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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Cadence and Chris ate their usual Wednesday night dinner of grilled chicken and vegetables on the living room couch watching sports, when the mood suddenly shifted from mellow to shock. Right there, playing out on the large wall-mounted screen, the first promo commercial for Cadence’s episode on the survival show aired. Her bare naked image, appropriately blocked out for television, caused Cadence to gasp as she took in the surreal view of the fearless warrior woman surviving where no man should against the elements in Madagascar. Cadence’s moment beating the odds and making it through the grueling twenty-seven day challenge was nothing short of spectacular to watch. 
 
    “Look!” Chris pointed his fork at the screen. “There you are!”  
 
    “Oh my god!” Cadence yelped with self-consciousness, swallowing a bite of zucchini.  
 
    “Wow!” He gave her a look of amazement. “This is crazy! I can’t believe that’s you!” 
 
    “Me, either.” She cleared her throat, blinking at the screen as if her beaming image was someone other than herself. “I’m completely freaked out watching this, Chris.” 
 
    “Huh?” He laughed, watching till the end of the promo, shocked yet entertained. “Don’t be. You knew this was going to happen.” 
 
    “I know,” she replied, “but, I think I’m going to cancel the viewing party.”  
 
    “What?” Putting his plate of food aside, he opted for his wine and sipped. “Why?” 
 
    “I’m way too anxious and nervous suddenly.” She reached for her wine as well, drinking, trying to understand this change in her mood from excited to terrified. “I’m sorry… I just can’t.” 
 
    “Why don’t you give it a little more thought?” Chris raised an eyebrow, not totally surprised by her behavior. “No one is going to believe you’ve come down with a bad case of stage fright. What’s the big deal, Cadence? It’s just our friends.” 
 
    “Mostly your friends,” she corrected, preferring to be alone in the wilderness than surrounded by people and social situations.  
 
    “Okay.” He did his best to talk her down from her freak-out. “They’re not going to judge you. But, I’ll tell them not to come if you really can’t handle it.” 
 
    With a deep breath, she replied, “Yes, please. I know I’m acting crazy. And, all I can say is, I’m hoping after I see the episode I’ll feel a huge sense of relief. I can’t take this horrible tension anymore waiting for it.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” He reached out for her and massaged her shoulder, offering support. “It’s to be expected. Might as well embrace it and stop resisting the inevitable.”  
 
    “You’re right. It’s definitely not worth losing sleep over it.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” Holding the wine bottle, he refilled Cadence’s glass. “You’ve been really quiet about being so worried over this.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was trying to make the nervous energy go away by pretending to ignore it.” 
 
    He frowned and shook his head. “That’s never a good solution.” 
 
    A little more wine and several deep breaths took Cadence’s anxiety down a notch. “Truth is, I’ve never felt so nervous about anything in my life. It’s harder too focus at work, and my sleep is erratic. It’s like the worst case of stage fright ever.” 
 
    “Really? God, I must be deep asleep at night because I had no idea you’ve been suffering.” Chris empathized. “Well, I would feel the same way, probably, if everyone I knew, and thousands of people I didn't know, were going to watch my bare ass on a reality show.”  
 
    “It’s surreal,” she explained, “that I did this thing and once it goes live it’s out there. Forever.” 
 
    “Too late to take it back now.” 
 
    His stark words echoed in her head. “This anxiety isn’t because I want to take it back, Chris.” She corrected his thinking. “It’s partly fueled by the Twitter account I had to create for the show, and the fact that strangers are already tweeting at me, and sending me friend requests on Facebook.” 
 
    “Ah.” Chris suddenly understood. “You’re becoming known. That’s what’s freaking you out.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    With a parental tone, Chris repeated himself. “Like I said, you knew this was going to happen.” 
 
      
 
    The girl who’d jumped at the chance to be the co-star of an extreme challenge was now a doubting woman wishing away the pending spotlight for multiple reasons. Her only goal before going on the show was to prove herself as a true survivalist. The unexpected attraction to her co-star, Jackson, and the deep emotional connection that developed between them, had been brushed aside in an attempt to forget just how intense the situation was with him. And, how, in many ways, her heart was still back in Madagascar with Jackson and the entire life-changing experience.  
 
    Cadence replied, “Yes, you’re right.” But her secret feelings remained within, safely stored until she could sort them out in privacy. “Let’s keep it just us for when the show airs.” 
 
    “Fine with me, honey.” Attempting to navigate Cadence's frazzled head-space, he soothed her with his tone and touch. “I'll make popcorn and sangria and we can pretend that you and I are the only two people in the world watching it.” 
 
    “Ha ha.” Rolling her eyes, Cadence diffused her anxiety with laughter. “Sounds perfect.” 
 
    Taking hold of her shoulders, Chris kissed the top of her head. “We can even watch it from our favorite sushi place. Remember? They offered to host a little viewing party for us.” 
 
    Her mood shifted again. “Yeah, maybe we should just watch it there?” 
 
    “I'll make a reservation. But, I'll let them know there's a high probability of cancellation.” Chris's irresistible smile caught Cadence's heart, easing her stress momentarily. He continued, “All we can do is face it head-on and keep a sense of humor.” 
 
    For a moment, normalcy returned, and Cadence took another deep breath. “I need to own that and just stop with the madness.” 
 
    “Yeah, what’s done is done.” He finished his wine, too, then checked his watch, noting the late hour. “I have an early meeting at the office tomorrow morning. Need to shower and get to bed. Are you sure you’re feeling better?” 
 
    “Yep. Thank you. You’re the best boyfriend.” Collecting their dirty dishes, Cadence shared a piece of good news. “Dani's meeting me for lunch tomorrow.” 
 
    “Dani?” He asked, “The show producer?” 
 
    “Yeah, she's in town.” 
 
    “That's cool. It's nice of her to stay in touch.” 
 
    “She said she would.” 
 
    “Good. Hopefully, she'll ease your mind and give you some needed perspective.” Fishing his phone from his jean's pocket, Chris checked through his notifications, signaling the end of their conversation.  
 
    “Yes, hopefully,” Cadence replied over her shoulder as she disappeared into the kitchen.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Cadence?” Dani didn’t completely recognize the fully clothed and healthy-looking star survivalist walking towards her outside of the restaurant they'd agreed to meet at.    
 
    “Hi, Dani!” Cadence responded, spotting Dani in a red ball-cap with her dark, wavy hair dangling from underneath it. Cutting through the bystanders gathered around the hostess desk, Cadence went straight for the table Dani occupied on the patio.  
 
    “Oh my gosh,” Dani said with amazement, “Look at you. As gorgeous as I remember, albeit healthier than the last time we saw each other.”  
 
    “Right? Thanks!” Hugging like old friends, Cadence instantly felt tears in her eyes, happy and relieved to reconnect with the woman who'd chosen her for the show. “I’m so happy to see you.” 
 
     “I'm so happy to see you, too.” Dani reached for Cadence's shaking hand. “Oh my goodness, Cadence, are you okay?” 
 
    “I'm good!” Cadence smiled, dabbing at her tears. “Keeping busy at the bank, and getting out for hikes as often as I can.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” Dani confirmed. “I was referring to the you underneath the daily activities. The you who survived Madagascar.” 
 
    Laughing, Cadence revealed a bit of her worry. “Well, if canceling a viewing party due to the sudden bouts of anxiety I’m having over the show airing is any hint...” 
 
    “Oh no!” Dani laughed, too. “You did? Why, Cadence, I didn't take you for the type of person who could ever be that nervous! You're not ashamed of being on the show, are you?” 
 
    “No! Of course not. I'm not ashamed. But, yeah, I’m nervous.”  
 
    Scanning over the lunch menu, Dani asked, “Because of being naked? Or is it something else?” 
 
    “Oddly, being naked is part of it.” 
 
    Dani joked. “Does it feel like buyer's remorse?” 
 
    “A little. The thing is, when I was applying to be on your show, having to be naked for the challenge paled in comparison to the ominous task of survival. But, now, that aspect makes me feel vulnerable in ways I hadn't imagined.” 
 
    “Yeah, and that's natural,” Dani told her with compassion in her tone. “The experience was apt to change you one way or another. Have you and Jackson stayed in touch?” 
 
    “Here and there,” Cadence shared, deciding on the grilled shrimp salad. “It's strange, the closeness I still feel with him, even though we haven't seen each other since your hotel room in Madagascar.” 
 
    “That's also natural.” Dani checked a notification on her phone and cleared it. “I plan on paying him a visit soon.” 
 
    A bolt of envy hit Cadence's stomach, wishing she had a reason to see Jackson, too. “Cool. When?” 
 
    “I'd hoped to see him before your episode aired, but I've been distracted with business meetings and post-production. The network wanted us to rush the editing of your episode because you two were the first teammates to make it through the full challenge this season. It's not good for ratings when episode after episode the teams can't keep it together, or don't like each other, or one bails first, and the other follows a few days later. You and Jackson were our heroes, for sure.” 
 
    “You helped us make that happen,” Cadence reminded her. 
 
    Waving away the sentiment, Dani blew her a kiss. “Hey, what happens in Madagascar, stays in Madagascar. Know what I mean?” 
 
    Cadence blushed. “Yes.” 
 
    “Listen, it's all good. As I told you before, I prefer to meet with my show stars before their episode is seen by millions.” 
 
    Millions? Cadence wondered about the magnitude of millions, and how she'd convinced herself only thousands would be watching. The pressing question in her head took precedence, as it was her single-most dominant thought since returning from Madagascar. She needed to finally get it off her chest and ask Dani for answers.  
 
    Ignoring the worry over how she might sound inquiring about the secret she and Jackson shared, Cadence mustered the courage to come right out and ask...  
 
    “Dani, I have to ask you something.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “When you watched the episode did you notice anything... like, a certain closeness, between me and Jackson? Did we appear, you know, closer than we should have?”  
 
    Dani studied Cadence's face and gestured with a nonchalant hand wave, picking up on what she meant under the words. “I didn't see anything in the footage that looked abnormal for two people in need of each other as teammates. It was apparent you two worked well together and had good communication and partnering skills. Nothing else, though, that I recall. Certainly nothing that painted a picture of something more, if that's what you're asking?” 
 
    “Good,” Cadence responded with an exhale, the burning stress in her stomach dissipating.  
 
    Curiously, Dani probed. “Was there something more?” 
 
    Guilty, Cadence unfolded her napkin and rested it on her lap, averting her gaze. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Oh?” Dani looked surprised on the surface, but there was a knowing sense in her tone. “Whatever happened behind the scenes wasn't caught on camera. I promise.”  
 
    “But, it was obvious to you? And, to the cameras and crew?” 
 
    “I mean, there were moments,” Dani told her. “I don't look too deeply or ask questions when mother nature's in control. She's a lover and a fighter, know what I mean? It's best to let things take their course without outside interference when in Her presence.” 
 
    Cadence considered Dani's words. “Well, you encounter Her in the roughest of situations for the purpose of the show. Madagascar's conditions turned scary by the end of our twenty-seven days. I'm glad we got out of there when we did.” 
 
    “Yes, very true.” Dani dipped a chunk of hot bread in a mixture of olive oil and balsamic vinegar before popping it into her mouth. “We leave on Saturday for our next destination.” 
 
    “Really? How exciting!” Cadence broke bread with Dani, swirling her slice in the Italian mixture and then eating it. “Where to?” 
 
    Dani winked. “Can't say. We keep those details quiet, remember?” 
 
    “Right,” Cadence confirmed, nodding her understanding. “Wow, I'm so curious. I hope your next pairing works out as well as me and Jackson.” 
 
    “I do, too, but, the truth is, more partnerships end badly than how yours did. You and Jackson are the rarity.” 
 
    Although Dani had told her that before, the reminder of how special her connection with Jackson was caused Cadence's heart to flutter, powerfully, and she couldn't control it. Her smile served as evidence for what she truly felt. “I suppose I should call Jackson, and make sure he watches our episode. You know how guys are—they always forget.” 
 
    “I doubt Jackson could forget something as important as this,” Dani stated. “He's authentic when it comes to survival. The real deal. Being on the show was as monumental for him as it was for you. Believe it.” 
 
    “I do,” she confirmed, and meant it. “And, I miss him.” 
 
    “I'm sure.” Dani inquired, “So? Are you ready for being recognized in grocery stores and malls?” 
 
    Blushing, Cadence drank her water to cool the redness in her cheeks. “I guess? How does anyone prepare for that?” 
 
    “You don't,” was Dani's straight-forward answer, adding, “You simply go with it, just like you did in Madagascar.”  
 
    “I'll try to keep that in mind.” 
 
    “Stop worrying about it, Cadence. You did a fabulous job and there's nothing to be concerned about.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Dani went on. “In fact, you and Jackson were so great together, I'm considering you both as returning participants for when we do our mega challenges with groups of former teammates.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Cadence replied in shock. “You mean the forty-five day challenges? With like, nine other survivalists?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Cadence froze, excited and petrified at the idea of a challenge lasting longer than twenty-seven days, and with a group. “When?” 
 
    “Probably in six months, or maybe a year from now?” 
 
    “A year from now would be better!” Cadence’s primal desire to run free in nature pounded through her chest, ready for another extreme opportunity. The dinging of notifications on her phone brought her back to the present moment, and the truth of her immediate existence. “I used up every last bit of my vacation time and sick days to go to Madagascar, though.” With a somber tone, she admitted to both Dani and herself, “I’d have to quit my job and breakup with my boyfriend to go on the show for that long. Neither my boss nor Chris would be in favor of me going. Forty-five days is a long time to be away from both.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the hardest part of producing the bigger shows,” Dani responded, her enthusiasm deflating slightly. “It takes people who own their own businesses, like Jackson, to go on the longer challenges. Last season, one of our returning participants quit his job to do the mega challenge. I do understand that not everyone can do that, though.” 
 
    Cadence’s pulse raced, drawn to the notion of living as freely as Jackson did. “As much as I wish I could just take off and do it, I love my job,” Cadence admitted. “Quitting would be a bad idea. I work for a great company and they’ve been so good to me.” 
 
    “Good, I'm glad.” Dani stated, but didn't sound totally convinced. “If you change your mind, let me know.” 
 
    “I will.” Their lunches arrived, enticing them to dig in and eat. Cadence savored the flavor of the grilled shrimp, then ate a few bites of the steamed rice. “Is Jackson going to do the longer challenge?” 
 
    Dani explained, “I haven't discussed it with him yet. He did mention to me before he left Madagascar that his business could survive without him if I wanted to cast him for it.” 
 
    The thought of Jackson doing a challenge without her was unsettling. “Hmm. You're making me feel jealous.” 
 
    “Don’t be jealous. If it’s meant to be, then it will happen,” Dani assured. 
 
    Changing the subject, Cadence joked, “So, will you be watching the episode, too?” 
 
    Dani laughed. “Nah—I saw it a gazillion times while the episode was being edited, and also in real-time when we were filming it. What about your boyfriend? Is he excited to watch your episode?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Cadence replied with a shrug, “he seems like he is.” 
 
    Dani studied Cadence’s stiff expression, and understood what it meant. “I'm sure he'll be fine. He should be very proud of you. Not too many fellows can say they’re in love with a true warrior woman.” 
 
    “I think Chris likes to believe I’m just going through a phase and that I’ll outgrow it one day.”  
 
    Dani related. “I was married to a guy like that. He never could accept me for me. We’ve been divorced for years, but I often wonder if his lack of understanding, his disinterest, fueled my fire to go out there and do something crazy, like creating the survival show, just to prove him wrong. Men like my ex prefer women who’re comfortable behind a desk, not surviving out in the wild.” 
 
    Dani’s words struck a hard chord in Cadence’s gut. “Yes, Chris relates to me best when I’m in bank manager mode rather than being a survival enthusiast.” 
 
    “You’re not just an enthusiasts, Cadence,” Dani clarified, “you’re a bad-ass who deserves the highest recognition for your achievements. I hope you pop a bottle or two of champagne watching the show tomorrow night in celebration of that fact.”  
 
    “That’s the second time this lunch you’ve made me blush, Dani,” Cadence told her with a laugh. “And, thank you, for everything.” 
 
    The two women enjoyed their meals, clinking water glasses in a friendly toast to the show, and to the possibility of future shows. When lunch was finished, Dani and Cadence hugged and promised to stay in touch like old friends, sisters, chicks who’d lived through something special together. 
 
    Cadence's thoughts drifted to Jackson as she walked to her car. Arizona was an hour ahead of California, and she glanced at the time, considering when was best to call him. Now, a voice in her gut spoke loudly. Call him, now. 
 
    Settling into the driver's seat, Cadence found Jackson's number in her phone and hit the “call” button. Listening to the rings, she waited for his voice to respond, but got his voicemail instead. Cadence ended the call and thumbed a text message: Hi Jackson! Guess who I just had lunch with? Dani! We talked about our show airing tomorrow and I'm totally freaking out. So nervous! Hope you're feeling great :) 
 
    Turning on the ignition, Cadence held her phone, partially expecting Jackson's quick reply, wanting to share his excitement with her, too. Two minutes passed before his response. Cadence! What's up, crazy twin? I'm good! Fully recovered from our experience and back to the usual routine. Me and my roommates are watching the episode tomorrow. I think they're as excited as I am! I'll text you during the show. Take care! 
 
    She pondered his text and sensed the distance between them. She’d had the impression that Jackson lived alone, and the mention of him having roommates elevated her curiosity. He hadn't mentioned living with anyone as far as she could recall, and the thought of Jackson living with other people caused a strange stir in Cadence’s core. Their lives were so different from when they’d spent a month spooning for survival on an unforgiving cave basin. Acknowledging that made her miss him more.  
 
    Cadence simply left a happy face emoji in place of words as her reply, unsure of how else to respond, her emotions too strong to explain. Then came his emoji, a happy face blowing a kiss, and it brought on an odd sense of relief, like a comforting sign that all was well, even though deep down, she knew it wasn’t.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Cadence returned from lunch just in time for a meeting with Brooke, her regional bank manager.  
 
    “Hi. Sorry we haven’t had a chance to catch up before today,” Brooke chirped upon entering Cadence’s office. “I feel like I hardly know you now that you’re about to be a reality television star!” Brooke raised a curious eyebrow and took a seat on the other side of Cadence’s desk. “I’m dying to know all about what happened when you were filming the survival show.” 
 
    “Good to see you,” Cadence replied to her boss, sincerely enjoying their meetings. “I know, I can’t believe it’s been months already since I was out there in Madagascar. It’s been tough keeping the details of the show quiet. Remember, I signed a non-disclosure agreement with them. I can’t tell you too much.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. I want every detail of this massive adventure you took,” Brooke demanded, tapping her pen on the desk. “I won’t tell anyone.” 
 
    Shrinking inwards, Cadence replied, “I wish I could tell you everything, but, I can't. I'm not allowed to share details until after the episode has aired.” 
 
    “What?” Brooke unzipped her briefcase and powered up her tablet. “I let my best bank manager disappear for a month and I have to wait to know what happened as if I was a stranger? No sneak peeks? Pictures? Come on! I'm dying to know. Throw a girl a tidbit! A morsel of information!” 
 
    “Sorry.” Cadence frowned, feeling bad over withholding pertinent information from a woman she respected. “I can't even tell my family or my boyfriend.”  
 
    “Wow.” Brooke gave in, and didn’t push for more. “Well, are you nervous?” 
 
    “Trying not to be.” 
 
    Brooke shot Cadence a look of disbelief. “If it was me, I'd be... actually, I have no idea how I'd feel. You have to be a certain type of person to go on a show like that in the first place. And, I'm not that type.” 
 
    Cadence laughed. “What type am I?” 
 
    “You're a wild woman trapped in a banker's life.” 
 
    Cadence laughed, twirling her pen between her fingers, reminded of Dani’s earlier sentiments. “I don't feel trapped. I love my job and feel very fortunate to work for such a great company.” 
 
    “And we feel very fortunate to have you,” Brooke confirmed. “You're really not going to tell me anything?”  
 
    “Nope.” Cadence silenced her phone and readied for their monthly meeting. “But, I can show you a picture.” 
 
    “Of?” 
 
    “Of the guy I was partnered with.” 
 
    Lowering her voice, Brooke asked, “Was he hot?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay, show me his picture.” 
 
    Flipping through the images stored on her phone, Cadence found the picture Dani had taken of her and Jackson together at the hotel. “This was my teammate.” 
 
    Examining the picture, Brooke’s face went from serious to excited. “Wow, what a face on him. Those piercing blue eyes.” 
 
    “Right? He'd lost a bunch of weight at the end of the challenge.” 
 
    Brooke stated, “You look like you did, too.” 
 
    “I did.” Cadence added, “I still have about ten pounds more to put back on just to get to my normal weight, though.” 
 
    “Well, did you have fun? Was it everything you'd hoped for?” 
 
    “More.”  
 
    Brooke smiled proudly at her subordinate, supportive of her odd, yet attained goal. “That's fantastic, Cadence. I can't wait to watch it tomorrow.” 
 
    “I'm excited about seeing it, too.” 
 
    “You haven't seen it yet, either?” 
 
    “No.” Cadence confided, “I was going to host a small viewing party, just close friends, and mostly Chris’s, but I totally chickened out and canceled it.” 
 
    “So, just you and Chris?” 
 
    “Yes, and I kind of wish it was just me. I'm a little worried about what his reaction will be.” 
 
    “Why? He was cool with you going on the show, right?” 
 
    “He was, but, I’m still concerned. You don’t think it would be weird for you to see your husband spooning naked with another woman? A woman you haven't met? On national television?” 
 
    Brooke contemplated the question, visualizing her man doing just as Cadence described, and smirked at the thought. “I think it would be weird to see my husband spooning in general. He's not a snuggling kind of guy.” 
 
    “When you're freezing your butt off, you snuggle, as close as you possibly can.” 
 
    “Oh, I'm sure, but again, this goes back to not being that type of person in the first place. We’re not into camping, let alone running naked in a remote part of the world with nothing. Well, almost nothing.” 
 
    “It's funny,” Cadence told her, “your reaction is very similar to Chris's.” 
 
    “And, probably most people feel like we do,” Brooke stated, then added, “perfectly happy not being naked and starving on a survival reality show.” 
 
    Cadence smiled, fully at ease, however different she was from “most” people, including her boss. “The show's producer, Dani, asked if I was interested in being in the forty-five day challenge.” 
 
    “What did you tell her?” 
 
    “That's way too long, even for an adventure-seeking crazy woman like me. Plus, I can't take that much time off.” 
 
    “No, probably not,” Brooke confirmed. “But, we do have a business trip coming up.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cadence sighed, opening the calendar on her desktop. “In six weeks.” 
 
    Brooke double-checked her calendar, too. “Yes, and the company meeting will be out-of-state this year.” 
 
     Cadence brightened. “Oh? When was this decided?” 
 
    “I got the email this morning.” Brooke typed an email and sent it to Cadence. “I just sent you the information. I'll arrange our travel and lodging this afternoon.” 
 
    Cadence read over Brooke's email. “Oh my goodness.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    With shock, Cadence inquired, “Arizona? Corporate decided on Phoenix?” 
 
    “They did.” Brooke explained, “I was hoping for Hawaii, but, I guess the desert will have to suffice.” 
 
    “Arizona is where Jackson lives.” 
 
    “Jackson?” 
 
    “My teammate on the show.” 
 
    “Huh.” Brooke noticed the fire in Cadence's eyes, her mind somewhere else. “Maybe you can visit him while we're there?” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe.” Suddenly, Cadence felt transparent, as if Brooke could see right through her, and turned her attention to her computer screen. “The hotel looks nice.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    Cadence laughed to herself, then shared, “I wonder how many fellow bankers will recognize me from the show at the conference?” 
 
    “It will be interesting to find out, for sure.” Brooke asked, “Confirming?” 
 
    “Confirming.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Babe!  Look!” Chris called out to Cadence from the living room. “The show promo just came on again! I paused it so you could see...” 
 
    “Again?” Cadence hurried from the kitchen with two glasses of wine, her eyes wide with a surge of adrenaline. 
 
    “Ha! Stop freaking out.” He assured, hitting “play” on the remote control pointed at the television. “Watch. It’s a little different than the one we saw last night.” 
 
    “Oh?” Cadence saw herself on the screen again, skinny, dirty and butt naked with Jackson, looking rugged, muscular, strong, and so protective of her. “Different, and shorter.” 
 
    “My parents sent me an email earlier saying they saw the promos, too.” 
 
    “Same.” Cadence caught her breath, not as nervous as before. “Your parents, my parents. My cousin’s in Washington. Friends on Facebook.” 
 
    Chris took a glass from her and offered a cheers. “I’m glad you seem more relaxed over it.” 
 
    “Getting there, I think.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” he implored, joking. “Should we get a paper bag for you to breathe in? Just in case you hyperventilate?”  
 
    Exhaling as a show of her stabilized mood, she replied, “I'm cool.” 
 
    “Let’s watch it again, then.” Thumbing the “rewind” button on the remote, Chris found the commercial and pressed “play.”   
 
    “Again?” Watching her survivalist-self on repeat, a brave soul going up against the elements, making fire and eating off the land, Cadence added, “I wish they’d edited around the part where I got sick. I look terrible.” 
 
    “You look like a different person, that’s for sure.” Waiting until the end of the promo, Chris fast-forwarded through the other commercials until finding the hockey match already in progress.  “So, what happened? I mean, you can tell me now, right? The show's on tomorrow. I'm not going to blow it for you by leaking pertinent information to the public.” 
 
    “I know.” Laughing as she joined him on the couch, Cadence set her wine on the side-table and turned to her boyfriend, ready to share a few details. “I was almost removed from the challenge that day I got so sick. The vomiting went on for hours, and considering we hadn't had much to eat or drink in the first place, the risk of life-threatening dehydration was real.” 
 
    “Damn. And what was it that made you so sick?” 
 
    “Swallowing the flesh of a plant that causes nausea if eaten.” 
 
    Bewildered, Chris shook his head, a little bothered by this information. “Why would you eat something like that?” 
 
    “I didn't mean to,” she told him. “The point was to only drink the juice the plant gave off. But, some of the fleshy parts went down, too, and there was nothing I could do but wait till it was out of my system.” 
 
    “Damn,” he replied, shaking his head. “Did your partner get sick, too?” 
 
    “No, he didn't.” Uncomfortable discussing Jackson with Chris, Cadence returned the spotlight to herself. “And, after a day or so I started feeling better, which is weird to say considering we were still starving. There were moments, though, where I doubted I'd make it.” 
 
    His attention compromised by the intensity of the hockey match, Chris stated, “But, you did.” 
 
    “Yes,” she confirmed, checking the notification on her phone. It was a text message from Jackson. Clicking it, she read his message: I just saw US on a promo! How freaking cool is that? You looked great! 
 
    She texted back: I just saw it, too. And I looked horrible LOL. Cadence waited a minute for Jackson's response, but none came. She shot him another message. Can you talk? 
 
    Cadence drew a breath, her heart beating erratically, wanting to delete the text seconds after sending it, worried if she'd overstepped... DING! In the preview window on her phone, Cadence read Jackson's simple reply. Sure. 
 
    Absorbed by his favorite team winning the game, Chris didn't ask where Cadence was going, and barely acknowledged her as she left the room to make a phone call. It wasn't his nature to inquire or keep tabs on her every move, especially not in their own apartment after a long day at work.  
 
    Searching her phone as she stepped out onto their apartment terrace, just in time to catch the last minutes of daylight before dusk, Cadence hit the “call” button and initiated a conversation. Ringing once, ringing twice... 
 
    “Hey, woman!” Jackson greeted her, sounding much closer than he really was. “What is up? Did my ass look fat on television?” 
 
    “You stole my joke!” Bursting with laughter, Cadence felt a wave of relief just hearing Jackson's deep voice resonate through her phone. “I was going to ask you the same thing.” 
 
    “Considering neither of us were eating more than a handful of meal-worms and other nasty little grubs most days,” he assured, “I'd say looking plump isn't something we need to be concerned with.”  
 
    Cadence wanted to reach through the cell tower and hug Jackson like they did when they crossed the finish line together in Madagascar, having survived the full twenty-seven days as intimate friends and warriors. She'd never felt as close to anyone in her life as she did with Jackson then, and that feeling still lived within her. “Right? I'm not worried about that at all. I still have some weight to gain back after losing a quarter of my size on our trip.” 
 
    “I’m about back to normal.” He joked, “Lean and mean.” 
 
    “I’m sure you are.” 
 
    “I'm totally excited and can't stop talking about it,” Jackson admitted. “My roommates are so done with me right now, tired of my constant blah blah blah about the show.” 
 
    Roommates. There was that reference again. Jackson kept mentioning them, but hadn't revealed details yet. And, Cadence didn't want to pry, even after being naked with this man day in and day out. 
 
     “I've had to fight off multiple inquires, too,” she shared, observing the heavenly glow of the sunset over the hillside she lived near. The sky was lit and colored with pink and orange, and as beautiful as it was, it paled in comparison to what they'd watched night after night on the Savannah. “I get the vibe that none of them believe me when I explain why information can't be given. Like I'm making it up for dramatic effect.” 
 
    “If only,” he added, laughing with sarcasm. “Wait until they see it tomorrow, then they'll understand what a shit storm we lived through.”  
 
    “I didn't recognize myself, Jackson.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was like watching someone playing me in the promo.” 
 
    Cadence bit her lip, wanting to ask the question that had been bothering her for weeks. Jackson broke the silence. “It's good to hear your voice, Cadence.” 
 
    “It's good to hear yours, too.” Her hips swayed as she shifted her stress from one leg to the other, trying to make peace with uttering the words she struggled to say, not convinced bringing the difficult subject to light was a good idea. “Jackson, I have to ask you something.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Her throat constricted, nervous and filled with emotion. “Are you... do you ever, um, does it make you wonder if...” 
 
    Jackson's tone turned serious. “It's okay, Cadence, just say whatever it is you need to get off your chest.” 
 
    His instant understanding mellowed her tension enough for her to drop her guard. “Are you concerned with what happened between us being apparent on television?” 
 
    She swore she could hear Jackson's mind working, streaming over their past experience, wondering, like her, if their closeness was more apparent than either had thought while they were in the midst of their wild adventure.  
 
    He answered, “No, I'm not concerned. If there's a glimmer of anything between us that looks like more than great teamwork and a close friendship, then so be it. Why?” he countered. “Are you worried we're going to get caught smiling at each other?” 
 
    Cadence chuckled. “Maybe I'm being too cautious? Probably worrying for nothing over something that's not even real to begin with.” 
 
    “Cadence, it was real.” Jackson said with absoluteness. “We were real then, too. The entire experience with you was true and authentic.” He took a breath before adding, “I wasn't pretending any of the emotions I shared with you.” 
 
    Her heart pounded and her cheeks went flush, trying to think of the proper response. “Thank you. I'm glad you told me this, but...” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But, that's why I'm concerned. I wasn't pretending, either, and I know there were days and moments when our chemistry was... visible, to the crew. That also means it was visible to the cameras.” 
 
    “And if your man picks up on any of it?” 
 
    “Him, my boss, my family and friends,” she clarified. “I'm afraid I won't be able to hide or deny any of what happened between us.” 
 
    Jackson was silent, listening closely to the meaning behind her words.  
 
    She continued, “This is why I feel like I'm obsessing over something I made up in my own mind because you don't seem to care like I do.” 
 
    “Well, our situations are quite different,” he reminded her. “Please know I think of you often, and have only excellent memories of our month surviving together.” 
 
    With conviction, she replied, “I have more than fond memories, Jackson.”  
 
    She heard him gulp and then clear his throat. “Oh?”  
 
    “Yes.” She waited for his response, but he didn't offer one. “Jackson?” 
 
    “I'm here.” 
 
    “That's all you have to say?” 
 
    “I'm just not sure what to say.” Static blurred the last part of his sentence.  
 
    “What?” she asked, her heart racing as tears floated above her bottom lashes. “I couldn't hear you.” 
 
    “Cadence, you're in a relationship,” he clarified once the distortion cleared. “We live in different states. We have different lives.” 
 
    “You keep pointing out how different we are since the challenge ended,” she stated, then reminded him, “but, all I heard you saying when we were in Madagascar is how similar we are. Twins, that's what you called us.” 
 
    “I don't mean to upset you, Cadence. If I said the wrong thing...” 
 
    Cadence blurted, “It's not you alone upsetting me, Jackson. It's the entire situation. It's meeting my soul mate in a totally unexpected place and under very bizarre circumstances, and having to live with the pain of separation in the aftermath. It's having to carry on as if nothing intimate happened while my heart is still connected to whatever this is between us, call it infatuation, desperation, or...” Cadence pulled the phone away from her face and took a deep breath, relieved and worried over her sudden spill of secrets.  
 
    He implored, “Or?” 
 
    With a burst of tears, Cadence came right out and said what she truly felt. “Love.” She waited a beat for his reply before adding, “Not being with you hurts, like a stab in my gut, right where my stuffed emotions hide, reminding me that the feelings I developed for you go much, much deeper than I'd imagined they would once the backdrop of Madagascar was gone.” 
 
    “Wow,” he exhaled, making a soft humming sound instead of offering a thin, awkward response. “I'm sorry you're hurting. I didn't mean for that...” 
 
    Anger struck, drying Cadence's tears instantaneously. “Stop saying that, Jackson! Just stop being the good guy for a minute and be real with me, like you were, or at least how I think you were then.” 
 
    “I was totally real, Cadence,” he stated, regaining strength in their heated exchange. “I wasn't lying when I said I had no intentions of meeting someone for romantic reasons on the show. And, I was telling the truth when I expressed my emotions over our intimate connection.” 
 
    “And now it's over, right?” she asked, imploring further, “so, you're done with us, too?” 
 
    “I went back to my life, Cadence, the regular weekly activities I was committed to before auditioning for Dani, just like you did.” His tone softened, “You're in a relationship, Cadence. It's not for me to interfere with it. I assume you're still happy with him, and so I let you be. We're friends, and nothing can change that. And, yes, I love you, too. What's between us doesn't have to be any more than friendship, though. Not all soul mates are meant to be together. Sometimes relationships are simply for learning, not for landing. Do you get what I'm saying? Is that real enough for you?” 
 
    Taken by his honesty, Cadence replied, “I wish I knew this side of you when we were together, Jackson.” 
 
    “What side?” he asked, confused over how to explain himself further. “This is me, Cadence, and that was me, too. If this sudden emotional attack is over the fact that we had sex...” 
 
    “No,” she corrected his thinking, “it's not just about that. We don't owe each other anything because of a single physical act that we mutually consented to. I'm an adult who can put things in perspective.” 
 
    “I'm not doubting your maturity, your intelligence, or your ability to see things for what they are. I've been with you at your worst, Cadence,” he reminded, reflecting on the strength and bravery she showed the entire survival challenge. “You're probably the strongest woman I've ever known.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Shaking, Cadence drew a breath and centered her thoughts. “But, what I meant was, it's strange getting to know you now because I felt like I knew you completely in Madagascar. For a month I was your main priority besides hunting and keeping a fire--” 
 
    He complimented, “You're the queen of fire-keeping!”  
 
    Her burst of laughter broke the tension. “Yes, I am. And, you're a brilliant hunter.” 
 
    The mood mellowed into a comfortable place for the two former teammates to communicate without the emotional strife. Jackson replied, “Thank you. I miss being your hunter-gatherer.” 
 
    “And I miss being your wing-man.”  
 
    “Wing-woman,” he corrected. 
 
    “Yes.” Cadence peeked inside her apartment to check on Chris, still totally involved with the game. “Dani mentioned casting me on the big challenge, the one that goes on for more than...” 
 
    “Yeah, she asked me if I was interested, too.”  
 
    “Are you thinking about it?” 
 
    “Maybe. It depends on when they shoot it. I just took off so much time from my work.” 
 
    “I know,” she agreed, “me, too.” 
 
    Cadence felt her chest open up and her lungs expand without being clogged by her muddied emotions. There was so much more she wanted to know, yet she couldn't bring herself to ask another question, apprehensive about digging further into his personal details. 
 
    Jackson asked, “So? We'll text each other tomorrow while watching the show?” 
 
    “You're ahead of me by an hour,” she reminded, “so no spoilers if you watch it before me.” 
 
    “Cadence?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You're the best,” he stated. “I love you very much. Please, don't get caught up in the fear. You're better than that.” 
 
    “Okay.” She knew what he meant and was willing to accept that as the appropriate answer for now.  
 
    “We're good.”  
 
    “Yes,” she confirmed, “we are.” 
 
    Her heart gave another answer, beating irregularly as their call ended. As brave as she was surviving in an extreme environment, she weakened at the thought of seeing Jackson again, imagining a visit to his home during her upcoming business trip to Arizona. She'd arrive a day earlier than the company event, and plan a surprise excursion to Jackson's doorstep. Or, perhaps she'd tell him beforehand so they could plan a time to hang out and meet for coffee, or even dinner?  
 
