mountains for alpine troops easier. So, the Via Ferrata was a climbing route that consisted of fixed anchors, iron ladders, and steel cables to help climbers in their ascent of a natural rock face or cliff. The Verdon Gorge, Kate’s choice of venue for this latest challenge, was famous the world over for its beauty, including the clear turquoise color of the river. The gorge also was a rock climbing mecca known for its legendary big wall climbs and single-pitch sports routes. The one that Kate had chosen here allowed total novices to experience all the emotions of the void, with all the safety of a regular indoor climbing wall.
“I’m being pathetic, aren’t I?”
Jackie, a trainee from Paris, was terrified of heights. In spite of being both a sought-after model and a successful entrepreneur, she also suffered from a crippling lack of self-esteem.
“I don’t think so.” Hudson, anchored to a sturdy bolt some five hundred feet above the gorge, flashed an encouraging smile as the woman looked up at her. “Why would you say that about yourself, I wonder?”
“Are you really going to do this here?”
Sweating, with her helmet slightly askew on her head and a two-handed death grip on the first rung of a fixed ladder, Jackie stared in disbelief.
“Do what?” Hudson prompted.
“Psychoanalyze me.”
“Nah, we’re just chatting. What better place?”
In spite of herself, the woman chuckled. “Oh, bon sang!”
“See, you’re laughing.”
“It’s nerves. I’m shaking!”
“The thing is,” Hudson went on, “you know you’re safe. If you didn’t trust in your harness, the safety ropes that will catch you if you happen to slip, and your own ability, you would not have started this, would you?”
“No… You’re right. I know this is safe, but…”
“No ‘but’. If you know, act like it. And stop telling yourself you’re pathetic. Because all I see right here is a beautiful, smart, and brave woman whose only problem is her inability to control her own self-talk.”
Now tears rose in Jackie’s eyes that had nothing to do with her position.
“The voice isn’t mine!” she exclaimed. “It’s my mother’s. I was never enough for her!”
“Tell her to shut up then. Find your own voice, Jackie. What does it sound like?”
“A lot like yours, actually. Except with a Paris accent.”
“And what is it saying to you now?”
“That you’re right, of course.”
“Really? No bluffing to get me off your case?”
“No.” Through her tears, Jackie gave a shaky laugh. “And it’s not the first time I’ve heard it, you know; my own voice telling me to break free of beliefs I adopted because I didn’t know better. But I think it’s the first time I really heard… First time I am ready to listen.”
“Wonderful. How does it feel?”
“So much better. I’m good enough, aren’t I?”



CHAPTER 28
When Kate recruited her for the job, she mentioned this would be the best part. She was right. Witnessing people have this kind of breakthrough—not just a mild positive thought in a therapist’s office but a stunning realization as they conquered a hard challenge—was amazing. Hudson could tell it was deep and very real with Jackie.
 “What else you got?” she pushed her.
‘I’m good enough’ was okay, but Hudson wanted to see if she could get her to something a little more sparkling. Jackie flashed her just that kind of smile.
 “It just clicked. I got this. I trust Me.”
 “Yes, you can.” Even her face looked different. On the NLP coaching training that Hudson had attended to qualify as an instructor, she’d learned that physiological changes could be observed from genuine breakthroughs. The mind and body were that connected. She could see it now. “Are you still scared?”
 “Little nervous.” Jackie grinned. “But it’s not overwhelming anymore. My voice is stronger than that. I can do this.”
 To prove it, she took one hand off the ladder, then the other, to shake tension out of her arms. Her body relaxed. For sure, she was not bluffing.
 “It’s a beautiful view from up here,” Hudson said.
 For the first time, Jackie allowed herself to glance over her shoulder. Pleasure flooded her face and she relaxed even more.
“It’s gorgeous! Magnifique! I am so lucky to be doing this!”
 “You look like a salty mountaineer hanging up there.”
 “I feel it!”
Hudson laughed in approval. “Great job, Jac.”
 The woman finished the route at a steadier pace, calm and collected instead of panicked and teary as she had been before. She even added a few extra pauses to catch the view. The rest of the group were clapping for her when she got off the ledge. She exchanged a spirited high-five with Kate, then turned to Hudson to deliver an energized hug.
 “Thank you so much! I will never forget this!”
“I won’t either. You can be proud of yourself.”
 As Jackie returned to the group and started babbling to one of her friends in excited French, Kate clasped her shoulder with a proud smile of her own.
