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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Cadence Carmichael hiked to the top of her favorite urban mountain trail with expert ease, arriving at a picturesque spot overlooking the city of Los Angeles. Swooping her long, blond hair into a messy bun, Cadence positioned her phone in front of her face, and experimented with camera angles before deciding on one.  
 
    Her normally easy smile was stiff with nervous energy, suddenly filled with stage fright over filming an audition video. Drawing in a deep breath, Cadence hit “record” and delivered an awkward introduction. “Hi, I'm Cadence, a bank manager from Los Angeles, California, and this is my survival challenge audition video.” Scuffing the ground with her foot in frustration, Cadence deleted the clip, gathered her thoughts and told herself, “One more time.” 
 
    From the ridge, the view of her native city below was stunning in the afternoon sun, and clear enough to see all the way out to where the ocean met the west coast. She loved meditating on the ridge after a long hike, where the view and low hum of distant traffic lulled her into a peaceful state.  Finding her center, Cadence whispered to herself, “Just be you.” 
 
    Positioning the camera again, she hit “record” and started over. “Hi, I'm Cadence, a self-taught survivalist and nature lover. I'm confident in my abilities to live off the land, make fire, hunt, create shelter, and adapt to hostile territory. Although I have no professional training, I know I can survive the full twenty-seven day challenge.” 
 
    Satisfied, Cadence hit “stop” and went on to the next planned location in a more secluded area. Stationing the camera on a pile of rocks, she filmed herself prepping a small fire. “My grandfather taught me how to use a fire-starter when I was ten years old,” she stated while striking a metal tool into a pile of dried brush and tree bark. “I've been making fires on my own ever since.” The sparks ignited, burned, and grew into flames as Cadence demonstrated proper fire-making technique. She blew softly on the embers until the fire was stable on its own.  “Having the ability to make fire and sustain it is very important, and is often the key to survival, assuring safe drinking water, cooked food and warmth.” 
 
    The filming continued in a few other picturesque spots on the hiking trail. Cadence explained her knowledge of plants, which ones were safe and which were poisonous, shared a few hunting stories, then wrapped up the video with a statement from her heart. “Being a survivalist isn't just a passion, it's who I truly am. And it would be a great honor to be chosen for the challenge. Some girls want fancy vacations at hotels with room service and spa visits. For me, it's about being one with nature.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Oh wow,” Cadence's fiancé, Chris, said with surprise after she showed him the unedited audition video from her phone. “I didn't think you were really serious about auditioning for that reality show.” 
 
    “I'm totally serious, honey,” she confirmed, tucking her wavy blonde locks behind her ears. “And I've been planning the video for weeks, thinking about what I was going to do, say, and wear. I told you this.” 
 
    Hearing her defensiveness, Chris added, “I mean, I know you'd mentioned wanting to make one before, but I didn't think you'd actually do it and...” 
 
    “Chris, there are people who go on the show with far fewer survival skills than I have,” she clarified. “But I won't submit the video if you can't handle me being naked on television.” 
 
    “Naked with a stranger of the opposite sex.” 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed, “naked with a stranger somewhere inhospitable where no one in their right mind would go. The threat of bites, stings, cuts, infections and going without food and water for days on end is far more concerning than being naked on television.”  
 
    “Exactly,” he replied. “Which makes me wonder why in the world you'd want to put yourself in a horrible situation for the world to see.” 
 
    “Like I said in the video, a survivalist is who I am underneath being a bank manager and a woman in love with this great guy who never wants to go hiking with her.” 
 
    “You didn't say that in your video, did you?” he asked. 
 
    “No, I wouldn't out you like that. And besides, I still have hope that one day you'll want to.” Reaching for his hands, she continued, “If you went camping with me on occasion you'd know my deeper side. I've asked you a dozen times to come with me when I have my wilderness weekends, but it's not your thing, I get it.” 
 
    “And I understand how much you love being out in the woods, so I let you go,” he stated. “But, you're right, camping's not my thing. I'm not a sleeping bag, tent, shit-in-the-woods kind of guy.” 
 
    Cadence laughed and pulled Chris to her. What they lacked in commonality they made for with an abundance of physical chemistry and romantic sincerity. 
 
    “Do you think the bank will give you that much time off? It's nearly a month long commitment, right?” 
 
    “I have two weeks’ vacation, plus like eight days of sick pay saved. And I've asked my district manager if she had any issues with me possibly being naked on a television show.” 
 
    “And what did she say?” 
 
    “She said it was cool and to go kick Mother Nature’s ass.” 
 
    “Wow,” Chris responded with a raised eyebrow. “Then you should do it, Cadence. Go for it. Send in your video.”  
 
    Cadence implored, “And if they like me? If they actually want me to participate do I have your support to accept their offer?” 
 
    “Of course, Cadence,” Chris assured, “you always have my support.”  
 
    “But?” 
 
    “No, there's nothing left unsaid. The only thought that bums me out is if you get selected we won't be able to spend our vacations together his year.”   
 
    “That does suck, Chris,” she agreed. “It's a sacrifice I don't like having to make, but my gut's telling me to do this. To at least try out for it.”  
 
    “Then listen to your gut.”  
 
    “You're the best boyfriend,” she said before kissing his cheek. “And I'm the luckiest girl to have you.” 
 
    Chris's adoration glowed in his eyes and in his warm, sexy smile. “We're lucky to have each other, honey.” 
 
    Relieved over the ease of their exchange, Cadence confirmed, “Yes, we are.” 
 
    A quiet moment of romantic eye contact passed between them as they transitioned from the awkward conversation to affection. Cadence reached for Chris and he caught her arms, drawing her into an embrace.  
 
    “I'm all sweaty,” she told him, instantly lost in his passionate gaze. His heartbeat comforted Cadence, and she relaxed against his chest, tracing her fingers along his belt. 
 
    “As you usually are on Sunday mornings,” Chris replied, “and I'm not afraid of how dirty you get, either.” 
 
    “You're not?” she asked with a joking tone. “You don't prefer me clean and scented with perfume rather than salty and stinky?”  
 
    Caressing her back, his mind went straight to the bedroom. “I prefer you naked on the bed.” 
 
    “Then let's go,” she willingly replied, tugging him from his chair, “because that's how I prefer you, too.” 
 
    “What? No romance?” Chris joked, “You only want me for my body.” 
 
    “And your fantastic fashion sense, but mostly your body,” she kidded in return, kissing his mouth passionately. Chris's cock was hard enough to burst from his jeans with just the touch of her mouth on his, and Cadence felt the length of it press against her pelvis. 
 
    “Are we going for it?” she asked, unzipping his crotch so her fingers could find his cock. “Here in the dining room?” 
 
    He groaned over her touch. “Is this where you want it?” 
 
    “I'll do it wherever you want,” she replied, teasing his shaft. Chris's cotton briefs clung to his erection, and Cadence traced the bulging outline just the way she knew he liked it—soft and slow. “You know I will.” 
 
    Chris slid his pants below his hips and let them drop to the floor. Cadence pulled down his briefs and watched his loaded rod extend towards her. This was her favorite part of their lovemaking—the nude reveal of his manhood, damp at the tip with droplets of his excitement.  
 
    “Oh God,” he sighed as she massaged his cock with both of her hands—one wrapped around the base of it and the other slipping lightly over his shaft. “Your hands are amazing.” 
 
    He cupped her face and brought his mouth to hers for a long, delicious, wet kiss. The familiar fruity sweetness of her lip balm coated his tongue as it slid inside her mouth, stirring his desires. “You are sweaty,” he noted, rolling his palms over her sports bra till he found the clasp and unlatched it. Her body quivered with his intimate touch, and she kept her gaze on the sexy dark outline of Chris's five-o-clock shadow giving a rugged look to his handsome face. His hands held onto her breasts and his strong thumbs swooped back and forth against her sensitive nipples until he felt Cadence shudder with erotic sensations.   
 
    “Feels so good, baby,” she whispered, watching his mouth travel from her face and neck to the swell of her bosom where he latched on to one of her puckered nipples. There were naughty thoughts dancing in Cadence's mind, recalling a favorite memory of the first time Chris took her like this, outside of the bedroom and the comfort of their bed. Spontaneity wasn't a common event in their love life with their busy, conflicting schedules, yet Cadence yearned for him to take her in unpredictable places due to a whim or sudden need. Chris was a sensual lover to her, attentive and giving who cared about her orgasms before his own. She adored how his cock was built, slender near the base than wider through the center, providing a strong pad that stimulated her inner orgasms. Cadence thought of his cock like a snake and a spear melded into a perfect fuck tool created just for her. She longed for their playtime and occasionally pleasured herself while at work in the employee restroom when the daydreams and fantasies of Chris left her in need of relief—but, that was her guilty secret.  
 