    The memory of Jackson's clear blue eyes and how they'd gaze at her from morning till night filled her mind, blurring her vision as she stood there watching the sun disappear behind the hillside.  
 
    “Honey?” Chris called from inside.  
 
    “Be right there,” Cadence called back, tucking her phone into her back pocket. In the dusk, she heard the familiar sounds of her city coming to life, the hum of Friday night traffic, yet the noise offered no comfort. She longed for the sounds of Madagascar, and for Jackson to be back by her side.   
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Jackson spent a few minutes digesting the phone call with Cadence. Their heated exchange left him shrouded in negative energy, and it wouldn’t disperse. He’d held faith in their closeness continuing into the future uninterrupted, but their connection had obviously been strained by the distance between them. He wondered about his part in it, going over what had been said, and struggled to make peace with how the conversation ended.  
 
    His emotional confusion in the aftermath of meeting and mating with Cadence in Madagascar hadn’t cleared since their return to civilization. And, the subject of just how deep he’d fallen for her wasn’t on the table for discussion, either, but safely hidden with his denial, knowing they’d gone too far while isolated and removed from their personal realities. Where Cadence had been honest and upfront with Jackson about her personal life, he’d skipped a thing or two pertaining to his living situation.  
 
    Jackson wasn’t the type of guy to disrupt an established and happy relationship for the sake of his own wants and needs. Keeping his emotional distance from Cadence, and immersing himself back into his own regular life, was part of the post-adventure process for him. He thought Cadence had understood that, and accepted their circumstances, as he did. But, there he stood, staring at his backyard rock garden, overwhelmed by Cadence’s bold admittance of her honest, guttural feelings regarding the two of them.  
 
    Checking the time on his phone, Jackson realized the late hour. A noise from inside the house let him know that one of his two roommates had arrived home. 
 
     Entering the living room, Jackson’s introspective mood shifted into carefree happiness, seeing his favorite gorgeous, leggy brunette, Roxanne, dropping her briefcase and falling onto the couch. “Hey there, beautiful lady.” 
 
    “Hi, honey.” Roxanne smiled, making room for him to sit next to her. “You look handsome in that shirt I bought you.” 
 
    Blushing, loving her compliments, he blew her a kiss. “Thanks.” 
 
    She blew one back. “How are you?”  
 
    “I’m cool.” He placed his phone on the side table before joining her on the couch. Smitten and comfortable with the raven beauty by his side, he settled in, brushing off the emotional confrontation with Cadence. “Glad to see you, babe. Good to see you didn’t have to work too late again. I know you’ve been busy putting together your next presentation.” 
 
    “Yes, it has been a hectic week at the office, for sure. But, there is a light at the end of the tunnel. I feel good about the progress were making and I’m not concerned with missing the deadline anymore. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Awesome, babe. Good for you.” He kissed her shoulder, then her neck. “Kicking ass all over the place as usual.” 
 
     “You’re so sweet.” She glanced from his handsome face to his phone. “I heard the tail-end of your conversation outside. It sounded kind of serious.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, I guess.” Jackson stammered, suddenly called out. 
 
    “Who was it, Jacks?” Roxanne asked, twisting her silky brown locks into a messy bun on the top of her head.  
 
    “Oh, that was Cadence.” 
 
    “Cadence?”  
 
    “My partner from the survival show.”  
 
    “Oh, that Cadence.” She extended her legs to overlap his, revealing her sexy thighs under the rolled up hem of her white skirt. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” he confirmed. “She saw the promotional commercial for our episode airing, too.” 
 
    “Oh, wow!” Roxanne replied with genuine interest. “Is she as excited as we are?” 
 
    “Definitely, if not more so.” Jackson bathed Roxanne in visual worship, turned on by her flirty, playful, loving nature as she stroked his arm with affection. “We joked about our asses looking big on television.” 
 
    “That’s funny. You two looked like skin and bones for most of it! She looks like a tough chick, though,” Roxanne noted without a hint of suspicion or jealousy. She added, “And totally hot, and I don't mean because of the sweltering heat in Madagascar.” 
 
    “She's hot, for sure, and tough, and brave beyond words.” Parting Roxanne's legs to steal a peek at her pink cotton panties, Jackson gazed at the outline of her precious mound, hairless except for the dark, plush triangle of hair she kept. Disrupting the sensual mood, Jackson continued, “And, she's totally involved with her boyfriend in a traditional monogamous relationship.”  
 
    “Hmm.” Roxanne rolled her eyes, sensing something else behind Jackson's good-guy, full disclosure facade. “Good to know.” She swatting his hungry hand from maneuvering between her inner thighs. “You need to make us dinner before you get any of that, my love.”  
 
    “I thought Zane was making dinner tonight?” he replied with an innocent grin. “Didn't I dazzle you with my culinary brilliance last week?” 
 
    Crossing her arms over the fullness of her breasts, she gave her boyfriend an incredulous look. “No, those were Zane's delicious grilled steaks. Really, Jacks? Don't mess with my stomach. You know how moody I get when I'm hungry and unsatisfied.” 
 
    “Oh, I know better than to mess with your appetite,” he admitted, leaning in for a kiss. Her full lips were painted in a pink gloss smelling of roses and Jackson grazed them with his tongue before he took control of her mouth.  
 
    She mumble-purred through their soft, romantic kissing, “And now you ruin my makeup.”  
 
    With a wet slurp, Jackson replied, “Sorry, not sorry.” 
 
    The passion between them escalated naturally, like lovers well-versed in pleasing each other. Jackson was quick to pull Roxanne close to his body, deepening their kissing until his wants and needs were clear to her.  
 
    On the verge of putting dinner aside to enjoy Jackson's sudden erection, Roxanne wrapped her arms around his broad shoulders and pressed her chest to his. “Is this how it's going down tonight, honey? Just you and me without Zane? We promised him we would wait after the last few greedy times we went ahead, just the two of us.” 
 
    Jackson went from seducer to slump, realizing the truth of the matter. “You're right. We've been very greedy since my return. But, he did have you for an entire month without me.” His actions didn't match his words, continuing to advance on Roxanne, kissing her neck and shoulders, descending into her heavenly cleavage...  
 
    “Yes, he did. And you had… bugs.” Long and lean, Roxanne wiggled her supple body from him, brushing the loose hair from her face before reminding him of the situation. “Jacks? Weren’t we going to eat first and party later?” 
 
    Giving in, Jackson changed gears, kissing Roxanne on the cheek and forehead before heading for the kitchen. “Okay, Rox, what are you craving?” 
 
    “Nothing too heavy.” Fluffing her dress where her panties had caught the fabric during their lusty exchange, Roxanne followed him to the kitchen. “I have plans for my men tonight.” She sorted through the miscellaneous items in the refrigerator. “We have chicken breasts and enough ingredients for a nice-size spinach salad.” 
 
    Jackson's eyes lit with a fiery interest as he washed his hands at the sink. “How about a grilled chicken spinach salad? With a side of organic veggies from our own backyard?” 
 
    “Perfect,” she replied, grabbing lettuce and the chicken breasts from the 'frig. “Light on the garlic, please.” 
 
    “What? Don’t mess with my garlic.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she gave him a pout, “I know you love it.” 
 
    “I do, but I love you more. Come here,” Jackson told her, drying his hands with a paper towel and opening his arms to her. Discarding the food items on the counter, Roxanne accepted his call to embrace, and merged with him.  
 
    He continued, “I haven't asked how you’re feeling. How are your shoulders?” He cupped his hands over her shoulders and neck and rubbed. “Full of stress?” 
 
    “I’m okay, but don’t stop. Rub, rub, rub.” She kissed his cheekbone, leaving a dab of her lip gloss on his skin. “I had Greek food for lunch at the usual place so that’s why I say go light with the garlic. I’ve had more than my share already today and I don’t want to kill either of you when we make love later.”  
 
    “Well, I have good news.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    He shared, “Besides seeing my ass on TV again,” he laughed, “I have two new reservations for the upcoming survival camp. And, this Sunday, my adventure tours are fully booked.” 
 
    “That's great, honey,” she praised, rubbing her nose with his before kissing him. “See? You had nothing to worry about. The marketing is paying off.” 
 
    “Thanks to you.” Jackson patted her ass then squeezed her sweet curves, wanting to pull her panties down and fondle the sensitive area between her thighs. “Your company's done an awesome job putting it all together for me. Business has doubled over the past six months.” 
 
    “I'm glad the marketing is working.” Roxanne reminded him, “You can give some of the credit to your appearance on the survival show, too, Jacks, as well as your hard work and dedication.” 
 
    He confirmed, “True, but, having a strong marketing plan has made a noticeable difference. Your strategies were right on target.” 
 
    “Good,” she replied, confident in her professional abilities. “Glad you're seeing results. Now, back to the dinner prep.” 
 
    “Want to grab a few fresh tomatoes from the garden?” he asked, referring to the vegetable and herb garden he kept in their backyard. It was a small yet thriving patch of earth they'd sectioned off so Jackson could “live off the land” even while in the midst of suburbia, and mix in homegrown items with the store-bought. “Some basil and oregano, too?” 
 
    “Sure.” She winked at him, then blew a kiss before taking the garden clippers to the backyard.  
 
    Firing up a burner on the stove, Jackson placed a cast-iron pan on top of the flames, and prepped the chicken with salt and pepper. He poured in olive oil and waited to add the poultry until the pan was hot enough. Watching Roxanne mingle with the thriving fruit and vegetable plants he’d grown from seed gave Jackson a sense of calm, observing her meticulous inspection of the ripe items before clipping the best ones. Roxanne was the unconventional woman who’d captured Jackson’s heart years previous and the one he couldn’t imagine living without, and yet he’d kept her existence in his life a secret from Cadence, for reasons too complicated to try and explain while cameras were filming their conversations. 
 
    Roxanne suddenly turned to face the window Jackson was watching her from and gave him an excited smile. Lifting a freshly clipped vine in the air for Jackson to see, she shouted, “The tomatoes are perfect!” 
 
    “Nice!” Jackson's gaze brightened, seeing Roxanne gather an armful of ripe ones and a handful of leafy basil and oregano. “Looks good!” 
 
    Roxanne returned to the kitchen, inspecting the offerings once more before rinsing them in the sink. “What's your plan for the tomatoes? Sliced or chopped?” 
 
    “Chopped.” Turning down the heat under the pan, Jackson flipped the chicken and added another round of salt and pepper seasoning to the breasts. “They're going to cook with the garlic and shallots and make an awesome sauce.” 
 
    “Want me to chop the herbs, too?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “Your organic garden’s looking ripe and ready for a bountiful harvest, my love.” 
 
    “That’s excellent to hear.” The chicken sizzled in the hot oil. Jackson shook the pan a bit to keep the poultry well-coated. “Did you see the zucchinis?” 
 
    “Yeah, and they’re almost ready to eat, too.” 
 
    The rumble of an SUV motor rolling into the attached garage followed by the sharp honk of a car alarm halted their meal prep.   
 
    “Zane’s home,” Roxanne chimed, quickly chopping the tomatoes for Jackson and adding them to the saute.  
 
    Jackson nodded. “We timed dinner perfectly.” 
 
    “What’s up, my people?” Zane asked as he joined them in the kitchen, making a small pile of his car keys and sunglasses on the counter. “Smells good!” He was handsome, like Jackson, with a more serious business-man type of look, dressed in a dark, tailored suit. “Who’s cooking?” 
 
    Roxanne pointed at Jackson. “Him.”  
 
    “Oh, so, snakes for dinner?” Zane joked. 
 
    Jackson replied, “Caught right there in our backyard.”  
 
    “He’s kidding,” Roxanne clarified, wrapping her arms firmly around Zane’s muscular neck. Her attraction to Zane was obvious, and Jackson smiled in approval as she kissed the other man. “Hello, gorgeous.”  Zane and Roxanne kissed again and let their lips linger, comfortable with their intimate exchange in front of Jackson.  
 
    “Greetings, sexy,” Zane replied to her, slipping his hand around the soft curve of Roxanne’s waist and holding her close to his muscular chest. “You look insanely beautiful.” 
 
    “Thanks, honey.” Making a little space between their bodies so their instant chemistry didn’t escalate before dinner. “So do you.” 
 
    Zane asked Jackson, “What’s the mystery meat?” 
 
    “The usual.” Jackson smiled, looking at Zane like a brother, stepping aside to reveal the chicken sautéing in the hot pan. With a hint of cockiness in his voice, he elaborated, “Chicken cooked to perfection with a side of organic goodness.” 
 
    “Nice.” Zane inspected the sizzle on the browning chicken and inhaled the delicious aroma of garlic and shallots. “Thank God it isn’t bugs,” he teased, selecting a bottle of white wine to share.  
 
    “Come on.” Jackson played into Zane’s benign jab. “I gave up eating bugs weeks ago.” 
 
    Roxanne made a sour face, disgusted by the mention of bugs consumed as food.  “Really, you two? Don’t gross me out before dinner, please.” 
 
    “Sorry, honey.” Zane grabbed his shared girlfriend and kissed her pouting face. “But, you need to prepare yourself for what we’re about to witness when his show airs. It won’t be rainbows and butterflies he’s chasing.”   
 
    “I know, I know.” Roxanne asserted her independent nature and went back to her cutting board. “So, how was your day, Zane?” 
 
     “It was fine,” he told her, twisting the cork from the wine bottle. “Meetings went well. Contracts were signed. Deals were closed. I have to work tomorrow, though, and maybe Sunday, too.” 
 
    “Zane?” she pouted, “I thought you were finally taking a weekend off?” 
 
    “I’m trying.” Handing Roxanne a glass of wine, he explained, “But, the clients are coming into town just to see this property, which means they’re serious about making an offer. I have to be there with them.” 
 
    “Of course, honey.” Offering a “cheers” to her men, they each clinked their glasses together before sipping the wine. “Work comes first, for each of us, despite the beautiful weather predicted this weekend.” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed, solemn over missed quality time with her. “But, let’s see what happens. I might get a text saying there’s no need, and then I’m all yours this weekend.” 
 
    “I’ll keep my fingers crossed for that.” Enjoying a second and third sip, Roxanne nodded her approval of the vintage. “Jackson’s working, too. But, we’re all committed to being home before his show starts so we can watch it together, right?” 
 
    “For sure. Wouldn’t miss it.” Zane turned the volume down on his cellphone to quiet the noise of constant notifications. “How was your day, Roxy?” 
 
    “Good,” she replied, methodically removing the last clusters of oregano leaves from the stems and handing the aromatic herbs to Jackson. “Like I told Jacks, it was a good, positive, rewarding week at work. And, now my week’s ending in the best possible way with the two men I love more than anything else in the world right here with me. What more could a girl ask for?” 
 
    “More wine,” Zane commented. 
 
    “Dinner cooked just the way she likes it,” added Jackson, stirring in the herbs and monitoring the meal as to not overcook it.  
 
    Zane refreshed Roxanne’s half-drunk glass. “A foot massage after dinner.” 
 
    Flipping the breasts one more time, Jackson smirked at Zane’s remark and said, “From both of us.” 
 
    “True,” she told them, loving their attention and wanting more of it. “All true.” Opening a cabinet, Roxanne grabbed plates and handed them to Zane. “Set the table, darling?” 
 
    “Sure, my love,” he responded, and diligently placed their dinner plates on the kitchen table stationed by the window that overlooked their garden. Roxanne followed him with utensils and cloth napkins. He took advantage of her closeness and cupped her chin, delivering that warm smile she loved so much. “I missed you today.” 
 
    She purred, “I missed you, too.” Her stomach rumbled which caused a giggle. Zane patted her tummy, then circled his hand over her lower abdomen. “Excuse me, Zane,” she said to him with a playful tone. “Don’t excite me until I’ve been properly fed.” 
 
    Jackson chimed in. “She told me the same thing.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” Zane replied, his smile turning naughtier by the second. He kissed her neck and pulled her chair out from the table like a gentlemen. Seeing Jackson heading their way, Zane assisted in serving their well-prepared, healthy meal. “Looks as delicious as it smells.” 
 
    Roxanne felt her mouth water. “It sure does.” 
 
    “Here you are.” Jackson loaded her plate with a perfectly cooked chicken breast slathered in olive oil, herbs, grilled tomatoes, garlic and shallots.  
 
    “Wow, thank you, honey.” Roxanne waited until both her men were served and seated before digging in. She spent a long moment savoring the flavor of the juicy meat and all the seasonings, then commented, “Yum, Jacks, really delicious.” 
 
    “Good.” Chewing a mouthful, Jackson nodded and winked at her.  
 
    Zane swallowed a bite down with a swig of wine. “Yeah, it’s delicious. Good job.” 
 
    The meal went on with the three of them eating at a casual pace and finishing the bottle of wine before opening a second. The conversation was light and easy, but all the while Roxanne was visualizing her evening ahead, surrounded and taken by these two sexy men.  
 
    Sated and relaxed, Roxanne gazed at Zane and Jackson. “That was a wonderful dinner, Jacks. Thanks for cooking.” 
 
    “Of course.” He finished eating, then polished off his wine.  
 
    Adoring their handsome faces, Roxanne blew them kisses, then started to clear the table. 
 
    “No, sit,” Zane told her, “Allow me.” 
 
    “Well, thank you both for making me feel like a queen,” she complimented. “I’ll go freshen up then. Dessert in bed?” 
 
    The eager smiles on their faces left no need for verbal responses. Roxanne knew they were wanting what she wanted. Her ravenous libido had been deprived of having her two lovers at once for months due to conflicting schedules and Jackson’s physical recovery time after returning from Madagascar. Her desires were first priority in this instance, hungry for her men, and needing to devour them both.  
 
    Jackson and Zane shrugged their responses, neither wanting to argue with her invitation to a decadent threesome.  
 
    She asked, half-teasing, “Or, should we wait? Let the food digest before we get rowdy?” 
 
    Anxious to get the bedroom party started, Zane looked from Jackson to Roxanne with excitement in his face. “I feel fine. If you want to do this now, I’m up for it.” 
 
    Without contradiction in his voice, Jackson agreed. “Yep. Me, too.” 
 
    “Let’s go then.” Roxanne dabbed the corners of her mouth before throwing her napkin down. She stood with conviction in her stance, then swayed her sexy, feminine hips all the way to her bedroom with her men in tow. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Roxanne went to her king-size bed and brushed her knees against the silky, flowery bedspread she’d brought back from a business trip to Denmark. Gracefully, she swayed her hips right to left, shifting weight on her bare feet until she faced Jackson and Zane like a goddess welcoming her worshipers. Neither of the men attempted to stop her from taking the lead position, loving the site of her slow undress. She purred, “I’ve missed you both so much.”  
 
    Roxanne’s genuine desire for Jackson and Zane went beyond the bedroom. They were her best friends, her boyfriends, her mental, emotional and physical stimulation, and the men she chose to share an unconventional life with.  
 
    “Jackson?” Her eyes smoldered with lust. “You first.” 
 
    Without argument, Jackson began to undress, watching Roxanne crawl to the center of her bed. The fullness of her ass swayed side to side, hypnotizing her men as they gazed. She rolled onto the bedspread from her hands and knees and stretched out on her back, spreading her legs wide enough for Zane and Jackson to view her dark blue panties, swept aside by her middle finger.  
 
    With a naughty smirk, she looked directly at her leading man. “This is for you, rugged boy,” she told Jackson as he moved towards her.  
 
    “I love your pussy, baby.” Jackson’s jeans were off with a tug and kicked from his body before he mounted the bed. Sliding next to her, Jackson cupped and spooned the lovely woman in his arms, taking liberties as he roamed her smooth flesh. She moaned with his touch, wanting more of it, and moved her hips in slow, seductive circles as his hands found her female crevices and explored where her sweet mound kissed her inner thighs.  
 
    Roxanne and Jackson basked in the heat of their passion openly and without reserve. Zane observed their fluid motions, listening for the sound of her wetness before making the move to join in the explicit foreplay happening on the bed. Their bodies were wrapped in a delicious dance, gyrating and undulating as an unspoken plea for more while they kissed.  
 
    Roxanne’s eyes glanced from one lover to the other, her mouth curling into a devilish smile as Zane unbuttoned his shirt.   
 
    “Fuck,” Jackson growled, his erection slipping between the firmness of her ass cheeks. “I need you so bad.” His fingers landed on Roxanne’s clit and rubbed it in tiny circles, stimulating her juices.   
 
    Zane looked on as Jackson brought Roxanne’s face to his and took control of her luscious, wanting mouth. The sight of her tongue mingling with another man as his hand cupped and played with her sweet pussy sent electric sensations deep into Zane’s core. His erection grew as their mouths blended passionately, willingly, unafraid to show their lustful intentions for each other in front of him. Zane wasn’t the jealous type, nor was he interested in monogamy. His commitment to Roxanne was made in full acknowledgment of her need to love others, specifically Jackson. She connected with Zane’s true self and the adventurous, polyamorous side of his sexuality. He loved her completely, and sharing her was his favorite bedtime activity, especially when she was this horny. 
 
    “Oh fuck, your kisses are so delicious,” Roxanne moaned, her mouth moving with Jackson’s, their tongues twirling as one strong muscle, wildly blending their saliva as if they were creating a love potion. “Kiss me more, Jacks, down my neck...” 
 
    “Like this?” He obeyed, kissing past Roxanne’s mouth and chin to explore the areas of her neck that sent chills across her chest and made her pink buds rise above her full breasts. His tongue glided to them, circling the tips of her nipples until her chest buckled and her legs shook. “She likes it.”  
 
    “Yes, she does,” Zane agreed, hovering over the other side of the bed with his slacks undone and his bulge throbbing through his cotton briefs. Roxanne reached for his crotch, searching through the material to get at his manhood. “Here, Roxy,” he told her, slipping his hand under the waistband to retrieve and manhandle the hard length of his rod. He directed the knobby head of it at his girlfriend, her tongue slithering out from her lips as a lusty welcome for his cock. The flirty way Roxanne’s eyes twinkled at him as she cloaked his cock with her tongue was naughty enough to make Zane’s entire body shiver. Her breasts were slathered with another man’s spit, and her pussy was filled with his probing fingers. It turned Zane on to see her writhing against Jackson’s hand, desperate, needy. Zane loved watching her lost in desire, accepting the weight of his cock down her throat while she thrust against Jackson’s palm. “And, she likes this, too.” 
 
    Smacking his heavy balls against her chin, Zane let out a guttural groan that resonated against the walls surrounding the three lovers. “There, Roxy,” he instructed, his cock barely moving as it slipped a little deeper. “Take it all.” 
 
    Roxanne inhaled through her nostrils and unhinged her jaw until the dripping head of his dick was in her throat as far as it could go. The corners of her mouth revealed a smile around his shaft, coughing up ample saliva to blow his cock with manic intensity. 
 
    Too close to coming, Zane had to pull back. “Good fucking God, babe, your blowjobs are insane.” 
 
    Roxanne engulfed him, slathering his flesh with her silken spit until Zane withdrew from her suckling mouth. “Hold on, hungry woman.” He squeezed his shaft to stop the pre-cum from overflowing, then slid his hand back and forth to rub the orgasmic sensations away.  “Don’t get me too excited this quick. You’re ours tonight for the long haul.” 
 
    “Oh?” she replied as her eyes rolled back, overtaken by Jackson’s relentless finger-fucking. Her pussy splashed with wetness, turning her obedient men into ravenous savages. “I’m ready.” 
 
    Jackson lifted Roxanne’s leg so Zane could witness his stealthy entrance into her pussy from a spooned position. His shaft slid against her ass hole before plunging inside her precious vagina. “Oh! Fuck!” She glanced down between her thighs to see Jackson’s pulsating cock disappear, inch by inch, into her velvet tunnel, and it took her breath. Jackson paused, checking in with her. “Relax your pussy, Rox, so tight...” 
 
    With a sultry exhale, Roxanne consciously eased her pelvic floor from the hard flex her Kegel muscles had on his dick. A few strong thrusts and Jackson’s cock was fully immersed within her luxurious walls. Slowing his roll, he pumped his hips with soothing strokes until he felt her give in to him. 
 
    “God, I fucking love you,” Roxanne told Jackson, bucking against him, too excited for a slow fuck. “Harder, Jacks. More, more more.” Taking possession of Zane’s cock again, she massaged his stiffness with her greedy hand. “And, I love you, too, Zane.” Bringing his shaft back inside her oral bath, she mumbled dirty words around his dick while she slurped and gurgled till drool poured out from the corners of her mouth, willingly gagging on his length and using her spit to lubricate his gentle thrusts.  
 
    “Shit, I love this pussy.” Jackson clenched his jaw as his hips thrust faster, obeying her command to give more, and go harder. She pulled her extended leg closer to her shoulder so Jackson could pound her tight hole with less resistance.  
 
    “Better, baby?” she asked, but didn’t expect a verbal answer. The sweat on his forehead and the serious, focused expression on his face gave a favorable answer. She let her leg fall over Jackson’s muscular shoulder for support, freeing up her hand to find and stimulate her sensitive nipples. She pinched and twisted them, sending white hot sensations through her chest and torso. “Yes, yes, yes. Just like that, Jacks!” She groaned low and soft, causing vibrations on the head of Zane’s cock.  
 
    “Hold on.” In a flash, Jackson pulled his rod from her cunt and readjusted her heavenly body.  “On your back, Rox.” 
 
    She flattened her spine and hips on the bed and opened her arms and legs, revealing wet thighs and her ample bosom glistening with her spit. She didn’t offer words of instruction to her lovers, but waited anxiously, hungrily, for their next move.  
 
    “Oh, yes.” Jackson growled, planting his fists into the mattress on either side of her shoulders, his face gazing down into hers with a serious, focused look. “Spread those beautiful legs.” 
 
    Roxanne obeyed, widening her shapely lower limbs till her little pussy opening revealed the pink flesh inside of it. His cock pressed against the tiny hole and her body instantly resisted his entrance.  Wiping spit from his tongue, he used it to lube his shaft before he pushed in, harder, desperate to be inside her again.  
 
    “Fuck me, baby!” she cried, loving the stealth and speed Jackson fucked her with. She smacked her clit, then rubbed it in fast circles, wanting to come on his hard, pumping shaft. “Fuck your pussy!” 
 
    Zane settled his dripping member at Roxanne’s mouth, and he watched her, lost in lust with Jackson’s rapid attack on her cunt. “Baby,” she said to him like a drunken love slave, “come in my mouth.” 
 
    “Already?” He smirked, then tapped his cock on her pretty face. “No, no. Not until I get to fuck you.” 
 
    “Fuck my mouth until then.” Her head rolled from side to side, overcome by Jackson’s power. “His cock’s so fucking amazing,” she told Zane, liberated, “and, I can’t wait to feel yours.”  
 
    “And,” Zane replied, his fist working his shaft, still aimed for her mouth, “I can’t wait to feel you come on my cock.” 
 
    Zane’s dirty talk caused shivers throughout Roxanne’s body. “I feel like I’m going to come right now!”  
 
    “Do it,” Jackson ordered, bucking and thrusting, his balls fit to explode as they slapped on her ass cheeks.  
 
    Her pussy felt like an inferno inside, tight and clinging to her lover’s erection. Her fingers worked her throbbing clit in a blur over her mound. She was there, on that mind-blowing edge, powerless to her pleasure, unable to control the urge to come. Jackson kept the intensity, thumping his pelvis against her swollen cleft until he felt her pussy spasm with orgasm around his cock.  
 
    “Oh, yes, Roxy.” His arousal level skyrocketing with her release. He drew a deep breath to keep from exploding, too. “Jesus, baby. Holy fuck, you came hard. Good Girl.” 
 
    Zane took her face in his hands, and held his lips to hers, loving when she lost control of herself. Tasting the heat of orgasm on her breath made his cock jolt to its fullest extension, set for entry. Roxanne’s sighs of passion vibrated into Zane’s mouth as they kissed. Their tongues lashed and slithered together in a delirious dance, and Zane held her face like she was precious—priceless—needing to be handled like a goddess.   
 
    “Please,” she begged Zane, breathless, shaking, “let me suck you more.” 
 
    Without argument, Zane plunged his cock in between her sweet lips, pushing across her tongue till the head found her throat. “Get it wet for your pussy.”  
 
    Like a subservient whore addicted to their manly shafts, she kept Zane’s cock in her mouth as Jackson withdrew from her pussy’s clench. Eyeing the beautiful jewel between her legs, spread open and waiting for him, Zane eased himself from her throat.  
 
    Jackson relaxed against the plush pillows, his cock firmly in his grip, giving a loving smile to Roxanne as she and her other lover aligned their bodies.  
 
    “Come here,” Zane instructed, pushing her thighs aside with his knees until her sticky, glistening lips created a small opening for him. “The heat coming from you is unreal,” he told her, popping the head of his cock in and out of her creamy hole. The delicious sound of her wetness filled the room. “I love it when you’re this hot.” He fit his cock halfway in, then rotated his hips for her pleasure, gradually increasing the speed until her back arched and her hands grabbed his ass.  
 
    “Fuck me!” she cried, pulling his hips down and forcing the rest of his manhood inside her. Like a woman possessed, Roxanne pinched and bit at her nipples, growling as her body shook from the force of him. She feverishly rubbed her clit, sending white heat throughout her body. “Don’t you fucking stop!”  
 
    Ramming her from on top, Zane flexed his strong shoulders and chest as a layer of sweat formed over his tanned skin. His breathing was steady and deep, exhaling with each thrust. His intentions were focused on taking Roxanne over the edge again, and he could feel how close she was. “Roll over. Hands and knees.” 
 
    Drunk with lust, Roxanne didn’t waste a second once Zane withdrew his cock. She switched positions, curving her lower back so her bottom revealed her drenched pussy and little puckered ass.  
 
    “So fucking hot,” Zane complimented, using his spit for lube so his fingers could probe her holes. His other hand was firm on his dick, replacing his cream-coated finger with his throbbing shaft. “Damn, Roxy, your pussy’s so juicy.” 
 
    “Yes, and, so is my mouth.” Roxanne wagged her naughty tongue at Jackson, who jumped at her oral invite and crawled across the bed to meet her mouth. Her lips slipped on his horny head, twisting from side to side till they slid over the bulging rim of it. Her tongue wrapped halfway around his cock’s circumference, and she mumbled and moaned on his shaft. “Mmm.”  
 
    In deep bliss with her men taking her in unison, one from behind and the other fucking her mouth like it was her pussy, Roxanne fell into a sex trance, giving herself over to her sexy men, body and soul. Zane had her hips in his grips, spanking her ass as he stretched and grew inside her pussy. She splashed against his groin, her pussy quivering with his aggressive plunges, sensitive and swollen, feeling her inner waves about to crest. “Ahhh!” 
 
    “Fuck, I can’t hold back,” Jackson stated with clenched teeth.  
 
    Zane agreed, his entire body stiff and flexed, his muscles starting to shake from the force of it. “I can’t, either…” 
 
    The incredible sensation of Zane and Jackson hitting their virile capacity sent Roxanne’s pussy to the edge of bliss, too, reactive to their waves and feeling them as her own. “Fuck! You’re making me!” Her hips jolted against Zane, holding him inside of her a second longer before he grabbed his dick on the sudden pullout. A hot load of cum shot out from his shaft and pooled on her bellybutton, followed by another. Roxanne unfurled her tongue to catch Jackson’s milky load, rubbing her clit in spastic circles, unable to stop her freshly fucked pussy from coming.  
 
    “Here it is!” Jackson worked his rod with lightning speed as he spewed over his knuckles and onto her wet tongue. “Fuck!” Covering her mouth with more of it, he paused in the glory of the moment, with no other thought in his mind, just the sound of their climaxes, groaning and sighing, catching their breath. The salacious ménage reached a collective peak, and the good vibrations washed through them.  
 
    Roxanne swallowed Jackson’s release and swirled her fingers across her belly where Zane had left his. Her facial expression changed from orgasmic to completely relaxed, happy, and relieved. She giggled, tasting her fingers. “I want more.” 
 
    “Later,” Jackson said with an exhale. “But, yes, more.” 
 
    Zane rolled his eyes and fell back on the bed. “Shower. I need a shower.” 
 
    “We all do.” Roxanne loved how she felt after taking on her men, exhilarated by the thrill of their threesome, satisfied yet aware of her need to take one or both of her lovers again before bedtime. Zane peeled his sweaty self from the bedspread and managed to stand, although a bit weak in the knees. “That was awesome.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Roxanne and Jackson echoed together, not quite ready to leave the bed.  
 
      
 
    ****  
 
      
 
    The light from Roxanne’s phone notifications woke her from a deep snooze in her dark bedroom. She and Jackson had managed to shower and join Zane for a few glasses of wine before passing out on her bed sometime around midnight. In their shared four-bedroom house, Roxanne, Zane and Jackson had their own rooms and usually slept alone in their own beds unless their love-making went late into the night. Then, they slept wherever they wanted, or as far as their spent bodies could take them, sometimes only as far as the living room couch.  
 
    It was the first night Jackson had slept anywhere but in his room since he’d returned from Madagascar, and Roxanne rolled on her still-naked hip to gaze at her handsome boyfriend, sound asleep, yet his cock was hard as a rock. 
 
    She pet his shoulder and stirred him awake, igniting his late-night libido. “Good morning, honey,” she purred, kissing his earlobe.  
 
    He mumbled incoherently, sensing her warm, graceful hand holding his shaft. She massaged it, giving him a clear signal that she was hungry for a middle-of-the-night romp.  
 
    “If you’re going to fall asleep in my bed,” she said with a teasing, tempting tone, “you must pay the consequences.”  
 
    Pulling Jackson onto his back, Roxanne lifted a leg and slid over his pelvis, straddling his narrow hips. Her sweet pussy lips found his cock and rocked it gently, forward and back, creating a creamy pathway to her lusty entrance. “Jacks,” she said, her pussy lips parting from his shaft so he could ease himself inside. His hand squeezed at the base and his cock pointed straight up, he awaited her pussy’s envelopment.  
 
    “Ohhh...” she sighed, then quietly slid down on him, inch by inch, her folds of swollen flesh willingly spread open by his sprung erection. “God, I fucking love you so much.”  
 
    He gave her an honest reply, “I love my little insatiable brat, too.”  
 
    “I admit,” she moaned, “I’m a spoiled woman. Well taken care of by my men.” Her body was on fire, her sexual need for him unquenchable. “As much as I love Zane’s cock,” she confessed, rocking back and forth, “there’s nothing in the world quite like yours, my love.” 
 
    Turned on by her horny attack, Jackson held her succulent pussy against him, guiding her into a deep grind, his cock locked inside of her. “There’s nothing quite like your pussy, either.” 
 
    “You’re never going to get any sleep if you stay in my bed, darling.” Gazing down at the sexy beast beneath her, Roxanne rode him, strong and steady, massaging his cock with her undulating walls at his most sensitive areas. “You know I can’t stop fucking you.” 
 
    His cock fully engulfed by her hot, creamy passage, Jackson let out a guttural sound, raising his hips for her to secure a firm position on his cock. “I’m so down with that.” 
 
    “Good, because I’m going to fuck you nonstop for the rest of the weekend.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” he grunted, pushing and pulling at her hips, faster and faster, pumping her from underneath. “Bring it on, baby.” 
 
    Closing her eyes, she narrowed her focus, moving too fast to think, her pleasure rising to a peak. “And, I might even fuck you while we’re watching your show.” 
 
    He spanked her ass, bucking harder, ready to burst. “That’s my dirty girl. You keep fucking me. My cock is yours whenever you want it.” 
 
    “I want it all the time,” she told him, driving him into the noisy bed without mercy. Her back arched in a sharp, sudden movement as her pussy went ballistic on his cock. “I’m coming, Jacks!” 
 
    “Do it, Rox,” he encouraged, his voice low and rough, gritting his teeth as his cock released inside of her.  
 
    “Yes! More, more, more!” The hot sensation of spewing cum filling her creamy hole sent her sailing into bliss. “Oh God! You did this to me!” She couldn’t hold back, hitting her peak as he overflowed her hole. Their cum mixed together in a decadent pool, and Roxanne slithered herself over it, sighing with the powerful waves rolling through her body.  
 
    Her orgasm lingered, and she held his cock there, deep inside her passage, wanting him to feel her glorious vibrations until they faded. 
 
    “Damn, girl.” Jackson licked his lips, his throat dry. “We need to take another shower now.” 
 
    Laughing, Roxanne fell onto his chest, kissing his warm, sweaty flesh. “Okay.” She slowly removed herself from him and the bed and sauntered to the bathroom. “I might have to fuck you again before the sunrise.” 
 
    Sunrise? Jackson heard the word echo in his head. It stirred his emotions and brought random memories to the surface of how he loved the sunrises in Madagascar… and how he and Cadence watched them religiously… together… like their lives depended on witnessing the sky transform from dark to light.  
 
    “Jacks?” Roxanne looked at Jackson for an answer to the question he didn’t hear. “Are you getting in with me?” 
 
    Her voice brought him back to the present moment, sweaty, spent, needing a shower. “Of course.” 
 