 “Well done, Huds. Excellent job.”
 “I think I’m getting the hang of it.”
 “Don’t be modest. You’re a natural at the coaching part, just like I thought you would be.”
 Hudson was excited to share this win with Jenn when they connected online for their daily chat.
 “It’s been ages since I experienced this kind of high from a job, you know? Since the army, to be honest. Well, kissing you after the ladder exercise was a total rush, but you know what I mean; it was personal then.” She grinned. “No illicit kisses were exchanged today, I promise.”
 Through the screen of her iPad, Jenn narrowed her eyes at her. “Hmm. Better not be, yes.”
“Though I did receive a hug.”
 “I guess that’s allowed. I’ll let you off this time.”
 Hudson burst out laughing. “You’re so sexy when you turn on your icy CEO vibe!”
“You’re just sexy, period.” Dropping the act, Jenn flashed an approving smile. “Seriously, Huds, I’m delighted to hear you say that about the job. And I love to see you looking so happy. Your face is positively glowing.”
“To be honest, I got a little sunburnt today.”
“You look gorgeous, babe. Always do.”
As Jenn touched her own screen, as if to caress her cheek, Hudson did the same from her end. “I miss you so much. I wish I could kiss you.”
“I miss you too. I really can’t wait to see you.”
“Hey, are you okay?” Hudson eyed her more closely. “You sound really tired.”
“I am a bit. It’s just…” Jenn sighed. “Well. It’s just work.”
“How are you getting on with your resolution to not spend so many hours in the office?” Hudson inquired gently.
 “Not very well. But that’s not the issue.”
 “Then what is it? I didn’t know you had a problem at work, darling.”
 “My new role isn’t as fulfilling as I thought it might be. It’s not really a problem, but disappointing.”
Now Jenn looked annoyed on top of exhausted.
 “You’re not beating yourself about that discovery though, are you?” Hudson prompted. “It’s okay to find out new things about yourself.”
 “Yes, I suppose. I just did not expect to feel this way when I’ve been working toward this goal my entire life.”
 “No, I guess not. I understand.”
 “I feel so empty. It all seems so meaningless!”
 Her frustration was palpable, and Hudson noted something else as well.
 “You’ve gone pale. Are you sure you’re okay, Jenn?”
 “I spend too much time in the office and not enough in the sunshine and fresh air.” Her lover shrugged. “I do need to work on that resolution, you’re right.” She forced a smile. “Look, I’m fine. Sorry to bother you with this stuff, baby.”
 “It’s no bother at all. You know that.” Hudson continued to fix her intently as a low-level sense of alarm made her stomach flutter. “Hey, Jenn…”
 “Yes?”
“I love you.”
 “I love you too. I’m just having a bitch of a day today.”
 “Okay. Well—" Hudson glanced over her shoulder.
“You need to go?” Jenn asked.
 “Yeah. Kate wants a word with me and Noah.”
 “Say hi to them both for me. Call me tomorrow if you have time.”
 “Of course, I’ll have time.”
 Hudson ended the call feeling vaguely concerned that there was more to this than her lover let on. But for now, Kate wanted to consult with her team on a change to the upcoming schedule. Hudson dealt with that. Then she sat with another recruit for an impromptu coaching session. These were fun and rewarding. By the time she finished, it was fully dark outside. She walked back to her quarters, dropped onto her bed, and blew air out. She kept a single picture of Jenn on her phone, taken that night they were sharing pizza after midnight. In the photo, her lover sat cross-legged in her Yankees shirt, with a slice in hand and a gorgeous grin on her lips. Hudson smiled pensively as she lingered on it. It was getting late in France, so Jenn must still be at work across the pond. Possibly in a meeting, certainly involved in something important. Well…
Hudson hesitated, but she realized that she needed to get to the bottom of this, or she would never be able to sleep. Resolutely, she dialed her lover’s cell, only for it to divert to her secretary’s line after only one ring.
 “Hello, Ms. Grays. Yes, she’s in a meeting.”
 “Okay, no need to interrupt. Could you just tell her—”
 “No, no,” the woman said pleasantly. “Please, hold. I’ll put you through.”
 Hudson winced. It was a selfish move on her part; the last thing she wanted was to cause Jenn more stress.
 “Hey, I’m sorry,” she said as soon as her lover came on. “I can wait until you’re done, but—”
 “It’s okay,” Jenn interrupted. “I was going to call you back anyway. Can you just give me ten minutes?”
 “Sure. Or more if you need.”