    His hot mouth left a liquid trail from one ripe nipple to the other, circling and suckling over her most sensitive points. “Mmm, delicious,” he murmured against her flesh, moaning with her as she stroked and petted his cock. Twirled between Cadence's fingers was his pre-cum, enticing her to dive below and service him orally.    
 
    “Pull down your tights,” Chris told her, his mouth filled with her right breast. Caught by his tit worship, Cadence obeyed his demand, saying, “Yoga pants, silly, not tights.” 
 
    “Whatever they are,” he growled, “take them off.” 
 
    Letting go of his cock caused Cadence to pout, dutifully stripping from her sweaty leggings to her bare skin. The chill on her damp flesh was warmed by Chris's hands gripping her hips. His cock pressed against her blond mound and the soft patch of hair she'd shaved into an upside-down triangle. She wiggled as an invitation for entry, moving her hips side to side. Without warning, Chris spun Cadence around and bent her over the glass dining table.  
 
    “You're naughty today,” she gasped in response, hands placed on the glass below her chest to stabilize a sexy pose for his anticipated entry. Ass lifted, Cadence exposed her pussy. Her sweet vaginal lips barely parted, Chris found his way in, twisting his middle finger inside her tiny opening till it slipped in half-way. 
 
    “Honey!” Cadence reacted to his sudden invasion, then relaxed with the tingling sensations running through her body as his finger slid in and out, spreading her wetness to coat her delicate lips. “Oh yes, Cadence, just like that.” 
 
    Chris grabbed his shaft before slowly removing his finger from her juicy tunnel, replacing it with his cock. “Sorry, honey,” Chris said with an exhale, his words briefly silenced for the delicious push inside of her. Cadence squeezed against his rod—her usual response to his rapid entrance—and Chris slowed his movement till he felt her relax. “I had to just get in you. You're so fucking beautiful and your pussy is heaven.” Then neither could speak as Chris sunk more of himself between her creamy folds.  
 
    “That's okay,” Cadence managed to groan, her eyelids fluttering, then said, “Promise to lick my clit before bed, though.” 
 
    “I promise.” Chris's selfish act went unpunished as Cadence's breasts met the glass table top.  
 
    “Oh yesss...” she hissed as Chris plunged more aggressively, building on the friction, loving how her tightness swallowed his length.  
 
    “So good to be inside of you,” Chris shared in a low tone, focused on his strokes, not wanting to explode out of turn. “I love your pussy, honey.” 
 
    “My pussy loves you, too,” she told him, lost in the glorious massage his cock gave her quivering inner muscles, so swollen from the hot, rolling sensations the friction ignited within. Her reactive nipples brushed the cold glass as they swung back and forth with his thrusts. She pinched them down against the table with her thumbs, creating a delicious white heat. “Fuck yes, Chris, that's amazing what you're doing.” 
 
    Aroused by her dirty talk, he replied, “Yeah? I like it, too.” Chris held on to the sexy curve of his girlfriend's hips, picking up his pace, riding the edge of a throbbing orgasm. He grabbed a tuft of her hair in his hand as he rode her from behind, watching her nipples turn bright red pinned to the glass, and listening to her passionate groans and sighs. “So good!” Chris huffed, his thrusts more forceful inside her hungry cunt, tightening like a horny mouth around his tool and sucking him to orgasm. He was close, and she could hear it in his voice and in how he throbbed inside. “You feel my cock growing in you?” 
 
    “I do,” she told him, reaching between her legs to rub her clit. His heavy balls stimulated and slapped her cleft, heavy with his pending eruption. “And I want more of you.” 
 
    “All of it?” he asked, his cock fucking deeper till his head could sink in no further. “Like that?” 
 
    “Yes, honey,” she cried, wanting to buck passionately, but holding steady for his hard plunging.  
 
    Chris firmed his stance and braced his core, exhaling through his flared nostrils like a bull charging at full speed into a blissful wonderland. His cock was full and thick, ready to explode, and Cadence felt the familiar pulsations as his rod aimed for fire.  
 
    “Take me, baby, fill my pussy!” she begged, frozen from her own wild orgasmic sensations taking control of her cunt. She shuddered and made loud, throaty groans while he grunted at the last, lustful thrusts. Their bodies shook as they came together, soaring fearlessly into unbridled bliss even as the glass rattled beneath them. She squeezed his shaft mercilessly with her womanly muscles, panting to a peak, feeling his cock let loose and spray her passage with cum. She cried out, “Ahhh! Chris!” 
 
    The pleasure they mutually shared was intense, beyond explanation or passionate statement, and the silence filling the room accentuated the power of their intimate exchange. Vulnerable, weak, and overtaken by their explicit act, Chris exhaled from his gut, fully releasing the pressure in his balls till he had nothing left to give. 
 
    Cadence cried out, unable to form words, smacking the table with her palm as she went over a delirious edge. She floated with her waves, and his, rumbling and rolling till her orgasm calmed into a gentle quake and peace washed over her.  
 
    “That's how much you turn me on, babe,” he assured her, “and how much I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too, Chris,” she replied, slowly arriving back to reality. Her thoughts drifted from Chris and their lovemaking to the video she'd made earlier, her pending audition and how desperately she wanted to run naked in the wild on a crazy adventure.  
 
    “Honey?” he asked, wiping the sweat off her back that had fallen from his brow. “Did you hear what I said?” 
 
    “Um,” she stuttered, retracing the vague recollection of his voice invading her imagination. “Not sure.”   
 
    “I asked if you were okay,” he reminded, “with your body flat on the glass. Your ribs must be hurting.” 
 
    Peeling herself from the table surface, she felt her tender ribs. “Yeah, a little sore, but I suppose I'll have to get used to lying on unforgiving things, like dirt. We should have sex on the table more often so my ribs will be prepared.” 
 
    Grunting a response, Chris spanked her round bottom before withdrawing his cock. His rod was laced with a decadent blend of their cum, and he cupped her opening with his hand to catch the creamy fallout that always poured when he removed himself from her tightness. “You're that confident, huh?” 
 
    “Yes,” she confirmed.  
 
    “We've seen bugs biting private parts on that show, remember?” 
 
    Cadence laughed, disguising a sense of dread. “I remember, and I'm obviously in total denial about it, like my vagina will be spared from hungry, vicious insects, but...” 
 
    Chris shook his head and shrugged off the bad visual before kissing her with love, “Let's not talk about vaginal bug bites, darling. I expect your box to return to me in perfect condition.” 
 
    “Sorry, babe,” she giggled, not wanting to freak Chris out. “I'll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Cadence slipped out of bed at midnight, wide awake and restless. Chris had headed to bed shortly after dinner, and she followed, wanting to have her clit licked as promised. As a west coast stock broker, Chris had to be up and out of the house by five o'clock in the morning and Cadence had grown accustomed to turning in early with him. He followed through with his promise, though, and orally worshiped her precious folds, but Cadence couldn't come, her mind distracted with visions of being selected, of meeting a faceless partner equally as committed to surviving the challenge as she was. She imagined living off insects, plants, and drinking foul tasting water until she heard Chris ask, “Babe, are you close?” 
 
    “Sorry, Chris,” she responded with guilt, “thank you for trying.” 
 
    “Of course, Cadence,” he said, crawling out from between her legs and collapsing on his side of the bed. “Love you. Goodnight.” 
 
    “Love you, goodnight, too, honey.” 
 
    But, an hour had passed and Cadence was still wide awake. Her unwavering desire to upload the video and submit herself was strong, a single-focused intention, which solidified her decision to initiate action.  
 
    Quietly opening her laptop, Cadence went to the show's website, created a profile, and started the upload process. “There's still time to say no,” Cadence whispered to herself, gazing out the window into the blackness of the night sky, then shook her head and corrected her thinking. “No, there isn't. If they pick me, I'm going regardless.” 
 
    She wondered about the stars and how bright they'd look from somewhere faraway, lying on the ground next to her partner... shivering in the cold and dark, and praying for the sun to rise. Snuggling for survival was a given for Cadence, yet she'd seen many episodes where partners had issues with drawing body heat from each other. Suddenly, Cadence felt worried over that happening, of getting paired with a guy who had a jealous wife or devout religious beliefs and refused to give her physical warmth. Quickly blocking the horrible thought from entering her head further, Cadence checked the computer. The upload was complete, and with a deep breath, she clicked the button to send. Waiting for confirmation, she said a little prayer, then disconnected and made a second attempt at sleep before her alarm went off two hours after Chris's. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Mondays at the bank usually meant busy mornings for Cadence, supporting her staff and working as a teller. The afternoons quieted down, allowing time for catching up on paperwork and emails in the privacy of her office. Roughly twelve hours had passed since the video was submitted and Cadence was a nervous wreck, checking messages every fifteen minutes in case the show called in response to it.  
 
    Cadence's anxious mood caught the attention of her employee, Lynn, who had retreated to the break room for a cup of coffee. 
 