    “Cool,” she replied, twisting her hair into a messy bun. “I’ll warm it up.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Jackson couldn’t find sleep after their shower. He’d followed Roxanne back to her bed and stayed next to her as she drifted into a peaceful state, in love with her beautiful body, caressing her hip and lower back while she slept.  
 
    The sunrise was experienced through half-closed slat blinds covering the bedroom windows, and Jackson didn’t bother opening them, not wanting to wake the beautiful woman sleeping at his side. Quietly, he crawled from under the sheets and made his way to his own room, finding his cellphone barely alive with a drained battery. Multiple text messages glared into his restless face from friends and family expressing excitement over watching him on the survival show.  
 
    He plugged the phone in for a quick charge before scouring what was left of his clean clothes, having neglected laundry in exchange for working longer hours booking hiking tours from his growing clientele of outdoor enthusiasts.  
 
    Finding a pair of durable cargo pants and a long-sleeved white t-shirt, Jackson dressed, then went in search of coffee.  
 
    Like a man on a mission, Jackson kick-started the coffee machine hours before his housemates would want theirs, cruelly filling their rooms with the tantalizing aroma of caffeine. He waited anxiously while it brewed, his travel mug at the ready, no sugar or milk added. Transferring the fresh, hot brew to his mug, he tested the flavor and temperature before committing to sealing it with the lid.  
 
    Backpack slung over his shoulder and his truck keys in hand, Jackson headed out the door. Well-aware of the need to exercise outdoors as early as possible, before the Arizona heat made conditions too brutal to enjoy, Jackson put pedal to the metal all the way to his favorite location to commune with his inner-self.  
 
    He kept his phone turned off and tucked in his backpack, not wanting to be disturbed or distracted from achieving a much needed sense of calm. The past twenty-four hours had changed and colored his perspective and he couldn’t stop his mind and emotions from racing in multiple directions. His method of re-balancing could only be obtained by getting out there, alone, minus his phone or any other distraction. Just him, his thoughts, his soul, his body, getting some exercise.  
 
    His truck rumbled to a stop at the end of a dirt road at the base of his favorite hiking trail. It was hot, over one-hundred degrees at eight o’ clock in the morning, and the heat permeated the truck’s windows. Jackson lathered his face and neck with sunblock, then secured a large water bottle to his backpack as he headed up rugged terrain. The trail was rocky with sharp peaks and cliffs, and Jackson found his calm as he climbed, taking in the awesome view of the desert landscape.  
 
    He’d moved to Scottsdale from Tucson to live with Roxanne when they committed to taking their open relationship to a more serious place, and ended up falling in love with the city and all it had to offer an outdoors man like him. Moving two hours from Tucson, the city he grew up in, was a minuscule leap compared to the life-altering jump he made when Roxanne entered his life and swayed him into “her type” of coupling. Jackson had lead a fairly straight-forward life in every area, including dating and relationships, preferring traditional values and modes of operation over anything experimental or alternative. Yet, here he was, years later, power-hiking up a rough terrain while his girlfriend, and her other lover, spent their Saturday morning lounging, perhaps naked, in the house he co-owned with her.  
 
    A cool breeze cut through the unrelenting heat and Jackson paused under a patch of shade to swig a large drink of water. The rush of cold fluid coursing through his overheated body reminded him of the cool stream in Madagascar that he and Cadence waded in when daytime temperatures soared. For the first time during this weird, wild journey since he’d signed up to be a survivalist on the reality show, Jackson felt nervous energy rise in his chest over watching himself on television. Even though he already knew the outcome, the suspense was gnawing at him.   
 
    Relinquishing the shade to stand near the edge and take in the panoramic views, thoughts of Cadence came flooding back into Jackson’s mind. He wondered how she felt on this day, their day, over millions of viewers watching them survive together, naked. He wanted to hang out with her again, and share his hikes and adventures, but the truth of his personal life hadn’t been honestly shared, and the guilt he harbored over his omission weighed heavy in his gut.  
 
    It wasn’t like him to side-step the truth or present himself as someone who hides relevant details. With Cadence, Jackson didn’t see a choice in their situation but to skirt the real issue of his polyamorous relationship with Roxanne as a protective measure against radical judgment. He and Cadence were virtual strangers then, and her acceptance wasn’t a given. There was no assurance his personal and private choices would’ve been kept confidential.  
 
    The possible consequences of his open relationship status confessed while the cameras were rolling, intentionally, or, by accident, were too troubling and not worth the risk. He had a reputation as a business owner, and Roxanne was a corporate girl heading up a marketing firm. Zane’s entire enterprise buying and selling high-end real estate would be at risk if their private lives had been admitted to and potentially exploited. 
 
    Deep down in his core beliefs, Jackson’s traditional roots were strong enough to cause doubt over just how “open” his consensual threesome should be in public, and with friends and family. While Roxanne was more liberal and didn’t totally care about what others thought of their domestic ménage with Zane, she knew, as did Jackson, that their situation was at odds with society, and therefore must be kept discreet for the sake of their jobs as well as their more conservative family members. 
 
    Sweat ran down Jackson’s forehead and he wiped it with his shirt sleeve. The awesome view of nature around him brought his thoughts into real time, hushing the noise of past regrets and lingering doubt from his well-being. He wanted to send Cadence a message, even just a text with emojis, but couldn’t condense his feelings into simple forms of communication. What he wanted to share with her wasn’t just about his nervous energy over them becoming reality TV stars by the end of the day. His need to clear his conscious with Cadence stirred his honest intentions, yet he knew this wasn’t the right moment to admit where he’d mislead her.  
 
    As far as Jackson could see, there wasn’t a good reason to tell Cadence about Roxanne, or Zane. Cadence had a life with her boyfriend, and disturbing her peace wasn’t necessary. He could compartmentalize his emotions—a skill he’d learned as an avid hunter—and never say a word about his girlfriend to Cadence, or try to explain why watching her with another man turned him on so much. 
 
    Their romantic histories hadn’t been discussed while in Madagascar, and their sexual preferences had been assumed as “normal”. Having a conversation better fit for couples interested in dating, rather than two people just trying to stay alive, wasn’t important then. But, now, at least for Jackson, the details unsaid played in his head, in his consciousness, magnified by the inevitable event of their episode going public, perhaps viral, before the day was done.   
 
    Judging by how negatively his own sister reacted when Jackson shared the truthful details of his domestic partnership, he held little faith over Cadence responding any better to the news. If Cadence asked him, though, Jackson knew he’d be compelled to give her an honest answer, even if it meant losing her altogether. The distance between their locations was best, keeping both Cadence and Jackson safe from knowing too much, or too little, about each other. That knowledge was enough to console his confusion and rumblings of guilt, and kept him from texting an abundance of personal information to Cadence that she probably didn’t need or want to know about. 
 
    “Excuse me.” A young male’s voice broke Jackson’s introspective daze. “Do you know what direction the bathroom is?” 
 
    Turning to see the small group of hiking youths looking anxious, Jackson smiled and pointed to a trail. “Just follow the path on the left. You’ll see it.” 
 
    He waved as the group hiked past him, and took another large swig of water before continuing on his own path. Inhaling, exhaling, affirming his positive mindset for the day, Jackson moved forward, and decided to let life unfold on its own, without his interference. Whatever was to come, he was ready.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
     “So?” Roxanne chirped. Lounging on Jackson’s bed, she crisscrossed her long, sculpted legs, one knee over the other, and wiggled her freshly painted toes at Jackson. “Now that you’ve washed the sweat from your gorgeous body, want to discuss a plan for dinner tonight?” 
 
    “It’s noon,” he laughed, snapping his towel at her and revealing his semi-hard shaft. “I haven’t had lunch yet.” 
 
    “Right, I know, silly,” she laughed back, wanting to spank his ripe, delicious ass. “But, I’m a planner. You know this. And, tonight’s a big deal. Don’t you think?” 
 
    With a smirk, he replied, “Yeah, just a little.” 
 
    “Bring that big dick over here, Jacks.” Snapping her fingers, she licked her hungry lips, wanting a taste of him. “I haven’t had enough of you yet. You deprived me for so long.” 
 
    “I had to heal,” he reminded her, rolling his hips from left to right as he stood naked in front of her, showing off his manhood. “I had bites everywhere, including...”  
 
    “Don’t tell me again,” she told him, well-aware of how severe his body had been eaten alive by bugs in Madagascar. “It’s super gross hearing about… oh God… it makes me feel sick just thinking about how bad the bites were.” 
 
    “Too many bites to count. My guess? More than one hundred from head to toe.” 
 
    “My love,” she purred with a romantic look on her face, needing to change the subject or be sick. “Can we skip talking about the icky stuff in favor of meal prep and planning?” 
 
    Taking hold of his cock as it grew, he made a fist and squeezed his shaft. “Of course.” 
 
    She gave the head a little kiss, then looked up into his face. “I’d like to make a decadent pasta dish tonight, with shrimp and scallops. A nice salad on the side and several bottles of wine.”  
 
    “Sounds perfect.” He moved his hips towards her mouth. “Write me a list. I’ll do the shopping.” 
 
    “Cool.” Teasing him around the tip of his cock with her tongue, then further down to the base, she encouraged his arousal. “And, Zane will do the cooking.” 
 
    Exhaling, he watched her mouth open and her lips spread along the rim of his head. He drew a deep breath, pushing against her narrow oral passage, feeling the warm dew of her spit. “Show starts at 8p.m.” 
 
    Withdrawing her mouth, she assured him. “We’ll plan accordingly. You can shop right after I handle this.” 
 
    “I’ll need a nap, Roxy,” he confessed, knowing his limitations. “Maybe I should go now? We can resume this when I return.” 
 
    Pouting, she suckled on his dick once more before relinquishing her sexual quest for an afternoon quickie. “Fine.” 
 
    “So,” Jackson’s tone changed from amorous to concern. “Are you going to write it down? I’m anxious to get the shopping over with so we can...” 
 
    “Doing it.” Her nimble fingers texted the ingredient list to him from her phone. “Sent.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Jackson kissed her head, then zipped his pants over his relaxing erection. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “You wish,” she laughed with an edge of sarcasm. “I have thing to do, too, Jacks. Oh, and, your phone’s been going bananas with the notifications while you were in the shower.” Winking as she blew him a kiss, she noted, “Popular guy.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” a blush went across his cheeks and his icy blue eyes twinkled. “I’m getting really excited about all this. The show, your mouth...” 
 
    “Go!” Roxanne waved him off, restless, wanting more. “Hurry, so we can get back to having fun!” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Roxanne sauntered into the living room to greet Zane. His back and chest were sweaty from the gym and his muscles were ripe and pumped from his workout. Admiring Zane’s fine physique, Roxanne stroked and caressed his firm, rounded ass. “Looking gorgeous,” she complimented, her libido rising again.  
 
    “Thanks,” he replied, revealing his dimples with a sideways grin. “And, so are you, as usual.”  
 
    “How did I get so lucky to have a man like you walking around this house, covered with sweat, dangerously sexy.” 
 
    “Like winning the lottery,” he joked, patting her bottom as he went to the kitchen.  
 
    “Yes, true.” She played along with him. “Only better.” 
 
    “Where’s Jackson?” he asked, refilling his water bottle before chugging a quarter of it.  
 
    “The store, getting ingredients for our celebratory feast tonight.” 
 
     “Huh, cool.” Zane examined the healthy choices in the ‘frig and decided to make a salad. “I suppose I’m cooking it?” 
 
    “With my assistance.”  
 
    He winked at her. “And, what’s on the menu?” 
 
    “Pasta, seafood, wine,” she told him, making herself a tall glass of iced tea. 
 
    Liking her plan, Zane responded, “Ah, I see where this evening’s going.”   
 
    “Good.” Squeezing lemon into her tea, Roxanne tasted the brew. “So, you were able to clear your schedule?” 
 
    “Yep.” He gave a playful swat to her bottom before throwing toppings over his bowl of romaine. “I wouldn’t want to miss this.” 
 
    “Me, either,” she giggled with excitement. “Do you think Jackson’s going to freak out once he sees himself on television?” 
 
    Zane shrugged, crunching on a bite of cold greens. “Nah. I think he’s going to be his normal self. Proud, cocky, and giving us a non-stop narration while we’re watching.” 
 
    Laughing, she agreed with Zane’s prediction. “Totally. That’s exactly how he’ll be.” 
 
    “What was his partner’s name again?” 
 
    Roxanne thought a minute. “Cadence.” 
 
    “She’s cute.” 
 
    Cracking a grin, Roxanne batted her eyelashes at her man. “Oh?” 
 
    “I mean, in an emaciated-type of way,” he covered with a note of humor. 
 
    “You saw the promo for it?” 
 
    “Yeah, this morning before leaving for the gym.” Stuffing more leafy goodness into his mouth, he motioned towards the living room. “We’ll probably see the promo twenty more times before the episode comes on.” 
 
    “How crazy is this? We know someone who went on the survival show and made it all the way through.” 
 
    “You mean, your other boyfriend?” he teased. 
 
    “Yes,” she blushed, “the crazy one.” Swinging her leg under the table and tapping his knee with her toes, she went on, “He actually denied himself from a blow job this afternoon to go to the store.” 
 
    “What?” Zane shook his head, then joked, “There has to be a bigger reason behind that.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, she shared, “He claimed that I’d steal his energy reserves and then the shopping wouldn’t happen.” 
 
    “Excuses, excuses.” Finishing off his light lunch, Zane added, “I won’t deny you if you want to give me one instead. Taking a power nap this afternoon is fine with me, too. I’ve got nothing else planned but being with you.” 
 
    “Wait. Did you say instead?” Her mouth curled into a lusty grin. “Never instead, honey. I want you all the time and you know it, with or without Jackson.” 
 
    “I want you, too.” Leaning back in his chair, Zane cleared his throat then slid his hand down over his pumped chest. “Bring that sexy pout over here.” 
 
    She wasn’t interested in arguing with his order. She went to him, her knees against his, bending at the waist so her breasts hung near his face as they slipped over the edge of her bra. Her hand touched his, traveling down his dark-haired treasure trail until she landed on his firmness.  
 
    “Ohhh, baby, you make such nice erections. She purred as their mouths connected in a dreamy, luscious kiss. Slithering tongues together, her intentions were sealed with the hot saliva they exchanged.  
 
    Relishing the fire Zane ignited within her belly, Roxanne parted from his mouth to stare into his dark brown almond-shaped eyes. “You’re so delicious.” 
 
    His erection had sprung from under his boxer briefs, protruding through his workout shorts and into her hand. Zane replied, “And, you make me drip,” before spanking her ass loud enough to resonate throughout the room. “Suck my cock, Roxy,” he told her, rocking his hips in the chair to show off his gorgeous, wanting tool. “I need your luscious mouth on me.” 
 
    Fingering the rim of his boxers, she pulled the band from his hips to view his solid offering. “Your cock still mesmerizes me,” she admitted, flush at the site of his penis pulsating. “And I can’t help myself when you make it so big.” 
 
    He groaned, flexing his shaft as she wrapped her hands around it. “You do that to me,” he reminded her, gripping her hair in his fist and guiding her face to his crotch. “You make me want this.” 
 
    Roxanne went to her knees, positioning her chin over his balls, watching Zane squeeze his shaft with his free hand until pre-cum was released. “Mmmm. Give it to me.” 
 
    He pointed the head at her lips. “Here it is.” Zane watched her mouth slowly open and hover over it, her tongue stretched out for a taste. The sensation of sinking his cock into her hot oral bath made Zane shudder, and his heart raced with adrenaline. “That’s it, Roxy.” He exhaled and thrust his hips so his cock could slide in further. She responded favorably, unhinging her jaw and taking him in, inch by inch.  
 
    “So good,” he complimented, “and you look so gorgeous with my cock in your mouth.”  
 
    Gurgling, her eyes met his as her lips mingled with the tuft of smooth, black hair surrounding the base of his shaft.  She stayed there, lingering where he was thickest, and teased his flesh with the swirling motions of her tongue. Her head swung from side to side, slipping over the ridges and bulging veins as he slowly pumped her mouth. The back of her throat opened for his bouncy head to find the gap and push into it, blocking her airwaves until she gave that familiar cough he loved to hear.  
 
    “Fuck, that’s hot.” Zane’s fingers spooled their way into Roxanne’s hair, curling her silky strands into handfuls fit for gently tugging. He kept her head solidly on his cock, and she obeyed his nonverbal instructions to suckle him to orgasm.  
 
    “Mmm.” Her moans sent passionate sensations through his hard muscle as her hands slipped up and down the length of it using her spit for lubrication. Then, her hands and mouth joined together in a sexual attack, taking control of Zane’s throbbing shaft and blowing him to his breaking point. Her grip held strong while drool gushed from her throat, willingly chocking herself to slather Zane’s sensitive area. His tight abdominal muscles flexed and shook with the intensity of her strokes, slurping and squeezing his shaft to a sudden and powerful peak.  
 
    “Fuck!” Zane howled, shaking madly, his cock on the verge of explosion. Twisting her tongue and hands in fast, luscious circles, Roxanne looked delirious sucking on his cock, milking his shaft until she felt him coming in her mouth. He didn’t make another sound, his facial expression locked with the force of it, his hips frozen mid-thrust. She continued to lap at his swollen head, careful not to lick too vigorously, swallowing his hot bursts till he shot the last one.  
 
    “Jesus,” Zane sighed, opening his eyes to see her sweet face with his cock between her lips. “What did you just do to me?” 
 
    Her eyes turned from lust to innocence, massaging his cock inside her mouth, not wanting to give it up yet.  
 
    “I know,” he answered for her, “it’s your special brand of torture. And I’m your willing victim.” 
 
    Methodically working her mouth from mid-shaft to the softening rim under his sensitive head, Roxanne parted ways with it, gasping then licking her lips. Proud of her accomplishment, she gloated, “I needed to get my exercise in, too. You’re my favorite workout.” 
 
    In love with the beautiful, sexed-up woman in front of him, Zane tucked his spent cock under his briefs and handed her his water bottle. “Well, I’m happy to be a part of your healthy routine.” 
 
    Parched, Roxanne drank the bottle empty, just as she’d done with his dick. Using his knees to assist her ascent to standing position, Roxanne patted her face for smudged lipstick then looked at Zane, plastered to a kitchen chair. “Very healthy.” Grabbing a red apple from the bowl on the counter, she crunched into its sweet flesh.  
 
    The sound of Jackson’s truck pulling into the driveway alerted them both to their roommates’ arrival. Zane smirked, getting his spent self together. “Your grocery slave is here.” 
 
    “Oh good,” she replied in a naughty tone. “Round two.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After dinner, the mood morphed into a New Year’s Eve vibe, and Roxanne quickly cleaned the dishes and prepared herself for an exciting evening watching her man on TV. 
 
     “Hurry!” Roxanne called to her Jackson and Zane from the living room, clicking on the wall-mounted monitor and setting it to the survival show’s channel. “Jackson’s episode starts in thirty minutes! And they’re playing another commercial for it!” 
 
    “Oh my God!” Zane replied, casually entering with a bottle of wine and three glasses. “We better start drinking now!” 
 
    Taking one of the glasses, she held it out for Zane to fill. “I’m so nervous! How are you two acting so calm?” 
 
    Zane chuckled, twisting the cork from the bottle. “He obviously made it, Roxy. And, we know nothing seriously bad happened to him.” Pouring her glass full, he inquired, “So? What’s there to be nervous about?” 
 
    She made a squeaking sound, wanting to elaborate on her wacky mood, but decided to drink wine first.  “I don’t know, I’m just… excited.” 
 
    The announcer’s voice interrupted them, instantly drawing their attention to the screen. Images flashed of Jackson, naked, spear in hand and hoisted over his head, charging after something not seen on camera.  
 
    “Jackson!” Roxanne shouted, “It’s on again!” 
 
    Zane and Roxanne stood transfixed for the next fifteen seconds, watching Jackson running wild in a foreign land with another woman neither of them knew.  
 
    “I missed it?” Jackson asked as he rushed the hallway for the living room. “Crap!” 
 
    “Dude.” Zane shook his head in awe of his friend. “That was some warrior shit you were doing. That was a different promo than the one I saw earlier.” 
 
    “Wow.” Jackson’s expression was lit with anticipation, pouring himself a glass of wine. Checking his phone, he noted, “It’s almost time.” 
 
    Roxanne jumped up and down like a little kid. “Take a seat! I’ll get the popcorn.”  
 
    Taking her advice, Jackson stationed himself on one end of the couch. “I’m like, freaking out a little. Not in a bad way, just...” 
 
    “It’s to be expected,” Zane offered, taking the spot at the other end of the couch, leaving room for Roxanne to sit in between them.  
 
    Glancing at his phone, Jackson noticed a text from Cadence. He clicked on it, reading her message: I’m freaking out! 
 
    Quickly shooting a text filled with wide-smiling emojis, he typed a second message. You’re so funny. I just said the same thing to my roommate. Here we go!  
 
    A second later, Cadence reminded him: Here you go FIRST! No spoilers, remember?  
 
    He sent her back a “thumbs up” and set his phone down, making sure it was set to silent mode. 
 
    Roxanne returned with a large bowl of popcorn and made herself comfortable between her two men. “Ten minutes and counting!” 
 
    Jackson grabbed a handful of popcorn and munched. “I set it to record so we can watch it again.” 
 
    Roxanne kissed her anxious boyfriend on the cheek and patted his back, more like a mother than his lover. “Cool.” 
 
    The commercials leading up to the start of Jackson’s episode seemed to run longer than usual.  Roxanne and Zane did their best to keep their emotions from flowing over to Jackson as he gobbled fistfuls of popcorn with manic intensity.  
 
    “Five minutes!” Jackson announced, his eyes wide with anticipation. Turning up the volume, he took hold of Roxanne’s knee and squeezed it.  
 
    “Hey!” she yelped, jolting under his touch. “It’s okay, Jacks! Take a deep breath!” 
 
    It was the longest five minutes of Jackson’s life, but then the time finally came. 
 
      
 
    The three sat frozen, hearing the announcer’s deep voice narrating the action happening on the screen. There, in all of his glory, was Jackson, naked, arriving by truck on the vast, barren terrain of Madagascar. Second to be dropped off was Cadence, his pretty and also naked teammate. The cameras followed their paths as they met each other for the first time and then continued with them on their journey to find shelter, water and food.  
 
    It was a strange feeling for Roxanne, accepting the hunter-gatherer on screen as the person sharing the couch with them. She kept glancing from the screen to Jackson, as if she had to convince herself of the fact.   
 
    “Oh my god,” Jackson let out a burst of nervous laughter, hanging on the edge of the couch.  
 
    “Look how nice you were to your teammate, Jacks,” Roxanne pointed out. “Such a gentleman, even while dehydrated and hungry.” 
 
    “I did my best.” And then they watched as Jackson and Cadence found shelter. “So, that’s the cave! That’s where me and Cadence lived for a freaking month! In that dirty ass, creepy, bug-infested cave!” 
 
    “Shhhh,” Roxanne hissed, enthralled. “Don’t distract me or give it all away. This is good shit!” 
 
    “Hey!” Zane blurted, looking incredulous. “Do you two mind?” he asked. “I’m trying to watch.” 
 
    Jackson nodded. “Right, right. Did you see how high my survival rating was, though? I swear, Dani loves me.” 
 
    Smacking his arm to quiet down, Roxanne gave him another “shhhh”. 
 
    “Her survival rating was pretty high, too,” Zane pointed out before receiving his smack from Roxanne. 
 
    Jackson whispered, “Yeah, and she deserved it. Cadence is a bad-ass. The girl knew her shit. Wait until you see her...” 
 
    “Hush!” Roxanne scolded. “I’m listening!” 
 
    The narration went on. “Dropped in an inhospitable land where little vegetation grows under the blazing heat, Jackson and Cadence must find a way to survive in extreme conditions for the next twenty-seven days in an area infested by dangerous creatures, venomous snakes, and blood-sucking...” 
 
    “Yuck!” Roxanne exclaimed, seeing the more detailed clip of Jackson spearing his first Madagascan snake. “I couldn’t do it, Jacks,” she admitted, her eyes filled with wonder watching her man wield his warrior skills. “There’s no way I’d last ten minutes out there, let alone weeks.” 
 
    “I know,” he told her with a kiss. “And, that’s good because if you were, we’d be living in a treehouse out in the wild, set on never returning to modern society.” 
 
    “Oh my god,” she responded, rolling her eyes and turning her attention back to the screen. “You really are crazy.” 
 
    “From Los Angeles, California, Cadence is a self-taught survival enthusiast...” 
 
    Jackson felt his heart leap in his chest watching Cadence fearlessly canvass the Savannah with him. 
 
    “...who spends weekends camping out in the wilderness alone. Her passion for living off the land is supported by her survival skill set for fire-making, hunting, and general knowledge of...”  
 
    Zane commented to Jackson, “Sounds like the female version of you.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Jackson reflected, not comfortable with his feelings for Cadence coming to the surface. “In many ways she was, and is, I suppose.” Covering his emotions with cockiness, he added, “Being paired up with her worked out well. We handled the challenge like pros.” 
 
    “Oh, great!” Roxanne replied in protest. “You ruined the ending!” 
 
    Jackson and Zane shared a mutual chuckle over their lover’s childish sincerity. Zane pointed out the obvious to her again. “He obviously made it, Roxy. And, so did she.” Checking with Jackson before offering more conclusions, he asked, “I mean, she did, right?” 
 
    “Watch the show!” Jackson gave a sarcastic laugh, pulling Roxanne to him so her back leaned on his chest. She snuggled in, wrapping his arms around her shoulders and chest before kicking her legs up on the couch and crossing them over Zane’s lap.  
 
    The episode played out, highlighting the most epic aspects of Jackson and Cadence’s journey, from hopeful teammates learning to work together to two people starving and freezing in a hostile environment. 
 
    “I’m getting flashbacks to how skinny you looked arriving back home from this.” Roxanne pulled Jackson’s arms closer to her body. “It was scary seeing you like that, emaciated and covered in wounds.”  
 
    “I know,” he whispered into her hair, then left a kiss there. “It was inevitable considering the situation.” 
 
    She nodded her understanding, then quietly observed what the cameras caught of Jackson and Cadence’s friendly interaction. “You two really did make a great team.” 
 
    Her acknowledgment spoke to Jackson’s heart and stirred his emotions. “Yeah, I got lucky,” he started. “So many teams don’t get along well.” 
 
    “She has some mad weaving skills,” Zane commented, noting Cadence’s handy work with stacks of palm fronds. “Blankets, hunting baskets, groin clothes, mats and even sandals. That’s serious.” 
 
    “Yeah, no doubt,” Jackson agreed. “Those sandals she made us saved my feet from getting shredded. The terrain was not only burning hot but rough as hell. We kept stepping on these thorns and...” As if he’d choreographed his words to match the action on the show, the moment where Cadence was on hands and knees digging sharp objects out of his feet flashed on the screen.  “And, that’s what happened.” 
 
    Roxanne gave her man a sideways glance. His eyes were glued to the screen, but she could see an edge of emotion in them—a look she understood well. “She took good care of you.” 
 
    “We took good care of each other,” Jackson clarified. “We had to. It was the only way to survive.”  
 
    “I get that,” she replied, patting his thigh, sensing his unspoken attraction to the blond, blue-eyed adventure girl he shared an infested cave with. “So, the crew,” she pondered, “they followed you two around and never spoke or told you what to do?” 
 
    Jackson whispered, “Hold on,” and waited for a commercial break before answering. “They gave us instruction at first. Cadence and I were so awkward and nervous at the start, not knowing each other at all. But, after we got going, they only intervened when Cadence got sick.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was gross.” Roxanne took advantage of her wine, drinking a few sips. “How awful it must have been for her to be starving and sick at the same time.” 
 
    “It sucked, for sure,” Jackson agreed, empathetic. “But, she got passed it and came back strong.” 
 
    Zane smirked, offering his sarcasm. “I had no idea you knew how to skin a snake.” 
 
    Laughing, Jackson told him, “That’s nothing. Wait until you see what else we hunted.” 
 
    “But, sleeping in that cave night after night,” Roxanne added, shaking her head with disbelief.  “That must have been miserable.” 
 
    “It wasn’t great,” he admitted, then turned his attention back to the show. On the screen, the words “Day Six” read out over the picturesque shot of a glorious sunrise, followed by shots of Cadence and Jackson waking after a bad night of freezing temperatures. “It got so freakin’ cold in there in the middle of the night. There’s no way we would have survived without the fire.” 
 
    “Only day six, huh?” Zane shifted uncomfortably, witnessing Jackson and Cadence’s consumption of bugs and worms. “Good grub. Looks delicious.” 
 
    Then came the scene where Jackson and Cadence went after a pig, carefully synchronizing their hunting efforts until food was acquired.  
 
    Roxanne gasped, covering her ears and closing her eyes, unable to watch the thrashing pig’s capture. Jackson and Zane exchanged a glance, then both offered comfort to their grossed-out girlfriend.  
 
    Jackson gave assurance. “Hey, we were so grateful to that animal. It fed us for days.” 
 
    She responded without opening her eyes. “I’m happy for you. Really, I am. But, you know I’m so not into...” 
 
    “It’s okay, babe.” Kissing her cheek, he continued, “It was part of the deal, though. Survive or tap out. And, neither one of us were willing to give up without a fight.” 
 
    Baffled, Roxanne blinked at her warrior, discovering a side of Jackson she hadn’t experienced. As comfortable and confident as she was at the center of their polyamorous relationship, acknowledging this other woman as a great match for him in a totally different way than she was caused a sudden pang of jealousy.   
 
    Roxanne observed the rest of the episode quietly, taking in the awesomeness of the challenge Jackson persevered through with Cadence. And, as the episode progressed, their closeness grew, to the point where Roxanne’s gut reaction told her something that wasn’t totally apparent on screen. Intuitively, she understood the magnitude of the connection between Jackson and Cadence, but didn’t mention it. Instead, she gave Jackson her full support, applauding for their triumphs and feeling their mixed emotions at the end of the challenge when they reached their extraction point and said goodbye to the hellish terrain they’d managed to conquer.  
 
    With tears in his eyes, Jackson exhaled, reliving the final moments of the challenge in his mind beyond what was shown on television. “And there it is. A month of surviving against the elements edited down to an hour of television.” 
 
    “Bravo, babe,” Roxanne praised. “I’m absolutely amazed by how well you survived through it. All of your goodness, strength and bravery shined through and I couldn’t be more proud of your accomplishment.” 
 
    Zane offered applause, impressed. “That was crazy. You handled it like a pro, just like we knew you would.” 
 
    “Thanks, you two,” he responded, proud, emotional. “Surviving that challenge was the most extreme thing I’ve ever gone done. I’m just glad Cadence and I made it to extraction and didn’t tap out beforehand. She wanted to finish the challenge as much as I did.” 
 
    Roxanne patted his knee. “More wine?” 
 
    “Nah.” Jackson checked his phone and gave Roxanne a nervous look. “I’m afraid to check my phone.” 
 
    From his gut, Zane belly laughed and replied, “After what we just witnessed? You can’t spear snakes and wild creatures then claim to be fearful of your phone.” 
 
    “Right?” Jackson agreed, tapping for his phone’s notifications, then rolling his eyes. “Well, my family’s blown my phone up. I’ll be spending the rest of the night responding to them.” 
 
    “We figured. For the record, my favorite part was when the cameras caught you and Cadence soaking up the first rays of morning outside of that awful cave. I can imagine how awesome the sunrises were, and how important it was to grab whatever heat was offered after those nights of freezing cold.” Roxanne took Zane by the hand.  
 
    “Yeah, that was cool. I’m glad the crew caught those moments.” Scrolling through his gazillions of text messages, he searched for one from Cadence, but didn’t find any. Immediately, he sensed her distance, her purposeful avoidance, and wondered if he should send a text or just let her be. She was about to watch the show from the beginning, an hour behind Arizona time, and he imagined her excitement.  
 
    His thumbs did the talking, sending a text anyway. “Watching our show was wild.” he texted. “And, I think we looked great, as famished as we were.”  
 
    Half-expecting Cadence to text him back immediately, Jackson waited, then went on to answer the hundreds of messages coming at him from family and friends. Clicking on Facebook, he found a new friend request. It was from Cadence Carmichael, living in Los Angeles, CA, with a status of “in a relationship” but not linking to her special someone. Jackson refrained from confirming the request, knowing his status of “it’s complicated” might bring up many unwanted questions from her.  
 
    Creating a new post, Jackson announced his victory on the survival show, adding a few pictures that Dani had sent him.  
 
    His “before” and “after” pics highlighted his dramatic transformation during his time in Madagascar. For the first time in months, Jackson felt an enormous wave of relief move through his mind and body. He no longer had to keep his adventure or the outcome of his episode a secret, and he exhaled the pent up emotions away. His business would see an uptick in interest- that he was confident of.  An excitement filled his core like it had on his flight to Madagascar, knowing that positive change was on the horizon.  
 
    What he didn’t expect was still feeling Cadence in his heart, strongly, like she belonged there with his deepest emotions previously reserved for Roxanne.  
 
    The evening sky above was lit with stars, and Jackson gazed at the celestial light. He said a quiet prayer, meditating on his memories of Cadence, fresh in his mind after watching the show. 
 
    Soul mates. He recalled her words. There wasn’t much he could do but feel her there in his heart, grateful that the stars had aligned for them to meet and make it through an extreme journey together.  
 
    A piece of his soul had been left in that cave, that icy river, the burning hot terrain, and it would remain there. Forever.  
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    “Ms. Cadence Carmichael!” Mrs. Winters exclaimed with an “appropriate” tone for inside a bank as she approached her favorite teller. “I can’t believe what I saw on my television last night!” 
 
    Having experienced a half-dozen similar reactions from customers and personal banking clients since her arrival earlier in the day, Cadence smiled politely at Mrs. Winters. “You watched the show?” 
 
    “I did! And, oh my God, Cadence! You two were really… you know! Totally and completely naked!” 
 
    “Yes, and in the scorching sun,” Cadence reminded her, “and during the freezing cold nights...” 
 
    “I saw that! How in the world did you handle sleeping in that disgusting cave?” 
 
    Patting her customer’s shoulder, Cadence lead Mrs. Winters to a semi-private room. “We didn’t have much choice. You saw where they dropped us. There wasn’t much to use to build a shelter, and the cave at least offered solid covering from the heat. Without the cave, we wouldn’t have finished the challenge.” 
 
    The shocked and slightly horrified look Mrs. Winters gave the woman in charge of her bank accounts made Cadence giggle and blush. “I couldn’t watch you eat bugs, though. That’s when I had to turn my head and look the other way.” 
 
    Bummed, Cadence asked, “You didn’t watch the whole episode?” 
 
    Guilty, Mrs. Winters answered, “No. I’m sorry. It just got so gross.” 
 
    “Awww, Mrs. Winters, I’m sorry if I freaked you out.” Cadence turned on her laptop and clicked till she found her customer’s profile. “Thank you for giving the show a chance. I know it’s not for everybody.” 
 
    Mrs. Winters admitted, “I’ve never been that person who likes to do all that outdoor stuff, Cadence. I like resorts and cruise ships. Buffets, room service. Dirt, filth, bugs, and bugs in my hair, not to mention eating me alive...I do not know how you put up with that.” 
 
    Cadence blinked, thinking back to just how grueling the experience was. “It was tough, every bit of it. But, I loved being out there in Madagascar, surviving on the bare minimum...” 
 
    “Less.” 
 
    “Yes, much less on certain days. Somehow we made it, though. And, I’m so grateful for the experience. It changed me.” 
 
    “I bet it did,” Mrs. Winters empathized. “How could it not?” 
 
    “Right, exactly.” 
 
    Mrs. Winters gazed at Cadence as if she was a rare breed of specie, then shook her head. “And your partner? Did you two really get along as well as you looked on the show?” 
 
    “We did.” Cadence felt her stomach clench with the emotion hangover from watching the show herself the night before. “We were a committed team from the start.” 
 
    “That was apparent.” 
 
    Raising an eyebrow, Cadence cleared her throat, nervous about what else Mrs. Winters might have noticed. “Was it? That’s good. I’m glad our camaraderie was obvious. We definitely took care of each other.” 
 
    Changing the focus, Mrs. Winters probed further into Cadence’s private life. “And what about your handsome fiancé? How did he like seeing you in that situation?” 
 
    “He… he was okay with it.” Cadence turned her attention to the computer, not wanting to discuss Chris’s strong reaction, which wasn’t what she’d expected, especially not out in public at their regular sushi joint.  
 
    “Good.” Settling in her chair, Mrs. Winters reflected on Jackson before stating, “Your partner had a cute buttocks.”  
 
    Nearly slapping her face with the shock of her conservative customer’s remark, Cadence laughed, and replied, “Did he now? You think so?” 
 
    With a knowing wink, Mrs. Winters nodded. “Yes. I might be old and way past my prime, but I know a nice male buttocks when I see one.” 
 