 “Ten minutes will do to wrap up here,” Jenn repeated. “I’ll call you right back.”
 It took nine and a half minutes, in fact. Meanwhile, Hudson sort of counted, kind of contemplated, and totally grew nervous as she waited. In many ways, the relationship was still brand new. And though the distance thing was not so bad most of the time, and even exciting when they reunited after a few weeks apart, there were also challenging moments. Like after a long, hard day, when Hudson ached for a hug, a shared meal, and sleeping in each other’s arms. She knew it was the same for Jenn, and hoped that her lover was not about to tell her she’d had enough of this. That it was too hard, and that she wanted to call it quits before it became too hard to separate. As far as Hudson was concerned here, they were already too deeply involved to be able to walk away with minimum damage. If a split happened, it would crush her…
 “I can tell something’s wrong,” she started as soon as Jenn called her back. “So please tell me. I don’t want secrets between us, okay?”
 “I don’t either.”
“Right. Good. Even if it’s something I won’t like to hear—”
 “Like what? What do you mean?”
 “If you want to end our relationship—”
 “What?” All the color drained out of Jenn’s face. “Hudson... Is that what you want?”
 “Hell, no! I love you!”
 Her partner looked baffled and worried, and then her expression sharpened. “Oh… But that’s what I made you think. Gosh, I’m so sorry! No, baby, it’s not that. I do not want to finish with you! Absolutely not!”
 “Okay.” Hudson let out a sharp exhale and a weak chuckle at the same time. “I’m glad to be sitting down right now because my legs have gone like water in relief.”
 “Then I am giving you a massive hug.”
 “Taken. Me too. And a virtual hot kiss.”
 Hudson could see Jenn was still in her office. She walked to her desk, sat down, and propped her iPad on a stand. Then she took off her suit jacket and raised her right arm in front of the screen to show her. Hudson froze at the sight of her bandaged forearm.
 “What’s this?” she exclaimed. “What happened?"
 “I’m okay,” her lover promised. “But I was involved in a scuffle, and injured today.”
◆◆◆
Jenn observed first shock, then a rush of concern, affection, and fierce compassion, fly across Hudson’s face in reaction. Quickly, she told her the rest of it.
 “Son of a bitch,” her partner growled aggressively as she described the assailant; a druggie, as it turned out, after money for his next fix.
Jenn noticed the dangerous glint in her eyes and thought it was sexy. She told her so, which made Hudson frown harder and shake her head.
“This is no laughing matter, Jenn.”
“No, I know. But, as I said, it could have been worse.”
“That guy slashed you with a blade. You could have bled to death. Goddammit!”
 And this… The missed breath, sudden far-away look in her eyes, loss of color in her cheeks; was part of the reason Jenn had hesitated to tell her. She knew it would hit hard.
 “Hudson. Look at me, babe,” she said gently and flashed a reassuring smile when Hudson refocused. She wished it were in her power to erase the deep shadows in that beautiful gaze. Then again, she would not change a thing about the woman Hudson was. “I am fine now. I promise. The blade was clean. No infection, nothing else to worry about.”
 “How many stitches did you need?”
 “Three.”
 “Shit.” Again, Hudson winced. “It’s got to be hurting.”
 “Oh, yeah. It’s tight. Pounding. But I’m tough, remember?”
 “There’s not a day on this training I’m not reminded of you and reflect on that, yes. Still, lucky for you the cops were quick to arrive on scene.”
 “Yes, I won’t deny that. Very lucky.”
 “And the reason you didn’t tell me earlier is because you did not want me to worry? Is that it?”
 “That, and also because I felt like crap.”
 “Not because of the job? I knew it.”
 “Partly because of it, I didn’t lie. I never would. But mainly, you’re right; it was because I wanted you with me so bad it hurt. I didn’t think it was fair to let you know.”
 Hudson’s eyes sparkled. “Fair or not fair, I want to hear it. I almost told you a similar thing earlier; how much it sucked not to be able to hug you and kiss you. But I kept silent for the same reason you did.”
 “Okay, let’s make a deal in this case: no more hiding what we really think or feel in order to protect the other. We’re both strong enough to handle it, right?”
 “Absolutely. Tell me about the job again, then. Is it okay or not?”
 “No, not really… I mean, I’m good at it.”
 “You’re one of the best, Jenn. Probably the best.”
“Yes.” Jenn simply agreed with a light shrug. There was no misplaced arrogance there; it was all true. “I fell into it when I was little, of course. But you know, the ROCK-ON training changed me.”