    “You're happy about something,” Lynn said to her boss.   
 
    “How can you tell?”    
 
    “Wild guess.” 
 
    “I suppose I am,” Cadence admitted, “and at least a dozen customers stated the same thing to me.” 
 
    “I won't pry, it's your personal business,” clarified Lynn. “But if you feel like sharing, please do.” 
 
    Impulsively, Cadence broke her normal decorum and blurted, “I did it.” 
 
    “Did what?” 
 
    “I sent in my audition,” she explained, “for the reality show.” 
 
    “You mean the survival challenge you've been raving about?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    Lynn studied the excitement in Cadence's face. “Oh wow. Are you nervous?” 
 
    “No! I mean, yes, I am nervous, but more like extremely anxious,” Cadence explained. “I want to be on that show so freaking bad.” 
 
    “When did you send it?” 
 
    “I uploaded it to the producers last night.” Cadence's face went flush, and she patted away a sour feeling in her stomach. “And I've had a knot in my gut all day over it. But, I'm too excited to care!” 
 
    “Wow.” Lynn shared in her boss's happiness, and showed her support. “I'm sure they'll pick you.” 
 
    Cadence searched her phone for the confirmation email she'd received after uploading. “The email confirming receipt of the video stated it could take four to six weeks to be accepted or declined.” 
 
    Empathizing, Lynn responded, “That's a long time to wait.” 
 
    “Yes, too long.” Cadence added, “I'm not sure I can handle waiting beyond this week.” 
 
    “I think you've got an excellent chance of making it on,” Lynn stated her opinion. “Some of the people proclaiming to be survivalists on that show really don't know anything once they get out there. That's not you, is it?” 
 
    “I hope not.” Too jumpy to finish her coffee, Cadence washed out her cup and placed it on the drying rack. “When I watch the show, I see plenty of people who have more ego than skill. I'm definitely the opposite of that. I have no ego when it comes to mingling with Mother Nature in her territory.” 
 
    “Then you got this,” Lynn replied, checking her watch, noting the ten minutes left of her break. “And you have a ton of skill, wilderness woman, from what you've shared with me over the years.” 
 
    “I have enough, for sure,” Cadence confirmed, toweling her hands, then fixing her professional-looking ponytail. With an appreciative look in her eyes, Cadence gave a nod to her employee. “Thanks for caring and giving encouragement.” 
 
    “Of course, you're welcome,” Lynn responded, “I admire your drive to even audition. And I'm not saying that because you're my boss, and I'm going to need a few days off soon to handle personal business.” 
 
    Chuckling, Cadence answered. “Of course, and no problem. Send me your request as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Will do,” Lynn confirmed. “And I promise it won't be weird at all seeing you naked on television.” 
 
    The remark caused an unexpected blush in Cadence. She'd hired Lynn three years ago, and had openly shared her stories of weekends spent camping alone in the woods, but the mention of her employee seeing her naked made her feel strange and vulnerable.  
 
    “I'm sorry,” Lynn apologized. “Maybe I shouldn't have said that?”  
 
    “It's fine,” Cadence reassured. “It's an unavoidable aspect of the show, like it or not. And I've accepted that a slew of awkward conversations will most likely ensue with family and co-workers after the show.” 
 
    “And bank customers.” 
 
    “Yes, them as well.”  
 
    “We'll miss you while you're gone,” Lynn said, bringing levity. “The challenge takes a month? More or less?” 
 
    Cadence shared, “Yes, twenty-seven days for the entire challenge, two days of travel getting there and two more going home. It will take longer if I end up with medical needs—that's what the disclaimer said. And, I'll miss you all, too, especially if food, water and fire are scarce, not to mention, coffee.” 
 
    Lynn stated, “That's why I'll never be a survival enthusiast. The lack of coffee.” 
 
    “Yeah, I really must be nuts,” Cadence replied with a laugh. “Coffee is life.” 
 
    “Let me know if you need a reference,” Lynn informed. “I'm happy to help however I can.” 
 
    Cadence replied on her exit, “I appreciate it, Lynn.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The constant checking of emails went on until the evening, and Chris watched over Cadence's anxious behavior curiously.  
 
    “Babe, you have to relax about this,” he told her. “It's going to take more than a day for them to contact you one way or another.” 
 
    “I know, but still,” Cadence defended, “I can't help it.” 
 
    “I was going to make you dinner,” he shared. “You don't seem interested in food, though.” 
 
    “No, I'm not hungry.” 
 
    “Too nervous?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Take a deep breath.” Drawing his chest upwards, Chris encouraged Cadence to do the same. Together, they inhaled and held their breath, then slowly exhaled before repeating the process two more times. “Better?” 
 
    Cadence lied, “Yep.” 
 
    Hands on her thighs, Chris opened her legs and sunk between them till his knees got comfortable with the floor. He kissed her thighs through the nude, silky thigh-high stockings she'd worn to work. “I love when you keep your nylons on. You're usually in workout clothes when I get home.” 
 
    “I do hate wearing stockings,” she admitted. “I'm so preoccupied, I forgot I was wearing them.” 
 
    “You can take them off,” he stated, “afterward.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at his naughty smile, liking where Chris was taking the evening. “I can agree to that.” 
 
    “Good,” he whispered, continuing to kiss Cadence's thighs till he reached her uncovered peach. “Your skin feels so good.” 
 
    “So does your mouth,” she complimented, drifting with the soothing sensations his kisses gave her.  
 
    “Are you going to let me make you come? Since you didn't last time we played?” His face nestled at her vagina, Chris's nose pushed Cadence's cotton thong from her outer folds, creating a clear path for his tongue to travel along her sweet lips. “Mmm.” 
 
    “I love when you lick me like that.” Cadence relaxed against her chair, and let her shoulders drop, unbuttoning her blouse till her ample cleavage was revealed for his viewing pleasure. “Don't stop.” 
 
    Chris responded with a mouthful of her clit, “I won't stop until you tell me to.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” she sighed, eyelids closing as her head fell back. “That's it, baby.” 
 
    Moaning into her pussy, Chris stirred a pleasant vibration in Cadence's most sensitive area. She rocked her hips in anticipation of his tongue slathering her wanting bud. He blew on her clit, then sucked it into his mouth, then blew on it again till the tickling made her buck. 
 
    “Too much?” he asked with a devilish grin. 
 
    “The blowing, though,” she laughed, aroused and wanting to come. “Less tickle and tease, more orgasmic.” 
 
    “I can agree to that,” he mumbled into her opening and lavished it with a hot saliva bath. His tongue went deep inside her sweet flesh, licking from side to side over the peak of her clit. Cadence moaned with the heat building inside of her wet, womanly box from Chris's oral mastery, moving where she needed, intuitively knowing where to add pressure and how fast or slow to move.  
 
    Mood elevated, Cadence spread her legs wider for her boyfriend to connect with her vagina fully, granting him full access to her hungry hole.  
 
    “Put your tongue inside,” she told him, knowing what she needed in order to come. The slow insertion of his oral muscle sliding in and out of her small opening was delicious, and sent white heat spiking through her core and pelvis. “Yes, more, Chris... I'm so close!” 
 
    Chris obeyed, widening his jaw to slip his tongue inside her till his chin hit her puckered ass. There, at her forbidden hole, he teased her favorite tickle spots, both inner and outer, excited by the hot friction inside her precious cunt. 
 
    “Yes, right there!” she growled, watching him tongue-fuck her creamy, quivering hole. “Don't move, babe, just stay on that spot...” her voice went silent in the throes of orgasm, surrendering to her pussy's inner bursts, lavishing Chris with delicious juice. He drank her in, even slurping, then tongued her hole for more.  
 
    Earthy sounds came from Chris as he slowly withdrew his tongue from her swollen bud. He French-kissed her clit, then caressed it with his full, bottom lip, calming her quaking body. 
 
    “Oh yum,” Cadence purred, enjoying the lingering waves. “That was amazing.”  
 
    “Honey, your pussy tastes like heaven,” he told her, lashing out to lick once more before agreeing to let her be. “I could suckle and tongue you all day long.” 
 
    Drifting with the rippling tide of blissful feelings, she replied, “And I would agree to you doing that, if only we didn't have to work.” 
 
    “If only.” Chris used his forearm to wipe his mouth, then smiled a dirty grin. “Now for my transition to kitchen slave after worshiping at your feet.” 
 
    Sincerely, she answered, “Every woman needs a man like you.” 
 
    “True,” he responded, coyly, “but for now I'll be your naughty secret.”  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The next afternoon, Cadence listened to the message alerts on her phone and ignored them. It had been a bustling morning at the bank, which was the distraction she needed to break the cycle of constantly checking her emails. An hour before closing, Cadence allowed herself a moment with her phone, and browsed the multitude of notifications. Chris had texted her three times asking what she wanted for dinner. She replied with a pizza emoji, followed by a kissy-face one. Skipping over to her emails, she gasped, seeing one with Dani Tanaka's name on it—the woman who produced the survival challenge show.  
 