    “Yet, that wasn’t enough to help you get over the gross-out watching us eat bugs.” 
 
    “It’s a shame, but true. I’m guessing you two went the entire challenge? All twenty-seven days?” 
 
    “We did.” 
 
    “Miraculous.” Searching through her purse, Mrs. Winters found her reading glasses. “I have to ask...” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “No, never mind. That’s too personal.” 
 
    “Okay.” Feeling her deeper emotions rise into her chest, Cadence gave her client a gentle smile, needing to focus on the matter at hand.  “So, how can I help you today?” 
 
      
 
    Later, on her way home from work, Cadence was lost in thought driving through rush hour traffic. Rolling slowly across the streets of West Los Angeles to her apartment gave her the time and space needed to process what had happened throughout the day. An overload of shocked faces and a barrage of questions from her coworkers and the bank customers had thrown Cadence into a whirlwind of repeating conversations, all based around her appearance on the survival show. She had expected some disruption to the usual routine after the episode aired, but what actually happened was so much more than she’d imagined.  
 
    The Twitter profile she’d made after Dani suggested she create a show-specific account to promote their episode, as well as her personal social media pages, went berserk during and after the show. Never in her life had she experienced so many strangers from around the world tweeting at her, making comments about her performance in Madagascar. Yet nowhere in the flood of communications did she hear from Jackson, nor did he accept her friend request on Facebook. And, she hadn’t heard from Chris, either, since he slipped out of their bed before his alarm went off and left for work without letting her know.  
 
    He felt embarrassed—that’s what Chris had stated to her from across the table at their regular sushi joint while the show played out on several different monitors stationed across the restaurant for all the patrons to see. 
 
    “This is why I wanted to watch it at home,” Cadence had told him quietly, drinking the last of her Japanese beer and threading her arm through her purse straps so they could make a quick exit when the show was over.  “But you wanted to come here, and make it special, remember?”  
 
    Chris wouldn’t make eye contact with her, tossing more than enough cash on the table to cover their meal. He didn’t reply to her until they’d cleared the chaos of cheers, hoots, hollers from the patrons and restaurant staff on their way out the door. “I’m sorry, Cadence. I didn’t think I’d have this kind of reaction.” Chirping the car alarm to release the locked doors, Chris held Cadence’s door open like he normally did, and closed it securely once she was inside. She strapped the seat belt across her chest and waited for him to slide into the driver’s seat. “It wasn’t my intention to ruin it for you.” 
 
    “You didn’t ruin it, honey,” she lied, not wanting to argue over it. “And, honestly, I’m not completely surprised you had a tough time watching it. You don’t like watching the show in the first place, and considering you weren’t totally in favor of...” 
 
    “Cadence,” Chris interrupted, “I was fine until the part when you and your teammate were spooning in the cave. It was too familiar, too intimate. I trust you, and I don’t want to question you over and over again. If you say it was all good between you two, and nothing else happened, then so be it. But, it struck me in my gut, like a punch to the stomach, when I saw you two like that.” Throwing the car into reverse, Chris backed up then drove out of the parking lot and headed towards their apartment.  
 
    She stopped herself from blurting a defensive remark, knowing that there was truth in what Chris felt. Something had most definitely happened with Jackson, and her choice to not speak of it lingered in the background of their monogamous relationship. Chris’s lover’s intuition had zoned in on the unspoken connection between his girlfriend and this guy he hadn’t met and didn’t know. “There’s nothing I can do about it now, Chris. You knew what I was getting into and what was going to happen.”  
 
    “Yes, I did, and I also knew how weird it was going to be to see you on television like that, naked with a stranger.” 
 
    The sound of her phone buzzing repeatedly in her purse added to the tension. “So? Now what? Are you going to be mad at me for the rest of the night?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve never felt like this before with you.” 
 
    Raising an eyebrow instead of inquiring with words, Cadence waited for him to elaborate. 
 
    “Do you two still communicate with each other?” 
 
    His question took her by surprise, expecting a different statement.  
 
    “We do.” Cadence reached into her purse and hit the side button to silent the notifications. “But it’s nothing more than simple check-ins related to the show. We don’t talk about personal things. He knows I’m in a relationship with you.” 
 
    “And, what’s his deal? Is he in a relationship, too?” 
 
    Cadence pondered this, having noticed the “it’s complicated” relationship status on Jackson’s Facebook page. “No idea. I got the impression when we were in Madagascar that he was single and not involved with anyone. Why?” 
 
    He didn’t offer an answer. 
 
    She confessed, “Chris, I swear, I wouldn’t have gone on the show if I knew it would negatively affect you.” 
 
    “The thing is, Cadence,” he stated, pulling the car into their designated parking space and turning off the engine. “I don’t think either of us thought that far into the future when you agreed to it. I was uncomfortable with your decision to go, and we both knew there would be some adjusting in the aftermath of your episode airing, but this jealousy I feel is something else entirely. It’s disturbing to me.” 
 
    “You said it was embarrassing watching me on the show, and the waiter heard you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sorry I said that.” Chris clutched his keys and gave her a sideways glance. “It wasn’t embarrassing.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “It was just… weird. Very weird. And awkward. I don’t know this side of you, the survivalist you are when you’re not a bank manager or my girlfriend.” He thought a moment, then added, “And yet it’s so much of who you are.” 
 
    “I’ve asked you to join me.” Cadence’s emotions escalated and she took a deep breath. “You never want to...” 
 
    “Cadence,” Chris interrupted, “the point is, if I don’t know you completely, then how do I know you at all?” 
 
      
 
    A blast from a car horn behind her brought Cadence back into the moment, still fighting traffic on her way home after work. Two full traffic cycles had passed and Cadence’s car had barely moved ten feet forward. Her thoughts circled back to Chris, recalling his words, recycling their emotional conversation again and again. They’d gone to bed in silence without exchanging affection or loving words and that wasn’t common for them. Chris wasn’t a snuggling kind of guy, but he always kissed Cadence before sleep, and reminded her of his love.  
 
    The blaring horn from another car snapped Cadence out of the memory and refocused her thoughts on driving through the rush hour congestion. She and Chris had chosen to rent an apartment in the city after deciding to live together years previous, neither wanting a long commute to and from their jobs. But, the unforgiving weekday traffic held her captive, and for once she didn’t mind it.  
 
    She thought about calling Chris to let him know how bad traffic was and how soon she thought she’d arrive home. She thought about calling Jackson, too, and ask him why he hadn’t accepted her friend request. Are we at that stage now? Cadence asked herself. The “day after” stage where we both pretend it never happened? Their show, their closeness, their intimate encounter—it was all in the past. The only reason Cadence had to contact Jackson was to inquire about his life, or share hers, but there didn’t seem to be a driving reason for that conversation to happen. Their relationship was forged out of absolute necessity, their very survival, and none of that held precedent in the moment, or in the days to come. It was back to her life with Chris, and the bank, and solo camping trips on the weekend. Then she remembered about her upcoming business trip to Arizona and pondered over whether or not she’d still contact Jackson and try to arrange a face-to-face meeting. Did it even matter now? Perhaps Jackson should be left in the past? 
 
    Someone had tweeted at her, a woman in South Dakota, saying it looked to her like something had happened between Jackson and Cadence in Madagascar. Cadence was mortified reading all the comments that followed from women spanning the United States who were also fans of the show and had watched the episode and thought the same thing. They wanted Cadence to answer their inquiry—publicly—and they wanted the truth. Chris had read those tweets while they were dining at the sushi bar, and it was then that Cadence saw the jealousy in him, contemplating his own insecurities as he watched the woman he loved get naked with another man and hold him close to her at night. He also witnessed the chemistry that bloomed naturally between her and Jackson, and although it was hidden well under the veil of sportsmanship, it was still visible to anyone who knew her, including her co-workers who raved the entire afternoon about how hot Jackson was and how lucky Cadence was for getting him as her survival partner, and how envious they were of her.  
 
    Suddenly, Cadence had developed a following of inquiring minds who carried strong and pointed opinions, and the worst part was that they were right. Every single person who guessed that Cadence and Jackson had become more than just friends or teammates on the show were completely correct.  
 
    She thought about her life, and how she was suddenly in the spotlight as a woman who’d survived in extreme conditions against the odds, and against her boyfriend’s wishes. Whatever anyone else thought about her, or Jackson, wasn’t anything she could control. The truth still needed to be dealt with—that was undeniable—yet Cadence had committed to avoiding the subject for as long as she could and hoped the memory of what transpired in that cave with Jackson would fade and disappear over time. Underneath the denial and need for secrecy, Cadence was well aware that losing herself to Jackson had been a mistake, an inappropriate action on her part within the boundaries of the monogamous relationship she had with Chris. Reflecting on Chris’s reaction to her new status as a reality show winner who’d bared it all to another man, and a gazillion others, a voice from her deeper consciousness posed a question: Maybe now is the time to come clean and admit to Chris what she couldn’t before?  
 
    Without a doubt his reaction would be strong to the unpleasant news of her unfaithfulness. Her admittance might also bring about the end of their relationship. Breaking up with Chris wasn’t the outcome she wanted, but it was likely, considering his hard stance on betrayal, which Cadence had agreed with one hundred percent until she met Jackson and altered her destiny. The closer she drove to their apartment, the more confident she grew in telling Chris the truth, regardless of his assumed reaction. It was only fair to be honest with the guy she once thought she’d marry. She was remorseful for her actions, and hoped Chris would see her sincerity. Their relationship had flowed along for years without any serious problems despite their lack of mutual interests and commonality. Now was the time to tell him and get the truth out in the open.  
 
    Convinced, Cadence resolved to tell Chris everything and she held steadfast to a full admittance until the moment she entered her apartment and saw Chris looking depressed, his eyes downcast at the large suitcase stationed by his feet.   
 
     “Hey,” he mumbled without attempting eye contact with her. 
 
    Cadence felt her stomach flip and sour as her heart raced with a strange sense of utter panic. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Chris wiped his nose with the back of his hand, his car keys clutched in his other fist. “I have to go, Cadence. I’m going to stay at my brother’s place for a few days, maybe a week or so.” 
 
    “Or so?” Cadence took steps towards him but he raised his palm for her to stop. “Why? Is this all because of the show?” 
 
    “Mostly, yes,” he admitted, then finally glanced at her. His eyes were absent of the lover’s glimmer she was used to seeing, just flat and dark, watery and red—a mood she hadn’t seen on him before. “I thought I could handle it, but that was wishful thinking. My entire day was bombarded by comments and questions from, well, everyone, about my girlfriend being naked on TV, and I just don’t know how to deal with it.” 
 
    “Chris...” she started to say, but he went on, not interested in her words of comfort.  
 
    “It feels like you’re a different person now, and our life together just doesn’t seem the same. I’m the guy who was left behind while you went and lived out something I’ll never understand or truly respect. That’s the issue. I don’t respect the choice you made to throw us in the spotlight and draw attention to yourself like that. I’m not a fan of reality TV or the people who sign up to be on these shows. You know this. You knew this. And you did it anyway.” 
 
    Struck by his brutal honesty, Cadence remained silent, aware that defending herself was pointless. 
 
    “As much as I love you, and have loved you since we started dating, I can’t make peace with it. I need a few days, or longer, to deal with the storm going on in my gut. I’ll pay my share of the rent and bills...” 
 
    It was Cadence who raised a palm to him in this instance, insulted by his mention of money over his presence in their relationship.  
 
    “I can’t say in this moment that I think we can work things out, either. I have no idea if I can get over this, Cadence. And, I also don’t want to hold you back from going after what you want. You’re a celebrity now...” 
 
    “Not even,” she corrected, sensing an embarrassing blush across her cheeks. “It’s all momentary. I’m sure I’ll be forgotten shortly.” 
 
    “I seriously doubt that,” he told her, “because I witnessed how your new Twitter page blew up last night and I’m sure you’re still getting tweeted at. A few guys at work said they’re following you as well because you’re hot with mad fire-making skills and I guess they like that kind of thing.” 
 
    “Are you breaking up with me, Chris? If so, just say it. We don’t need to drag it out. I love you, and I wish you were...” 
 
    “A different person?” 
 
    “More understanding, that’s what I was going to say.” 
 
    “I tried to be, but it’s not working. I’m angry with you, Cadence. I wish you hadn’t gone on the show. I was being a supportive boyfriend when I agreed to you going on, and it’s clear to me that I was being foolish. I should have been totally honest then, but I didn’t want to be the bad guy, either, stopping you from going after your dreams.”  
 
    “I feel terrible about this. I’m sorry, Chris.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, too. I didn’t see this coming, you know? I thought I’d be okay.” 
 
    His words resonated with her in more ways than she could explain to him. “I get it.” 
 
    “So, yes, I think it’s safe to assume that I’ll be finding another place to live. We had some great years together, wonderful trips, and I’ve enjoyed being with you.” 
 
    Cadence held her tongue, listening instead to his farewell, wondering if she should punctuate the upsetting moment with more honest reveals or just let him go without being injured further. 
 
    She nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    “And, we’ll talk, text, email,” he assured. “It’s not like I never want to talk to you again. I’ll get the rest of my things as soon as I find a new place.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s me who should be moving? Your work is closer to here than mine is.” 
 
    Chris smirked over her practical suggestion as they stood in the midst of their unexpected breakup. “I suppose we can decide that in a few days when our emotions aren’t so strong.” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed, letting him call the shots as if he was in charge, like she often did since their union. “This isn’t how I wanted to end my day, or any day, but I understand.” 
 
    The silence in the room grew thick, filled with tension, sadness, and unresolved issues. With her heart beating heavy in her chest, she blinked back the tears forming in her eyes. Fighting his own need to cry, Chris grabbed his suitcase. “I’ll text you later.” 
 
    She nodded again, and stood there while he and his suitcase headed for the door. There were different thoughts racing in her head, yet she said none of them. Instead, she waited for his exit before collapsing on the couch and covering herself in a layer of pillows and blankets. The tears that fell in hard streams weren’t simply because of the separation with Chris. The downpour was long overdue and desperately needed to cleanse her troubled mind and ease the sadness in her heart.  
 
    You’ll survive this, she comforted herself with positive thoughts. It’s just going to hurt like hell, but you’ll find your way, your new path. 
 
    Somewhere in between sobbing and staring blankly at the plain white ceiling of her apartment living room, Cadence drifted into sleep. Visions of being lost and alone in Madagascar colored her dreams, without a partner by her side sharing in the survival experience. She wasn’t afraid to be alone and welcomed the challenge of facing whatever came her way with strength and courage. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “He just walked out? Just like that?” asked Melanie, one of Cadence’s assistant managers at the bank, after learning about the news of her boss’s sudden breakup with her boyfriend. “No warning? No attempt to try and work things out?” 
 
    Cadence motioned for Melanie to lower her voice before offering more insight into the situation. “He left without warning. But, he explained his reasons and why he felt it was best to end our relationship temporarily. He’s too conflicted, apparently, over me becoming a primitive survival celebrity.” 
 
    Melanie gave Cadence a look of utter shock, flabbergasted. “Wow. How did he not know your appearance on the show would affect him like this? Didn’t you two talk about it before you went to Madagascar? It seems rather impulsive to end your relationship, just like that, even just temporarily. Why not wait a week or two and see how things mellow out?”  
 
    Cadence considered how much to reveal in a workplace conversation. “I’ve had the same questions, Melanie, and more, but I’m not the type of woman to stand in someone’s way if they feel they know what’s best for them. He was convinced leaving was the only option for him. Honestly, Chris and I are very different people. He’s very good at hiding his true feelings.” 
 
    Melanie related. “Like most men, I think, at least in my experience with relationships. I once had a boyfriend who secretly couldn’t stand my cooking, yet he ate it meal after meal. At first I thought it was cool that he always wanted to go out to eat, but then I realized it was just because he couldn’t handle telling me the truth. He said he was protecting my feelings, yet I felt betrayed, fooled. And we stopped seeing each other after that because it just got weird with me wondering what else he was hiding or covering up.” 
 
    Melanie’s statement struck Cadence in a deep place, where her guilty conscious harbored a secret. Waving off any sign of emotional discomfort, Cadence held her professional smile outwardly while inside she crumbled. The bank wasn’t the place for Cadence to reveal personal details to her employees, despite the fact that her entire staff had seen her fully nude on television. “Yeah, that’s basically how I feel, too. You know, I was single for years before I hooked up with Chris, specifically because no one I met shared my mutual interests. Chris and I shared a few commonalities, like healthy lifestyle stuff and outdoor sporting events, concerts. And, for Chris, that was enough to justify our relationship, as long as I didn’t do anything crazy, like run off to Madagascar.” 
 
    “Sounds like your breakup was inevitable then, because you are a very unique lady, Cadence.” 
 
    Cadence winked at Melanie. “So, as much as it sucks to lose him, I think Chris’s decision to break things off was probably for the best.” 
 
    “Well, good,” Melanie concluded, then added, “by the way, your survival partner was so damn hot.” She patted her chest at the thought of Jackson. “Those eyes of his! Holy crap! I was like, yeah, I’d live in a dirty, stinky, bug-infested cave with him, too.” 
 
    Cadence laughed. “Maybe you should go on the show and see if you get paired up with a good-looking guy like Jackson?” 
 
    “Oh, no!” Melanie replied with a full body shiver. “No, no, no. I’m not an “outdoorsy” person, Cadence. I don’t even like to picnic. Flies and ants are not my preferred company.” 
 
    “You know what’s really crazy?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Cadence lowered her voice, not wanting the nearby bank customers to hear their conversation. “I’m actually contemplating going on the extended survival challenge. The forty-five day challenge.” 
 
    “What?” Melanie gazed at Cadence as if she was looking at a stranger. “That is crazy. Pure insanity. Why would anyone want to do that?” 
 
    With a wink, Cadence explained her perceived insanity. “Because Jackson might do it, too.” 
 
    Melanie shook her head vehemently. “No, not even for him would I agree to do that.” 
 
    Just the fact that Cadence was even considering the bigger, extended challenge caused her to check her true intentions. Was she capable of surviving forty-five days? Would she sign up for it without Jackson?  
 
    Her mind returned to the present moment, stopping herself from emotionally investing in out-of-reach fantasies. “Don’t worry. I won’t be signing up for anything like that anytime soon.” 
 
    “Regardless, you shocked me, totally and completely, watching what a survivor woman you are. I’m proud to say you’re my boss, and one kick-ass warrior chick!” 
 
    Giving her assistant a friendly hug, Cadence noticed the collection of customers at the reception desk. “Thank you, Mel. That means the world to me.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Later, that night, with a glass of white wine in hand, Cadence stood in her bedroom closet, assessing what was left of Chris’s belongings. Her mood was stoic, packing the last few items he hadn’t collected yet into a small carry-on suitcase they’d used on various trips together. Exhaling her sadness and disappointment over the upsetting way things turned out between them, Cadence took her wine to the living room so she could calm her emotions and watch the sun setting over Los Angeles.  
 
    In her heart, she was conflicted, weeping as her favorite memories of Chris flooded her vision. She remembered when their relationship became more serious after dating off and on for months, and how nervous Chris was when he’d expressed his interest in getting exclusive with her. His handsomeness attracted her as well as his calm, collected demeanor, and the fact that he had a successful career in his chosen field and an easy-to-deal-with past history of only one serious girlfriend before her. They seemed compatible on the surface, enjoying similar likes and dislikes, a mutual love of travel, and in the bedroom Chris held his own as a passionate, giving lover. Before she’d gone on the survival show, Cadence was nearly certain of their future together. Chris understood her, at least that’s what she’d believed, and supported her wild, crazy whims when nature spoke to her soul and called her out for solo camping weekends. In return, she was his gorgeous girlfriend at the sporting events he held season tickets to, his willing, romantic lover, and the independent, career-focused woman who didn’t need anything from him accept for his unconditional love.  
 
    Their relationship had been conditional, although neither understood the truth of that until it was made perfectly clear by her actions in Madagascar, and when he witnessed the show. Beyond basic commonality, their relationship was thinner then either comprehended.  
 
    She’d returned from Madagascar with another man sharing the space in her heart that had belonged solely to Chris. But, there were occasions during their years together when Cadence wondered if Chris’s heart truly belonged to her. She didn’t doubt his faithfulness, as Chris wasn’t the cheating type. It was his cool, often detached behavior that caused her concern. He didn’t always behave like both feet were in their relationship and sometimes exhibited what Cadence referred to as his “cool periods” where he treated her with a lack of emotion, like she was more his pal then the love of his life. She wondered if he was in that same state of detachment now—how else could she explain his sudden departure, his ability to just end it without a change of heart the next day, or the possibility of reconciliation at some point later on, after their difficult emotions had been sorted out. 
 
    Sipping her wine, she consciously pushed the bittersweet memories from infiltrating her vulnerability, and gazed at the evening lights twinkling like a bed of gem stones across the city’s basin.  
 
     Beyond the expected sadness over losing Chris and a relationship she once treasured, Cadence wasn’t traumatized by Chris’s decision or the sudden silence between them. There was a sense of relief deep in her core and she didn’t need to remind herself why. Disinterested in denying the truth of her past actions, intuitively Cadence understood this abrupt separation was appropriate and ultimately what was best for them both. The pain lingered, though, dealing with their ending while blinking at the unknown future before her.  
 
    Ding-ding-ding! The notifications on her phone blew up, mostly from her new Twitter account where her sudden reality TV fame sent her modest “follower” count to a record-breaking fifty-thousand. Checking the tweet she was tagged in, Cadence watched the flickering images of her and Jackson in a GIF made by a fan. It was so strange having “fans” who took the time to make GIF’s from screenshots taken from the show. She watched the video clip over and over, observing the funny way the GIF showed the survival duo slaying a snake on the barren terrain they lived on, starving, emaciated, and dependent on each other to make it through the challenge.  
 
    There were moments since their episode aired where she could still feel how it felt to be in Madagascar with Jackson as if it had happened yesterday, and a part of her wished she could relive it with him without cameras and a crew following them around.  
 
    That was impossible. The notion was completely ridiculous. She yearned for it, though, to be with him again, out there, alone.  
 
    Jackson’s Twitter “handle” had been tagged in the tweet, too. Thumbing the “like” and “retweet” icons, the GIF was sent back out into social media before she clicked to check out Jackson’s profile. She hadn’t noticed that he had a Twitter account when their episode aired, too caught up by the massive attention she was receiving, and Chris’s profound dislike over what he’d witnessed. Without having a scrutinizing mate at her shoulder, she was free to spend the entire evening scrolling through her media.  
 
    First, she had to satisfy her curiosity and clicked on Jackson’s account, noticing how tan and athletic he looked in his profile picture. Tweet by tweet, she went through his timeline, noticing his popularity, especially with the female fans of the show. He hadn’t liked or retweeted the GIF of them yet, and Cadence contemplated sending him a tweet. Clicking the “follow” button, she joined the ranks of his other followers interested in watching him live his life outside of the survival show, which wasn’t really an acceptable substitute for seeing him in person. But, better than a text here and there. 
 
    Reading over his profile bio, Cadence went through his pictures, seeing nothing that pointed or even hinted at a girlfriend or a romantic relationship. There were shots of his hikes through rocky peaks and mountains, and pictures of his survivalist training business. The deep, guttural yearning returned, wanting to be with him on the hikes, wishing they lived closer to each other, instead of in a separate state.  
 
    She couldn’t send him a private message until he followed her back, so, she typed out a tweet, not too personal, just a shout-out to her teammate from the show. A rush of “likes” from her followers made Cadence’s phone chime. She did reply to several of those who did, and thanked them for their support and for enjoying their episode. Having “fans” was a totally new and bizarre experience for Cadence, and she wanted to be friendly and offer answers to their questions.  
 
    So many tweets were directed at her about what really happened in the cave between she and Jackson, and instantly Cadence recalled that sinking feeling when she realized Chris had seen those, too. Then, she came upon Dani’s Twitter profile and followed her, as well as the survival show’s account, finding at least a dozen tweets with she and Jackson pictured in them.  
 
    It was almost like having an out-of-body experience looking at how popular they’d become from their one episode. The thought suddenly occurred to her that she should make something of this unexpected popularity beyond polite responses. She wasn’t an active social media user in the first place, and tweeting about her day-to-day wasn’t her style, preferring the quietness of her hikes and nature weekends to giving play-by-plays on various social media platforms. The bank certainly didn’t require her to publicize herself as a branch manager, and Chris was only a passive user of Facebook and Twitter. As far as she knew, Chris used the internet for emailing, watching sports and Netflix, and very little else.  
 
    Clicking off of Twitter and starting-up Facebook instead, she went to her personal page to edit her relationship status, changing it to “single” from “in a relationship” and pressed “save” before checking on the unanswered friend request she’d sent him. He still hadn’t responded to it. 
 
    On the verge of taking his lack of acceptance personally, she fixed her attitude towards the positive and took a selfie, holding her wine glass as if offering a toast to whoever viewed the picture. She hit the “share” icon and pondered which of her online profiles should get the picture first. Facebook? Twitter? The abandoned Instagram account she’d created that only had two pictures posted to it?  
 
    Deciding on Twitter, Cadence checked the picture, adjusting the filter slightly to lighten up the shadow cast on her face from the dimly lit living room, then clicked “tweet”. Within minutes, she received a handful of likes and responses containing GIFS or emojis from her followers, and the number kept increasing as her selfie appeared on various timelines and streams. She almost sent the picture to Chris out of sheer habit, although she wasn’t a frequent selfie-taker, except when on her weekend camping trips.  
 
    Noticing an unread text in her notifications from Jackson, she saw that it was from the other night. The text was a comment on their episode, his reaction to it, complimenting their performances in Madagascar. Somehow it was overlooked during the chaos surrounding Chris and the severity of his anger towards seeing his girlfriend naked on national television, followed by their breakup. Her stomach did a flip as a rush of excitement filled her chest and she hit “reply” a second later, texting a short note.  
 
    I think we did fantastically, too! What a crazy experience! The text was sent before she could add the other statements and questions running through her mind, like the news about being suddenly single, and how every women she knows has a crush on him, and the fact that so many people complimented, online and in person, that together they made a great team. She typed a second text and sent it, stating: I just posted a pic on Twitter. Did you see the GIF of us someone made? OMG it’s so funny! Then, a third one, letting him know she just saw his texts and sorry for the delay in responding. But, her phone dinged with a notification from Twitter before she could send it.  
 
    To her surprise and glee, it was Jackson, following her back.  
 
    Oddly, Cadence felt exposed by his follow, and a little flustered. There was a safety communicating through texts and emails that vanished under the massive exposure of being popular on social media. The “survival power couple”, as one female fan labeled them over several tweets, was connected again through their simultaneous presence online.  
 
    Ding-ding-ding went her phone, and on and on, as Jackson went through Cadence’s Twitter feed, liking and retweeting all of her pictures, including the selfie she just posted.  
 
    Her heartbeat was rapid, and she emptied her wine glass in one swallow, waiting for the “dings” to calm down before she mustered the courage to send an actual tweet to Jackson, right there on the spot, so everyone watching them could witness their friendly interaction. At least, she assumed it would be friendly. They’d interacted with each other in front of cameras and a crew, but never in a social environment without a plan or purpose, engaging in random conversations over whatever they wanted to talk about.  
 
    That’s what Cadence told herself as she prepared to type a message for all to see. Gripping her phone in both hands, she hovered her thumbs over her keypad and spent a long moment considering her words and sentiment. Fresh from her breakup with Chris, Cadence was torn between sounding flirty and coming across as purely professional. Her heart wanted to type out the suppressed and ignored emotions in a long, public love letter to Jackson. The grounded, serious side of Cadence knew better than to act immaturely, like a school girl with a mad crush. Thumbing, deleting, thumbing, deleting… finally, she found the right words: 
 
    “I’m honored & so grateful that Jackson was my partner in Madagascar,” she typed, “he’s the real deal, in every way. Thank you, Jackson, for being my perfect teammate.” With her eyes closed, she sent the tweet and out it went to her followers, and his, for their continued entertainment. Dani will be proud, she thought to herself, waiting for the first dinging sound from her phone to break the silence in the living room. She was all too aware of how long she’d lived with the hum of sports and ESPN in the background of her daily existence with Chris. The silence happening around Cadence was a welcome change, bringing a sense of quiet self-awareness with it, which she needed.  
 
    Ding-ding-ding-ding! Her tweet had been seen, liked and retweeted by Jackson. Then came his reply: “My crazy twin! I couldn’t have survived the challenge without you. No need to thank me – we made it through together.” 
 
    Cadence’s heart pounded in her chest and her face went flush. Had he really called her his “crazy twin” right there for thousands, maybe millions to view? Her thumb hit the heart icon instantly, and she retweeted with a comment, “We totally did! I’m ready to go back and do it again!” 
 
    Her ears burned with the unfamiliar rush of performing in front of a live audience for the first time since her elementary school recitals. Her phone was buzzing nonstop and it gave Cadence a thrill knowing their interaction was somehow important, and wanted, by people they hadn’t met besides a few tweets.  
 
    Jackson tweeted her back. “I’m ready to go back if I get to have you as my partner again. Otherwise, prob not. Can’t risk being paired up with someone less compatible.” 
 
    With happy tears flooding her vision, Cadence laughed out loud. He was being sincere, and she knew it, but where was this Twitter conversation going? She wondered how much further she should take their interaction into personal territory. Had they gone far enough on their first public “outing”?  
 
    She didn’t want to stop, but her heart was too vulnerable, and her fear of revealing too much kicked in. Cadence “liked” his reply, and then gave one more for the evening: “I feel the same way. With you is the only way I’d do it, too. #crazytwins #survivalists #winners” 
 
    Then, her heart sunk with the weight of her feelings for him, reading his next one: “#JacksonandCadence #Survivalchallengehandled #Madagascar” 
 
    ‘Jackson and Cadence’ is a thing, she thought to herself, a hashtag with their names connected as one word and there were people who understood what it meant, and… 
 
    What did it mean? Was there meaning in it beyond drawing attention on social media? 
 
    Dizzy from the adrenaline, excitement and wine, Cadence took a breather, leaving her phone on the couch instead of taking it with her into the kitchen. Filling a glass with water, she gulped until it was empty, then refilled it. Aware of her empty stomach, she made a bowl of the leftover chicken pesto pasta she’d had for lunch and stuck it in the microwave. The impulse was there to show off her closeness with Jackson, and she fought the desire to get back on the app and keep the tweeting going. Yet, texting him seemed too personal, an invasion of his privacy. That’s what caused the uncertainty in her gut and triggered her womanly intuition, the odd duality of communicating with him under a spotlight, but not wanting to “bother” him with personal interactions. 
 
    He hadn’t sent her a text after the tweeting died down, either. She tried to project herself into his situation, having no idea what his lifestyle was about besides his business and his passion for primitive survival experiences. Whatever Jackson was doing outside of work, she had no idea. His personal life was a mystery and she wanted to know more, but that would require prying, or creeping him on social media, if he wasn’t into sharing the details on his own. If Jackson offered her an invitation to reach out and talk on a deeper level, she would accept it without question. The silence between them offline was a telltale sign to Cadence that they were both holding back from connecting as people rather than personalities. She was open and willing for more, suddenly single and rediscovering herself. So, why couldn’t she text him, then, and make Jackson aware?  
 
      
 
    She pondered that question at bedtime, spread out across the mattress, not minding the extra space one bit. Trying to answer honestly proved to be a challenge, partly because she wasn’t completely ready to admit Chris had left her, still functioning under a layer of shell-shock. She also didn’t want to come across as pushy, or worse, bothersome, texting him random information and questions without knowing for sure if he wanted her to, or not. In many ways, her girlish tendency was to wait for him to start the texting exchange, even though she’d been the first to text him after coming home from their crazy adventure.  
 
    Too conflicted, and too tired to continue stirring her emotions and brain power, Cadence checked to make sure her alarm was set for waking up early. It was Friday, a casual dress day at the bank for employees, and Cadence wanted to dive back into the sunrise yoga practice she once was religious about doing but gave up in favor of sleeping in with Chris.  
 
    Five-thirty a.m. was the perfect time for her to wake, and yoga flow with the sunrise. Silencing the notifications on her phone, Cadence tucked herself in and fell asleep while remembering Jackson, their dirty, bug-infested cave, and how his body felt wrapped around hers.  
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR
  
 
    More than a month had flown by since the airing of Cadence and Jackson’s survival show episode. The commotion created by their mutual appearance on social media as the dynamic team had quieted, with only an occasional “fan” tweet inquiring about when their next adventure would be. The buzz had worn off for Cadence, and her communication with Jackson had cooled considerably, but her deep feelings for him remained the same, if not more intense.  
 
    For weeks following their breakup, Cadence and Chris stayed in touch, sending a couple of “checking in” texts as the last strands of their relationship faded away and there was nothing left to say or share. His things had been collected and moved into his new apartment, which was only a few blocks away from hers and a little closer to his work. They’d unfriended each other on Facebook, the only site where they’d claimed to be “in a relationship” with each other.  She missed Chris, yet she was all too aware of his true feelings and harsh judgments, and she’d made peace with the situation between them. Her life had found a new normal, randomly recognized at the bank, the grocery store, and even a few times on her weekend hikes.  
 
    She’d found her independence again, and although thoughts of Jackson still permeated her daily existence, Cadence learned to put him and their experience together in proper perspective and didn’t feel the need to text or call or tweet at him in front of thousands of onlookers, either. They were friends living in different states, with very different daily existences. Unless she was willing to move to Arizona to be closer to him, Jackson wasn’t going to be more to her than a good friend.  
 
    It was days before Cadence’s scheduled business trip to Phoenix, Arizona, with Brooke, her district manager at the bank. Knowing how close Phoenix was to Scottsdale, the city Jackson lived in, Cadence found herself contemplating the likelihood of seeing him during her four-day stay. She loved the annual company conferences, and enjoyed the seminars and team-building activities, and the fact that Scottsdale was a mere thirty-minute drive from Phoenix signified a fated situation as well. Passing up an easy opportunity to spend at least a couple of hours visiting with Jackson seemed senseless.  
 
    This trip was the chance she’d been waiting for, the perfect excuse to meet up with him again. She’d almost sent him a text about her pending visit, but then decided to keep the information quiet, and possibly surprise him instead of planning. She had Jackson’s address, and from what he’d told her, his business was run primarily from a home office. The chances of him being home were good enough for Cadence to set her mind to renting a car and looking up the driving route from the hotel to his house. The familiar butterflies in her stomach fluttered over the thought of seeing him soon, and looking into his clear blue eyes, chest to chest, hearing his voice without the interference of static or dropped signals. 
 
    Suddenly, the urge to pack and reserve a rental car consumed Cadence, bolting from her lounging spot on the couch to her bedroom walk-in closet where her suitcase was. The last time she’d used it was on her trip to Madagascar and it still had the flight tags on it. Not wanting to disturb the memory of that journey, Cadence left the tags on the suitcase handle and hoisted it onto her bed. She packed four suits, workout clothes, dress shoes, sneakers, sandals and several casual outfits as well, wondering which one to wear for her meeting with Jackson.  
 
    Like an anxious child, Cadence sat with her suitcase, wondering what else to do. She reminded herself it was only a business trip, not a grand adventure traveling to an exotic destination. Most of her attention and time would be spent at the hotel inside conference rooms. Arranging an escape to drive to Jackson’s house was an extra, not a given, and there was always the possibility she wouldn’t be able to find the time at all. Brooke was an understanding boss, but would she be keen on letting one of her favorite bank branch manager’s go off on her own for an afternoon or evening instead of wanting her to attend any and all company events, even the impromptu cocktail receptions?  
 
    Imagining different scenarios to excuse herself for some sightseeing, she kept doubt from messing up the perfect plan in her mind. One way or another, Cadence was going to meet with Jackson during her trip, even if she had to park in front of his house and wait for him to return home.  
 
    But, would she really do that? She thought to herself as she went through her packing checklist for the third time. Just sit in front of his house like some kind of desperate girl with a mad crush? 
 
    Calming her racing and overexcited mind from running scenarios again and again, Cadence zipped her suitcase closed and set it to the side. Send him a text, she thought, reaching for her phone, let him know about your visit.  
 
    Tapping Jackson’s contact info, a blank text came up on her phone screen. Quickly, before she could talk herself out of it, Cadence thumbed a text to him: I’ll be in Arizona soon. If I can arrange my schedule, I’d love to see you while I’m near your city. 
 
    To her delight, Jackson texted back with a series of happy face emojis and a “thumbs up”.  She texted him back with a single happy face, and stopped herself from texting another message, not wanting to intrude in his evening. 
 
    But, then, she sent one anyway. Just a simple “how are you?”. He replied, “Good. You?” 
 
    She took a minute to answer back, not liking the disconnection she sensed in his texts. “I’m doing okay. Looking forward to a change of scenery and visiting Arizona.”  
 