“Kate will want to hear this. In a good way, I assume?”
“Definitely. And I already told her.” Jenn nodded. “I will also have to thank my uncle for making it a condition of further advancement that I had to attend. When my parents were killed in that car accident, my whole world was turned upside down, obviously. But then I stuck to my lane, stayed with what I knew and loved.”
“That’s understandable.”
“Yes, I suppose. But I needed a little shake-up, to see what was outside my bubble. ROCK-ON provided this for me, and life has been very different since then. First of all, having you as my partner is truly amazing.”
“Likewise, darling.”
“Good. I need you to know I won’t change my mind about you any time soon.”



CHAPTER 29
Jenn went on.
“Do you remember when I was assisting you to care about this injured guy at the shelter? At the start of the hurricane? And you asked me how I was doing?”
“Yes. You did such a brilliant job.” Hudson smiled proudly. “You were solid. I do remember you telling me you’d never felt so alive.”
“Exactly. It was a big rush, adrenalin, and all that. And the satisfaction of knowing that I was helping someone else in a very crucial way. Making a real difference.”
“You also said Wall Street prepared you for working under pressure,” Hudson pointed out. “So, it’s not all bad.”
She listened, paid attention, remembered. How did I ever get so lucky? Jenn nodded in agreement.
“Not bad at all, certainly. I have more money than I’ll ever need and a beautiful apartment. I am healthy. I know how lucky I am. But even so, since I came back, the job has been tasteless. Boring. Today highlighted the fact.”
“How so?”
“The cops were awesome. Super on point and efficient. And the paramedic who treated me made me think of you.”
“Female?” Hudson asked.
“Yeah.”
“Sexy?”
Jenn laughed. “Very. She looked great in her uniform. Are you jealous?”
“Very. But I’ll let you off if you promise that no illicit kisses were exchanged.”
“I promise. Just stitches for me.”
“Alright. I have a uniform too, you know?”
“You make me melt. I thought you might, yes, but between you and me? I much prefer you naked.”
“Yeah, okay.” Hudson grinned at the screen. “Only for you, darling.”
“You know that if we weren’t talking through a laptop, I’d have you fully nude and pinned to the bed right now?”
“Pinned? Tell you what, Jenn, I would gladly let you.”
They smiled at each other. Jenn sighed in renewed longing, though with a smile of her own now.
“Thank you for listening to my ramblings.”
“Nothing I’d rather do. Well, apart from being naked in bed with you. I’d love to talk some more about this work thing when I see you. Only two weeks to go, eh?”
Yes, and it would feel like sheer eternity… But Jenn felt she had complained enough. So her job did not feel as rewarding as it once did? It was up to her to change that if she wanted to, was it not? Less moaning, more philanthropy, she reflected.
“Take care of yourself, babe.”
“And you stay safe,” Hudson said firmly. “No fighting with street thugs in your downtime.”
“You got it.”
“And Jenn?”
“Yes?”
“I love you. Thanks for calling me back and telling me the truth about what happened.”
◆◆◆
Jenn kept safe, indeed. She was also thoroughly unhappy. As days went by, her sense of unease and inadequacy only grew worse. To the point that she felt the need to mention it to her uncle when he came to visit. He sat on the couch in her office, looking comfortable in navy slacks, a polo shirt, and boat shoes, what she jokingly referred to as his retirement uniform. Behind the large panoramic windows, lower Manhattan sparkled in the evening sunshine. Golden hour out there. Seeing it from behind glass felt wrong too.
 “Let’s go get ice cream,” Jenn invited.
 For an instant, he looked baffled at the suggestion. Then he laughed. “Hey, good idea. Let’s get out of here!”
 Armed with two scoops of pistachio in a waffle cone, Jenn more or less repeated what she had told Hudson.
 “I don’t feel like my heart is in it. I go through the motions, win deals, etc. Business has never been better, as you know. But the excitement and sense of achievement that I always used to feel have washed out of it.” She glanced at him. “You ever feel that way about the job?”
 To her surprise, he nodded.
“I never told you about that motorbike trip your dad and I went on when we were young, did I? We rode a couple of Harleys from here to San Francisco.”
 She nearly fell off the sidewalk. “No way! You did that?”