    Cadence felt a light sweat tingle her forehead and her heart skipped several beats. Without hesitation, she opened the email and scanned it quickly, searching for a “yes” or a “no” before allowing her emotions to get involved. 
 
    “Yes!” she yelled, reading the paragraph of acceptance, asking when she could arrange a Skype meeting for a second interview. “Oh my goodness!” Cadence froze like a statue in her chair, her cellphone dangling from one hand while the other snapped her back to action. Needing to share the news, Cadence speed-dialed Chris and listened to the numerous rings before his voice-mail picked up her call.  
 
    “Chris?” she said with a tremble then blurted out her message. “I made it to level two! They want to Skype with me! Can you believe it? I made it! Well, I made it the next phase anyway! I'm thrilled and I can't wait to get home and kiss your face. Love you so much, honey.”  
 
    Disconnecting the call, Cadence jumped on the email and sent an enthusiastic reply to Dani, stating her available times and how thrilled she was with her “next level” status. Glancing over what she wrote, Cadence gave herself permission to send the message and then held her breath a second more. Her mind whirled with questions and visions to be manifested, yet she found her composure and went about the task of finishing her day as a bank manager.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Do you have to get naked over Skype, too?” Chris asked as he cleared their dinner dishes from the dining table.  
 
    “It's not an audition for porn, Chris,” Cadence said, surprised by the hint of jealousy in his voice. “So, no, I doubt it. They're not judging me by my body. It's my survival skill-set that they're interested in.” 
 
    “Oh, I'm sure,” he agreed, then added, “all I meant was you've got nothing to hide if they do ask you to strip down. Your body is gorgeous.” 
 
    “Thanks, honey,” she replied, brushing away a sudden sense of self-doubt. “I'm going to Skype with them on my lunch break tomorrow.” 
 
    “Exciting stuff, Cadence.” Filling the sink with sudsy water, Chris started the process of dish cleaning. “Can't wait to hear how it goes.” 
 
    Cadence reached for the sponge. “I'll do it, babe,” she stated, “you made dinner. Our deal was you cook, I clean, but lately you've been doing both, and I've let you...” 
 
    Pushing her hand from the sink, Chris blocked her from taking over the mundane job. “It's fine, honey. I don't mind cleaning up our two dishes. You can clean the dishes next time you get a wild hair for cooking an entire Thanksgiving dinner in the middle of June.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was a weird craving,” she laughed, remembering how odd the impulse was that took possession of her just as summer weather was setting in. She'd spent a three-day weekend alone in the woods, attempting to simulate surviving with nothing but a pot to boil water and her fire-starter. When Cadence returned from the trip, she was emaciated and starving, having hunted nothing, down twelve pounds in three days, desperately ranting about needing to cook a Thanksgiving feast. “I'll probably want to make that spread again when I get back from the show.” 
 
    “If you get on the show,” Chris reminded. 
 
    “Yes,” she corrected herself, “if.” 
 
    “I've seen the behind-the-scenes from the show and I swear, they like, force-feed the participants cheeseburgers and donuts after extraction, if they make the full twenty-seven days.” 
 
    “I know I said this the other day when you first brought up wanting to submit yourself,” Chris shared, “I think the entire concept is crazy. Not that you're crazy, Cadence, but people in general...” 
 
    “It is crazy, babe, you're right.” Cadence poured a glass of coconut water and drank three quarters of it before adding, “And, so, I guess that makes me insane in your eyes.” 
 
    Drying his hands on a dishtowel, Chris appeared perfectly domesticated and offered comfort to his girlfriend. “You're only slightly bananas. And I'm totally insane for you, so, we're good.” 
 
    Exhaling a sigh of relief, Cadence snuggled against his chest. “I know I'm behaving as if I've been offered a major promotion at the bank. To me, this Skype meeting feels like it is.” 
 
    “I get it—the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity,” he stated. “Cadence, go shine as bright as you can, and let them see your passion. There's no way they could refuse you once they see the fire in your eyes.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Three full attempts were made by Cadence to dress herself for the Skype meeting with Dani. A white suit was discarded in favor of a navy blue form-fitting knee-length dress, which was tossed aside, too. Finally, Cadence settled on a white cotton skirt and denim blouse, which was her attire when Chris took her to a swanky beach hotel for her birthday last March. It was comfortable and made her look relaxed, especially with her wavy blonde hair falling naturally over her tanned shoulders. She kept her makeup in warm neutrals and selected a nude gloss to accentuate her full pout without overstating it. Carefully, she placed her phone on a stand and hit the Skype app. A few, breathless seconds passed before her call connected with this exotic-looking woman who didn't strike Cadence as the survival type at all. Dani's smile was big and bright against her creamy brown skin with curled black shoulder length hair framing her high-cheekbones and rich brown, slanted eyes.  
 
    Dani revealed her bubbly personality, and greeted Cadence with enthusiasm. “Hi there!  I'm Dani Tanaka, the creator and producer of the Survival Challenge reality show. Very nice to meet you, Cadence.” 
 
    Feeling faint for the first time in her life, Cadence pinched herself before replying, “Nice to meet you, too!” 
 
    “Thank you for submitting such an awesome video.” Dani continued, “I was quite impressed with your audition. I dig how much knowledge you shared. Your passion for communing with nature came across strongly.”  
 
    “Wow,” Cadence responded, “that's totally cool and good to know. Thank you! I just tried to be myself and not exaggerate my abilities or skills. What's in the video is real and authentic”  
 
    “I recognized that,” Dani shared, “And I admire that quality. I get a ton of videos from people who try to convince me otherwise, but really, they just want to be on television.” 
 
    Cadence clarified, “Yeah, that's definitely not my first intention, especially with the being naked part.” 
 
    Dani laughed over Cadence's honesty. “Out of all the participants I've cast on this show, I've met no one that liked that part. Mostly because there's no protection from heat, sun, wind, rain, bug bites, snake...” 
 
    “Yes, I've been mentally preparing myself for that as well,” assured Cadence, holding her poise, yet trembling with nerves. 
 
    “Well, good,” Dani added, “because I'd like to seriously consider you for our November production in Madagascar.” 
 
    Replaying Dani's statement a few times in her head before answering, Cadence uttered, “Uh, sure.” 
 
    “Sure?” Dani echoed, “That's your response?” Smiling in a way that assured Cadence there wasn't judgment being passed, Dani continued, “I thought you might start screaming with excitement.” 
 
    “Oh, I want to,” was Cadence's eager reply. “But I'm in total shock. Don't you have more questions, or, I don't know, physical tests you want me to go through, or...” 
 
    “We do need a doctor's permission that you're in good health, and not dependent on any daily medications, because you obviously can't carry them around with you during the challenge. You might not even have clean water to swallow pills with, so, being free and clear of immediate ailments is an absolute qualifier.” 
 
    “Except for an occasional Tylenol, I'm not taking any meds and am in good health.” Cadence gave a sarcastic laugh, “And crossing fingers none of my employees at the bank get me sick.” 
 
    “We are heading into the flu and cold season,” Dani reminded. “Take extra care to stay healthy.” 
 
    “I will, absolutely.” 
 
    “We also have a team of experts that evaluate your mental, physical and emotional state,” explained Dani, “and I'll need you to have a Skype meeting with them, too. They're referred to as the PSR team.” 
 
    “Ah, the Primitive Survival Rating!” Cadence acknowledged, familiar with the evaluation, having seen the team's expert ratings highlighted on the show. “That's cool!” 
 
    Feeling Cadence's joy, Dani replied, “Good! That's what I like to see—a ton of positive energy. That's a major bonus for survival training.” 
 
    “So, Madagascar?” asked Cadence, wanting to know more. “What's it like? I only know it from animated movies and National Geographic documentaries.”  
 
    “It's a beautiful country with a fairly sophisticated capitol city. Where you will be, however, is hot, dry, and very cold at night,” Dani told her honestly. “Not much shelter in the form of trees, and not much water either.” 
 
    Cadence patted her chest to release a trapped air bubble, lodged there from over-excitement, now fading at the reality of her destination. “Okay, cool,” she said, then added “sounds super challenging.” 
 
    “Oh, it is,” Dani assured, “and not for those who rank in the middle of the PSR scale, either. In good conscious, I couldn't send a lower rated person there. It would be too hard and not fair. We don't like having to extract participants before the full twenty-seven days are completed. I can only send you if you meet their criteria. Having said that, I can't confirm your eligibility until the team evaluates you.” Suddenly the cold voice of rules and restrictions, Dani went on, “But, if you can Skype with them tomorrow we can have an answer for you by the end of the week.”  
 