    Again, he sent a “thumbs up” and Cadence listened to the voice in her head telling her not to send him another, at least for the night.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The next several days went excruciatingly slow at the bank for Cadence. The hoopla over her nakedness on a reality show wasn’t a topic of discussion anymore. She was the warm, friendly, dedicated and hard-working manager that her clients relied and depended on, but Cadence found herself drifting with her quieted desire to get back out on an adventure to wherever Dani wanted to send her.  
 
    Dani had sent a teaser of an email stating that casting would begin in a few months for the mega survival challenge lasting forty-five days—double the time, more or less, of the adventure spent in Madagascar with Jackson. Cadence’s spirit soared with the idea of trying out for it, of seeing Jackson again and surviving with him, but they wouldn’t be alone on an extended challenge. There would be at least six other survivalists, perhaps more, if they were both to audition and then be chosen for the next one. The closeness of their partnership would change, too, without the privacy they’d experienced before. They’d be surrounded by a group of different egos and personalities on top of the camera crew. There was also the possibility the connection she shared with Jackson wouldn’t be there the second time around. Even worse, Jackson might connect with a different participant like he had with her, and form the same bond, or become closer… 
 
    Stop! Cadence heard a voice in her head yell, desperate for the obsessing and fantasizing to cease, at least until she left work and was alone in her car faced with rush-hour traffic. She had tasks to complete, and running away with her wanderlust was a distraction she couldn’t afford to entertain. To take Dani up on her offer to audition would be ludicrous. She’d have to quit her job to be on that show, and that was simply not going to happen. Her career meant everything to her, and without it she wouldn’t be able to survive in her real life after the survival show was finished. Yet, she yearned. 
 
    The bigger challenge wasn’t in her realm of possibilities, and Cadence’s rational self knew it without question. Her impulsive wild side—the part of her that lived in a filthy, bug-infested cave for twenty-seven days, spearing snakes and hunting prey with her bare hands—was ready to film an audition video and write a two-week notice to her boss.  
 
    The buzz of her cellphone in her coat pocket snapped Cadence from the aimless daydreaming. Discreetly, she checked the notification. To her total surprise, it was a text from Chris. How are you doing, Cadence? You were on my mind. Interested in meeting for dinner?  
 
    Blinking at the message, it took Cadence a minute to accept that it was her ex-boyfriend wondering about her well-being, not Jackson, and his question about dinner sent a strange chill through her chest. There was still a level of pain and regret in her heart regarding Chris and their breakup that she brushed aside when the unresolved feelings caused pangs of sadness. A part of her wanted to keep the comfortable distance that had settled between them. But, the more vulnerable side of her emotions felt compelled to respond with a “sure”. 
 
    Dinner sounds fine. When? She quickly texted back, not wanting her employees to notice her phone usage while in view of customers. Within seconds he replied: How about tonight? 
 
    Okay, she thumbed and sent the text. There was nothing to lose in meeting up with him and sharing a meal. Chris’s intentions were most likely benign, and a night out conversing with someone familiar brought a sense of comfort to her restless mood.  
 
    Chris and Cadence met at a new Italian restaurant she’d been wanting to check out. He’d suggested their “regular” sushi place, but Cadence hadn’t gone back to it since the night they watched her survival show episode there. Finding peaceful ground was all she wanted to achieve with him, and she assumed his dinner invite was for the same purpose. The idea of Chris having another motive was one she couldn’t entertain. A reconciliation wasn’t in the cards, at least not for her. The attraction that once burned within her towards him had been tamped out with his departure.  
 
    He arrived before she did, and had a table reserved by the time she got there. His smile was warm as she approached, and he offered her a friendly hug, which she accepted. Chris’s body felt stronger than she remembered, more fit, and his complexion looked healthy. The cologne on his neck was the same scent he always wore and it brought her back to a different time and place when Chris was all she wanted and her heart was with his, completely. Looking into his face, she saw a man she didn’t totally recognize, his usual dark-rimmed glasses replaced by contact lenses.  
 
    “You look good,” he complimented her after their hug.  
 
    “Thanks,” she replied, noticing a slight nervousness in her voice. “So do you.” 
 
    “It smells so good in here,” Chris stated, inhaling the aroma of fine Italian cuisine. “And, I’m starving. Didn’t have time for lunch today. I might order two entrees.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Cadence grinned at her ex as she took her seat across from him. “I won’t judge.” 
 
    His warm, easy smile set Cadence at ease. “Cool. Do you want a glass of wine? I was thinking of ordering a bottle.” 
 
    She nodded, needing a little alcohol. “I’m fine with that.” 
 
    “So? What’s up, Cadence?” 
 
    “Not much, honestly.” Unfolding the napkin, she placed it on her lap and spread it flat before adding, “Just work and my weekend hikes. I leave on a business trip soon. The annual company meeting is out-of-state this year.” 
 
    “I recall you telling me about it before.” He sipped from his water glass and studied the menu. “Wow, everything sounds delicious. Do you want to share a few dishes? Or order your own?” 
 
    It had been their style of dining to share plates from appetizer to dessert when they were an item. But, sharing felt too intimate in the aftermath of their split. “I’ll order my own.” 
 
    Diverting his eyes from hers, Chris accepted her choice as his stomach rumbled loud enough for the next table to hear. “I’m definitely ordering several appetizers. Maybe two salads. Lasagna for an entree.” 
 
    “Damn,” she laughed. “Why stop there?” 
 
    “We’ll see how I feel after I get a couple of bites down.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The waitress cleared Chris’s third appetizer plate, nearly licked clean, and poured them each a few more ounces of wine.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” asked Cadence, amazed by his bottomless pit. 
 
    “Better.” He wiped the corners of his mouth then brought the wine glass to his lips. “Not quite so ravenous. Sorry if I seemed anxious.” 
 
    “You’re good,” she said with an understanding tone. “You’ve obviously been hitting the gym more now that you’re single.”  
 
    “Yeah, I am,” he admitted, still unable to look directly into her eyes. “I’m thinking about joining a hockey team, too.” 
 
    Gasping playfully, Cadence responded with, “Wow. I didn’t know you could skate.” 
 
    “Back when I was a kid I played hockey with my older brothers,” Chris explained, “but then when they quit, so did I. I’ve always liked hockey.” 
 
    “I know. You watched it all the time.” 
 
    “And I feel like now is a good time to strap on the blades and join up with a team.” 
 
    “That’s awesome, Chris.” Cadence stirred her minestrone soup, releasing the steam and blending the sprinkle of Parmesan cheese into the hot broth. “I’m happy you’re happy and doing so well.” 
 
    His eyes met hers and stayed there, believing her sincerity. “I’m happy you’re not mad at me.” 
 
    “I was never mad at you, Chris...” 
 
    Attempting to prevent their friendly dinner from turning sour, Chris interrupted. “I know, I know. It’s okay if you were, though.” 
 
    In her defense, Cadence added, “I wasn’t. I was hurt. And deeply disappointed. But not mad.” 
 
    “Sorry that I let you down,” Chris apologized, dropping his fork and dabbing his napkin on his mouth. “I was wrong to have behaved like that when we watched your show. It was stupid of me and totally immature. I regret ending our relationship, Cadence. I truly am sorry for breaking us up the way I did.” 
 
    “Apology accepted.” His admissions wore heavy on her easy-going mood and caused a clench in her chest. “We can change the subject, too.” 
 
    “See? I was trying so hard not to bring it up and live in the moment, but my lack of filter struck again.” 
 
    “The thing is, Chris, your ability to just come out and say whatever you’re thinking or feeling was one of the qualities I liked most in you.” 
 
    He furrowed his brow, skeptical, filling his mouth with a healthy bite of pasta. 
 
    “You’re ability to outwardly express yourself is completely opposite of how I am. I keep so much to myself, and consciously refrain from speaking my mind out of fear of judgment. Not you, though. You come right out and say what needs to be said. I admire that quality.” 
 
    Blinking at her lengthy divulging, Chris cleared his throat. “Hmm.” 
 
    She continued. “And, I think I also relied too much on you being the one who did most of the communicating in our relationship. That was wrong of me to not speak up more and offer greater insight into what I was really thinking and feeling.” 
 
    “Well,” he stammered, awkwardly, “I guess this is one of those situations where we both benefited from an unfortunate ending to what was the best three years of my life.” 
 
    “It was unfortunate.” Slicing into her food, she thought a moment, deciding to speak instead of feeding herself. “I’m glad we can be friends now. There aren’t many former couples who can claim that they are.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m glad, too,” he confirmed. In his tone, she heard another answer. 
 
    “Are you getting full?” She asked, observing his unfinished entree.  
 
    “Cadence?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Do you have any interest in starting over with me?” 
 
    Cadence felt her throat dry as her heartbeat accelerated with the shock of his question.  “As in...” 
 
    “Dating,” he stated. “I’d really like it if we could try—I mean, if you’re open to it—dating again.” 
 
    “Wow. Chris, I’m stunned. Truly.” Although his romantic suggestion didn’t set Cadence’s heart aflame, her cheeks turned rosy and she made a sound she hadn’t heard herself make in years. She giggled like she did when she was a woman infatuated with this handsome guy sitting across from her. Chris made Cadence feel connected to her girly side, and made her blush with his confident masculinity back when they first met. But, this giggle was different. There was a nervousness in her tone, and in her belly, and Chris picked up on it.  
 
    Quickly backtracking, Chris asked, “Wait—did I overstep?” 
 
    “A little.” She swallowed a large sip of water and took a second to collect her mixed emotions.  “You never struck me as the reconciliation type of guy. Our split felt very final to me, Chris. You seemed so...devastated, and pissed off at me for going on the show in the first place, and our differences proved not to be complimentary.” 
 
    “Cadence, hold on.” Waving a hand in the air, he caught her glance with his. “Stop. It wasn’t my intention to send this evening into a death spiral of bad feelings. I fucked up. I’m sorry I didn’t admit that to you before. But, I totally screwed up this wonderful thing between us and I don’t blame you for still being angry with me...” 
 
    “Hurt,” she reminded him. “Not angry. Big difference.” 
 
    “Yes.” Chris instinctively reached for her hand. “And I’m an asshole for hurting you. I overreacted and did a stupid, reactionary, immature jerk move and here I am, messing up a perfectly enjoyable dinner. Please, ignore me.” 
 
    A lingering silence hung between them as they finished their meals with only small talk exchanged. All the while, Cadence’s mind was busily reflecting on the sexier aspects of their relationship, and weighing the pros and cons of digging deeper into Chris’s sudden heartfelt revelations. Part of her wanted to let the conversation be and not interfere with the changing mood. The other part of her, the more primal core of her being, was intrigued and turned on by Chris’s show of vulnerability. There was a dull ache between her thighs, slowly throbbing over the visual dancing in her naughty thoughts of Chris’s naked body in their bed, caressing her loneliness. 
 
    “Are you done?” He asked. “I’m full. Dessert doesn’t need to happen unless you want to order something?”  
 
    “I’m good.” She smiled at him, warmly, and he smiled back, relieved. Before she realized what she was saying, an awkward invitation was given. “Do you… would you like to come back to the apartment for a drink?” 
 
    Chris blinked at her, his smile nervously cracking at the edges, reading her facial expression before answering. “Uh, sure. Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, why not?” Her playful giggle had a suggestive tone to it and soothed his worry. “I’m always up for a new adventure.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    They drove their cars and maneuvered through city traffic on their way to Cadence’s apartment, also known as the place they used to share. A sense of inner exhilaration filled her core and lit a fire in her pelvis, excited like it was their first date. She’d made Chris wait for sex until they both felt getting exclusive with each other was the right thing to do, considering how well they got along, and how they both wanted the same things from life.  
 
    All she wanted in the moment was to get physical. It had been months of only her hand and modest pink vibrator while fantasizing about Jackson. This is a strange and unexpected twist to ending my sexual dry spell, Cadence thought to herself, watching Chris climb out of his two-seat sports car and head in her direction. Glancing below his belt, Cadence noticed the sexy bulge growing in his jeans, familiar enough to simply reach down and touch. She hesitated, waiting for the elevator doors to close before initiating action.  
 
    “You know what?” she asked after he pressed the button for the fourth floor. “I always had a secret desire to jump your bones in this elevator.” 
 
    Laughing, he took her face in his hands and looked deep into his ex-lover’s passionate gaze. “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    “Because, I had way too much self-control,” she explained, kissing his thumb as it swept her chin and lower lip. “I didn’t want you to think I was slutty like that.” 
 
    “Slutty?” He kissed her cheek, instantly remembering the soft sweetness of her skin and the delicious, peachy smell of her face powder. “I wouldn’t have thought that about you. Crazy? Yes. Aggressive and assertive? Definitely. But I wouldn’t have thought badly of you if you’d attacked me in the elevator on special occasions.” 
 
    “Hmm. Would you have told me to stop?” She questioned, despite her certainty of his answer. 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “And that’s why I kept myself from jumping your hot ass.” The rest of her confession was interrupted by the elevator doors opening. “Come on. You know the way.” 
 
    “Feels a little weird, Cadence.” 
 
    “Yeah, it does, but I don’t care.” Unlocking the door, Cadence entered first, looking over her shoulder at him as he made sure the door was closed and locked. “Do you?” 
 
    “Not at all.” Taking off his coat, he hung it in the closet like he still lived there. “I’m just happy you wanted me here.” 
 
    “It’s not how I expected this day to end when I woke up this morning.” Unloading herself of keys, phone, purse, coat and shoes, Cadence fell on the couch. “That’s what makes life so interesting, though. The surprises. Just when I thought you and I were never to be seen in public together again, we had a nice dinner with civil conversation, and unexpected apologies. I don’t feel the need to ask redundant questions. The truth is what it is. We’re both adults, free to sleep with each other if that’s what we both want, regardless of our past history.” 
 
    “Okay.” Sitting beside her, he made himself comfortable, removing his shoes, too. “But, emotionally...” 
 
    Wanting to skip the difficult parts in favor of getting right into the action, Cadence waved him off. “I still have feelings for you, Chris. We’ve had our talks since the breakup. You know that it wasn’t easy on me emotionally. It wasn’t easy on you, either.” 
 
    “Right, so, are we okay to do this without either one of us...” 
 
    “Chris, I can only tell you about what I feel now,” she clarified. “I think I’m mature enough to separate my desire for sex from wanting you as a life partner. Whatever happens next doesn’t have to mean anything at all. We can just enjoy each other because...why not?” 
 
    “Well, then, I guess it’s fine.” He shrugged, caught between lust and residual guilt.   
 
    “You want to do it here? On the couch?” Playfully, she made a fist and teased his torso with it, laughing to change the mood from somber to scintillating. “Or, should we take it to the bedroom and spread out a little?” 
 
    “I like both options.” Taking her hand in his, Chris pulled Cadence to him, face-to-face, their mouths closer than they’d been in many months. “Let’s start here.” 
 
    She felt the quake of nerves resonate through his limbs as he held her. “Do you remember...” Cadence reflected on a dirty memory as she traced the inner seam of his jeans towards his crotch, “that time you took me bent over the dining table?” 
 
    Giving the dining table a sly glance, Chris nodded in favor of the decadent memory. “That was hot.” 
 
    “Very hot,” she purred, a fire igniting in her pelvis as his hands brushed and caressed her breasts. “I’ve missed our sex life, Chris. Your cock had a magical way with me.”  
 
    “Fuck, Cadence,” he exhaled, loving how naturally she touched his bulge, petting it through layers of jeans and underwear. “Give me your lips.” 
 
    Her mouth curled into a delicious smile as the former lovers rekindled their chemistry, kiss by kiss. His mouth was warm and bathed her tongue in saliva, lapping and lashing at it as their foreplay found a delicious rhythm. Their bodies fell into sync, her chest rising to meet his soft touches. 
 
    The sound of their wet oral exchange filled the quiet living room, adding a sultry energy to the sedate beige décor they’d chosen for the space together.  
 
    A stray memory disturbed Cadence’s amorous mood—the echo of something Chris had told her the day they signed the apartment lease and officially moved in together. “I don’t want to go crazy decorating the walls and buying a ton of furniture,” he’d stated. “I’d rather save money to buy a house than get into debt just to furnish this place.” 
 
    Cadence wasn’t interested in buying a house, not then and not now, unless it was a well-designed treehouse somewhere out in the woods which was far more her style of living.  
 
    His hand slipping under her blouse and finding the cup of her bra, brought her instantly back to the present, canceling out old conversations that no longer applied. Decorating anywhere was the last thing she wanted to focus her thoughts on with his fingers encircling her nipples. 
 
    Chris blew into her ear, whispering, “God, you feel so good.” 
 
    “You have full permission to touch me,” she purred, maneuvering out of her shirt and unfastening her bra, ready to cut to the chase. “Wherever you want.” 
 
    He growled his reply. “I want you so bad. Everywhere.” 
 
    Dropping her hand deep into his lap, she connected enthusiastically with his cock, petting the solid erection he offered under his pants. “Over the table again?” 
 
    Leaning in to her touch, he asked, “How about here?”  
 
    “Perfect.” Working fast with both hands to get his belt undone, she worked her way past the elastic band of his boxer briefs and reunited with his throbbing manhood, stiff and hot like the rest of his body. “Oh, Chris...”  
 
    Touching him again made her slick inner walls squeeze and contract, wanting his shaft thrusting in between. “Hard as ever. Smooth and thick.” 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” He gasped, slowly, instinctively, thrusting into her palms. “Your touch is like… the best...” Gasping louder and more guttural, Chris moved his hips between her thighs and leaned over her reclining body, asserting his will and dominance. Double-checking before their foreplay escalated beyond their control. “Cadence, are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, Chris!” she responded, impatient, yanking at his jeans to give his cock more room to grow.  “I’m the one with your cock in my hands. I think that’s confirmation.” 
 
    Like a layer of stress removed from his shoulders, Chris relaxed into her below-the-belt erotic massage, her undulating hands working the length of his shaft, inch by inch, arousing him completely. 
 
    “What about protection?” 
 
    She blinked at Chris, suddenly feeling like their interaction was more of a one-night stand than a romantic reconciliation. “I never stopped taking the pill.” 
 
    “Oh,” he replied, breathless, helping her shimmy out of her nude stockings and pink cotton panties. “Good.”  
 
    “And, I haven’t been with anyone else since you.” 
 
    Controlling his response to not show emotion or relief over her admittance, he told her, “Neither have I.” 
 
    “Then I think we’re good.” Cadence went forward as the leader of their indulgent coupling and drew her hands back to her own body. “You want to get inside?” Spreading her toned thighs to reveal the delicate, moist lips of her pussy, she heard his heavy exhale as he gazed at her sweet femininity.  Wiggling two fingers within her moist pussy lips, she spread them for Chris to see her tiny opening. “Look how wet.” 
 
    “I see.” Fist wrapped firmly around his shaft, Chris brought his cock to her little hole, looking like a man hungry for penetration. “So beautiful, babe…” 
 
    “Please, get your cock in there, Chris,” she moaned, twirling her aching clit in fast circles. Her breath was shallow, and her heart was pounding in her chest enthralled with the rush of energy coursing through her wanting body. His cock pressed against her opening, sensing her tightness. “Fill my pussy with it.” 
 
    “Fingers first,” he told her, coating his middle and index finger with a healthy dollop of his spit before inserting them inside of her, one at a time until he could move his fingers together. “So fucking small,” he complimented her, “and so fucking wet. How I love fucking you, Cadence.” 
 
    “Then do it,” she commanded, the clench of her pussy relaxing around his insistent probe.  “Fuck me like you used to, Chris.” 
 
    “I can’t guarantee I’ll last longer than five minutes. I know I had serious staying power before, and...” 
 
    “Chris!” she growled, “fuck me!” 
 
    With a full inhale, Chris blew out his lungs as he plunged inside of her cunt in one, hard thrust. “Happy?” Keeping his cock firmly wedged inside, he pushed through her initial resistance and forced her pussy to relinquish control.   
 
    “Yes! Oh my God!” She cried, loving how full her pussy was suddenly after months without sex. Their bodies blended together in a beautiful, familiar style, naturally knowing how to make love to each other, yet mindful of how long it’d been. “I’ve missed you!”  
 
    “I’ve missed you, too,” he grunted, clenching his teeth to keep from flying into overdrive.  
 
    “Hold on.” Wiggling under the weight of his muscular hips, she positioned her pelvis so that her pussy could handle his relentless erection more comfortably. Breathing deeper, her body remembered how powerful sex with Chris could be, and braced herself for what she hoped would happen next. “Hold on, hold on, because I know you, and I know your cock is ready to blow. So, I will try not to squeeze it too hard.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Digging his fists into the couch on either side of her body, he gave Cadence the last half-inch of his hard throb until her pussy lips kissed the base and swallowed him whole. “All the way. God damn.” With sweat beads forming on his overheated forehead, Chris held his hips in place, but only for a second more. “Ready?”  
 
    She nodded, her eyes locked on his, pulling her knees up to her chest before opening them as wide as she could. Chris spit on her clit and used his hand to massage it down into her opening, stimulating her most sensitive bud as he circled it around in rhythm with his methodical thrusts.  
 
    “How does that feel?” 
 
    She sighed, hearing her wetness splash on his pound of flesh. “Incredible.” 
 
    It was pure bliss, what she felt inside, and for a decadent moment she felt blessed over this salacious and spontaneous event happening to her body. Her eyes closed as her mind went blank, taken by the white heat rising from her deepest pleasure. “More,” she moaned, “please, give me more, Chris.” 
 
    “I’d love to,” he replied, a pant developing in his voice. “But, I don’t want to come too quick.” 
 
    “Okay,” she gave in to his steady, slower pace and let the glorious ride happen. “I’ll behave.” 
 
    The sound of her pussy’s wetness filled the room. Enthralled, Chris was lost in his own pleasure, pumping his cock between her creamy walls. He loved the tension her taut tunnel gave when he dared to give her all of his inches at once with a suddenly fast and hard thrust, before resuming a more controlled pace.  
 
    She tugged at her nipples, and he felt her pussy react to the breathtaking sensations stimulated by her breast play. He licked his lips and took a full breath as sweat trickled down his face and chest. “Wow. Your pussy is gold, babe. So wet. So warm. Tight as fuck.” 
 
    She gave him a naughty smile, placing her legs on his chest and her feet on his shoulders, she titled her pelvis upward and took hold of her aching clit, wanting to make it come.  
 
    “You like it?” Chris blended her pussy juice into her clit massage, giving her a wetter surface to twirl into oblivion. “You look like you’re going to come.” 
 
    “Yes, yes! You feel like the best thing ever,” she sighed, her breath more shallow, her mouth frozen by her silent moans, too far gone to make a sound. Her fingers were a blur on her clit, working it around and around until she reached a fast peak. “Fuck!” she cried, her lower back arching from the couch. “I’m gonna come, Chris!” 
 
    Thick with the blood rushing through his body, her slick pussy lips rolled along the length of him as he added more speed to his thrusts, stimulating her from the inside. She yelled out, louder than she should, not caring who heard her through the thin apartment walls. Her legs went stiff against his chest, muscles locked for her explosion. “Do it, girl,” he instructed, thrusting faster for her with a look of delicious suffering on his face, desperately trying not to let her orgasm trigger his. “Make that hot little box come all over me.” 
 
    Cadence released a long, sultry cry as wild, orgasmic sensations engulfed her sweet cunt. Her hand went flat on her shaking mound, cupping her clit as it burst with pleasure and sent her entire body into passionate contractions. “Oh god...oh god...oh GOD!!!” 
 
    “Cadence,” he called, reeling with his own orgasmic rush, fighting a monster orgasm, thrusting faster and faster… “Yes, baby, yes.” 
 
    A wondrous tidal wave of pleasure filled her from the inside out, writhing as she took his hard poundings, coming like an insane woman, panting and crying, overtaken by the force of it. “Come with me,” she managed to say as the orgasmic wave hit a peak, rendering her delirious. His pounding was relentless, powering through the most sensitive part of his build, gritting his teeth and clenching his fists, anchoring himself for a massive explosion.  
 
    “Oh fuck!” Chris bolted upright, fists pulling away from the couch as his spine straightened and his hips flexed forward and stayed there. “I can’t stop it!” 
 
    “Come for me!” she insisted.  “Come inside me!” 
 
    With one solid, purposeful thrust, Chris’s heavy balls released, shooting streams of his hot cum deep inside her vagina. The thickness of his load coated the interior of her sweet pussy and he lathered himself with it, gently thrusting as his cock shot twice more. He shivered and shook, exhaling fire as his shaft emptied, leaving them both panting with spent lust.  
 
    “What the fuck just happened?” He laughed, involuntarily thrusting his sensitive cock inside of her, making them both shudder and sigh. 
 
    “Something wonderful.” 
 
    “Fuck, yes,” he agreed, carefully pulling his spent shaft from her beautiful, dripping cunt. His mind was already entertaining the idea of doing it again, wanting so much more of her.   
 
    She had a similar idea, wanting more of him, too, pouting over his cock slipping out from its luscious bath. Pounding her fists into the couch, Cadence pushed herself up and kissed him. “Let’s shower together.” 
 
    “Yes, totally.” Chris stood on his wobbly legs and followed her, his cock still semi-hard and slick with their cum. It bounced between his thighs and Cadence heard it slapping his flesh. She gave him a devilish look. “Listen to you, wild man! King of the pussy jungle!” 
 
     He burst into laughter, caught off guard. “King? I’m a sweaty, sexy mess, but FYI, I have never been to nor do I know where a pussy jungle might be” He growled, giving her a wink.  “You make me hard. And I don’t want to stop.” 
 
    Cadence raised an eyebrow. “Well, considering I haven’t kicked you out yet, there’s a chance we might do it again later.” 
 
    “See?” His cock twitched in Cadence's direction. “That’s all it needed to spring to attention. A little encouragement from the girl he loves to get dirty with.” Stepping into the shower, Chris immediately relaxed into the hot water. “Oh man. Not as good as sex, but almost.” 
 
    “Right?” she replied, joining him.  
 
    “I forgot how good this shower head feels.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a nice one, for sure.” 
 
    “You insisted on buying it when we first moved in.” 
 
    Touched by his recollection, she added, “It’s so important for a hot shower to feel good. Even a cold one. Well worth the thirty bucks.” 
 
    “No doubt.” The water ran over his head, sopping his dark hair. “Sorry I was so cheap.”  
 
    “No biggie, Chris.” 
 
    “Yeah, it didn’t have to be so...I made things into issues that didn’t need to be. I recognize that now and I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Forget about it. Seriously.” Squeezing scented shower gel into her palm, Cadence rubbed her hands together before smoothing the suds over his chest. “Apologizing twice is more than sufficient. No need to say it again.” 
 
    “Understood.” Cupping water in his hands, he poured the hot liquid over her shoulders, easing her in. “Here, step under.” He made room for Cadence to douse herself.  
 
    “Yes, you’re right. Almost better than sex, but not quite.” She could feel Chris’s eyes on her body, watching her caress her breasts on the way down to her torso, then mingling her fingers with the V-shape slope of her pretty mound, rinsed clean of their shared bodily fluids. A whirlwind of emotions and thoughts filled her heart and mind, wondering what Chris was feeling and thinking as he gazed. But, she didn’t ask or show any signs of interest, keeping a neutral yet teasing expression on her face.  
 
     Together, they bathed without talking further and Cadence was grateful for the silence. As much as she’d convinced herself inviting Chris back into her bed, or couch, or kitchen, wasn’t a big deal, Cadence knew better.  
 
    In the moment, her shadow-self was in full control, desperate for physical affection having gone months without it—and for a hot-blooded spontaneous, adventure-seeking woman like Cadence that was an eternity. Just the stress relief alone was worth engaging with Chris again. It was also a welcome distraction from her crazy illusions over Jackson and counting the hours until her trip to Arizona.  
 
    Standing there, exposed, lusting, touching each other as passionate lovers do without saying a single word, just simply enjoying their physical connection, Cadence and Chris mended the bad ending between them. Kiss by kiss, touch by touch, they made peace and discovered a desire that wasn’t hindered by pain, sadness, or remorse. It was what drew them together years previous, and there, under the thirty-dollar shower head she’d bought without Chris’s full approval, it still existed.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
     “Hey, Chris.” Cadence gently shook his sleeping body. “We both passed out. I’m fine with you spending the night. Are you? It’s midnight.” 
 
    Dazed, Chris’s eyes fluttered as her voice brought him back to consciousness. They’d tried to mess around again after showering, but neither had the will to follow through with it, too spent from their high-intensity couch session and the end of a long week.   
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “Sorry to wake you. You looked like you were having an excellent dream.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” He rolled over, a floppy bag of weary bones, but his erection was gaining energy, stiffening on his thigh. “I was out.” 
 
    “We both were.” Running her fingers through his damp head of hair, she stirred his libido. “What do you want to do? Spend the night? Whatever is fine with me. I won’t be offended if you need to leave, either.” 
 
    He blinked at her, not really able to hold a rational thought. “Um, I don’t know. You said it’s midnight?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    And then his eyes closed, drifting out on a tranquil, sleepy sea… 
 
    “Chris?” 
 
    “Huh? Sorry.” Back to life, he fixed his stare and forced his brain to work. “Uh, I can stay. I have to be up by seven AM, though. I’ll set my alarm.” His cock was gaining strength by the second, rolling a bit as it grew, and demanding attention. She missed feeling his shaft tease her when they slept and couldn’t stop her hand from reaching for it. “Oh, hello.” 
 
    “It just looked so good.” Holding him with a strong grip, she assessed his willingness to play, considering the late hour. “I had to touch.” 
 
    “Cool, thank you,” he yawned. “I’m not sure I can stay as hard without you holding me like that. My stamina is in the clouds.” 
 
    “I know,” she replied, empathetic. “Want me to stop?” 
 
    “No fuckin’ way,” he told her without a note of doubt in his voice. “I’m game if you are, whatever you want to do.” 
 
    “We’re so easy going with each other,” she commented, giggling like a naughty girl as her solid grip turned into an erotic massage.  
 
    “I feel so lucky right now.” Fixing the pillows under his head and neck, he propped his angle to be present with her, more awake, rolling his hips as she kneaded his full-on erection. He touched her naked hip and back, then caressed her flexing arm muscles as she stroked him. A frisky smile spread across his five o’clock shadow. “What are you going to do with me?” 
 
    “Something good. Something fun.” 
 
    “Oh really?” His cock ignited, dripping pre-cum from the little hole on top of his bulbous head. She slid the liquid love around with her other hand then licked her fingers. “Mmm. More, please.” 
 
    He groaned. “Jesus.” 
 
    Cadence took the massage to the next level with a two-handed grip, one stacked over the other as they slid in unison over the length of his cock. Leaning over his pelvis, she gathered a healthy wad of spit and shot it from her mouth to her hands for slicker strokes. “There.”  
 
    Demonstrating how well her spit flowed between her fingers, she opened her mouth and let it dangle right above his sensitive head, dripping more pre-cum as if on command. She lapped at it, making silky strings between her tongue and his cock. Elbows flaring out to the sides as the intensity of her hand-job nearly took Chris over the top, she paused a moment, letting him catch his breath. “Not yet.”  
 
    Her mouth grabbed hold of him, slathering Chris’s flesh in a hot bed of saliva, sucking and slurping to where her lips met her thumb and forefinger. She twisted her palms around his shaft again, faster, and faster, moving her shoulders and arms in one big motion designed to make his cock explode. 
 
    “You’re going to make me come,” he admitted, breathing heavier through his nostrils as she pumped harder, twisting around it, her hands working in different directions. “I mean, like in less than a minute. You’re killing me, Cadence. In the best way.” 
 
    “Good, enjoy...” she said, loving the surge of adrenaline rushing in her chest as she focused on getting him off. She’d almost forgotten how wonderful it felt to bring Chris to orgasm, and her hands fell into a pattern that worked every time without fail, massaging the most sensitive area on his shaft.  
 
    “Ohhh god...” he whispered, controlling his breath, lost with her mouth making love to his cock. His hands reached out for the sheets, needing to hold onto something as his hips flexed upward, forcing his shaft a little deeper into her mouth. She opened wider to take him in, dragging her tongue back and forth until his entire body froze, chin to chest, his fingers digging into the sheets. “Cadence!” 
 
    Her smile curled around the head of his cock, tasting the tang of his cum as the first two shots hit the roof of her mouth, thick and hot. She gripped his swollen balls with one hand and held his cock firm at the base with the other, nursing on it as more cum filled her cheeks before she swallowed his load in one horny gulp. “Mmm mmm mmm,” was the sound she vibrated as she slurped, slowly massaging his sensitive, overworked shaft, swallowing the last drops of Chris’s creamy cum.  
 
    “You’re a bad girl, but such a good girl,” he hissed at her, nearly delirious, hardly able to focus his gaze on her pretty face. He pet her head, nodding, smiling like a drunk man. “Thank you. Oh my god. That was beyond words, Cadence.” 
 
    Cadence wiped the corners of her mouth, pleased with her work, orally sated for the night. “You’re welcome, Chris. I enjoyed it, too.” 
 
    “That was apparent.” He looked at her, half-smiling, his cock limp on his pelvis. “I need to pass out now.” 
 
    She giggled at his dopiness, snuggling into his rib cage before rolling off the bed.  
 
    Yawning, he asked, “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Quick shower.” Her hands were a sticky mess and she loved it. With a little swing in her hips, Cadence went in search of a rinse. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Turning off the room light, she heard Chris snoring before she made it to the bathroom and laughed to herself. He was always first asleep after sex.  
 
    Pinning her hair up, then stepping back into the shower stall, Cadence cleaned her sex soiled face and hands. She felt calm, peaceful, and ready to get some sleep, a touch more in control of her life than she was before Chris had invited her out to dinner. She was a self-directed woman, able to sleep with Chris, even after all the turmoil, and not behave like a needy child or feel the need to guilt trip or cling. Chris was Chris, a good guy who just wasn’t the right one for her.  
 
    Or, maybe he was? She contemplated, considering how he seemed different, more mature, then when he walked out on her. She was able to forgive him, and not expect anything more… and not really want anything more from him, either. But, she wouldn’t mind a second meeting, or just another hot night of comfortable, consensual, feels-like-old-times-only-better sex.  
 
    All was good in her world.  Just a couple of days left until her business trip, and making a visit to Jackson’s house. 
 
    Jackson. He was hardly a thought, distracted by the ex-boyfriend’s unexpected re-entry, until his image rushed back into her mind and heart. His rugged face and piercing blue eyes, clear as the sky, interrupted her tranquility and rattled her from the gentle lull she was in with the shower water raining down on her shoulders. 
 
    Her heart skipped a beat, thinking of Jackson, remembering...  
 
    One in her bed, and one in Arizona, she giggled at the crazy twist taking place in her life as she toweled off.  The entire notion of having two men in separate states and carrying on with both of them was ludicrous to Cadence. That simply wasn’t her style, no matter how much growing she’d done as a woman since returning from Madagascar. Dealing with culture shock, boyfriend rejection and sudden social media fame taught her tremendous lessons about her emotional fortitude. Proving her bravery wasn’t just about showing off how long she could survive in inhospitable places. It had everything to do with surviving and thriving in real life, too.  
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE  
 
      
 
    “I requested upper floor rooms for both of us,” Cadence’s district manager, Brooke, told her as they approached a long line of travelers waiting to check in to the Phoenix business hotel. “You know how I love a good view.” 
 
    Cadence nodded to her boss, acknowledging that fact, having stayed at hotels with Brooke a few times during her years as a branch manager. Her stomach rumbling, Cadence scanned the lobby for    someplace to eat and drink. “I’m starving. Want to grab a snack after we get our rooms?” 
 
    “Yes, definitely.” 
 
    Cadence laughed to herself. “This line to the front desk might take more time than the hour-long flight from Los Angeles to Arizona.” 
 
    Brooke laughed, then considered the possibility of Cadence’s statement coming to fruition. “God, I hope not.” 
 
    “Want a drink?” Cadence motioned to the bar on the other side of the lobby. “I could use a glass of wine.” 
 
    “Yeah, why not?” Brooke gave her an encouraging shrug. “Make mine white.” 
 
    The hotel’s décor had a distinct desert look and feel that gave Cadence anxious butterflies knowing how close she was to Jackson. Already her mind was working on a plan on how to make a quiet escape to his house. There, at the bar, Cadence ordered two white wines, then checked her phone’s notifications. Besides her social media apps wanting her attention, there were also two texts from Chris.  
 
    “How was your flight?” he asked in one text and the other one read: “Just wanted to make sure you got there okay.”  
 
    With a one-handed approach, she thumbed back a happy face emoji followed by, “I’m good. Just arrived at the hotel.” Tucking her phone back in her purse, Cadence paid for the drinks and brought them to Brooke, who’d moved a little closer to the front of the line.  
 
    “Cheers.” Brooke tapped her plastic wine glass on Cadence’s and scooted up a foot or two. “That’s a nice wine. Pinot Grigio?”  
 
    “Yes,” Cadence informed, enjoying the flavor of the crisp, fruity wine, too. “And cold, which is great. It’s significantly hotter here in Phoenix.” 
 