 “Yes, yes.” A smile creased his tanned face. She watched his blue eyes sparkle at the memory. “Our father was adamant that we should go on an adventure before we became too established in the business. Your dad was a lot more enthusiastic than I was at the idea, I must admit.” He chuckled. “Like I know you were a little annoyed when I sent you to ROCK-ON…”
 “A little is putting it mildly,” she reflected. “I fumed all the way from here to the island. Then a bit more.”
 “Yes. I was this way about the bike trip too. I hated being pressured into it, first of all. And I thought it would be such a waste of time! Then, a week into the ride, something tremendous happened.”
 “What?” Jenn stared, fascinated.
 “Well, I started to enjoy it, of course!” He laughed and laced an arm through hers as they strolled along the riverside. “I grew a beard and my hair. Bought myself a leather vest, and I traded my helmet for a bandana.”
‘Wow’ was the only word that came to mind as she pictured that, and the Born to be Wild song started to play loudly in her head.
 “For the first time in my life,” he went on, “I completely let go of my usual discipline and focus. I embraced the experience, as did your dad. We were always close as brothers, but that ride made us even tighter.”
She passed a steadying arm around him when he brushed at his eyes. Emotion made him look vulnerable. He looked softer without his usual sharp business suit and tie, and she realized in that moment how much she loved him.
“Thank you for sharing, Uncle Jack,” she murmured.
He squeezed her in return. “It felt like the right time. I have some pictures at home. I’ll show you.”
“Oh, yes please!”
“My father wanted to give his sons a chance to experience something else of the world besides Wall Street. I wanted to give you the same opportunity, Jennifer.”
 “And I thank you for that too. I’ve come to realize it was the opportunity of a lifetime for me.”
 “You found your girlfriend, Hudson.” He smiled warmly. “I enjoyed meeting her at Christmas. Now, tell me more about this adventure hangover you seem to be suffering from.”
 “Is that what it is? Did you?” she asked again.
 “No, but your father did. A bad case of wanderlust. He took a bit more time off after the ride and toyed with the idea of joining the army for a while. But then, he met your mom. She really was the joy of his life.”
 “I never knew all this. About before, I mean.”
 “I should have said. Maybe…” He corrected himself with a sigh. “Not maybe. For sure, I should have talked to you about them more. But it was hard for me at the time, and I didn’t know how. It hurt too much. Still does. I didn’t want to pass suffering on to you. I’m sorry.”
 “Don’t be.” She said it fiercely. “I know it wasn’t easy for you. I’m sure I was hard work too.”
 “Ah,” he smiled. “My girl. You were wonderful. Still are.”
She fought a wave of emotion. “I love you, Uncle Jack.”
 “And I am proud of you, Jennifer. Proud of the woman you have become.”
 “Well then, I hope what I say next won’t make you change your mind. I don’t think it will, but...”
She was a little nervous, especially after experiencing such a renewed, deep emotional connection with him. He shot her a reassuring, approving glance, loaded with love and respect.
“I think I know what you have in mind.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah.” He chuckled. “Hit me with it.”
“Alright.” She took a deep breath. “So…”
◆◆◆
Hudson was not sorry to finish this latest course. Granted, it had been one of the best so far. The South of France was a wonderful location for boot camp training. The food and weather were great too. Kate was talking about establishing a permanent base for ROCK-ON in the Luberon area. A European hub. Business was growing at the speed of light, as was Hudson’s impatience at the idea of soon being able to see her partner again. Not long to wait now, she reminded herself. She was booked on a direct flight to New York from Nice International Airport in exactly five hours and twenty-two minutes. Not counting much…
 “It’s open, Noah,” she yelled at the knock on the door.
 He’d asked to borrow the book she’d been reading about Nedd Brockmann’s solo run across Australia, his challenges, and lessons learned along the grueling 2,500-mile trek from Perth, in Western Australia, to Bondi Beach, in the East. She dug into her rucksack for the book, pulled it out, and turned around.
 “It’s a cool read. I think you’ll—” She froze.
 “Hi, babe.”
 Definitely not Noah. Her lover stood grinning at her from the middle of the room. Jenn was in faded jeans, strappy sandals, and a dark green silk shirt. Since their last video call, only the previous day, she’d had her hair cut short in a daring pixie style. It suited her. Her blue eyes sparkled. She looked happy, relaxed, and so damn beautiful!
 “Hi.” Hudson tossed the book onto her bed. “Are you real, or am I hallucinating?”
 “Well,” Jenn chuckled. “Why don’t you come over here and find out?”