    Weirdly self-conscious, Cadence shared her schedule. “Um, tomorrow's fine if we can do it on my lunch break or after work.” 
 
    Confidently, Dani answered, “We'll make it happen.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Was it like talking to a panel of psychiatrists?” asked Chris over dinner the next night. “Were they like, dressed in black with serious faces and deep voices?” 
 
    “Yeah, Chris, as if I was auditioning for a sci-fi movie,” she sarcastically joked. Taking a tiny, controlled sip of white table wine, she swallowed and replied, “It was the most nerve-wrecking thing I've ever done, going under the heavy scrutiny of four professional assessors. They took notes the entire time and I found myself wanting to second guess my responses, and overly thinking, like they could see right through me.” 
 
    “Well, honey,” Chris interjected, “if they could see right through you than they would know you're the real deal, walking the walk and talking the talk.” 
 
    “I hope so, Chris.” Throwing back what was left in her wine glass, Cadence almost poured herself more. “Wait, what day is it?” 
 
    “Thursday.” 
 
    “Right, then I shouldn't have any more.” 
 
    “No? Go ahead.” Chris took charge of the bottle and poured it for her. “We're celebrating.”  
 
    Not arguing with the refill, Cadence admitted, “I'm so afraid they're going to find something wrong with me.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I don't know, but the way they searched me for flaws was... anyway,” she changed the subject, “I just have to wait to see and not stress so bad.” 
 
    “Exactly,” he agreed, holding his glass up, then joked, “Cheers to you, honey, and to your bold bravery for facing a panel of those deciding your fate.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she replied weakly, lifting her glass to his. “I hope I can sleep tonight.” 
 
    Chris played footsie with her under the table, and revealed his lusty thoughts. “I'll make sure you're nice and relaxed and fall into a peaceful sleep.” 
 
    “Oh really?” she said, coyly. 
 
    “Mmm hmm.” 
 
    “You're an amazing guy, Chris.” 
 
    “I cook, clean, lick your pussy before bed,” he responded. “What more could a girl want?” 
 
    Shaking her head, she told him, “Nothing.” 
 
    He corrected, “Except for getting cast on the survival show.” 
 
    “Yes, except for that,” Cadence allowed herself to drink a healthy swallow of wine. “About that licking my pussy before bed part?” 
 
    “Uh huh?” 
 
    Cadence sent him a playful wink and finished her drink. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Istanbul, Cadence said to herself as she exited the plane and headed into the unfamiliar Turkish airport. The flight from Los Angeles had been a long one, thirteen and a half hours wide awake in coach, and she felt like a zombie walking through the terminal in search of a bathroom and nourishment. Remembering to turn off “airplane mode” on her phone, she thumbed a quick text to Chris, letting him know she'd landed. 
 
    Chris was emotional when he'd dropped her off at the airport, and held Cadence in his arms like it was their last goodbye. It was unsettling for Cadence to see Chris's display of raw feelings, vulnerable and worried over her safety, not wanting to let her go. There was a part of her that didn't want to leave the safety of his embrace, and she stole extra moments with her head on Chris's chest listening to his heartbeat.  
 
    “You're going to be fine,” he'd told her, failing to disguise his insecurity. “And the month's going to fly by. You'll be back here hugging me before you know it, albeit a few pounds or so smaller than you are now, but back here in my arms nevertheless. And we'll have our own special Thanksgiving.”  
 
    She'd kissed Chris's cheek, then his warm, soothing lips before disconnecting from his touch and turning to face the unknown destination. Dani instructed Cadence to pack light, and only bring the basics as no wardrobe would be needed for the majority of the trip. Thirty-five hours of flight travel and all she'd brought were books she'd been meaning to read for the past year, and her iPod, hoping to sleep for most of the trip. But, sleep didn't find Cadence on the first leg of the long haul, her mind rerunning the numerous scenarios she'd envisioned for nearly two months since Dani formally cast her in the show. Little information had been shared on who her partner was, or where exactly they'd be “dropped” for the challenge, and Cadence couldn't wait for the mystery to be over.  
 
    Finding a cozy airport restaurant, Cadence checked out the other tourists sitting inside and found a seat at the bar. She had a five-hour layover before the ten hour flight from Istanbul to Antananarivo, the capitol of Madagascar, and downing a few beers seemed like a good way to find relaxation for the rest of the journey. Istanbul was the furthest she'd been from home, and the first non-work-related trip she'd taken without Chris since their relationship got serious and she felt a little guilt over it. But, sitting there at the bar, sipping a cold, frothy beer and gazing at the foreign surroundings reignited her excitement. 
 
      
 
    “Hi honey.” Chris's voice sounded far away when he called her just before she boarded the flight to Antananarivo. “I just wanted to tell you I love you, and wanted to hear your voice before you flew off again.” 
 
    “Hi babe, I'm glad you did,” she replied, anxiously waiting for her pre-boarding number to be called. “It was a long ass flight here, but I've had like four beers and...” 
 
    “Ah,” he interjected, “carb-loading. Good idea. You should eat as much as you can and pack on a couple of pounds for the challenge. That woman in the last episode we watched lost twenty-five pounds.” 
 
    “I know, and I had that in mind, too.” Number called, Cadence made her way to the ticket-taker. “Chris, I have to go. I'll text you before takeoff.” 
 
    “Cool, honey,” he said with a loving tone, “Have a safe flight. I love you.” 
 
    “Love you, too.” Ending the call, Cadence tucked her phone in her purse and handed over her boarding pass at the gate.  
 
    The beaming smile on Cadence's face caught the attention of the flight attendant who greeted her upon entering the plane. “There must be something very special waiting in Madagascar for you,” the flight attendant stated. “Your smile speaks volumes.” 
 
    “Yeah, there is,” Cadence politely responded, “thanks for noticing.” Finding her aisle seat, she wedged her carry-on in the overhead bin before assessing the limited legroom in coach. It was a cramped situation with a fully booked flight, but Cadence just shrugged and made herself as comfortable as possible, focusing on the incredible situation awaiting her arrival.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Dazed from jet-lag, Cadence headed for the baggage claim and walked right past a scruffy looking dude dressed in baggy cargo shorts and a rumpled white t-shirt waving at her. He wore a sun-faded hat that covered his full head of dark, unruly hair and around his neck was a chain with an I.D. badge from the reality show.  
 
    “Cadence Carmichael?” he called out to the disoriented traveler.  
 
    His voice suddenly caught her attention. “That's me.” 
 
    “I'm Mel from the survival challenge,” he informed, lifting his badge for her to read. “Here to pick you up and take you to the hotel where the crew and your teammate are stationed.” 
 
    “Oh right,” Cadence replied, remembering the instructions Dani had given her about the arranged transportation from the airport. “Hi, sorry, I'm totally out of it after all this travel.” 
 
    “I'm sure,” Mel empathized, “and no worries, Cadence. I felt the same way when we arrived a few days ago. Let's get your stuff and get you to the hotel. You look like you could use a good meal, tons of water and a nap.” 
 
    “Yes to all of the above,” she replied as they walked to baggage claim together. 
 
     “Cool.” Mel added, “Just know it's like a thousand degrees outside already.” 
 
    “Oh damn.” Cadence wiped a trickle of sweat from her brow, feeling the intense heat level through the windows.  “Okay, then, here we go.” 
 
    “Excited?” Mel asked. 
 
    “I am,” she confessed, “that's why I was wide awake the full ten and a half hours it took to get here. And I had a bunch of beers during the Istanbul layover with no effect.” 
 
    “I wish I had a beer right now,” he joked, “several of 'em.” Mel scouted the selection of suitcases from her flight.  “Which one is yours?”  
 
    “That one over there.” She pointed to a navy blue suitcase with a bright orange name-tag. Mel quickly fetched it, then led Cadence to a minivan waiting for them outside the terminal. “Wow,” Cadence said, noticing three other people inside the van. “You brought a group.” 
 
    “Well,” Mel explained, tossing her suitcase into the back hatch, “one is our driver here in Madagascar and the others are crew members. We travel in packs.” 
 
    Cadence blinked at the smiling faces of two scruffy yet handsome men sitting in the middle row of the van. “Hi,” she greeted as she slid past and took a seat in the row behind them. “I'm Cadence.” 
 
    “Hello,” greeted the tanned, hazel-eyed Brian. Extending his hand for her to shake, he explained, “I'm the lead camera man, Brian.”  
 
    She politely smiled and shook Brian's hand, studying his black five o' clock shadow and muscular upper body. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    Brian continued with the introductions. “This is Lawrence, Dani's assistant director, and you've met Mel. Our driver is Stan, born and raised here in Antananarivo. So, don't worry, he knows where he's going.” 
 