    “True, but we don’t need to leave the hotel for the next four days.” Finally in the first position, Brooke polished off her wine and prepared to check-in. “Everything we need is right here in the air-conditioning and I’m getting in the pool as soon as the sun sets.” 
 
    “I’ll join you.” Cadence followed her boss to the front desk, recognizing Scott, a fellow branch manager, in line behind them. She waved and smiled, showing off her half-drunk wine glass. He smiled back, giving her a supportive “thumbs-up,” looking ready for a drink, too. His friendly response stirred her libido and even though she’d known him as a colleague for years, it wasn’t until this moment that Cadence viewed Scott as an attractive man, not just a co-worker.  
 
    “Cadence?” Brooke called to her, taking her turn at the front desk. Cadence broke her flirty gaze at Scott to follow her boss and complete the check-in process. 
 
    You can look for him at the bar later, she heard a naughty voice whisper in her head, then giggled over her amorous intentions, so out-of-character. And maybe buy him a drink? 
 
    Returning to a professional stance, Cadence listened and responded to all the questions from the front desk attendant before receiving the keys to her room. Polishing off her wine, Brooke hit the elevator button for the tenth floor and together they took the ride there, making small talk about dinner plans and the possibility of taking a nap before meeting up again later.  
 
    Realizing their rooms were next door to each other, Brooke made a joke. “You better be a good neighbor. I don’t want to hear you doing yoga at five in the morning.” 
 
    “Well, in all fairness, yoga is a quiet form of exercise for me.” Cadence clarified as she slid her key-card against the security sensor and opened her hotel room door, instantly inhaling the clean and cold air coming from inside. “But, I might go check out the gym bright and early. I’ll be sure to slip out and quietly close the door. I promise not to let it slam shut.” 
 
    Laughing as she stood in the doorway of her own room, Brooke replied, “Bring me a large cup of coffee on your way back from the gym because the in-room coffee doesn’t deliver. Know what I mean?” 
 
    Cadence laughed, too, grateful for having such a cool boss. “I totally understand.” 
 
     Tomorrow’s the only day we don’t have to wake up early for a seminar,” Brooke added, tugging her suitcase over the doorway threshold. “I’m taking full advantage of that and sleeping in.” 
 
    “I might do the same,” Cadence admitted, eyeing the comfy-looking bed in her room. “Text me in an hour or so for dinner?” 
 
    Brooke nodded and disappeared inside her room. Cadence did the same thing, collapsing on the bed and kicking off her shoes. The light buzz of wine tickled her senses, inspiring a mischievous smile across her face. She spent a luscious moment floating just outside of her body, somewhere between relaxed and excitement over finally being in Arizona, Jackson’s state. She wanted to text him and let him know she was near, or at least in driving distance from his house. But, her nervous energy put that idea on hold in favor of entertaining tantalizing fantasies of sauntering down to the bar in search of Scott and offer to buy him a drink… or two, or three.  
 
    This was the closest thing to a vacation she’d experienced since Madagascar, and Cadence was in the mood to push the boundaries of her normal behavior, no longer tied into a relationship, yet open for anything. 
 
    Her phone buzzed with a notification—a text from Chris. Hey, I’m heading out from work early today. I’m around if you want to talk. 
 
      Placing her phone face down on the bed cover, Cadence let his text ride without answering.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
     Refreshed from her catnap, Cadence dressed in a cute pink workout outfit, bought just for this trip, and wiggled her toes into a pair of sandals. With just her phone and room key, Cadence quietly exited her room and headed for the hotel gym. She sent Chris a reply text while she waited for the elevator. Hey, it’s all good, Chris. I’m okay. Going to get a workout in and then dinner with Brooke. Hope your day’s been good!  
 
    The gym was nicely appointed with weights, stair climbers and treadmills. There were a few people using the machines and equipment, but no one she recognized.  
 
    Cadence grabbed a towel and rolled out a yoga mat before launching into a pro-level Vinyasa flow. Moving with expert ease through the warrior poses, chair, down-dog, up-dog, plank, Cadence worked up a nice sweat, and noticed how sleek and sexy she looked in the mirrored walls. Her normal location for doing yoga routines was in the mountains on her hikes in a semi-private area overlooking the city of Los Angeles. Yet, she didn’t mind being in clear view of the others in the gym, feeling confident and enjoying the stray glances from strangers. She wondered if it was her grace, strength and power that made them look, or if they recognized her from the show.  
 
    Either way, Cadence liked how she looked and felt in her body, so limber, toned and strong. Folding in half to stretch the back of her legs and spine, Cadence let her upper body dangle, peeking between her legs at the fine ass of the cute guy on the stair climber. His chiseled muscles flexed with each stride and step which proved to be a mesmerizing sight for Cadence. She hung in that folded position until she felt dizzy, then secured her position with palms flat on the mat before jumping back into a solid plank and holding it for a few seconds to see if he was watching her, too.  
 
    He was. And for a naughty moment, they openly glanced at each other. She even gave him a friendly smile, and he returned it. But, what to do next eluded her, so she retracted her elongated body into a child’s pose, and took several deep breaths, closing her eyes, and calming her energy.  
 
    Coming out of the peaceful moment, Cadence heard muffled male voices and looked up to see the cute guy conversing with another attractive dude. On her hands and knees, she collected her belongings before standing, giving a little wave to both guys as she exited the gym.  
 
      
 
    ****  
 
      
 
    Dinner with Brooke and four others from the upper management team was rather stiff. The conversation was light and professional, until the inevitable subject of Cadence’s television appearance was brought up by Greg, a regional VP, proudly adorning a diamond-crusted wedding band. Maintaining a courteous tone, he asked her, “So, Cadence, I saw you on that reality show.” 
 
    As bold as she’d been about her naked performance in Madagascar, she suddenly felt her stomach drop out from self-consciousness. “Oh? That’s cool, Greg.” Clasping her napkin too tightly, she loosened her grip and reached for her water glass instead. “What did you think?” 
 
    “I thought it was totally insane,” he told her, impressed, a little starstruck. “And completely amazing. My wife and I watched it, and our teenage son, who thinks you’re a bad-ass, by the way. I told him I’d probably see you at the convention and he wanted you to know that.” 
 
    “Oh, ha ha, that’s sweet. Thanks for letting me know.” Calmer, Cadence sipped her water without her shaking hand revealing itself. “It was a crazy thing to do but I loved the entire experience and I’d do it again.” 
 
    Looking at the dumbfounded expressions of the others at the table made Cadence giggle. “I mean, not any time soon...” 
 
    Brooke swallowed a bite of grilled veggies to interject. “Right, because I was going to say, how? You used all of your vacation time for the next year.” 
 
    “I know,” Cadence acknowledged, “But if I was asked to do another one at some point in the future.” 
 
    Greg laughed. “Anyway, I can’t imagine having the guts to go on that show, though. Surviving out there like you did takes a certain kind of person.” 
 
    Brooke chimed in. “That’s exactly what I told her. Not for me. I like hotels, spas, and room service. Not burning my skin off hunting without any protection in the nude through snake infested areas, or freezing to near death at night, bug infestations… that just sounds terrible. No, no, no.” 
 
    Cadence shrugged. “It was tough, but it wasn’t that bad. Know what I mean?” 
 
    “No, not in the slightest.” Greg confirmed.  “My wife and I used to camp at the beach back in the day, but that was when we were much younger and had a higher tolerance for mosquitoes and sand mites and lukewarm showers in public stalls. Even then, I wouldn’t have volunteered to participate in a survival situation on television or in real life.” 
 
    “Yeah, I understand.” Cadence sliced her salmon filet and speared it with her fork, like the savage they all think she is. “The show’s producer asked me if I had interest in being involved with the longer challenge, too. The one that goes on for like forty-five days.” 
 
    “And you want to do it?” Greg asked, disbelieving. 
 
    “I do,” she admitted, avoiding the stunned look on Brooke’s face. “But I’m not running away from the bank to be on it. I can’t just drop and dash, and I wouldn’t want to, regardless.”  
 
    To Cadence’s surprise, Greg pried a little further. “Do you stay in touch with the guy they partnered you with? You were really lucky to get someone like him. I’ve seen other episodes and when partners don’t get along and it’s bad.” 
 
    Cadence answered quickly, hiding her fluster over the mention of him. “I was lucky, for sure, getting teamed up with Jackson. And we stayed in touch over social media, mostly.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Brooke added, “You two made a great team. He does survival training professionally?” 
 
    “He does,” Cadence shared, “here in Arizona.” 
 
    Greg gave her a curious look. “Really? Tell him to come meet us for drinks before the convention ends. That would be a hoot meeting him as well. My son would think its cool, too.” 
 
    “I can text him and ask,” she stated, and offered nothing more on the sensitive subject.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Once safely back in the privacy of her own room, Cadence pulled up Jackson’s name on her phone and sent him a text: I’m here. In Arizona. Phoenix. Would love to see you. And one of my bank VP’s wants an autograph from you to give to his son who thinks you’re a survival stud. 
 
    A text came through, but not from Jackson. It was from Brooke: Still want to swim? I’ll be down at the pool in ten minutes if you want to join me.  
 
    Cadence texted her a reply: I’ll meet you there. 
 
    Unpacking the rest of her suitcase, Cadence found the two bikinis she brought with her and considered whether to go with the more conservative black style or the stringy emerald green one that showed off her athletic physique in the sleekest way. She’d never hung out this late with her superiors at prior conventions, which were always local to her in Los Angeles. But, being in another state, in an upscale business-class hotel, receiving compliments over her job well done on a survival show had a seductiveness to it that made Cadence want to go for the less conservative choice.  
 
     In the full-length mirror offered on the inside of the wardrobe closet, Cadence watched herself undress, then shimmy her hips into the bottom half of the bikini. Observing herself from a more empowered perspective as a woman both respected and admired by her colleagues, Cadence enjoyed the sight of her full bosom, perfectly supported by the strength of her chest, shoulders and upper back. This is how millions of viewers of the show watched her go about the business of survival on television, topless with banana leaves woven together for bodily coverage instead of a slinky green bikini bottom. Finishing the task, she fit her breasts into the top then fastened the cups between the sexy slopes of her cleavage.   
 
    Ready for a little fun in the water and a couple glasses of wine before bed, Cadence pulled a black semi-sheer bathing suit cover on that swept her mid-thigh, then grabbed her phone and room key on her way to the pool. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    “Cadence, over here,” Brooke called to her from a table by the pool bar. There were two others sitting with her, Scott, the branch manager she crossed paths with earlier at the front desk, and a handsome younger guy she hadn’t met yet.  
 
    Scott pulled up a chair for her and gave a warm smile as she sat down. “Thanks,” she told him, then. “Are we all having a drink as well as a swim?”  
 
    Brooke replied, “I’m game. It’s still so hot out here at this late hour. I’ve got the air conditioning on full blast in my room. I love when it’s warm, but Arizona heat is something else.” 
 
    “This time of year,” Scott chimed in, “but the winters are a little cooler.” 
 
    “Did you live here in Phoenix?” Cadence inquired, a tad flirty. 
 
    “Born and raised,” he shared. “Moved when I was twenty to finish my degree at UCLA.” 
 
    Impressed, Cadence nodded politely, interested in knowing more. “That’s cool. What was your major?” 
 
    Scott winked at her. “Finance.” 
 
    “Of course.” Cadence laughed, noticing a waiter heading to their table. She couldn’t help but think of Chris and how he had the same major from a different University. “Do you miss living out here?” 
 
    “Yeah, sometimes,” he admitted. “I love living in California. If the opportunity came up within the company to transfer to Arizona, I might seriously consider it, though.” 
 
    Brooke shot him a look. She joked, “What makes you think I would approve a transfer like that? You’re one of my best branch managers.” 
 
    Scott laughed. “Okay, okay. Twist my arm to stay in Los Angeles.” 
 
    “Besides,” Brooke continued, “There are new opportunities for promotions coming up. But, let’s not talk about work. Let’s get a round of drinks and play in the pool. First round is on me, or rather, the company.”  
 
    Drinks ordered, Cadence’s attention drifted to the luxurious pool. With only a small part of her feeling self-conscious about removing her bathing suit topper in front of her table mates, Cadence stood and removed the sheer cover to reveal her emerald green bikini. She didn’t look to see if Scott glanced at her body before hovering over the edge of the pool to test the water with her toes, but she hoped he was checking her out.  
 
    “It’s warm,” Cadence purred, sensing the goosebumps trailing her flesh from the heated pool. “In a good way.”  
 
    Brooke joined her, wading her toes into the water and causing a ripple as she moved her foot back and forth. “Damn. I’m getting in.”  
 
    Cadence agreed. “Me, too.” 
 
    Casually, Brooke and Cadence stepped into the pool, both loving the temperature as they waded in to their waists. “Nice,” Brooke said, splashing water on her arms as she continued towards the deeper end.  “This is perfect.” 
 
    “It really is.” Cadence swam up beside her. 
 
    “See?” Brooke teased, “Isn’t this better than a dirty cave and cockroaches for dinner?” 
 
    “It’s definitely different,” Cadence replied, eager at the sight of the waiter returning with their drinks. Swimming to the edge of the pool, Cadence happily took her wine glass and perched herself, halfway in the water and half-out. “Thanks,” she said to Scott, who completed the pass of her drink from the waiter to her hands, before taking a seat on the edge of the pool next to her with only his muscular legs in the water—as if he was flaunting them to her.  
 
    “You’re welcome.” Scott offered his beer for a “cheers”. They clinked their plastic pool-safe glasses together and smiled at each other, more relaxed, sensing the mutual spark of attraction. “You’re the Beverly Hills branch manager, right?” 
 
    She sipped her wine, instantly feeling the buzz, a total lightweight. “I manage one of them. Beverly Hills west. There are three other branches in that city, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was offered to manage the Beverly Hills south location.” His beer left a little froth on his lip. Licking it off, he added, “But it’s just too far for me to drive every day. I hate sitting in traffic.” 
 
    “I totally agree.” Moving around gracefully in the water, Cadence felt playful, balancing her wine glass with one hand and treading water with the other. “That’s why I live in West Hollywood. I can take streets all the way to work. It’s still a ton of traffic, but at least it’s not a parking lot like sitting on the freeway.” 
 
    “True.” Scott slowly slid into the water, allowing the change of temperatures to catch up with him.  
 
    In all the years Cadence was with Chris, they never once went swimming in a pool together. They had gone to lakes and went boating together, but swimming wasn’t Chris’s thing. It was fun being in the water with Scott, a co-worker with serious sex appeal, who seemed genuinely interested in getting to know her better. “What branch are you at?” 
 
    “Santa Monica,” he shared, “and I live there, too.”  
 
    Instantly, Cadence understood. “You’re right. Santa Monica to Beverly Hills is a tough commute.” 
 
    “The worst,” he agreed. “Always in the flow of the most traffic morning and night. I’d rather work closer to home and still have time to get to the gym or go for a run on the beach. It’s a better work-life balance for me.” 
 
    “And it’s so important to find that. I wouldn’t want to do that drive, either.” Cadence swam closer to him, bobbing in the water enough for it to splash on her chest. “My work-life balance was maxing out all of my vacation time and sick days to survive in Madagascar.” 
 
    Scott smiled with his confession. “I can’t lie, I saw your episode.” 
 
    She blinked at his handsome face, feeling an unexpected blush come over her. “And? What did you think? Be honest. I won’t be offended if you think I’m completely nuts.” 
 
    He laughed. “Not completely.” 
 
    She laughed in return. “Phew! Only minor insanity, then?” 
 
    “Maybe a little more than minor,” he teased. “But I was definitely impressed with what I saw.” 
 
    “Keep in mind what you saw was the edited version.” Taking a methodical moment to drink her wine, she explained, “So much of what happened out there was kind of boring. Many days were spent just trying to stay out of the sun. I felt bad for the camera crew, like we weren’t giving them enough to work with at times.” 
 
    “Right, I’m sure,” he empathized, “But there was definitely some action going on with the hunting, and—holy shit—that snake! Seriously. There’s a part of me that thinks I could handle doing something as wild as surviving with basically nothing. But, I know better. I hate spiders and webs and snakes and… pretty much everything you had to deal with.” 
 
    “And I still want to do it again,” she admitted as if she was sharing a naughty secret about herself. “I’ve even had the carrot dangled in front of my face by the show’s producer to participate in the mega challenge which is over forty days.” 
 
    “No thank you!” Scott laughed, shaking his head with absoluteness. “Not even for a million bucks. Not even for three million.” 
 
    She joked with him. “Maybe for four, though?”  
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” he kidded, enjoying their conversation. “Are you considering doing it?” 
 
    “I mean, yeah, I am.” Cadence finished her wine in three easy sips, all while giving Scott flirtatious glances and grins. “But I’d have to quit my job, and that’s not at all realistic. We work for a company that takes very good care of us. I’m not interested in risking that.” 
 
    Studying her as if she was an alien entity, Scott polished his beer off, too, and dunked his body in till his shoulders were submerged and his face was level with her floating bosom. “I think it’s cool how you’re grounded and totally out there at the same time.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She couldn’t think of a compliment to give Scott in return that didn’t sound like a shallow, trigger response, barely knowing him. “The dichotomy of my life, I guess. It was tough for my ex-boyfriend to deal with me sometimes. And he didn’t have the best response to seeing me on the show, either.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “He’s apologized since our break-up.” 
 
    Suddenly surrounded by Brooke and their other male colleague, Cadence toned her outward flirting down a notch. “How do you like living on the beach?” 
 
    “I love it.” Scott released a tiny belch. “Pardon me.” 
 
    “I’m heading for the whirlpool,” Brooke interjected, polishing off her wine. “One more round?” 
 
    Afraid she might jump Scott right there in the pool if she had another, Cadence responded, “I’m good, Brooke. Thanks.” 
 
    Scott denied a second one for himself, too. Waiting for the other two to swim off, Scott caught Cadence in his gaze and held it there. “Ex, you said?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Nice, I mean, I’m single, too.” 
 
    Her heart fluttered, excited over where their conversation was leading, and so quickly. A delicious range of sexy ideas filled Cadence’s horny thoughts, in the mood to live life freely without asking too many questions or setting expectations.  
 
    He continued, “If this is too forward, just tell me. I’ll stop.” 
 
    Adoring his approach, Cadence replied, “Okay.” 
 
    “Want to towel off and hang out a bit?” 
 
    She hoped he had the same locations in mind that she did. “Hang out where?”  
 
    “My room, your room.” He shrugged, keeping his eyes locked on hers. “Wherever you want.” 
 
    “Let’s go with the room furthest from Brooke’s”  
 
    He winked at her before pulling himself up onto the ledge, ready to move the party along. “Good idea.” 
 
    Their unspoken chemistry superseded their good intentions to keep things light and professional. The tingle in her thighs and the throb between her legs was the strongest indication that playing it by the rules wasn’t what either of them wanted to do. After having post-breakup sex with Chris, which was an entirely shocking and unexpected event for Cadence, she was well aware that anything was possible, and she was game for whatever happened next. 
 
    Casually, they dried off and chatted a bit more, not wanting to appear in a hurry to ditch the pool scene in front of Brooke and the other employees gathered, all sharing a drink in the whirlpool. Scott raised an eyebrow of concern. “Do you think it’s a big deal if we walk out together?” 
 
    “If we’re just chatting and walking slow, then no,” she stated, glancing at Brooke.  
 
    His professionalism took the lead in their exit strategy. “We have to stop by the whirlpool and say good-night to Brooke, at least.” 
 
    “She’s going to ask why we’re turning in early.” 
 
    “I work out early in the mornings, even on business trips,” he told her, turning Cadence on even more. “Going to bed before eleven at night is normal for me.” 
 
    “Me, too.” A flush came over her, loving a man who took his health and fitness as seriously as she did. “Maybe I’ll wake up early with you?” she asked, partially flirting, yet there was an honest question in there, too. 
 
    “Maybe?” His smile grew more attractive to her by the minute as her naughtier thoughts began to take over her rational mindset. He’s going to look gorgeous naked in the sheets, she giggled to herself, her heartbeat rising as he lead the way to Brooke.  
 
    “Hey,” Scott said, offering a polite handshake to his regional manager. “I’m heading in. Thank you for the drink, Brooke.” 
 
    Brooke offered him a wet hand from the hot water. “You’re welcome, Scott. Have a good night.” 
 
    Cadence chimed in. “I’m leaving, too. Gonna work out early, like six a.m.” 
 
    “Wow,” Brooke smiled at her stellar underling. “Good for you. See you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Scott held the door to the lobby open for Cadence to walk through. They kept it cool while waiting for the elevator to arrive. “I’m on the fifth floor,” he told her.  
 
    “Same.” She showed him her key inside the little packet with the room number on it and they considered which one was closer.  
 
    Stepping into the elevator, they paused, but no one else joined them. As the doors slid closed, Cadence moved to him, her pulse racing with excitement. “I think I’m closer to Brooke’s room.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” He cupped her chin with a strong hand and tilted her face upwards till he had her in his fiery gaze. “My room it is, then.” 
 
    She wasn’t arguing as he brought his scrumptious full mouth to her trembling lips, and held their faces together in a scintillating first kiss. Her heart beating in her ears, Cadence burned with desire for her handsome colleague, relishing how incredible it felt to want him without a notion for the future, simply to satisfy the sexual attraction ignited between them, there in the elevator.  
 
    “Did we even press a button?” Cadence chuckled seeing the surprised expression on Scott’s lusty face at how they’d both forgotten to send the elevator to the fifth floor.  
 
    “Damn,” he laughed, pushing the button. The elevator jolted slightly, signaling the ascent to their floor had officially begun. “I got lost.” 
 
    “So did I.” 
 
    His mouth curled into a luscious smile. “Want to keep getting lost with me?” 
 
    “Yes.” In a forward mood, Cadence took hold of the towel knotted at this waist and gave it a playful tug. “You have a really nice body.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Super flirty, Scott held her face, teasing her with two little kisses. “And you’re a total knockout. I’m way, way, way attracted to you.” 
 
    Her cheeks on fire, Cadence admitted, “The attraction is strong for me, too.” 
 
    “Well, aren’t we lucky?” It wasn’t a question he was asking, but she agreed, regardless. At their floor, they stepped out quietly, on a secret mission to Scott’s bed. “Do you need to stop in your room?” 
 
    She replied, “I should. I don’t want to be running back to my room in the middle of the night in a damp bikini.” Landing at her door, she unlocked it and invited him in.  
 
    As soon as the door closed behind them, Scott grabbed her from behind, wrapping his arms around her slim waist. “I want to kiss you again.” 
 
    Cadence released a sigh louder than she ever made with Chris. Spinning around to face Scott, she took control, taking his face in her hands and bringing him to her open lips. Exhaling hot air as they dared to introduce their tongues quickly, and with need, Cadence didn’t care what room they ended up in. “Here is fine,” she panted, spit glistening like a sultry rope between their mouths.  
 
    “Gladly. But, I don’t have any condoms,” Scott confessed, “they’re in my room. Do you?”  
 
    “No. I wasn’t expecting to… have anything like this happen.” Tapping into her last shred of rational thinking before jumping this mere stranger’s body and riding him senseless, she grabbed a hoodie and leggings from her suitcase. “Let me grab a few things from the bathroom, just in case.” 
 
    “Yeah, totally.” Scott released his affectionate grip so she could dash to the bathroom and back. “Got it?” 
 
    She winked, holding up her toiletry travel purse. “I packed a little bag.” Noticing the time on the way out the door, she reminded herself the night was still fairly early at only half-passed nine, even with a courtesy wake-up call scheduled at dawn.   
 
    Scott held Cadence’s hand as he led her to his room. “I’m at the end of the hall near the ice machine.” 
 
    A blast of cold air wafted them in the face as Scott opened his room door, causing them both to shiver upon entrance. “I left it on the arctic blast setting, apparently.”  
 
    “Apparently,” she chuckled, pulling her hoodie over her arms. “You must run hot.” 
 
    “I do,” he confirmed, quickly raising the temp in the room. “Want to wash off first?” 
 
    “I would love, too.” 
 
    Opening the door, Scott revealed his standard-size bathroom, similar to Cadence’s room. “Cool. I want to get this chlorine off.” 
 
    “Me, too.” She quivered, and not just from the cold air. She had been visualizing him naked for the past hour and there he was, undoing the towel around his waist, then removing his t-shirt. “Wow. Nice abs.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Twisting the knob till the water pressure and temperature were to his liking, Scott added, “It’s a lot of work keeping them strong, but totally worth it.”  
 
    “Agreed.” Willingly, she threw off the hoodie and the cover-up, leaving her in just the bikini. “I’m going to get in with it on,” she said, disguising a moment of modesty for practicality. “I can wash it off first. I hate a bikini that smells like the pool the day after.” 
 
    “Meh, I don’t mind that so much,” he shared, “especially if the day after doesn’t include another day at the pool.” 
 
    “Oh, I get that. But we should have time for more swimming before the conference is over.” Giddy, excited, ready to escalate their chemistry, Cadence stepped into the shower before Scott, adjusting the water temperature slightly.  “Sorry, had to cool it down a notch, I need a moment to get used to it...” and then she heard him step in behind her and move in close to her body. He pressed his bare hips against her bikini-clad ass, uninhibited in the privacy behind the shower curtain. She felt his nakedness, and it was intoxicating having an unfamiliar and totally gorgeous man wanting her with magnified intensity. 
 
    His solid erection throbbed, growing against her bottom cheeks. “How does it feel now?”  
 
    “Amazing,” she purred, taking liberties as her hands reached behind her in search of his manhood. Her fingertips found his fleshy hard-on and stroked it. “Can I see?” She peeked over her shoulder, gazing down at the sexy, fleshy rod teasing its way between her muscular buttocks. 
 
    “Of course.” Scott flexed his shaft, bathed by the hot water running in trails between her bottom and his hips. “I’ll behave until it’s properly sheathed.” Gently, he turned her around to face him. 
 
    “Okay,” she replied with a wink, as her hands found his erection and latched on. “It’s hard for both of us to behave. Literally.” 
 
    “I mean, let’s cut to the chase.” His sultry mouth was irresistible to Cadence. They kissed, locking and opening, allowing room for their tongues to dance openly, catching drops of water as the shower rained upon their gyrating bodies.  
 
    With a slow and steady hand, Scott untied her bikini top and draped it past her breast. Even with hot water running down her front and back, Cadence still shivered at the sudden, full reveal of her pretty bosom.  
 
    “Great tits,” he complimented, rubbing her nipples with the pads of his thumbs in delicate circles.  “Oh man. I want you bad, girl.” 
 
    “I know.” She wiggled from her bikini bottoms. He sunk to his knees, helping her step out of it safely. “And, I really want you, too.” 
 
    Scott’s face and mouth were right there, hovering by her beautiful, shaved pussy as his eyes drifted up towards hers. “Since you were polite enough to ask, I will, too. Can I?”  
 
    She nodded, tilting her pelvis upwards for him to get a better view of her pink folds. Spreading her pussy lips with two fingers for him, Cadence watched Scott’s hungry tongue jut from his mouth and find her clit. He swept it with daring little lashes, back and forth, then swirled his tongue over her sensitive bud. “Ohh, Scott,” she sighed, her legs shaking from the incredible sensations he released in her. Scott obviously enjoyed giving pleasure, lavishing Cadence’s juicy box with love and affection. “More, more, more.” 
 
    He laughed against her clit, sending sweet vibrations through her pelvis and she undulated for him, rolling her hips and abs, flexing her inner walls to intensify the sensual pleasure.  
 
    “Mmm,” he moaned, flattening his tongue and holding it there for her clit to find its pleasure. 
 
    “Oh, yes, Scott.” She let her bud dance on his tongue’s soft, spongy surface, tickling the magic button that sent orgasmic shivers through her body. “That feels so good.” 
 
    He laughed with his tongue hanging out, stiff as a board, and made a funny, deep noise in his throat that caused her to laugh, too. Tugging her hips to lock her pussy in place, Scott got mouthy between her thighs, slurping on her mound like it was decadent fruit.  
 
    Gasping, her body shook from the power of his oral worship. “You’re making my legs weak.”  
 
    Reluctant, Scott released her pussy from his oral bath in favor of soaping her from shoulders to her feet. “Okay, let’s finish up then, so you can relax on the bed.”  
 
    He massaged two handfuls of creamy lather onto her entire body, sliding his hands over every sexy, toned curve she had to offer. Cadence happily reciprocated, attacking the soap for maximum suds before cleansing and massaging Scott’s skin. To her, this was perfect foreplay, fun and physical, not just sexual, loosening their muscles and preparing each other for a night of good, clean, dirty fun.  
 
    “Strong hands.” Scott braced himself for her deep-tissue manipulation with his palms pressed against the shower walls for support. “I haven’t had a good massage in a while.” 
 
    “Yeah? That’s too bad.” Confident in her skills, Cadence dug into the knots around his shoulder blades. “I love giving massages, so, enjoy.” Working her way down to his lower lumbar, she slowed her motions, rotating her fists in methodical half-circles. He groaned, melting under her soothing, therapeutic touch.  
 
    “That’s the best.” Bending his knees for a moment, he shook out his shoulders and arms, turning to face her again. “Thank you.” He kissed her with more depth than raw lust. “You can rub me like that any time.” 
 
    “I’m happy to.” Her desire piqued, she rinsed them and shut off the water. “It’s getting too hot in here.” 
 
    He agreed, reaching for the fluffy towels on the rack and handing her one before taking one for himself. She patted his cock with her towel, smiling mischievously at Scott. “Hold on a minute.” Cadence paused before leaving the shower to take advantage of the horny moment and knelt in front of him. “My turn.” 
 
    “You’re killing me,” he teased, captivated by her pretty mouth bobbing on his shaft. Water trickled over his chest and abdomen, and to the base of his cock where it splashed against her lips as she gagged herself on his length. “God damn you’re good at that.”  
 
    “Thanks,” she slurped. Twisting her mouth and tongue in a passionate corkscrew, she coated his cock with saliva, lubing him from balls to tip. In sexual savage mode, Cadence unearthed her primal energy, sliding his cock to the back of her tongue and letting the tip sink into her throat. Flexing her oral muscles against it, she squeezed and massaged his shaft, making him moan like a man overcome with bliss.  
 
    He thrust slowly, watching as her sweet lips rolled along his length and suckled on his girth. Cadence took hold of his cock with her index finger and thumb, tightening her grip at the base of it until his shaft was rock hard and fully extended. His cock was bigger by an inch or two than Chris’s, and she quivered at the thought of having this gorgeous rod inside of her pussy.  
 
    “Hey.” Scott’s hands cupped Cadence’s lusty face. “If you keep doing that, I’m not going to be able to stop myself. You’re taking me way too close to the edge.” 
 
    Relishing the compliment, Cadence replied, “Sorry, couldn’t help myself. I was like, in a trance.” Wiggling her booty at him as she stepped out of the tub, Cadence went straight for the bedroom.  
 
    Dropping her towel before slipping between the sheets, she shivered with the crisp coolness of a bed yet to be slept in.  
 
    “Get in here! The sheets are freezing,” she said, loud enough for him to hear her in the bathroom.  
 
    Flexing his arm muscles to make her smile, he pretended to be Jackson. “Your fearless bed-mate is here.” Diving under the sheets with her, he joked, “It’s not Madagascar, but it is the Regency Hotel and you’re in my bed. See? I’ve already won.”  
 
    He snuggled against her coldness, pulling her close. She considered his words as his limbs wrapped around hers. “Don’t get me wrong, I love hotel rooms, too,” she told him, “not just dirty, bug infested caves.” 
 
    “Well, good.” Chest to chest, pelvis to pelvis, Scott’s erection pressed onto the top of Cadence’s mound, begging for entrance. She reached down and took hold of his shaft again, caressing it as the heat level increased between them. With one hand underneath her shoulders, Scott found her breast with the other, stimulating her nipples with gentle twists and tugs.  
 
    Wanting him inside of her, Cadence asked, “Where are the condoms?” 
 
    “Shit. Sorry. I was in a hurry to keep you from freezing to death.” Reluctantly maneuvering out of the bed, Scott dashed for this overnight bag and retrieved a handful of ribbed XL condoms. “If we need more, I can always run downstairs.” 
 
    She laughed, loving his vigor. “Good to know. I’m glad you were prepared for whatever came your way.” Lifting the sheets for him, he slid in once again, quickly tearing into the condom wrapper. “I want you so bad,” he admitted, placing the condom on the tip of his penis. “Want to help?” 
 
    “I want you, too, and, yes,” she confirmed, working the condom down his thick shaft until it fit snugly over his length. “There.” Her heart skipped a beat, guiding his cock between her thighs. “We’re good to go.”  
 
    His hips moved up and over her body, parting her legs with his, positioning his bulbous head at her damp opening. “Ready for me?” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered, fighting from grabbing his ass on impulse and shoving him inside of her all at once. Instead, Cadence’s fingers explored her delicate folds, twirling her clit in desperate circles to relax her tightness so he could enter without resistance. “I can’t wait.”  
 
    “Good.” Scott lowered his head to hers, warming her face and neck with his kisses. Their mouths mingled with passion as he rocked his hips to penetrate between her pussy lips. Slowly, steadily, and with her assistance, he spread her open with the force of his entrance.  
 
    “Hold on.” Cadence spit into her fingers and brought her saliva to her slit, adding extra lube to accommodate his girth. “There. Much better.” 
 
    “God, that’s so nice.” Scott said with a long exhale. He increased his effort, pushing in a little harder, his cock halfway in. Digging his toes into the sheet and mattress, he anchored himself with his knees and the palms of his hands. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes!” Cadence grabbed his shoulders and hooked her legs around his hips to draw him in deeper.  “Don’t be too polite.” She tilted her head back into the pillow and sighed, taken by the thickness of his shaft. “I’m in the mood for hot and heavy.”  
 
    “Like this?” He dared to stroke her harder until his balls thumped the center of her puckered ass. “Mmm… you’re delicious,” he groaned, finding her natural wetness.  
 
    “So are you.” Her pussy comfortably held his cock inside her luscious velvety interior and she squeezed her Kegels as a naughty gesture for wanting more. “And almost too big for me to fit.” 
 
    “Damn, Cadence,” he growled, hearing her juices splash around his shaft. “Juicy pussy, baby.” His cock slid in and out with a sultry rhythm, enjoying the silky ride. “I want to fuck you harder.”  
 
    “Do it,” she instructed, feeling the pleasure within, so delicious and divine. 
 
    “Now?” He drew a breath, gathering stamina.  
 
    “Now!” she heard herself cry, a little surprised by how willing she was to take on his aggressive virility. Spreading her legs wider around his rocking and thrusting hips, she groaned, “Fuck me however you want, Scott.” 
 
    Delivering on his promise, he went full force, driving and thrusting at a fast, frenzied pace. 
 
    “That’s amazing,” she purred, her body pushed into the mattress with the force of him. The tantalizing sound of their body’s slapping together filled the room and sent shivers through her core as he fucked her harder and harder. She loved Scott’s disregard for the noise they were making, grunting, sighing and calling out, swearing as if “fuck” was the only word they knew, lost in their passion. Turning her pelvis upward and holding it there for him, she took his pounding and begged for more. “Harder!” She dared him. 
 
    “Now?” Scott smiled viciously, pacing himself before kicking his frontal attack into high gear. 
 
    “Now!” Digging her nails into his back, Cadence held on for dear life as he thrust into her without restraint, grunting like an animal fucking in the wild. “More, more, more!” 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes,” he panted, lost in their fucking, his forehead beaded with sweat. “Your hot little hole is so delicious.” 
 
    Overwhelmed by orgasmic waves, Cadence writhed under him as he drove her to the edge of a glorious release. Her head thrown back into the pillow, Cadence cried out, unable to stop her pussy from coming. “Fuck me, fuck me, fuck me, Scott!” 
 
    “That’s it, come on me,” he instructed, panting and pumping like a wild horse about to blow his wad, too.  “Come on my cock!” 
 
    “Ohhh fuck!” she yelled, overtaken by a rush of white heat from her pussy to chest as her orgasm released on the thickest part of his shaft. Her body buckled, coming harder than she ever thought she could. “Oh my GOD!” Cadence’s pussy fluttered into a second orgasm, all while he pounded her senseless. 
 
    “I can’t hold it!” He confessed though a tight jaw as he went stiff from shoulders to hip, his cock a solid mass of power and girth. “I’m coming!” His heavy balls let loose, shooting a thick load through his shaft and into the condom reservoir. Cadence felt all of his flexes and bursts, secretly wishing he was bare inside of her, yet grateful he wasn’t. “Fuck,” he panted against the side of her face, kissing her cheek, her lips. Heat poured from his shaking body, and his eyes looked totally alive, reborn from their tantric fire. 
 
    Floating in the bliss of release, Cadence’s vision blurred, her sensitive pussy slowly fucked as they both calmed their breathing to bask in their fading orgasms.  
 
    “So wet,” she said in her sultriest voice, listening to the sound of the wetness between her legs. His cock was still in place within her silky walls, and he groaned with his small yet deliberate movements. As good as it was to come, he wanted more. 
 