 Hudson stepped into her arms. Smooth skin, strong grip, heated lips brushing the side of her neck... Jenn. Real. She closed her eyes and sighed deeply. Smiled again as she melted into her. But then remembered, and jerked right back.
 “Are you okay? How is your arm?”
 “It’s fine. The stitches came off yesterday.”
 “Can I see?”
 “Yes.” Jenn peeled off a corner of the clean bandage that she still wore. “Apparently, it looks good, but you tell me what you think.”
 Hudson winced at the red and still-raised scar on the back of her forearm. She hated to see any kind of injury on the body of the woman she so loved. Still…
 “It does look good, actually,” she confirmed. “As much as these things ever do.”
 “Okay, cool. They told me to keep the bandage on when I’m out and about. Do you agree?”
 “Who’s ‘they’?” Hudson grunted. “The sexy medic you told me about?”
 “No, this would be the nurses I saw at the hospital on two separate occasions. Both women.” Jenn flashed a tender smile as she laid her open hand on her cheek. “And sexy, because I can’t look at a medic or a nurse these days without being reminded of you. I missed you so much, Hudson.”
 “How much?”
 Jenn’s grin turned heated. “This much; let me show you.”
 She framed her face in both hands and proceeded to make the whole rest of the world disappear. In Hudson’s opinion, no one could make wordless contact speak this loud and clear. Jenn managed to express rushing desire and soothing tenderness in that kiss. It said hello, I love you, you are mine… All at the same time. Hudson felt it as both gentle and impatient, a little rough, because they’d discovered they both liked that, and hugely protective as well. It made her shiver in need, pleasure, and the realization, yet again, that she was defenseless against this kind of love. And loved to be.
 “You strip me,” she murmured.
 “Hmm…” Jenn lingered into the kiss. “Not yet but I will.”
 “No, I mean… You leave me undone. Shattered. It’s the best feeling in the world.”
 Jenn backed her up to the bed and pushed her to sit down with just a flick of the finger.
 “I see.” Her eyes shone with love and affection, even as her smile promised wicked things about to come. Hopefully. “I’m the same with you, Huds. I have never wanted to invite anyone in before the way that I want to let you.” She pulled her t-shirt off and settled on her lap with both arms locked around her neck. “I’ve never known such openness.”
 “I know exactly what you mean.”
 “Stripped,” Jenn repeated gently. “Shattered.”
 “Yes…”
 “Are you okay with that?”
 “Yes.” Hudson kissed her slow and deep. “Only with you, it’s the best way to feel. It used to be it would terrify me to think a woman might have this kind of hold over me, but because it’s you, I relish it.”
 “Same for me. And you’ve said it perfectly.”
 “Do you find it a little bit scary as well?” Hudson knew her lover used to. Before...
But now, Jenn simply looked her straight in the eye with a beaming smile.
“Not anymore,” she said. “Not at all. I love you, babe.”



EPILOGUE
It occurred to Hudson to ask her what she was doing here since the plan had been for her to catch that flight back to New York as soon as she clocked off the training. But then Jenn kissed her again, more insistingly this time. Her silky tongue slipped inside her mouth. Her hands wandered exploringly under her t-shirt. When she flicked her thumbs over her nipples, made her gasp, and closed her fingers possessively around her naked breasts, Hudson decided that further discussion could well wait until they finished reconnecting. Annoyingly, a booming male voice intruded.
 “Hey, Hudson, have you got that—Whoa!” Noah made his entrance just as she was sending Jenn’s lacy bra flying across the room. Theatrically, he pretended to have to duck. “Bloody hell, ladies! Ever heard of closing the door?” Instead of retreating, he leaned a shoulder against it and fixed them both with laughing eyes. “Hiya, Jenn! Good to see you! How’s it going?”
 Hudson pretty much adored her lover’s reaction. Instead of scrambling for cover, she just aimed a cool, superior, assessing look at him over her shoulder.
 “Well, it was going great, Noah; past tense. You ever heard of knocking?”
 Still grinning, and visibly entertained, he shrugged. “Blame it in your girlfriend here. Hudson said to just come in. So, here I am.”
 “Catch.” Hudson threw him the book like a missile. “Now go.”
 “Roger that, matey.” He picked up the Do Not Disturb sign on his way out and wiggled his eyebrows. “I’ll hang this up for ya! Have fun.”
◆◆◆
Never mind fun, though it was. But even more importantly, Jenn felt whole again. Happy, settled, grounded. A couple of hours later, she stretched lazily across the bed and laughed in approval at the lingering smile on her lover’s well-kissed lips.