    “Hello everyone,” she said, suddenly self-conscious over having to be naked in front of this group during the challenge. “I'm really nervous, excited, scared, and happy. Still in shock over being in Madagascar.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lawrence added, “we are, too. And that's how it feels in every new location we film in.” Adjusting the bandana tied around his forehead, the lanky brunette with dark brown eyes and a killer smile handed her a water bottle. “Thirsty?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” Cadence sipped the cold water and collected her random thoughts so she wouldn't ramble in her delirious, sleep-deprived state. “Where's Dani?” 
 
    Brian answered, “She's at the hotel waiting for us, doing all the prep work for tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh, cool,” Cadence replied, “can't wait to meet her.” 
 
    “Your partner arrived earlier today and is at the hotel as well,” Brian told her, “but you can't meet him until the challenge starts.”  
 
    “Yeah, that feels very weird,” admitted Cadence. “Can you at least tell me his name?” 
 
    Mel chimed in with a wicked smile spread from ear-to-ear, “Not yet.” 
 
    “Bummer,” she replied, trying not to freak as their driver weaved through traffic. “It's been driving me nuts imagining all the situations that could happen between me and my partner on the show.   I've seen too many episodes were partners don't get along and make each other miserable.” 
 
    “There are those,” Brian agreed, “and there are many who thrive together. It's a roll of the dice, but then again, so is life.” 
 
    “As long as he's sane, that's what matters most to me,” Cadence shared. “And hopefully he's bringing a knife as his one item. I brought my lucky fire-starter.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” Mel teased, “she's got a lucky one.” 
 
    “Nothing's lucky in a downpour,” reminded Lawrence. “But you might luck out on that one due to the time of year.” 
 
    Stan interjected, “You never know, though.” 
 
    “True,” Brian agreed, then gave Cadence a reassuring look. “Whatever happens, we've got your back, Cadence. Don't stress now. You'll have plenty of time for that once you're in survival mode.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Arriving at the upscale, mid-city hotel, Cadence heard the familiar voice of Dani calling out, “Hi Cadence!”  
 
    She turned to see this energetic ball of fire rushing towards her as if they were old friends. “You made it!” 
 
    “I did!” Cadence responded. “I'm so happy to meet you in person, Dani.” 
 
    “Happy to meet you, too, woman,” Dani said sincerely. “Let's get you checked in and up to speed.” 
 
    A small flock of other male and female crew members joined her. Very much in charge, Dani went on, “Before we can get you fed, you'll need to be evaluated by Nadia, our medic. And then we'll have a group meeting...” 
 
    “Even with my partner?” Cadence asked with a hopeful tone. 
 
    “No, sorry, but you'll meet everyone else that works behind the scenes,” Dani explained. “We'll take about an hour to debrief you on expectations and rules of the game. Once that's done, though, the challenge is on, which means you can't leave your room without a crew member escorting you.” 
 
    “Okay,” Cadence replied. The bizarre reality of the situation, and how far she'd traveled to take part in a crazy adventure, was suddenly crystal clear. A surge of adrenaline fueled her forward motion, following Dani to the front desk. “I feel like I'm having an out of body experience.” 
 
    “You're not the first show participant to say that,” Dani shared, rubbing Cadence's shoulder in a comforting way. “So, relax. What you're feeling is common and natural. You're one of the lucky few brave enough to take part in a very special journey. What lies ahead for you, and for us following you with the cameras and other production equipment, is the great mystery waiting to be discovered.” 
 
    “Thanks for saying that, Dani,” Cadence responded. “You're right, it's just taking me a minute to absorb it all and accept it's actually happening.” 
 
    “How can I assist you today?” The front desk attendant asked. 
 
    Dani told her, “This is Cadence Carmichael, staying one night under my production company's account.” The attendant processed Cadence's check-in and handed her a room key. Dani instructed, “I'll have Mel bring your bags to your room while you meet with the medic. Cool?” 
 
    Confirming, Cadence replied, “Cool.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The tests run on Cadence by Nadia, the medic, were standard protocol and nothing she hadn't gone through before with her own doctor. Her blood pressure was checked, height and weight recorded, and a note written about her last menstrual cycle being normal. A series of questions were asked, mostly about her mental and emotional state going into the challenge, and then Cadence was cleared for entry. 
 
    Per Dani's instructions, Cadence ordered room service, starving for something other than crackers and water. A delicious meal of spiced chicken and roasted vegetables was delivered along with a slice of chocolate cake and a glass of red wine. The television reception was poor and the channel selection limited, but Cadence found a local broadcast to keep her company while she ate. It occurred to her that this would be her last day with Wi-Fi until the challenge was over in a month, if she made it that far. Sending a text to Chris, she decided to call him, too. 
 
    “Hey babe!” Chris greeted, his voice sounding light and far away. “How is Madagascar?”  
 
    “It's pretty cool,” she shared, “but I really have only seen a small part of it from the airport to the hotel.” 
 
    He replied, “Well, you're going to see a whole lot more of it starting tomorrow.” 
 
    “Right,” she confirmed, “and the parts of Madagascar most people will never see beyond television.” 
 
    “Or would want to...” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    With affection, Chris added, “But you do.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Okay, eating... dinner, I think.”  
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “I'm delirious.” 
 
    “I'm sure,” he empathized. “That was a ton of travel through several time zones.” 
 
    “Yep, more than I've done since before we met.” 
 
    A beat of silence fell between them, and Chris spoke up first. “I really miss you, babe. Not going to lie about that.” 
 
    “I really miss you, too, Chris,” she admitted. “It's been a whirlwind of distractions since I got off the plane, so, not much time to think about anything else but the crazy I'm about to partake in.” 
 
    “When does it all begin?” 
 
    “Soon,” she explained, “the challenge begins as soon as I get debriefed. The medic's already given me a clean bill of health.” 
 
    “Medic?” 
 
    “Yeah, checked me for the standard things, height, weight, blood pressure...” 
 
    “Ah, got it.” 
 
    “And I have a meeting with Dani and her crew in like thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Cool,” he replied, “Can you call me before you go to bed?” 
 
    “I'll try, but I might just pass out, too. If I do, I'll call you in the morning before we leave.” 
 
    “Wow, honey, it's actually happening.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Mel escorted Cadence to Dani's suite where Brian, Lawrence, Nadia and a few other members of the small production staff were waiting for her.  
 
    “Hi everyone,” Cadence greeted the group and took a seat. “I think I'm a little more coherent then when you picked me up from the airport.” 
 
    “Good! We like you being coherent for the most boring part of being on the show—the paperwork.” Dani was in work-mode, professional and full of focused energy. She handed several documents to Cadence before stating, “Let's get right to it then. These papers are for you to sign. They're standard production documents, like a waiver, and a medical release in case you need to be treated at any time during the show.” 
 
    Cadence read over the forms and signed them. “Done.” 
 
    “Cool,” Dani replied, and quickly moved on to the next thing. “As I mentioned earlier, the show is starting now, right this moment, and that means we expect you to act accordingly.”  
 
    “Willing and ready,” Cadence replied with enthusiasm.  
 
    Returning the good energy, Dani exclaimed, “Excellent!” 
 
    Cadence basked in the happy, welcoming faces beaming at her from the group. As if she'd just become a member of a colorful and very supportive family with Dani as the head of household. 
 
    Dani continued, “So, we'll need you to turn over your phone and the majority of your personal items to Lawrence, and another one of our staff members will keep it all stored in a safe until you're done with the challenge. You may keep your pajamas, and your outfit for tomorrow's drop, whatever hygiene products you'll need for tonight and in the morning, but that's it. Nothing else.” 
 
    Cadence nodded her understanding. “I told my boyfriend I would send him a text before bed, but no problem if you need my phone now.” 
 
    “Go ahead and text him,” Dani told her.  
 
    A strange silence filled the room as the crew observed Cadence texting Chris. A simple note with “I love you. See you in a month,” was typed out and sent. Turning off the phone, Cadence handed it to Lawrence. “What's next?” 
 
    “One of the papers you signed was a non-disclosure agreement,” Dani explained, “stating you can't talk about the show in any detail until your episode is aired.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Everything that happens from this conversation forward is private until otherwise instructed.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Dani felt Cadence's sincerity, and added, “I know I sound way serious, but I need you to be clear on the importance of not sharing information, not even with your boyfriend, mother, siblings, best friend, pets, or anyone else.” 
 
    “Okay, no worries.” Cadence eased the tension with a laugh. “I'm a bank manager. I know how important it is to follow procedures and protocol and respect privacy. I have access to extremely sensitive information in my job and one of my main priorities is to keep that information safe and protected.” 
 
    “Good, because leaked information can be detrimental to me, this crew, our jobs, and this show,” Dani responded. “Now, as far as your partner, you'll meet him exactly how you see it played out on the show, in real-time after we drop you off. You've been good about not asking questions, and we can't share any other details other than he is a dude.” 
 
    “Ha ha, yes, he is,” Cadence agreed. 
 