    “Scott?” Cadence reached down to his spent balls and teased them with her touch. “Pull out. I want to taste you.” 
 
    He raised a sweaty eyebrow. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Happily surprised, Scott replied, “But it feels so good inside.” 
 
    “I know, you do.” Tugging on his balls, she wiggled underneath him. “But I want to lick you clean.” 
 
    He moaned, a little self-conscious. “What a fabulous thing.” Before he could withdraw his shaft, Cadence felt his cock make a hard twitch inside the condom, turned on by her horny intentions. Rolling from her, Scott positioned himself against the bundled blanket, his sheathed cock still pointing upwards. With one quick swipe of his fist, the condom was removed.  
 
    His eyes followed Cadence as she crawled to him and curled between his legs. “Wow. Look how much you left for me.”  
 
    He shrugged, then sighed as her mouth bobbed over his dripping head. “I was way turned on. You’re incredibly fun to fuck.” 
 
    “Well, thanks. So are you.” Lapping at his cock, she nodded her approval for his salty and sour flavor. His cum was thick, like everything else about Scott, and she liked how much he enjoyed watching her clean his shaft with hunger. “Mmm mmm mm.”   
 
    Holding a mouthful of him on her tongue, she gulped, swallowed and smiled like a very dirty young woman.  
 
    Delirious, Scott gazed at his new lover, impressed and infatuated. “Do over.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Want to shower again?” 
 
    “Definitely.”  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    It was a few minutes past midnight when Cadence parted ways with Scott. They were both too mellow and relaxed to do anything more after their second rinse-off than exchange affectionate kisses and gentle petting. They shared a funny moment while they snuggled hearing a flurry of familiar voices just outside of his room. Cadence waited to make her departure until the last “see you tomorrow” was heard, even though Scott tried to convince her to stay the night. Or, at least until his alarm went off at six in the morning. 
 
    Blowing a kiss to her handsome lover, Cadence made the dash to her room in her hoodie and bare feet with Scott watching her from his door. They waved and she blew him a kiss that he caught in air before disappearing into their separate rooms. Disrobing, Cadence dove into her own bed with only her phone in hand.  Setting the alarm for the crack of dawn, Cadence took a quick swig of water then turned off the side table light.  
 
    In the quiet darkness, she reflected on how hot her evening was, and giggled at the thought that she’d had incredible sex with another branch manager, a colleague, which was something Cadence never imagined she would ever do. Suddenly, her entire game plan had been thrown off from the path she set out to travel visiting Arizona. And she wasn’t mad about it. 
 
    Scott was the perfect distraction from the up-in-the-air situations with Jackson and Chris. She wondered if they would see each other again, romantically, outside of company functions, once the trip was over. Or, if they would spend a second, possibly third, night together at the hotel. Open to all possibilities, Cadence fell into sleep with a happy smile on her face, fantasizing about Scott and his luscious body. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    The hotel gym was cold and empty when Cadence arrived for her morning workout a mere five hours after her head hit the pillow in her own room. Fired up from her sexual escapades, she threw a towel over the stair climbing machine and hopped on for a sweaty cardio session.  
 
    Powered by her adrenaline and a thumping workout playlist, Cadence went into high gear, glancing at the clock every few minutes. Scott shuffled in thirty-minutes later, looking a little less enthused to exercise than she was. “Wow.” Stepping onto the machine next to her, he checked out her progress, liking her sweat. “Looking good so early in the morning.”  
 
    She winked at him. “Thanks.” Hitting the button to increase the intensity, Cadence powered uphill. “I’ve got tons of energy for some reason.” 
 
    “Yeah?” he replied with a flirty tone. “Did you get coffee? Or is this just how you are naturally?” 
 
    “Naturally,” she admitted, drenched with sweat and loving it. “Evan more so when I’m excited about things.” 
 
    “Being excited looks so good on you,” he complimented. 
 
    “Thanks.” Playful, Cadence reached over to the workout panel on his machine and jacked up the speed of his steps. “Come on. Show me what you got.” 
 
    “You want to race?”  
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Sharing the same competitive spirit, Cadence and Scott pumped up the effort level on their machines and sprinted an uphill climb. Panting and laughing like two kids on the playground, they went all out, using every last drop of energy before Cadence bailed out of the competition.  
 
    “You got me,” she exhaled, slowing her pace down to catch her breath.  
 
    He didn’t brag, too out of breath to do anything but chuckle over his win. 
 
    Toweling off her face, she took a healthy swig from her water bottle. “See? That’s my kind of fun. My second favorite indoor sport.” 
 
    “And there’s another thing we have in common,” he told her, gulping down water. 
 
    “True.” Hitting the fifteen-minute mark on her workout, the machine brought the session to an end with a cool-down phase. “How much longer are you going?” 
 
    “With this?  Ten more minutes.” He watched her strut to the water machine and fill her bottle. “Why? Are you done?” 
 
    “Yeah, I need to look pretty for the day’s events, and I’m starving.” Checking her physique in the mirror, she caught his stare and flexed her muscles for his entertainment. “Gonna grab some breakfast.” 
 
    “I need to knock out another ten minutes.” Not wanting her to go, Scott gave her his version of puppy dog eyes, but couldn’t hold it, too secure with himself to manipulate. “Are you showering first?” 
 
    “Before eating?” she asked, not wanting to miss an opportunity, yet too ravenous to care. “No. I’m too hungry. I’m just going to pick up a muffin or something and bring it to my room.” 
 
    “Cool.” Gripping the handrails, Scott punched in a harder workout. The steps lurched and he went with the increased momentum. “See you soon then.” 
 
    She nodded, suddenly feeling a weird, unwanted anxiety over the trip she’d planned to take to Jackson’s house later in the day. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Checking her text messages, there was a happy face emoji from Chris with no words, and two from Brooke regarding the meeting time in the hotel lobby at eight forty-five, which gave her an hour and a half to shower, dress and do something with her sweaty pile of blond waves tied up in a messy ponytail.  Hopping in the shower for the third time in the past ten hours, Cadence rinsed, shaved where it was necessary, lathered, and rinsed again, all under five minutes. Her breakfast was waiting and her coffee had cooled just enough to gulp rather than sip, which is what she needed to power through the tedious drone of the slide shows and podium speakers about to take over her morning. As much as the rendezvous with Scott lulled her into a vacation mindset, this was a work trip first and foremost.  
 
    She’d already bent the rules slightly with Scott, and behaved in ways she hadn’t imagined herself ever acting at a company event. And, then there was this other crazy thing on her private itinerary to visit her former teammate—the guy she still felt connected to deep in her soul, even as she entertained other men.  
 
    Despite the allure of pleasure-seeking activities, there were conferences to attend and many handshakes and smiles to give out to the upper management and her other colleagues. As excited as she was to exchange flirty, knowing glances with Scott during the corporate meetings, Cadence couldn’t wait to break from the business scene and drive her rental to the home address Jackson had given her. She visualized approaching his front door and seeing Jackson’s handsome, rugged face smiling at her, then finally reconnecting without the shadow of an ex-boyfriend hanging over them.  
 
    It was the third swig of robust breakfast blend coffee that shook Cadence from her romantic visions and put her mind back in a professional place. She polished off the muffin and washed it down with the rest of the coffee before pinning her hair into a neat French twist. A light dusting of natural makeup and nude lip gloss made her face glow, and she finished her sun-kissed look with a few strokes of mascara on her lashes. Over her white bra and pantie set she buttoned herself into a beige professional suit and fit her feet inside low-heeled shoes to compliment her straight-forward attire. Pleased with her reflection in the mirror, Cadence tucked her cellphone and room key into her purse and went out the door, quietly closing it behind her. 
 
    There, at the elevator, was Scott. He flashed her a sexy smile. “Good morning, for the third time today.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but giggle at their naughty situation. His appearance caused her heart to flutter—a feeling that simultaneously excited and terrified her. “Good morning. Did you eat something?” 
 
    “I had a power bar,” he admitted, “but I’m still hungry.” 
 
    Stepping into the elevator before him, Cadence felt his eyes enjoying the sight of her supple bottom in her form-fitting skirt. “There will be something to snack on, I’m sure.” 
 
    “I try to avoid pastries and scones.” 
 
    Empathizing, she replied, “I know. Me, too. But, lunch is hours away.” 
 
    “I’ll survive.” His smile was warm and confident as he dared to swipe her hand and link his fingers with hers.  “Want to meet me for a drink later?” 
 
    The immediate “yes” she almost gave was paused by her secret plan. Instead, she nodded, hoping he wouldn’t equate her hesitance with a lack of interest. “Yeah, yes.” She gave his hand a flirty squeeze.  “If we can, I’m all in.” 
 
    “Good.” He released her hand first as the doors opened, then stepped into the gathering crowd of company employees.  
 
    Switching from flirtatious to business mode, Cadence positioned herself casually at his side and kept a neutral vibe. Her inner voice spoke quietly in her mind, reminding her of their status: just colleagues. And she was fine floating in that space with him, especially once Brooke and the rest of the upper management arrived.  
 
      
 
    The day went on, moving from seminars and meetings to group team-building activities in a seamless flow. She and Scott were paired together more than once, and both instances caused a flutter in her pussy and a hot rush through her chest. The chemistry Cadence wasn’t even aware existed between them just twenty-four hours earlier was alive and palpable, and on the verge of fully igniting given the right circumstance. Scott was an incredibly handsome guy and Cadence did her best not to gaze at him with lust despite knowing what his tanned, athletic body looked like underneath his business suit. She caught herself fantasizing about the hefty shaft between his legs, and how fun it was to cup and play with his… 
 
    “Cadence?”  
 
    Realizing Brooke had asked her a question on their way to a bathroom break, Cadence cleared her throat. “I’m sorry. Say that again?” 
 
    Brooke repeated herself. “I made a lunch reservation for all of us at the Italian restaurant across the street. Do you know the one I’m talking about?” 
 
    “Um, yeah, the one with the patio out in front?” 
 
    “That’s the place,” Brooke confirmed. 
 
    “Got it.” Cadence let Brooke go first, politely waiting her turn for an open stall. “I’m definitely ready to eat.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Brooke replied, talking to her through the stall door. “I can feel the coffee sloshing around in my empty stomach.” 
 
    Giving her face the once over in the mirror, Cadence liked the way she looked, energized and healthy.  
 
    “Oh my gosh.” A blonde woman washing her hands at the sink said to Cadence, recognizing her. “You’re her. Aren’t you?” 
 
    Blushing instantly, Cadence looked at the bank colleague she hadn’t met before and nodded with a shrug. “Maybe?”  
 
    “The girl from the show,” she clarified, “the survival challenge. We were all talking about it at our branch in Santa Fe. What an amazing job you did. And wow, was your partner handsome.” 
 
    Cadence replied, “Yeah, I’m her. And, thanks. Yes, Jackson’s a good-looking guy, for sure.” 
 
    Brooke joined them, washing her hands. “Can you believe this girl?  She’s one of mine,” Brooke said, bragging with humor and admiration. “One of my managers. And, I was in shock watching her episode. I still can’t believe this girl actually went and did what she did and lived to tell about it.” 
 
    The blonde woman offered Cadence a handshake. “I’m Beth. So good to meet you, Cadence. You’re a rock star in my eyes. Good for you for being so tough.” 
 
    “Right?” Brooke agreed. “She’s the person to be stranded on a desert island with.” 
 
    But the only person Cadence wanted to be stranded with was Jackson. And she was going to see him before the day was through, regardless of how badly she wanted to jump Scott’s bones after the last seminar.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Scott motioned for Cadence to slide into the booth after him so they could sit next to each other at the group table. Joined by Brooke and five other colleagues, Cadence and Scott went hip to hip to accommodate everyone, which gave them an excuse to sit close enough to touch, and maybe link fingers under the table. 
 
    “Cadence was just recognized by a district manager from Santa Fe,” Brooke told the group then turned to Cadence. “Thank you for giving us something else to talk about during the conference besides work-related topics. The levity’s a nice change.” 
 
    Half-serious, half-joking, Cadence posed a question to her boss. “Maybe I should go on the show again to give bank employees even more to talk about?”  
 
    Raising an eyebrow at Cadence, Brooke half-smiled. “You know the answer to that.” 
 
    “True.” Smiling to herself over the odd looks the rest of the group gave her, some curious and others unnerved by the insane notion of doing a survival challenge in the first place, Cadence added, “But it’s tough to resist the invitation to take part in the ultimate challenge. It goes on for over forty days.” 
 
    Bewildered, Brooke replied, “You know I don’t think you’re crazy, but that is crazy. It’s unnecessary suffering.” 
 
    “It does seem daunting, for sure.” Cadence opened her menu and glanced at the offerings, craving a hamburger and fries. “Starvation coupled with severe weather conditions and lack of shelter against the elements is never fun. But the experience itself was worth every moment of the suffering.” 
 
    “You’re a special girl, Cadence Carmichael.” Brooke scanned the menu, too. “I’d volunteer to be on a reality show if it’s all about vacationing in nice destinations with good hotels and food.” 
 
    “I’m all about that, too.” Cadence reminded her, “Every vacation I’ve had in my life was spent at a resort. Madagascar was a first for me.”  
 
    Scott nudged her. “What are you ordering for lunch? I want like, three different things.” 
 
    Cadence knew the feeling. “As much as I want a hamburger, I’m afraid it will be too messy for this outfit. I’m getting a pasta dish instead. With meat sauce. And a side salad.” 
 
    “Want to split an appetizer?” he asked, pointing to the calamari on the menu. 
 
    “Sure, as long as you eat most of it.” 
 
    “I’m sure I will.” 
 
    Waters and iced teas were delivered to the table and their food orders were taken. A light conversation floated while the famished group waited for their nourishment, as if everyone was a little too hungry and overdone from the morning events to talk.  
 
    Scott teased Cadence under the table when he could steal a moment with no other eyes looking in their direction. And she flirted back, loving his attention and the warm feeling he generated in her pelvis. The secret they shared was luscious and Cadence entertained the dirty thought of excusing herself to the bathroom so she could play with her clit. But then she felt it—the vibration of a text message coming though on her phone, which was tucked into her purse.  She wasn’t about to check it out of respect for Brooke’s no-phones-at-the-table policy, yet she wondered who it was from. Most likely it was Chris texting on his lunch break, wanting to know how her day was going.  
 
    “I felt that in my hip, too.” Scott laughed. “Your phone’s got a strong vibration.” 
 
    “Right?” Fishing in her purse, she found her cellphone and silenced it. “Through my body and into yours.” Her voice was low enough to get away with a questionable and suggestive comment, but she still blushed at the naughty innuendo that slipped from her mouth so easily, without hesitation. 
 
    Scott’s stomach growled, spying a waiter with their calamari in his hands. “Oh, there it is.” Fixing his utensils, he unfolded the napkin and placed it on his lap, brushing Cadence’s thigh in the process. “Come to daddy.” 
 
    Cadence did the same, spreading the napkin across her lap and finding his hand. Their fingers discreetly mingled for a hot second then appropriately returned to the table in preparation for receiving food. “Looks good.” Cadence scooped a serving of calamari onto her plate and ate a bite as Scott served himself.  “And it’s tasty. Cooked perfectly, I think.” 
 
    Dipping his calamari into the zesty red sauce that came with the dish, Scott stuffed his mouth with a larger tentacle piece. “Mmm hmm. That is good.” 
 
    The mix of ingesting good food while feeling her horny pussy throb for Scott was as intoxicating as having a glass of wine with lunch. A little light-headed, Cadence drank her water then had another bite. “Wow. I was hungrier than I thought.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Scott said, his smile more and more attractive to her, “eat.” 
 
    “I’m good.” Sticking her fork in her second succulent piece of calamari, she dipped it in sauce like he did.  “A few more bites then I’ll wait for my entree.” 
 
    “Whatever you want,” he assured, “but I won’t be mad or hold it against you if you eat more than your share.” 
 
    Aware their familiar banter was edging beyond colleague camaraderie, Cadence gave Scott a polite nod, retaining a neutral front. “Good to know.”  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Meals finished and plates cleared, Brooke paid the bill with her company credit card and dismissed her group back to the conference hall. Cadence stopped in the bathroom before heading out with the rest, finally able to check her phone in private.  
 
    Hitting the notifications button, she saw the text message and it wasn’t from Chris. It was from Jackson.  
 
    “Hey Cadence. Enjoy your stay in Arizona! My schedule’s packed but I’d love to see you if we can arrange it” was his reply text. She sent one back: “How about later today? The last seminar ends at 4 p.m. and I can drive out to you then.” 
 
    Back to business, Cadence refreshed herself and then hurried to catch up with the group. Scott was waiting for her just outside the restaurant. 
 
    “It’s murder hot out here.” Fresh beads of sweat glistened from Scott’s forehead, even as he stood in the shade. “Arizona heat is no joke.” 
 
    The minute her face was hit by the sun, she immediately flashed back to her experience on the show. “Scott, this is what I lived in for a month in Madagascar. The average daily temp was a hundred and eighteen degrees.” 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    “And I was naked.” 
 
    “I know,” he replied with a sexy smirk and a raised eyebrow. “And I’m glad you didn’t burn your ta-tas off because they are so nice. I mean, really, really, really...” 
 
    “Wow,” she laughed, “you’re making me blush.” 
 
    Catching up with the rest of the group, Scott casually brushed Cadence’s arm and changed the subject. “I much prefer California weather to Arizona, for the record.” 
 
    She agreed. “It’s a different kind of heat out here, for sure. Like being slapped across the face by it.” 
 
    “And squeezed mercilessly head to toe by oppressive, melt-your-flesh heat.” 
 
    “Makes you miss being inside an air conditioned conference room, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “It does, indeed,” he confirmed, clasping his hands to himself and behaving as they all entered the hotel. “Ahhh, and there it is.” Opening his arms to dry off the sweat, the outline of his muscular chest was visible to Cadence. She couldn’t help but stare at him a little. “Much better.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The rest of the day dragged on for Cadence. The flirting with Scott quelled due to the close proximity to Brooke during the later meetings, which gave Cadence an opportunity to turn her inward thoughts back to Jackson. His text left her with a strange, uneasy vibe and he hadn’t responded to the reply message she sent inquiring about meeting later. Unable to read his tone in the message, she wondered if Jackson was being honest or using his business as an excuse not to make time for her. Her thoughts edged upon doubt, which is far from what she felt before arriving in Arizona. The thought of Jackson blowing her off caused an uncomfortable pain in her gut. The bond they had, at least for her, was still intact, and existed on a deep level. For Jackson to not put more effort into reconnecting and risk missing an opportunity to see her caused Cadence to question her own driving motives.  
 
    Worry suddenly replaced the excitement she’d had over splitting from the hotel in search of the guy who, in many ways, held her heart. Have I missed the signals all along? Did I misread the entire situation with him? Not having an answer, Cadence quickly brushed her unsavory, depressing thoughts aside, not wanting to sink into unnecessary despair right there in the conference hall.  
 
    “Just FYI. I have a dinner meeting tonight,” Brooke told Cadence near the end of the last seminar. “And I’ll probably want to just shower and go to bed afterwards. So, you’re on your own tonight.” 
 
    Relieved over one less obstacle in her planned escape, Cadence nodded. “No problem. Enjoy your dinner. I’ll grab a salad or something light. Still bloated from having pasta for lunch.”   
 
    Brooke recalled her entree with fondness. “It was so good, though.” 
 
    “Yes, totally worth it.”  
 
      
 
    Back in her room, Cadence pondered her plan one last time as she refreshed her look in the mirror. She added more mascara, a little more blush, powder and highlight than shook her hair out with her fingers and let the waves fall naturally over her shoulders. The business-casual outfit was stripped from and replaced with a pretty mini-skirt and a scooped-neck blouse that showed off her cleavage just enough to be outside of her comfort zone. Her stomach fluttered with anticipation and a nervous energy that propelled her forward. She wasn’t the type to let fear stand in the way of a challenge. And that’s all this drive to Jackson’s house was to her, a challenge. 
 
    Or, so she tried to convince herself as she maneuvered through the hotel lobby without running into any of her immediate colleagues. Discreetly, she went to the valet and presented her ticket for them to retrieve her rental car and plugged in the coordinates of her one-way trip into the map app on her phone while she waited.  
 
    Tipping a few bucks, Cadence slid into the driver’s seat and strapped herself in for the forty-five minute drive from the hotel to Jackson’s residence. She felt her heartbeat pound through her chest, excited yet mindful that anything could happen upon her arrival, like a gate code she didn’t have, or a locked fence, and he might not even be there. Showing up unannounced was a brazen move that left her with an unknown outcome. Cadence did her best to keep her racing thoughts in the present moment.  
 
    Her phone gave the turn-by-turn directions, each street bringing her closer and closer to reuniting with her former teammate and self-proclaimed “crazy twin”. The guy she became “internet famous” with over their extraordinary experience was just a short distance away and she wasn’t going to let this chance go by, no matter what. One way or another, she was going to find him tonight. With her fingers crossed for the best possible outcome, Cadence drove on, focused and determined.  
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    The planned, suburban community Cadence arrived at after driving for nearly an hour was nice, quieter than she’d expected, with rock gardens for front lawns instead of water-reliant grass and flowers. The homes were much bigger than the lone bachelor pad she’d pictured Jackson living in. Having never seen a picture of his house, she’d imagined Jackson residing in a smaller place, with less curb appeal than the homes she slowly drove by. Too big for a bachelor to live in by himself, she thought, noting the addresses, driving closer and closer to his. He must have a bunch of roommates.  
 
    She’d been an apartment dweller living in the middle of Los Angeles for the past six years and as responsible as Cadence was in her domestic life, owning a home seemed beyond her immediate scope, requiring too much dedication to upkeep than a nature-loving girl like her could afford to give. Double-checking the address as she pulled up to an impressive two-story house with etched glass on the front door and a three-car garage with a car parked in the driveway, Cadence took a moment to let the entire situation sink in before making a move.  
 
    She blinked at the large exterior as if this home couldn’t possibly be his place and contemplated texting Jackson just to be sure she had the correct information. But, sending a message to announce her arrival on his property defeated the purpose of a surprise visit, so she stuck with her original plan. 
 
    Mustering her boldness, Cadence locked her car and walked to Jackson’s front door, hopeful and ready to see him. With her finger on the doorbell, Cadence drew a breath and held it until she heard the bell chime announce her arrival inside the house. Seconds were like minutes waiting for the door to open, and for a nervous moment she thought about ringing the bell again, just in case. 
 
    Her heart skipped, hearing the sound of someone inside coming for the door. But then, she heard a female voice say, “Just a minute,” and her stomach froze, not expecting to see a woman there. 
 
    Before she could turn and dash in the other direction, the door was opened by this stunning brunette that Cadence had never seen before. Awkwardly, Cadence stood there, speechless, yet caught by this other woman’s allure, watching her mauve-hued lips curl into a curious smile. 
 
    “Can I help you?” Roxanne asked, guarded, expecting solicitation.   
 
    “Um, yes,” Cadence stuttered, “I’m looking for Jackson. He gave me this address.” 
 
    Roxanne raised an eyebrow, slightly recognizing her. “Jackson? Yes, he lives here.” Suddenly, Roxanne remembered who this pretty blonde with emotion in her eyes was. “Hold on. Cadence? From the survival show.” 
 
    Shocked that she knew who she was, Cadence nodded. “That’s me.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh.” Roxanne opened the door wider to invite Cadence in. “Jackson’s at work. Did he know you were coming?” 
 
    Cadence swallowed dryly, feeling very out of place. “Uh, kind of. I mean, I sent him a text letting him know I was in town for a business conference. I just thought I’d...” 
 
    “Hey, no problem.” Motioning for her to enter, Roxanne gave Cadence an easy smile. “Come in.” 
 
    “No, no, if he’s not here...” 
 
    “Seriously, come in,” Roxanne insisted. “I’ve been wanting to meet you.” 
 
    “You have?” 
 
    “Yes!” Motioning once more for Cadence’s entrance, Roxanne added, “You drove all the way here. The least I can do is offer you something to drink.” 
 
    “Well, okay.” Cautiously, Cadence agreed, stepping onto the hardwood floor inside the nicely painted and decorated foyer. “Thank you.” 
 
    Roxanne led her into the modern spacious, sunlit kitchen. “You’re welcome. And, no problem at all. I got here about an hour ago from work. Glad you didn’t come earlier when no one was here.” Roxanne extended a friendly handshake while filling a glass with water from the refrigerator dispenser with her other hand. “I’m Roxanne. It’s so good to meet you!” 
 
     “Wow, thanks!” Cadence took a thin breath as she put her hand in Roxanne’s, hoping she was merely Jackson’s platonic roommate, or even his sister, and nothing else. “I apologize for not knowing who you are. I’m sorry… this is weird. You know me, but I don’t have any idea...” 
 
    “Jackson never mentioned me?” Roxanne’s expression went from friendly and warm to equally confused, studying the authenticity in Cadence’s clueless eyes. “Interesting. Well, I’m surprised he didn’t share more about his personal life with you while in Madagascar. You had all that alone time together.” 
 
    “I mean, he mentioned having roommates. But he didn’t say your names or anything like that. I would have remembered your name, for sure, and the fact that Jackson lives with a woman.” Cadence clarified, taking the glass of water Roxanne poured for her. Cleansing her nervous, dry throat with a sip, her eyes landed on a framed picture on the counter near the sink. Inside the frame was a photo of Roxanne posing with Jackson and another man with dark black hair and a muscular build. “That’s all he said about his personal life here in Arizona.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Roxanne shrugged it off, understanding Jackson’s motivation for concealing certain areas of his personal life, especially in regards to her. “Men!” she joked, putting Cadence at ease with a pat on her shoulder. “Come and have a seat. It’s so cool to meet the woman Jackson shared a wild experience with.”  
 
    “An experience it was, for sure.” Cadence followed Roxanne from the kitchen to the living room. “And I’m grateful I was fortunate enough to be paired with someone like Jackson. I have doubts I would have made it without him as my partner for the entire challenge.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t doubt yourself.” Roxanne took a seat on the comfy-looking couch and crossed her shapely legs, clearly in ownership of her domain. “You’re a strong survivalist, too. You impressed me with your will and stamina and skill.” 
 
    “I did okay, but I’m serious. As much as I brought to the survival situation with him, Madagascar would have kicked my ass harder than it did without a strong partner like Jackson.” Cadence shared.  Her hope for Roxanne to be just Jackson’s friend quickly dwindled at the sight of a collection of pictures on the coffee table featuring Roxanne with Jackson and the dark-haired guy, all smiling happily on a gorgeous white sand beach. “But I do think he could have gone the distance and finished the challenge if I hadn’t bounced back from getting sick.” 
 
    “That part was gross,” Roxanne commented, scrunching her nose at the graphic memory. “Jackson kept all the details of what happened on the show quiet, so, I didn’t know anything except for that you two finished the challenge. But seeing how sick you were and how you made a recovery and crossed the finish line—wow, so much applause for you. And, thanks for taking such good care of Jackson.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Cadence replied. “We had to keep show details quiet. The producer swore us to secrecy, plus we signed legal documents stating we wouldn’t reveal details until after the show aired.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what Jackson said, too. It was a very long reveal waiting for your episode, though!” 
 
    “It was,” Cadence agreed. “Felt like forever. And then everything got crazy with the social media coverage once the episode was broadcast. For a minute it was like being a celebrity with fans tweeting at me day and night, following me on Facebook and other apps. I’m not into having that much attention or being in the spotlight. But promoting the show was part of the deal and now the attention’s quieted down, so, it’s easier to handle the strange notoriety of being known for my naked adventures on television.”  
 
    “Amazing. Congratulations to you for being so brave in the first place. Yeah, Jackson doesn’t mind being in the spotlight, and it was good exposure for his business being on the show, for sure.” 
 
    “He mentioned business had picked up since the episode aired.” Changing the subject, she failed to hide her anxious energy, asking, “Is he at work now?” 
 
    “Jackson? He is, I think.” Tapping her phone to life, she clicked on her calendar. “Hmm. Yep. He’s got an evening group tonight so he won’t be here until later, like around eight o’ clock.” 
 
    “Oh. Wow.” Her stomach sinking, Cadence felt her cheeks burn with embarrassment, thinking of excuses to leave in a hurry without appearing rude. “I can’t stay that long.” 
 
    “No? Bummer. I’m sure he’d like to see you,” she assured. “Want me to text him? And let him know you’re here?” 
 
    “No, that’s okay.” Cadence waved her off, checking her watch. “I probably should get back to the hotel, the conference.” 
 
    Just then, the mechanical sound of a garage door opening was heard followed by the rumble of a car pulling in and parking.  
 
    “Zane’s here.”  
 
    Clueless, Cadence asked, “Is Zane another roommate? I don’t want to intrude.” 
 
    “Intrude?” Roxanne laughed, her eyes lit with excitement over her man’s arrival. “Don’t be silly, Cadence. He’s been wanting to meet you, too.”  
 
    “He has?” Shocked by the curious and unsettling circumstances unfolding around her, Cadence sunk into the chair, holding her breath to see who this next stranger was, who also knew about her, and wanted to meet her.  
 
    “Cadence, Jackson’s told us so many good things about you,” Roxanne informed, hearing the sound of Zane’s car keys jangling down the hallway. “We almost feel like you’re family.” 
 
    Dumbfounded, Cadence shook her head at Roxanne, observing an affectionate hug between her and Zane, followed by a tender kiss, and another. “Zane,” Roxanne started the introduction, “this is Cadence.” 
 
    “Hi.” Zane gave Cadence a puzzled look, recognizing something familiar in her face, but not sure from where.  
 
    Roxanne clarified, “From the show.” 
 
    “The show?” Still confused, Zane suddenly got who she was. “Oh! The show! The survival show Jackson was on. How cool.” Extending an arm for a handshake, his deep amber-brown eyes flirted with Cadence’s, too handsome to be unaware of his natural charm and appeal. Shaking his hand, she could feel the strength just in his arm, and then she noticed the muscles in his shoulders, and chest… 
 
    “Yes, that’s the one, “Cadence replied with a slight blush.  
 
    “Good to meet you.”  
 
    “Good to meet you, too.” 
 
    Zane returned his attention to Roxanne, her body pressed against his. Cadence watched him slide a strong hand around Roxanne’s lower back and hold it there, like a sign of romantic ownership. “I honestly don’t know how you and Jackson made it through. You two are tough.” 
 
    “Or crazy,” Cadence joked and they chuckled with her.  
 
    “Nah, Jackson’s definitely not crazy.” Resolute, Roxanne’s opinion resonated with Zane’s, nodding his shared sentiment. “An adventure-seeker, for sure, but he’s in his right mind, most of the time, anyway.” 
 
    Cadence had a fleeting and reassuring thought that Zane and Roxanne were simply Jackson’s roommates and friends and there was no need to fret about intruding on his real life. “I don’t doubt it. I trusted him with my life for nearly a month in hostile and unbearable conditions.” 
 
    Touched by Cadence’s sincerity, Roxanne smiled, a little empathetic. “True.” 
 
    “But we’ve had comment after comment on social media about he and I being totally nuts, and that we should have our heads examined for wanting to be on the show in the first place.” 
 
    “I think that’s just a normal response when we witness people who do extreme things, like you and Jackson did.” Zane scooted Roxanne back to the couch and made himself comfortable right next to her, hip-to-hip. “It goes beyond what us mere mortals are capable of doing.” 
 
    Roxanne interjected. “Or willing to do.” 
 
    He kissed her cheek. “That, too.” 
 
    Cadence glanced from Zane’s face to Roxanne’s, studying them, trying to get a read on who they were in this domestic scenario, living under the same roof with Jackson. They equally studied her, and how different she looked as a healthy and fed human in nice clothes with her hair and makeup tended to.  
 
    Zane broke the silence. “Are you in town for a special occasion? I think I remember Jackson telling us when we all watched the show together that you lived in Los Angeles?” 
 
    “I am. Here for the annual company convention, which is usually held somewhere in California because that’s where the corporate offices are. It’s a nice change having the event here in Arizona instead,” she almost blurted, her mind locked on Jackson. “So, not a special occasion entirely, but an occasion nonetheless with the added opportunity of dropping by to say hello and surprise Jackson. We haven’t seen each other since we left Madagascar.” 
 
    It all made sense now recalling what Jackson had told her over the phone—that he’d watched their episode with his roommates. He must have been talking about them, she told herself, not totally confident in her knowledge of Jackson’s personal life. “He told me he watched the episode with you two, unless there are more roommates?”   
 
    Zane and Roxanne shook their heads as a response and shrugged their shoulders. She placed her hand on Zane’s thigh, and gave Cadence a raised eyebrow before filling him in. “Cadence doesn’t know much about us. And it’s understandable.”  
 
    Understandable? Cadence contemplated. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude.” 
 
    In unison, the couple sitting across from her blinked, neither knowing how to respond to her statement or the situation.  
 
    Backpedaling, Cadence rephrased her answer. “I mean, he told me he had cool roommates and that he loved living in Arizona and sharing a house with you two. No drama. And no deeper explanations, either.” 
 
    They related.  
 
    Zane told her, “That makes sense, and sounds right.” He wrapped his arm around Roxanne’s shoulders as they considered how much private information to reveal without Jackson there. “We’re not into drama.” 
 
    “No, none,” Roxanne confirmed.  
 
    “He just didn’t refer to you two as a couple, so...” Cadence had to ask the question she couldn’t stop wondering about. “You two are together?” 
 
    The room filled with an awkward silence. Cadence’s stomach went ice cold noticing how oddly Zane and Roxanne reacted to her inquiry like she’d asked them a more profound question than what was said.  
 
    “I’m sorry if that was prying?” 
 
    Roxanne smiled politely, glancing at Zane and then at Cadence. “Uh, well, the truth is, we are all together.” 
 
    Cadence coughed. “All? I’m sorry, I’m…” 
 
    “Confused?” Empathetic, Roxanne refrained from giving a graphic explanation of their alternative relationship status. “It’s a unique situation, for sure, between me and Zane, and Jackson. I’m Zane’s girlfriend.” 
 
    “Cool,” Cadence replied, not liking the sound of the word “unique” in reference to her relationship with Jackson. “You don’t have to explain. It’s your business and...” 
 
    Roxanne continued. “And I’m also Jackson’s girlfriend.” 
 
    Her head went hot, burning around her ears, eyes and throat, with the sting of words she hadn’t imagined she’d hear on this visit to Jackson’s house. “Um, hold on, hold on...” Cadence waved off any further explanation. “You don’t have to elaborate. I think I understand what you’re saying.” 
 
    Not wanting Cadence to run off upset, Roxanne quickly added, “No, I don’t think you do. And I don’t want you to be angry or upset with Jackson for not sharing this part of his life with you. His omission was for a good reason. It’s a rule we’ve agreed to live by.” 
 
    “A rule?” Totally freaked out by this bizarre reveal, Cadence jumped to her feet and hovered over Roxanne. “Listen, this was obviously a mistake coming here.” Anger rattled her calm exterior and powered her reactions, hastily grabbing her purse, ready to get the hell out of there. “I apologize for showing up uninvited. I think I understand why Jackson didn’t respond to my texts about getting together while I was here. He didn’t want me to know about… this.” 
 
    Zane got to his feet. “Wait a second. Don’t run out of here. We didn’t mean to upset you.” 
 
    Cadence stepped away, moving towards the front door. “It’s okay. No worries. Please, I can see myself out. Thank you for the water. Sorry to disturb your evening.” 
 
    Roxanne kept pace with Cadence. “Like I said, we’re happy to have you here, Cadence.” Reaching for her shoulder, Roxanne halted Cadence’s mad dash. “I wish you wouldn’t leave. We would love to take you out to dinner.”  
 
    “Well, thank you,” Cadence quipped, her hand on the doorknob, “but I need to get back to the hotel. Drinks and dinner with my co-workers.”  
 
    “Oh.” Roxanne saw the tears in Cadence’s eyes as she opened the door on her own and gave a polite wave. “Maybe tomorrow?” 
 
    “Um, hard to say,” Cadence stated with a lack of real interest. “But most likely not.” 
 
    “It was nice to meet you,” Zane called out, right behind her but leaving enough room for Cadence to make a clean escape without superficial hugs interfering with her need to leave abruptly.  
 
    “Nice to meet you, too,” Cadence said a little too loudly over her shoulder, walking quickly to her rental car.  
 
    Her thoughts were racing with unanswered questions, breathing deeply through her nostrils as if this brisk jaunt to the car was merely exercise and not her running from a bizarre situation that went way beyond her comfort zone.  
 
    Safe behind the locked driver’s door, Cadence let out a giant exhale, trembling to her core. Discombobulated by the upsetting aftermath of her happy plan gone completely sideways, Cadence adjusted the rear-view mirror to see her reflection in it. Don’t cry, don’t cry, you’re tougher than that, she told herself again and again, breathing long and hard until her nerves calmed enough to drive back to the hotel. Starting the ignition, she sent Jackson a quick text: Stopped by your house tonight to say hello and met your roommates.  
 