 “Looking pretty smug over there, soldier.”
 “It’s Captain,” Hudson corrected with an amused chuckle of her own. “And yes, of course, I feel smug. I got you naked in bed with me, haven’t I?”
 “Lucky you,” Jenn answered in the same tone. “Where are you going?”
 Hudson paused as she reached for her pants. “Well. Good question. I guess I’m conscious of the time because I have a flight to catch… But now you’re here, so I’m not sure. Got something to tell me?”
 “I do.” And not in bed. “Is there anywhere we can eat?”
 “There’s a cute little place in the village I think you’ll love.”
 Hand in hand, they strolled down to it. Jenn had heard a lot about the light in this part of the world, which attracted many famous artists in their time—talented painters like Cezanne, Van Gogh, Monet…
 “Now I know why they call it the golden hour,” she stated.
 “Yes, it’s gorgeous. I fell a little bit in love with this area of the world, I must say.”
 “You said that about Scotland too, babe.”
 “Did I?” Hudson grinned. “I guess it was beautiful too.”
 “I love that about you.”
 “My fickleness?”
 “No,” Jenn laughed. “Your ability to appreciate things and places.”
 “Don’t forget people.” Hudson squeezed her hand. “Right now, I appreciate you a lot.”
 They sat on a stone terrace with a sloping roof covered in vine leaves and flowers and ordered pizza and a glass of local wine. Jenn admired the view over the valley. She could see vineyards in the distance and what looked like a little castle or monastery, wild olive trees, and another village clinging to a rocky outcrop. It was the time of day when crickets took over from cicadas, and swallows began their evening ballet.
 “Wow.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Then did it again. She turned to Hudson to find her partner watching her attentively, with a smile ready to blossom. “This is great. I can feel waves of city stress sliding off of me.”
 “It’s not the heaving streets of Manhattan at rush hour, for sure.” Hudson’s black eyes narrowed slightly as they fell on her arm. “No muggers around here either.”
 Jenn reached for her hand again across the small table. “Is this okay around here?”
 “Oh yeah. French people don’t freak out at the sight of two women holding hands. Catch you pouring ketchup all over your food, now that would earn you an earful.”
 “I think that’s fair enough.”
 They ate pizza with black olives from the local market, fresh thyme collected on the hills behind the restaurant, and tomatoes from the garden. After dinner, Hudson led her on a stroll down a quiet lane that wound up at yet another spectacular viewpoint over the valley. The scent of rosemary and pine trees perfumed the evening air. Stars were just starting to come out in the sky. Jenn watched her lean against the railing and smile at a passing black-and-white cat who barely gave them a disinterested glance before continuing on his evening hunt.
“Alright,” Hudson said in a gentle tone. “Now we’re alone, more or less. Talk to me, darling.”
◆◆◆
“You know I’ve been unhappy with work recently, right? Life in general has been a big of a drag.”
As Jenn stood in front of her and wrapped her arms around her shoulders, Hudson laced hers around her waist and pulled her close.
“I know your work hasn’t been as meaningful and fulfilling as it once was, yes. But even so, I assume there must be another reason for this surprise visit.”
“You’re right.” In the gathering darkness, Jenn’s eyes shone even brighter than usual. “There is.”
 “Do you mind if I tell you what I think… What I hope it is?” Hudson asked. Her lover had taken the first step in flying over; now she wanted to meet her halfway. “I may be totally off base, and I don’t want to steal your moment, but—”
 “Tell me,” Jenn murmured.
 “Okay. I’m a little nervous.”
 “So am I! Feel my heart pounding.”
As Hudson laid her hand on the side of her neck, and Jenn did the same to her, they both stared at each other and started to laugh.
“Aren’t we silly, eh?” Jenn grinned.
“And dramatic. Yeah, you bet.”
“Never mind. I love it.”
Hudson did too, so she just relaxed and let her heart speak. “I hope you did the romantic thing, Jenn. I hope you quit your job in New York and flew down here to tell me we’re done with LDR. That you want to be with me all the time from now on. That you—”
 “Want to fall asleep with you, and wake up with you in my arms every morning?” Jenn interrupted, and she carried on with a beaming smile. “That I want to do life with you from now on, no matter where it takes us?”
 “Yes.” Hudson held her tighter. “Yes, that’s exactly what I hope you are going to say.”
“No more kisses via the iPad…”
“Or saying goodbye in a departure lounge.”
“Only in-person hugs now.” Jenn kissed her hard. “This is what you want?”