    Dani assured, “And you'll meet him soon enough. Five in the morning comes quickly, and that's what time Mel will be at your door.” 
 
    Brian entered the conversation. “Myself, Lawrence, Mel, Ron and Rick will be filming you six hours a day and not continuously. We don't film at night, instead, as you've seen on previous episodes, we leave you with a hand-held camera so you and your partner can film yourselves. We don't communicate while cameras are rolling. We're the silent crew, the flies on the wall...” 
 
    “And there are a shit ton of flies,” Lawrence interjected, “and a gazillion other nasty bugs, too, where we're going.” 
 
    Playfully, Dani smacked Lawrence's leg and he shot her a look that seemed rather intimate to Cadence.  
 
    “Don't freak her out,” Dani reprimanded. 
 
    “Oh, I know it's going to be rough,” Cadence responded. “And I'm sure I'll be covered in bites all over my body by the end of the challenge.” 
 
    Dani corrected her, “By the end of day one.” 
 
    With wide eyes, Cadence replied, “Yes.” 
 
    “If a medic is needed you can reach out to us at any time, day or night,” Brian went on, “but we can't interfere unless we're called upon in an emergency.” 
 
    “Okay,” Cadence agreed, “I'm good with all of it. And I can't wait for tomorrow!” 
 
    Satisfied with her casting choice, Dani wrapped up the meeting. “I truly hope the challenge works out well for you, Cadence. We want you and your partner to be successful on the show. I'm very selective with who I cast and I feel strongly about you two as a team. And that's all I'm going to say on the subject.”  
 
    Respecting Dani's stance, Cadence stated, “I'm ready.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Exhaustion had set in, yet Cadence wouldn't give into it, keeping her eyes focused on the television, fighting an uncomfortable urge to have her cellphone near. A million thoughts and visions about the challenge ran through her head with no outlet for sharing them. She wanted to text Chris again, and tell him how anxious she was, or aimlessly scan through social media until she fell asleep, but her only choice was to use her deep, yoga breathing to calm herself down.  
 
    The challenge had begun, Cadence's inner voice repeated Dani's statement as if she hadn't fully absorbed the bizarreness of her immediate situation. Somewhere in the hotel her show partner was in his room, too, possibly feeling like her and thinking similar things, and that fact alone caused Cadence to shiver. What's his name? Is he someone she'll get along with for twenty-seven days or will she hate him, like so many other females on the show who didn't get paired with a compatible partner?  
 
    Suddenly, the anxiety twisted into worry over the notion of that happening to her, too. And if she did end up with an incompatible or difficult partner, she'd have to make the best of it, and prove her skill-set even more. You're prepared for anything, Cadence told herself, and let the sentiment be the mantra guiding her into a light sleep.  
 
    There, behind closed eyes, Cadence visualized her perfect partner, a strong, capable, sincere, brave and fearless male, who was naked like her, and hopefully equipped with a knife.  
 
    What will Mrs. Winslow say at the bank after she sees me naked on TV? Cadence deliriously wondered as she tossed and turned, thinking about her favorite long-time customers watching the show. Or Mr. Randall, or Mrs. Tate? The thoughts made Cadence laugh out loud, and she chuckled as she fell into an ocean of weird and wild dreams. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Good morning! Sleep well?” Dani said to Cadence with a hint of urgency as Mel helped her board the van.   
 
    “Hi,” Cadence replied, “I logged in two hours of sleep, which is pretty good considering.” 
 
    Brian and Lawrence were already inside the van, looking semi-rested and ready to go. Brian shot Cadence a crooked smile and assured, “Well, get used to it because that's roughly what your nightly average will be for the remainder of the challenge.” 
 
    “Yep, and I'm ready,” Cadence replied as she and Mel went to the last row of the van. Dani got in behind them. “We're good, Stan,” she told the driver. “Take us to the insertion point.” 
 
    “I take it my partner's in a different van?” 
 
    Dani answered, “Yes, with the rest of the crew. I stick with the female participants because, in my experience, it furthers the trust factor, know what I mean?” 
 
    With a familiar touch, Brian massaged Dani's shoulders till she relaxed her high-intensity roll. “We know you're all about making the ladies feel safe and building trust.” 
 
    “It's important,” Dani stated her opinion to everyone in the van, “that the women on the show feel safe with me and trust that I've got their backs because there will be times when nothing feels safe at all. And that's due to the nature of the experience, surviving where nature doesn't care for humans to exist.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Cadence told her. Dani's words felt prophetic to Cadence and sent a shiver through her spine that revealed in goosebumps on her flesh. Rubbing away the chill from her arms, Cadence gazed at the city surrounding their route to an unknown destination, and imagined the barren land they were heading towards beyond the buildings and inner-city lake. A beautiful place, Cadence thought, wishing she had more time to spend sightseeing, but that wasn't the reason for her trip. 
 
    “I hope you don't think I sounded sexist,” Dani continued, “because that's not my intention.” 
 
    “No, I didn't,” Cadence said, not totally interested in engaging. The city was fading from her view and her heart raced knowing each mile brought her closer to the goal. “Have you filmed in Madagascar before?” 
 
    Lawrence answered, “Nope, first time for all of us.” And then he winked at Dani and Brian, nodding with the same knowing look Cadence had seen them exchange the night before.  
 
    Mel nudged Cadence, and suggested, “If you feel like taking a nap, it's okay. We have at least an hour...” 
 
    “I'm fine,” Cadence interrupted, “my adrenaline is too high to rest. Although, I can see your point. It's going to be a long day.” 
 
    “Indeed,” he agreed. 
 
    Switching the subject, Cadence dared to ask, “You created this show, right, Dani?” 
 
    “I did,” she responded with pride. 
 
    “So, you're a survivalist?” 
 
    “I was, totally diehard about it, too,” Dani admitted. “And when I landed this great job as a producer on a few other challenge-type shows, the idea for this one just popped in my head, like it was a destined thing for me to mix my passions and manifest them into reality.” 
 
    “That's so cool,” Cadence complimented. 
 
    “Yep, two years ago I pitched the idea to the network execs and the green-light was given almost instantly.” 
 
    “But it took another six months of research, casting and prep before we got to film the pilot episode,” Lawrence clarified.  
 
    “Amazing, and thank goodness,” Cadence replied. “Or else this incredible opportunity wouldn't be happening.” 
 
    “Right?” Dani laughed, loving Cadence's enthusiasm. “And we're just getting started.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Wide-eyed with a wild surge of barely controlled excitement, Cadence exited the van. Her sneakers landed on a dusty dirt road that went on for what looked like miles ahead. Dani and her crew lead Cadence to her next mode of transportation—a giant red pickup truck with massive wheels and long flatbed.  
 
    “Okay, Cadence,” Dani said as Brian and Lawrence opened the back end for her to climb in. “This is your ride to the drop point. We'll follow behind you in the van, but Brian's going to ride with you so he can film the action.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Cadence said with a huge smile spreading across her face, “shit just got real.” 
 
    Dani smiled, “Sure did.” 
 
    “I'd almost forgotten about the filming aspect, since cameras haven't been...” 
 
    “On until now?” Brian chimed in, lifting his hefty camera harness over his shoulders and aiming the lens at her. “Smile, Cadence, you're our next contestant on the survival challenge.” 
 
    Cadence was caught by Brian's handsome face, his perfect dimples punctuating his sexy smile, and how his chest muscles flexed holding the camera. The waistline of his jeans slipped down a notch, revealing a black treasure trail as his body extended to a full, upright position, poised for Dani to say “action!” Suddenly, the notion of having to strip naked in front of him, not to mention the rest of the crew, felt terrifying to Cadence. She barely knew any of them, but just enough to make disrobing especially awkward. And, Dani was the only other woman there.  
 
    “Is this where I take off my clothes?” Cadence asked with a tremor in her tone.  
 
    “No!” Dani assured her, easing the tension. “This is the drive to the destination that you see at the start of every episode. The recorded interview you gave me at the hotel will play over the cinematography of the landscape and shots of you at the start of your journey.”  
 
    Relieved, Cadence replied, “Oh, right, of course.” 
 
    “Don't get flustered, because you've got this, Cadence,” Dani reminded. “But at the next stop you'll have to undress. And we'll film your statements before entering the meeting point with your partner as well as your afterthoughts.”  
 
    Cadence could only nod, her mind buzzing with various thoughts and feelings, face-to-face with the woman who'd created these rules and designed this show. She trusted Dani, and believed her vote of confidence to be sincere, not false hope. There were a few things Cadence wanted to say to Dani about how much she respected her, and how happy she was to be chosen for the challenge, but what came out of her mouth was simply, “Cool.” 
 
    “Okay, then,” Dani said with a warm smile. “Hop on the back of the truck and make yourself as comfortable as possible. We have thirty minutes of rough terrain to cross before getting to the drop point.”  
 