    She contemplated texting more, with a hurtful slant, and accuse him of misleading her and lying about his circumstances. She thumbed over her phone’s keyboard, calling up her impulsivity, drawing from her anger and upset to send him a nasty text telling him off. But, she couldn’t. Lashing out wasn’t part of her nature. Although, giving him a good slap in the face over his omissions was.  
 
    As she drove from the house, she caught a glimpse of Roxanne and Zane observing her from the living room window that faced the street. Waving to them was too friendly of a gesture, and so she nodded instead with a forced smile on her face. She looked back in the rear-view once before turning the corner to head out of their all too perfect community, where families and people in love live out their lives. Or, woman like Roxanne who play girlfriend to two men at once and behave like it’s normal.  
 
    What in the world? Cadence thought to herself, steering with both hands locked on the wheel. Was she overreacting? Did they mean what she thought they meant? The idea crossed her mind that perhaps she’d misunderstood them, and ran out of their house like a crazy person overreacting to something that actually wasn’t said or implied. Going over each word said as far as she could remember from her shocked state of mind, Cadence desperately tried to make sense of her confusion. Even if Roxanne didn’t mean what she said about being Jackson’s girlfriend as well as Zane’s, there was still more to the story than her former teammate, her crazy soulmate, the guy she’d entrusted her life to, had revealed.  
 
    And, then, the tears came, overflowing her lower lash line and spilling onto her cheeks. Cadence failed to control her sobs and cried the rest of the drive like a girl who’d lost her best friend. 
 
    Glancing at her phone at the stop lights, she noticed Jackson’s lack of response, with no text notifications besides one from Scott asking if she wanted to meet at the bar. Her face and eyes were red and puffy from crying for fifteen minutes straight and she wasn’t about to meet a new lover looking sad and pathetic. Sending a quick reply to him, she stated: Need a nap. How about in two hours? 
 
    Keeping her chin down and her sunglasses on until she boarded the elevator, Cadence made it to her room without running into Scott or Brooke. Her bed was welcoming and offered the comfort she sought. Rolling from side to side as if her motion could shake off the bad vibe, Cadence finally relaxed, exhaled and collected her thoughts. Scott had responded, and let her know that meeting in two hours was perfectly fine with him and she sent back a happy face emoji next to a purple heart, acknowledging their upcoming “date.” 
 
    Needing an emotional reboot, Cadence closed her heavy lids and drifted into a delirious dream. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “I seriously didn’t mean for her to find out like this.” Jackson paced his living room with Roxanne standing there, her arms crossed over her chest, clearly upset with him. “And I really didn’t think she’d just show up on our doorstep unannounced looking for me, either.” 
 
    Roxanne raised an eyebrow over his thin defense. “Well, what did you think, then? That you could brush her off and avoid her indefinitely?”  
 
    “I guess.” He shook his head, searching for a better response then the shallow truth. “I don’t know. Apparently, I didn’t handle the situation properly and now it’s blown up in my face.” 
 
    She corrected him sternly. “Blown up in our faces, Jackson.”  
 
    “Yes. You’re right.” He stopped in his tracks and grabbed his phone from his jeans’ pocket, quickly engaging the Twitter app. 
 
    “What are you doing? We’re talking. And you haven’t given a good answer yet.” 
 
    “Checking social media,” he told her, trolling Cadence’s account. “I need to see if she’s posted anything about her visit here.”  
 
    Concerned, Roxanne inquired, “Do you really think she’d do that?”  
 
    “Dunno,” he confessed, finding nothing incriminating. “I hope not.” 
 
    Cutting to the chase, Roxanne asked, “Why haven’t you been responding to her texts? It’s just so rude to be that guy, especially with someone like her who you respect.” 
 
    “I meant to.” 
 
    “Jackson! Really? You shared this incredible survival experience with this woman where you took care of each other day after day for nearly a month and you want to play immature games now?” Unwilling to let him off easy, Roxanne held her stance. “She walked right up to our door expecting to see you, to reunite with you, and ended up meting two people she didn’t really know about before. That’s awful, Jackson. She was mortified when I told her I was your girlfriend. I mean, I get why you didn’t, and why we keep our private life as private as possible, but, she was so hurt...” 
 
    “Please, stop. I feel bad enough.” Jackson covered his face with his hands and sank into the couch. “Avoiding her was dumb of me and I admit it. But, honestly, I wasn’t being an ass by not texting her back. I just didn’t know what to do and it felt like she was pressuring me.” 
 
    “Pressuring you?” she repeated, not liking his childish responses. “That kind of reaction usually comes with people who are in casual romantic relationships, not long distance friends who were survival teammates. We enjoy time spent with friends. So, why didn’t you simply tell us she was in town and arrange a time to meet her?” 
 
    “That’s what I should’ve done. One hundred percent.” 
 
    “But you didn’t.” 
 
    “No, I was being a jerk and avoided responding.” 
 
    “Jackson?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Cadence said she thought we were just your roommates. You never said a word about being in a relationship to her?”  
 
    Jackson had no choice but to come clean, partially. “I didn’t tell her because of the rules we agreed to live by, Roxy.” Jackson sat back, motioning for her to join him on the couch and be close. “The three of us made a pact not to expose our polyamorous lifestyle to anyone, including family, and most of our friends. And certainly not on television or social media.”  
 
     “Right, I’m on your side with this.” Everything he said made sense to Roxanne. Yet, there was still more he wasn’t revealing and she could feel it in her gut. “But why omit being in a relationship completely? Why portray yourself as single?” Scooting hip-to-hip with him, Roxanne took her boyfriend’s hand and looked at him straight on. “You could have simply said you were in a relationship. There’s nothing wrong with sharing that information.” 
 
    Jackson froze, called out by his lover. “It felt like more of a lie to say that than nothing at all.” 
 
    Her intuition said otherwise. “Jackson, show a little respect and be honest. You’re not avoiding, you’re running. And not just from her, but from me. You need to tell me why.” 
 
    Suddenly, the pocket of guilt he kept tucked from sight since his adventure with Cadence, opened. “Roxy, we… things went too far between me and her out there.” 
 
    She understood without further explanation but she wanted to hear it from him, regardless. “OK? Tell me everything. We promised to be honest with each other, Jackson.” 
 
    “We did, and I know, so...” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, we got close, real close.” 
 
    “And? Just say it!” 
 
    “Cadence and I got involved on a deeper level than what you saw on the show. Physically.” 
 
    “Keep going, Jacks.” She insisted. “The whole story.” 
 
    “We crossed the line about halfway through the twenty-seven days,” he clarified. We had to cuddle with every inch of our bodies just to gain a tiny bit of warmth while we were freezing at night. It happened, and there were very mixed feelings afterward, to say the least, with Cadence having a boyfriend back in L.A.” 
 
    “Are you saying you two had sex?” 
 
    For being in an alternative relationship with a woman who had a second lover, Jackson struggled with his admittance. “Yes.” 
 
    “And the whole time Cadence believed you were a single guy.” 
 
    Caught by her accusing and upset stare, Jackson wanted to shrink away and hide in the bathroom. “Yes. I just couldn’t tell her about you. I was overly concerned with Cadence’s possible questions and judgments over our relationship, and I couldn’t afford for my survival partner to freak out over our lifestyle choices while cameras hovered over us all day.”   
 
    “We discussed this,” she recalled, “and you said you would openly portray our relationship as being straight and monogamous.” 
 
    “True.” He added, “Please, don’t take my lack of transparency so seriously. I was in a bizarre circumstance on the other side of the world...” 
 
    “I know, Jackson!” Roxanne lost her patience with his excuses. “You were aware of her boyfriend. Yet, you portrayed yourself to her, and millions of others, as a single man. A lone wolf. A guy without a romantic life back home in Arizona. And you kept the facade going even after your return.” 
 
    Jackson’s guilt was palpable. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking.” 
 
    She refrained from responding until he gave her the rest of his story. 
 
    “I’m so proud of you, and our relationship. You know this. But, the cameras turned on and started filming and I had no idea if Cadence was religious, or what her political views were, or if she was entirely conservative. So, I left out an important detail of my life. And, I’m sorry. My intention wasn’t to hurt anyone in the process of being protective.” 
 
    A silence filled the room while Roxanne considered his statements. “You’re full of shit.” 
 
    Shocked, Jackson took her hands in his. “What? I just told you the honest truth. Will you cut me some slack?” 
 
    “Slack?” Roxanne threw him an incredulous look. “Cadence is a beautiful woman.” 
 
    “She is,” he agreed, unsure of where Roxanne was taking their heart-to-heart.  
 
    “And it’s more than obvious she has feelings for you.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “And vice versa.” 
 
    Stunned by Roxanne’s intuitive calls on what he couldn’t bring himself to say out loud, Jackson replied, “I do have feelings for her. She’s my friend. We’re friends. We have a ton of things in common...” 
 
    “Honey?” Roxanne curled her legs into her chest, needed a little barrier between them. “You slept with her. Correct?” 
 
    Defeated, Jackson gave in, denying nothing. “Yes, correct.” 
 
    “And survived in extreme conditions with her.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And spent hours and hours, day after day, with nothing else to do but talk, sleep and eat.” 
 
    “OK. And?” 
 
    “And I get your reasons for not telling her about us,” she told him, completely serious. “But I still feel there’s more to deal with here.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Boldly, Roxanne went straight to the point. “Like your deeper feelings for her.”  
 
    It was his turn to give thoughtful consideration to her statements, and he did.  
 
    She continued. “And it’s because you can’t come right out and say it that makes me worry. Our involvement has entailed total honesty, Jackson. When I needed to instigate a change in our relationship, I came to you and told you about the feelings I was developing for Zane. It was incredibly difficult to reveal what I felt to you then, and I didn’t think you’d stay with me, but you did. And I never thought you’d invite Zane to live with us, or that Zane would agree to this unique arrangement. Yet, here we are, years later, making our unconventional arrangement work, and we’re thriving and happy.” 
 
    He nodded, agreeing fully. 
 
    She continued. “But, I guess I overestimated how long I could be your only one before you developed feelings for someone else, too. It was selfish of me to assume I could own your heart, mind and body solely. And totally unfair.” 
 
    “My feelings for Cadence are platonic.” He tied to convince her, but Roxanne wasn’t sold. “There’s nothing for you to worry about.”  
 
    “Jackson?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Call her.” 
 
    “Cadence?” 
 
    “Who else?” she joked, needing a moment of levity. “Call her now. And text her back. Apologize. Sincerely. Don’t be a dick.” 
 
    He laughed. “OK.” 
 
    “Tell her I’m sorry, too,” she instructed, “and that I hope she’s not mad at me for being the messenger. She’s welcome to come over again anytime she’d like.” 
 
    “Wow,” he chuckled, brushing strands of hair from Roxanne’s cheekbones. “I’ll tell her.” 
 
    “And, Jackson?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You’re allowed to explore what feelings there may be between you two. Just like you gave me the freedom to explore my own.” 
 
    He didn’t question her. 
 
    “Remember, we love each other unconditionally.” She kissed his cheek. “I want you to grow as I did, and not be trapped by fear.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “But first, clear the air with Cadence.” 
 
    Phone in hand, he replied, “I will.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Cadence was awoken by the chime of Jackson’s text messages coming through her cellphone. She’d fallen into a delirious dream induced by her emotional distress and the room was blurry when she opened her eyes. Stretching her fingers to retrieve her phone, she stationed the screen in front of her face and read the texts, half expecting Jackson’s responses to be angry or upset, displeased with her interference in his private life.  
 
    Hey. I heard about your visit. I hope you’re okay. I want to talk with you if you’re willing. I’m sorry I wasn’t honest before. I’d like the chance to be honest with you now.  
 
    His message was followed by a series of emojis, including praying hands and Cadence read it over several times before giving a straightforward reply. I’m back at the hotel and I don’t want to drive anywhere else tonight. Can you meet me here?  
 
    A few seconds later, he texted her back. OK. What hotel and when? 
 
    Fluffing pillows so she could sit up, Cadence readjusted herself and gave the situation clear consideration. She wondered if she even wanted Jackson at the hotel, and tried to visualize his arrival. If she greeted him at the entrance and they traipsed through the lobby together, his appearance would most definitely cause a commotion, especially if spotted by fans of the survival show. They’d never been out in public as the duo from Madagascar—just online. It wasn’t outlandish to imagine at least one person crossing their path in the lobby would recognize them as the team who survived the challenge, considering their social media popularity. But, did she want that?   
 
    Before she could talk herself out of it, she gave Jackson her location. The Regency Hotel, she thumbed the information to him. In Phoenix. It’s a forty-five minute drive from your house without traffic. Can you be here in an hour? 
 
    It took Jackson a minute to respond. Yes. See you soon. 
 
    This wasn’t what Cadence expected—not even close. She thought Jackson would contact her, and perhaps apologize, but she didn’t think he would reach out and insist on meeting the same night as her upsetting discovery.  
 
    Her heart sunk into her stomach from anxiety and fear over how their first meeting since Madagascar has been reshaped by his bizarre circumstances brought to light. Her heart also pounded in her chest, thrilled over knowing she would see him soon, without a doubt. The meeting she’d set out to manifest was happening, just not how she’d envisioned it. Not in the slightest.  
 
    Noting that five minutes had passed since he texted see you soon, Cadence jumped off the bed and paced a moment, her mind racing with questions over his arrival at the hotel. She wondered if she should keep their interactions private or take Jackson to the bar and risk being seen and possibly bombarded by her colleagues and higher-ups, wanting questions answered and pictures with them. 
 
    Then Scott’s face came to mind, so handsome, with the most naturally sexy smile she’d ever seen, watching her with Jackson at the bar. What would he think of her bringing Jackson into the business fold and mingling with another man who knew her better than he did? Would he react like it wasn’t a big deal? Or would Scott be bothered by her showing up to the bar, after he’d already given her an invitation to have drinks together, with another man in tow? 
 
    Maybe I’m overthinking? Cadence asked herself, hoping to find an easy answer to the hot-bed of confusion going on inside her head. Regardless, she had to pull her disheveled self together and make a good appearance.  
 
    Re-reading Jackson’s messages, she realized the missed text from Scott sent an hour before, right when she passed out on the bed. Hey, we’re heading down to the bar and might grab some dinner across the street. Let me know if you want to come with us. 
 
    His offer sounded casual enough, which changed her ideas of being seen with Jackson. Perhaps Scott was cooler than she gave him credit for, and his invitations were about friendship, not a romantic date?  
 
    Quickly texting a reply to Scott, she relied on spellcheck to handle the typos. Thanks for the invite! I passed out! Must be the travel and late night fun catching up with me. Go ahead and get dinner. Enjoy! I’ll text you later about drinks. 
 
    Assessing her condition in the mirror, Cadence laughed at how weird everything seemed, far from home, caught between her cherished idealistic dreams and the cold slap of reality she’d been given. The man coming to meet her wasn’t who she thought he was and yet she wasn’t repelled, but interested in getting to the truth.  
 
    She wanted to embrace Jackson and be next to him, but more than anything, she needed to trust him again. The biggest part of his life had gone unmentioned and the betrayal felt like a stab in her gut Yet, Jackson was on his way, and she’d committed to sitting with him and hearing his side of the story. 
 
    It was honesty or nothing with him, she thought to herself, affirming her stance, not wanting to be swayed by a strong flow of emotions, which were already stirring. Watching the minutes pass, Cadence’s adrenaline rushed, giving her the energetic boost needed to fix her hair and eye makeup and start her journey down to the lobby.  
 
    Twenty minutes, she noted, staying in her same clothes and slipping her shoes back on. A little pang of remorse came over her, having second thoughts about not going to dinner with the gorgeous and charming Scott. But, in her heart she knew there was only one choice for how to spend the rest of the evening—finding out who her crazy twin really was, underneath.  
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    The night air in Phoenix was hot, only a few degrees less than the blazing temperatures during the daylight hours. Yet, Cadence felt a shiver from her neck to her feet as she witnessed Jackson drive up to the valet. He motioned for her to come to the car and after a few seconds of hesitation, she went to the passenger side. Rolling down the passenger window, Jackson leaned towards it from the driver’s seat. His face warmed at the sight of her, standing there in the window frame, and he gave her his heart-stopping smile in exchange for hers. 
 
    “I know you’re really mad at me right now, but wow, Cadence,” he said, his eyes gazing at the beauty standing just outside his car, “you are one sexy hot lady.” He joked, “Even with your clothes on.” 
 
    “Ha ha.” She smirked, careful not to fall too fast for her long lost soulmate. Immediately, a rush of feelings filled her chest and her bottom lip started to tremble uncontrollably. “Hi,” was all she could respond with, trying not to cry. 
 
    “Want to get in?” 
 
    A note of defiance resonated in her tone. “Why? I thought we’d just go up to my room, or have a drink at the bar.”  
 
    “Cadence,” he shook his head, “I don’t want to go to your room. The situation is too...” 
 
    “Too much?” she agreed, understanding what he really meant. “Fine. But why not a public place then? We could just sit in the lobby.” 
 
    “We could, but I’m afraid we’d draw attention.” 
 
    She couldn’t argue. 
 
    “And having people buzzing around us would be a terrible distraction. We need to talk without anyone listening,” he clarified, making perfect sense. “So, why don’t you get in? We don’t have to go back to my house. We can just drive, and talk.” 
 
    Fighting him was senseless. He was right, and it was in her best interest not to engage in a conversation as potentially heavy as the one they were about to have in earshot of other bank employees or fans of the show. 
 
    “Okay.” Gripping the handle, Cadence opened the door and slipped into the passenger seat. “Just drive then.” 
 
    Jackson didn’t waste time, putting his car in drive mode and stepping on the gas. “Put your seat belt on.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she apologized with a blush. “I totally forgot.” Her stomach growled loud enough for him to hear it. 
 
    “I know that sound.” He looked at her taut belly, then at her pretty face. “I remember what your hunger sounds like. You just took me right back to Madagascar.” He laughed at their inside joke, connecting over something only they shared and understood. “Want me to stop somewhere for a bite?” 
 
    “Yeah, probably,” she replied, easing into being alone with Jackson again as they drove through downtown Phoenix. It was comfortable yet odd, having their first experience in a car together besides the van that took them from the recovery station after they crossed the finish line together, to the hotel. “But first, let’s park somewhere and get this conversation over with.” 
 
    He nodded, driving a couple of blocks before he pulled into a parking spot along the sidewalk where businesses were closed and street lights weren’t shinning in the windows, giving them a measure of privacy. Engine off, Jackson released his seat belt and turned to face her with a serious look.  
 
    Cadence removed her seat belt, too, and braced herself for whatever he had to say.  
 
    “I’m so sorry you met Roxanne and Zane before I could explain about our situation.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    “You understand why I didn’t tell you, though?” 
 
    “No, not really,” she admitted.  
 
    Mindful, Jackson carefully approached the subject. “Obviously, I don’t have a traditional home life.” 
 
    She waited for more explanation from him before answering. 
 
    Jackson continued. “I did. I mean, it started out normal and then became something else.” 
 
    “Okay.” she shrugged and nodded, breathing through her emotions. “Please, explain. And don’t sugar coat it. I’m a big girl.” 
 
    “I met Roxanne four years ago.” 
 
    As much as it hurt to hear the details of Jackson’s love for another woman, Cadence bit her tongue and listened to what he had to say. 
 
    “We dated off and on and then suddenly, it got very serious between us.” 
 
    “Keep going.” 
 
    “I’m not going to give you the intimate details, Cadence,” he told her. “And you probably don’t want to hear them anyway.” 
 
    She agreed. “True.” 
 
    “So, cutting to the chase, about three years into living with Roxanne in a monogamous relationship, she developed feelings for Zane.” 
 
    Curious, Cadence was ready to jump into the conversation. “Was he a friend?” 
 
    “He wasn’t my friend.” Jackson clarified, “Zane was Roxanne’s client. His company hired her for a marketing campaign, and they became friendly, and then friendlier… and then she sat me down for a talk.” 
 
    “Oh. Wow.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He took a long inhale, remembering the night the life changing conversation took place. “And I was devastated at first, listening to her admit she’d developed feelings for someone else, another man, and a really good-looking one, too.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow, seeing his vulnerability without his warrior facade blinding her from his truth.  
 
    “I thought that was it,’ he explained, “she was going to leave me and this wonderful relationship I’d developed with her, and was happy being in, was over.” 
 
    “Understandable.” 
 
    “And I was willing to let her go if being with Zane was going to make her happy.” 
 
    She empathized, having gone through painful relationship drama with Chris. 
 
    “But, she didn’t want to let me go, either.” Jackson fell into silence, recalling how he felt then. “I was devastated, not knowing what to do. She hadn’t been physically unfaithful, but emotionally, she was with him and there wasn’t anything I could do to change her feelings.” 
 
    This hit home hard with Cadence, having experienced those same exact feelings over Jackson.  
 
    “Roxanne tried to explain what was happening with her, about how she had all these deep feelings for Zane suddenly, but still loved me. It was the craziest thing any girl had ever told me.” 
 
    “So, this is a little heavier than I’d imagined.” Cadence exhaled a laugh, needing levity. “I have questions, for sure.” 
 
    “Ask.” 
 
    “Finish explaining,” she stated. “I’ll ask my questions when you’re done.” 
 
    “Well, I couldn’t wrap my brain around what to do. Leave her? Stay? Deal with it? You know what I mean?” 
 
    She did, relating to how she felt towards Chis after falling for Jackson in Madagascar.  
 
    “I wasn’t freaked out about her wanting to experiment in our relationship, but this was more than that.” 
 
    Cadence held on to the edge of her seat, bracing for whatever details were spilled next. “How so?”  
 
    “It wasn’t like a momentary fling, like Zane was a guy we met, or she met, that stirred her libido and made her want to have a three-way. Roxanne had developed true feelings for Zane, and had chemistry with him. He got under her skin in the same way that I had, but what she felt didn’t supersede her need and desire to be with me.” 
 
    “Mind blown, Jackson,” she said, holding her closed fist to her face and opening her fingers as if her hand was exploding.  
 
    “Right, and this is why I couldn’t tell you when we were on the show. I was too afraid of these details being taken in the wrong way by you. Like if you were totally against my situation that would have been terrible, because you would have judged me and that would have affected our performance on the show.” 
 
    “You assumed that about me, though,” she clarified. 
 
    “Yes, I did, but you can see why now. Right?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “It was too risky, and if you had freaked out, the outcome could have been disastrous for me and for them.” 
 
    “Okay. I get it. But, still...” 
 
    “You thought I was a single guy. I know, and I’m sorry I lead you to believe that,” he apologized, sincere, wanting to make amends.  
 
    “Finish your story,” she insisted. 
 
    “So, anyway, once I got over my bruised ego and jealousy issues...” 
 
    “That must have been tough.” 
 
    “Yes, and no. Getting over the base reactions to her heartfelt admittance was how I realized that my love for her was completely unconditional.” 
 
    Her own ego mildly bruised by the revelations of the day, Cadence swallowed and maintained a neutral position while he went on. “Got it.” 
 
    “Roxanne and I decided to take a big leap of faith together, and invite Zane into our relationship. Neither of us had expectations beyond experimenting.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But, she liked having a third person in our bed.” He paused, checking Cadence’s response to the intimate information. “Too much information? I’ll stop if...” 
 
    “I’d rather know the whole truth, Jackson, than more lies.” 
 
    “As weird as this may seem, I enjoyed it, too. Allowing Zane to become part of our relationship taught me something about myself I never knew existed.”  
 
    Wide-eyed, Cadence took in his words, putting the picture of the three of them living and sleeping together in her head, as strange as it was. “Are you saying you’re a polygamist, Jackson?” 
 
    He waved his hands at the notion. “No, no, no. Having multiple wives isn’t for me.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    With two words he defined his unconventional relationship. “We’re polyamorous.”  
 
    Unfamiliar with what that meant, she shrugged. 
 
    “We’re in an open relationship.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” she accepted his definition, not totally understanding it. “So, you’re allowed to see other people while still being together?” 
 
    “Yeah, but in our situation, it’s been just the three of us for the past few years. Zane moved in and we made it work. Honestly, it wasn’t that difficult to adjust to having him living with us. And knowing she has Zane with her when my business has me gone for days, sometimes weeks, brought comfort, not stress or worry, to our relationship on many levels.” 
 
    It was all a little too overwhelming, discovering who Jackson was beyond what she knew and believed about him. Cadence maintained her calm, hearing him out. 
 
    He added, “I haven’t wanted or felt a need to explore beyond our threesome.” 
 
    Her heart sunk, realizing how different they were, losing hope in the connection she thought they’d had, seeing Jackson clearly for the first time.  
 
    “Until I met you.” 
 
    Silence fell between them as Cadence thought of a good response, not wanting to give in too easily to Jackson’s affections, regardless of how badly she wanted to hold his hands and be close. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me that. I’ve forgiven you.” 
 
    “Have you?” he asked with doubt in his voice. “I wanted to tell you, and I’ve had guilt over this. Roxanne felt the change within me for months as I tried to keep my feelings for you quiet.” 
 
    “I felt that you were hiding something from me, too.”  
 
    Acknowledging her, Jackson reached for her knee and held his hand there. “Again, I’m sorry for causing pain and confusion where it didn’t need to be.” 
 
    Boldly, Cadence came out with her own confession. “I never told Chris about us.” 
 
    He gave her a curious look. “About?” 
 
    “About our own intimacy.” 
 
    His eyes met hers. “Oh? That wasn’t why you two broke up?” 
 
    “No. He left me after seeing the show. His ego got the best of him, and that was that.” 
 
    “Wow. That sucks.” 
 
    “Yes, well, it was for the best.” Placing her hands on his, the former teammates who’d gone through hell and back with each other, were finally on the same page. “He wants me back now.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “But, I’m past it. Chris makes a better friend than intimate partner.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    An awkward moment filled the space between them before Jackson spoke up. “Roxanne wanted me to come clean, and she was right. I’m glad I did.” 
 
    “I’m glad you did, too. Please tell her thank you from me.” 
 
    “She also recognizes that it might be my turn to expand our relationship further.” 
 
    Cadence recoiled, withdrawing her hand from his. “I’m not that girl, Jackson. Sorry. I’m not into sharing or...” 
 
    “You say that, but take it from me, you don’t know for sure if you are or aren’t until you’ve explored...” 
 
    “Jackson!” 
 
    “Hey, look, I’m sorry. I can’t help but want to be with you, and Roxanne has given me permission to rekindle what we started.” 
 
    “For what? A night?  Just for while I’m here in Arizona? Or...” 
 
    “For however long we want and need to, I guess,” he stammered, wanting to bring the calm back to their conversation. “I haven’t been with anyone besides you and her for like five years. This is new for me, too.” 
 
    “Jackson, this is crazy...” 
 
    “As crazy as we are?” 
 
    “Come on,” she said with frustration. “Not the same thing at all. This is my heart you’re playing with here, Jackson. And there aren’t cameras following us. We don’t have to put on a show. You can go back to your life and I can, too, without any strings attached or feelings of guilt.” 
 
    He blinked at her, his heart thumping in his chest. “Are you saying you’re not willing to try?” 
 
    “Try what?” 
 
    “To try having a relationship with me.” 
 
    “With you? Or with Roxanne and Zane, too?” 
 
    With sincerity, he reached for her hand again. “With me.” 
 
    Gulping as tears formed in her eyes, she let him cup her hands, then her face. “Being with you is all I’ve thought about since we parted ways. I’d finally come to a place of acceptance over it, and now you want me to trust you, but I...” 
 
    “Cadence, you trusted me with your life.” 
 
    “I did, yes.” 
 
    “You can trust me with your heart.” 
 
    She heard his words, and wanted to believe him. 
 
    Jackson leaned towards her and she didn’t stop him from bringing his full lips to hers. There, with the hum of cars driving past them as opposed to the sound of wild animals howling in their habitat, they kissed with passion. Their guarded emotional walls crumbling with their true desires, Cadence heard her intuition telling her to let go, to give in, to live a little with the man who kept her safe and alive when they hardly knew each other.  
 
    “I suppose we can give it a try,” she said, lost in their loving connection.  
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    Taking his face in her hands, Cadence kissed him, deeply, lovingly, ready for whatever adventure they might take together. Her stomach rumbled loudly again, making them both react with laughter. “I’m starving.” 
 
    “Let’s see, if I remember correctly,” Jackson recalled, “you like double cheeseburgers with grilled onions.” 
 
    “I do,” she smiled, kissing him again. “But sushi sounds good to me right now.” 
 
    “I know just the place.” Readjusting his seat for driving, he gave her a wink. “Shall we?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Buckling herself in, Cadence let him lead her to their next destination. Wherever their unknown and uncharted path took them, she was open, and ready. 
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    SAFE LANDINGS 
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    Two survivors of a plane crash, Elaine and Jessica, fall into an inescapable love affair with each other in the aftermath of their tragic experience. Through group therapy the two women reconnect and discover a secret bond between them that spirals into a passionate sexual relationship. Elaine is a married woman and Jessica was on the verge of getting engaged before the crash, but their emotional and lust-filled need for each other proves more powerful than the vows and promises made to their significant others. Their fated affair brings them to the edge of risking their relationships, and the two women must face a life-changing decision to stay together or part ways forever.  
 
      
 
    Warning: this title contains graphic language, and explicit sex 
 
    Excerpt: 
 
    “How was therapy?” 
 
    “Oh, it wasn't good, “Jessica told him, turning to snuggle on his chest. “Not for Elaine, anyway.”  
 
    Steven stroked her hair, feeling her overheated scalp. “Elaine? What happened with her?” 
 
    Jessica clung to his pecs, loving his masculinity, and took comfort from the familiar hint of cologne on his skin—the scent she bought for him last Christmas. “She sort of lost it, right there in the middle of the group.” 
 
    He fluffed the covers, giving her sweaty body a blast of air. “Oh man. Like what?” 
 
    “Like a melt-down. She heard and saw things that weren't happening.” 
 
    “Oh no.” 
 
    “Yeah, she thought the guy sitting next to her was accusing her of killing people or something along those lines.” She grabbed the sheets, stopping the airflow, not wanting him to see her without panties on. “She didn't tell me all of it, just a couple of details, but it was bad. I felt terrible for her.” 
 
    Steven had caught a flash of Jessica's lower body nakedness, and felt his cock twitch in his jeans. “Babe?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    His hand went under the sheet to find her bare area. “How come you're half-dressed?” 
 
    “I was feeling hot, a little fevered,” was Jessica's defense. “But I think it was just the situation with Elaine, and napping helped.” 
 
    Whatever her reason, it wasn't important to him. He wanted her body on his and being half-naked was an open invitation for caressing, touching, penetrating. “So, do you think the therapy is going to work?” 
 
    “Can't tell after only two days.” Jessica sighed over his touch, and how well he knew her sensitive spots, as if he'd sculpted her by hand. “It's too early in the process to know, considering I've never been in therapy before.” 
 
    “Well, I think I've seen improvement,” Steven said lovingly, “I mean, I was a little alarmed finding you in bed. My first thought was you'd regressed. Yesterday you were up and watching TV went I got home.” 
 
    “I wouldn't read too much into my moods or behavior, Steven,” Jessica suggested, allowing his cool hand to cup her hot pussy. “I'm going through so many changes all at once, and... each day is different. A state of flux is what the therapist called it.” 
 
    “Hmm. And what else has he said?” Steven unzipped his slacks, and pushed them past his hips. His cock was hard and it sprang out the side of his underwear, which were off in a flash with his pants.  
 
    Jessica exhaled with the weight of Steven's strong body mounting her and the soft, smooth flesh of his shaft grazing her thighs. “He said we, the survivors in the group, need to be gentle with ourselves, and not put unnecessary guilt or critical assessments in our minds in regard to the healing process.” 
 
    His cock was rock solid, and poked at her hole, dabbing at the fresh fluids coming from her pussy. “Sounds legit, Jess,” Steven said, holding his breath as he entered her with just the head of his cock. He moved it back and forth slowly, encouraging her tightness to give way for him. “God, you're so hot inside, like a little furnace.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Jessica's pelvis rocked, giving Steven's erection a decadent angle to enter her deeper. “I've been thinking about you.” 
 
    “Really? I was thinking about you, too.” Steven winced, his cock squeezed by her clenching cunt. He breathed through her tightness. “What were your thoughts?” He persisted with steady penetration, and her wetness increased for him to glide in.   
 
    “I was remembering how we used to fuck in the shower every morning. It was our weekday ritual, like clockwork.” Jessica bit her lip, feeling her pussy stretched by his thickness. She opened her legs as far as she could, tying her ankles together over his lower back.  
 
    Groaning, he laid his hands next to her shoulders, and lifted her hips with his, hovering off the mattress, and got their bodies to swing in a back and forth rhythm. “We got so good at standing sex that we went for an hour once. God damn, our water bill was so high.” 
 
    Jessica felt older, more mature, taking his cock after making love with another woman. “Don't make me feel guilty for running up expenses when it was all for the betterment of our sex life,” she said, rubbing her head into her pillow for support against his thrusts.  
 
    Steven's balls hit Jessica's tender asshole, and it instantly sent her into a flashback of Elaine running her fingers against it in the shower. 
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    Warning: this title contains graphic language, and explicit sex 
 
      
 
    Excerpt: 
 
    The conversation I'd had with Ms. K had stimulated my juices, and there was a throb in my pelvis that wouldn't mellow. Cody had sent me at least a dozen photos throughout the day of his muscular, bare chest and a few with this pants pulled down to his sexy, dark brown hairline. He knew how to make my pussy wet, and I wanted to invite him over to my house so I could spend the night doused in his cum, like I did at the hotel. I'd made a proposal and accepted an invitation, though, and until I received a reply from Cody or Autumn, my next sexual encounter was rather up-in-the-air.  
 
    Curled in my mauve-colored sheets, I played with my tender breasts, remembering the one, hot encounter I had with Autumn, just the two of us. Ms. K had suggested me to her as a potential female lover, open to having sex with her new husband, too. Ms. K's agency had many well-to-do female clients, but not every member likes to indulge her inner lesbian. Autumn and I both listed our sexual preference as bi-sexual when we joined the agency, and we share a mutual interest in swapping husbands and having three-ways that don't always involve spouses. We also live in close proximity to each other, which makes getting together easy and convenient, especially when spontaneous urges takeover. 
 
     It was Autumn's urge to make love to another woman on the heels of her honeymoon with Kevin that brought us together as two horny ladies with an unquenchable thirst for female juice.  
 
    My inner thighs warmed with the scorching memory of reclining naked on Autumn's bed, and I wiggled my fingers between the two folds of flesh blanketing my cunt, finding my moist outer lips. Rubbing my swollen clit in circles like Autumn did to me on that night we made love while her husband listened from the next room, I closed my eyes and let the memory run as a dirty, scandalous fantasy. 
 
    Kevin was very obedient sitting in the other room, while Autumn and I watched each other undress. I'd imagined Kevin leaning against the wall, his pants pulled down to his knees, rubbing his cock with hard, horny strokes, fantasizing about us and what we were doing. Autumn had instructed him to listen closely, wanting for him to enjoy our primal sounds as we made mad, lesbian love. 
 
    “But aren't you just torturing him?” I'd asked her when she explained Kevin would be near but not allowed to join us—not yet, anyway. “The poor thing's been spoiled by your constant post-marital screwing,” I told her, feeling bad for the guy. “We don't have to leave him out.” 
 
    Autumn looked at me like I'd said something horrible. “Yes,” she empathized, “we must.” 
 
    Who was I to argue? I was a guest in her home, and not about to disagree with the woman-of-the-house.  
 
    Autumn had set a romantic stage for us in her bedroom. There were candles burning a subtle vanilla scent into the air surrounding us, and the billowing curtains were partially drawn to allow the afternoon sun to dance on our skin as we touched aroused nipples together, naked and face-to-face on her fancy bed. Each nightstand had a vase filled with white roses, and she'd peeled away a few petals to tease my senses. 
 
    “You're lovely, Berlin,” Autumn complimented, caressing the curve of my bosom with the petals until she reached my sensitive nubs. There, she placed a petal on each one and squeezed the flowery scent onto my nipples, stirring my libido beyond measure.  
 
    “Ohhh,” I sighed, quivering with her seductive touch, feeling myself wilt like the petals did against my chest. My skin coated with the scent of rose, Autumn brought her mouth to my right breast and drew a long inhale before blowing her warm breath over my fullness. 
 
    “Mmmm,” she moaned, jutting her tongue towards my areola and licking the peach-colored circumference like a cat devouring a bowl of milk, lapping, teasing, and then slurping on my firm nipples.  
 
    “You're an oral artist,” I told her between gasps, watching her tongue trail my breasts, suckling on the right and then the left with growing intensity. Chest and belly filled with potent sensations, I reached for my clit but she slapped my hand from it.  
 
    “Wait,” she commanded, “let me work. It's been months since I've had pussy in my mouth or anywhere else on my body. Don't rush.” 
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