“Yes. Absolutely. It’s what I crave.”
“I’m so thrilled… Me too, baby.”
◆◆◆
It started to get cold so they walked back, arms wrapped around each other. Jenn could not stop grinning. She felt a little dazed, and truly amazed. Just like that, eh... I bagged the girl.
 “What?” Hudson asked her when she giggled.
 “Just thinking silly things about you.”
 “Let’s hear it.” She laughed when Jenn confessed her line of thought. “Not silly. I think it’s cute.”
 “Lord knows I’ve never been accused of that in my life.”
 “I don’t know why. My cute girlfriend. So sweet.”
 Jenn grunted and laughed at the same time. “Stop it.”
“Alright.” Hudson went on smiling. “Tell me the rest of it, then: did you really quit your job?”
 “No. And it wouldn’t be that simple for me. I mean…” Jenn considered. “I suppose I could walk away from it all if I really wanted to, but I don’t. I still value the company greatly. Always will.”
 “Of course, yes.”
“So, I took a leave of absence.”
 “How long for?”
 “One year. I can supervise from wherever we’ll be, and fly in for short periods. I don’t need to work for money, but I hope Kate will find me something to do with ROCK-ON.”
 “Are you kidding? She’ll snap your hand off if you offer to help.”
 “Do you think so?” It was the one thing Jenn had not been sure of, but she was pleased with her lover’s response.
“Oh, yeah,” Hudson assured. “The business is really taking off. Kate wants to focus more on developing the coaching side of our trainings, start to offer retreats to more people, this sort of thing.”
“Sounds amazing.”
“Yeah. It’s all about growth.”
“Perfect. Expansion is my middle name.”
Jenn spoke in the kind of tone she normally reserved for the boardroom, which earned her an appreciative look and a sexy grin from her lover.
“We’ll speak to her. Kate would love to have you on board for the business side of things. And if you want to be even more hands-on, you could train to be a coach on the program too.”
 “I would love that… To feel I’m giving back.”
 “Yes,” Hudson approved.
 They booked a new room at the same hotel. As soon as they walked in, with the door safely locked this time, Jenn pushed her roughly against the wall.
 “I’m still hungry, Huds.”
 “Oh, good. Me too. Starving.”
Jenn quickly relieved her of her t-shirt and bra. She got rid of hers, trailed her nails over her abdomen, and relished causing Hudson to shiver, gasp, and chuckle all at once.
 “Be careful with my magnificent abs,” she joked.
 Jenn shot her a look and replaced her nails with her mouth.
“All mine,” she growled and was rewarded with a ripple of hard muscles.
“You turn me on something crazy.”
 “I can feel it. You’re so beautiful.”
“I just need to—” Hudson twitched as Jenn deftly undid the buttons on her jeans and slid her fingers over her swollen folds. “Oh, man!” She clasped her wrists and shivered again from head to toe. “Wait, wait... I need to ask you something.”
“Of course, darling.” Jenn paused. “What is it?”
In the semi-darkness of the room, her lover fixed her almost fiercely. “What happens after the year is over?”
 “We’ll see.” Jenn shrugged, casually at first, before sitting up again in sudden concern. “Oh, hey… You do understand the year marker isn’t for us, right? It’s purely for the business. Just to reassure our shareholders and investors that I’m not jumping ship.”
 “Right.” Hudson shook her head. “Of course.”
 “Are you okay, babe?”
 “Yes, yes.”
 Jenn narrowed her eyes at her. “Are you sure?”
“Never better, I promise,” Hudson assured her with a mix of sexy and sheepish smile. “I also want you to know that if and when you want to go back to New York full-time, it’ll be okay with me. We’ll work it out.”
 “Thank you. And yes, we will.”
“But I don’t want a deadline on us.”
 “Neither do I.” Jenn matched the intensity of her tone. To be crystal clear, she added, “I want forever with you, Hudson. And even that might not be long enough.”
 She loved to see those coal-black eyes sparkle.
“Greedy, Ms. Middleton,” Hudson grinned.
 “When it comes to you? Absolutely. I love you, Huds.”
 “I love you too. Forever.” Hudson punctuated that promise with a heated smile, this one full of love and anticipation. “Now, if you don’t mind, I seem to remember a promise you made to pin me down to the bed.”
 “Oh, that’s right.” Jenn wrapped her arms around her neck to deliver a hot, hard kiss. “Lucky for you, babe, I always keep my promises.”
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