    Following orders, Cadence grabbed on to the truck and did her best to get on, but after two failed attempts, Brian stepped in and offered his assistance. “Take my hand and I'll boost you up.” 
 
    Cadence latched onto his flexed arm and hoisted herself onto the flatbed.  
 
    “Excellent,” he complimented, hopping in after her. Crawling to the corner where two large haystacks gave him enough stability to film her despite the bumps on the road, Brian assembled himself and once again aimed the camera at Cadence. “Most people who come on the show say being filmed is the weirdest part.” 
 
    Sitting on a burlap sack, Cadence crossed her legs Indian-style and asked, “More so than being naked with a stranger?” 
 
    “Yep,” he nodded, then tucked his face behind the lens and yelled to the crew, “Rolling.” 
 
    Mel raised a “clapboard” and marked the scene for Brian's camera before Dani called out, “Action.” 
 
    Cadence was blank not knowing what to do. Dani said to her, “So, this is when you just smile and look around and enjoy the scenery. Remember not to look directly into the camera. Try to be natural, relaxed and have fun.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she replied with embarrassment.  
 
    “No worries” Dani reassured, “take a deep breath and start again when I say action.” 
 
    Cadence relaxed her shoulders and placed her hands on her knees as if she was meditating. “Is this okay? Do I look all stiff and uncomfortable?” 
 
    Dani brushed off Cadence's self-doubt. “Yeah, but that's fine. We just need to get moving.” 
 
    “Then I'm good,” Cadence stated, “let's do this.” 
 
    “Action.” Dani let the camera roll for a sixty seconds before giving the signal to the driver of the truck to kick it in gear. She turned to the rest of the crew and said, “Everyone back in the van. Quickly.” 
 
    The two vehicles trekked through the rough, desert terrain, while Brian kept his camera on Cadence. It took a few mental reminders for her not to look at him, and focus her gaze on the land she'd call home for the next month. She'd made the choice at the hotel not to apply sunscreen to her base-tan, wanting to immerse herself in the madness of her twenty-seven days without sufficient protection from the elements. The only breeze was from the speed of the truck navigating across the rocky road, and the heat beating down burned her face and shoulders.  
 
    “Okay, that's good, Cadence,” Brian blurted as the truck navigated the treacherous, narrowing passage. He braced his camera to protect it from damage as the truck encountered larger rocks and threw him off balance. Flipping on his two-way radio, he shouted to Dani, “I've got enough recorded for now.” 
 
    Static buzzed before he heard Dani's reply from the car ahead of them, “Cool, Bri, thanks. We're almost there.” 
 
    “Good,” he replied, then gave Cadence a reassuring wink. Adjusting his hat till the visor shielded his face from the sun, he pointed out, “You're turning pink. My advice is to strike down a few palm fronds as soon as you can and make covers for your skin. I've seen way too many participants have to tap out and leave the show early due to the severity of their sunburns. There won't be much shade where we're dropping you, so, make protecting yourself a priority.” 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate that.” 
 
    “Sure,” Brian shrugged, “But that's the last piece of advice I can give you. Whatever happens once cameras are rolling, I'm simply the guy pointing the lens at you for hours at a stretch.” 
 
    “Man,” Cadence said with a hint of idol worship in her voice, “I have tons of questions about previous episodes. You've been in some insane situations, like seriously scary...” 
 
    Interrupting, he shared, “life-threatening, piss-your-pants type of situations. Yeah, and let's not forget the crew running into a swarm of killer bees, which, on one hand was good because we kept the two participants from getting stung, but...” 
 
    She interjected, “But, you all got violently ill, vomiting and rolling on the ground in extreme pain. I saw that outtake on one of the behind-the-scenes special episodes.” 
 
    “Right, the edited version,” he reminded, raising an eyebrow. “They cut the especially disgusting parts of the wide-spread bee attack out. And you should be happy about that because it wasn't pretty.” 
 
    “I'm sure.”  
 
    He continued, “It felt like being whacked with a sharp brick in several different places. And the following pain was... I can't even think of a word to describe just how bad it hurt.” 
 
    “Wow, that's terrible,” Cadence empathized.  
 
    “Comes with the job,” he stated. “We knew what we were getting into signing on as the crew for this series. Dani didn't sugar coat anything.” 
 
    The vehicles slowed, then stopped on the side of the dwindling road. Cadence remained seated until she saw Dani, Lawrence, and Mel exit and walk towards her with serious expressions.  
 
    Brian said to Cadence with a sideways smile, “It's showtime.” 
 
    Stomach fluttering as if she'd swallowed an entire fleet of butterflies, Cadence replied, “Cool.” 
 
    “Let's go, woman,” Dani called out to Cadence, “this is where shit really gets real.” 
 
    Cadence bit her lower lip, awaiting instruction, as Brian, Lawrence, Mel and a few other crew members she hadn't formerly been introduced to, found their place behind Dani and prepared for filming. Dani spoke up, “Okay, we're going to film you jumping off the back of the truck, looking all rugged and brave, and then give it a minute before you start to undress.” 
 
    Cadence swallowed dryly. “I can do that.” 
 
    Dani pointed at one of her production assistants and a water bottle instantly materialized. She gave Cadence the water and a look of concern. “Here, last sip before you're on your own for water. And everything else.”  
 
    “Oh, thank you,” Cadence said with gratitude, taking the bottle and drinking down a long swig. “Delicious. Needed that.” 
 
    “No problem,” Dani replied, then turned her focus back to business. “After you strip down, leave your clothes in a pile. We'll collect them, wash, clean and seal them in a bag for you to change back into at the end of the challenge.”  
 
    Like a deer in dim headlights, Cadence stated, “Sounds good.” 
 
    “Your partner's with my secondary crew,” Dani explained, pointing towards a clearing, “stationed at another point and from what we've navigated, you should find each other roughly forty to fifty feet once you start heading down that way.” 
 
    All of a sudden, Cadence felt her senses heighten, like a woman on a perilous mission. “I'm good. Awaiting your signal.” 
 
    Adding one last point, Dani informed, “Once you two find each other we'll film quick confessionals with both of you before turning you two loose.” 
 
    “Ready!” 
 
    “Good!” Dani exclaimed, beaming with excitement and passion for her job. Turning to her crew, Dani gave the green light. “Let's rock.” 
 
    Instantly, her crew snapped to action and Brian took the point position, aiming his camera at Cadence. A long pole with a microphone at the end of it was extended till it dangled over Cadence's head, but just out of camera frame.  
 
    “Cadence, you ready?” Lawrence asked, standing in front of her with a clapboard in his hands marked with show details. 
 
    “Yes,” she nearly squealed her reply. 
 
    Opening the wooden hinge, Lawrence looked at Dani for assurance. “We're good.” 
 
    Approving, Dani told him, “So am I.” 
 
    Brian said, “Rolling.” 
 
     And Lawrence took it from there. “Naked, episode 16, scene 1, take 1” Smacking the wooden jaw down with a loud clack, Lawrence scurried out of the way, and waited for Dani to say... 
 
    “Action!” 
 
    “Uh, hi, I'm Cadence Carmichael...” 
 
    “Hold on,” Dani interrupted, then reminded, “This part is just you removing your clothes. At this point in the episode, we know who you are and what your name is. No need to talk here. Cool?” 
 
    Embarrassed, Cadence replied, “Damn it. I knew I was going to screw something up.” 
 
    “No biggie, Cadence,” reassured Dani. “We move on to take two. Ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cadence stated, “and I mean it this time.” 
 
    Dani repeated her earlier command, “Action!” 
 
    Drawing a deep breath into her chest, Cadence mustered her inner warrior and bravely began the undressing process, first pulling her t-shirt over her head then undoing her shorts and scooting out of them. Removing her bra and panties was a tougher task. She struggled to unfasten her bra from behind her back with nervous fingers while thoughts of Chris filled her mind. She recalled how much he loved to watch her undress—especially when her bra came off—and here she was, getting naked for a group of mostly men in dank t-shirts and dirty cargo pants. 
 
    “Cadence?” Dani questioned her in a low voice, not wanting to make Cadence more self-conscious. “Do you need help?” 
 
    Eyes wide at the crew patiently watching her, Cadence shook her head and smiled stiffly. “Give me a second and I'll be fine. My palms are a little slippery, sorry.” 
 
    “Okay,” Dani replied to Cadence, then looked at Brian, “keep rolling.” 
 
    “Doing it,” he confirmed.  
 
    With a naughty smirk, Dani winked at her cameraman, then gave the order again. “Action.” 
 
    Almost ripping the latch just to get the stubborn bra off, Cadence's fingers unfastened the harness and set her full C-cups free. Why did I wear a brand new bra for this? She wondered to herself, wrinkling her nose over having to drop a clean, light pink bra onto the muddied ground. And then she noticed her matching underwear, and suddenly thought, Thousands of people are going to judge me by my pink lace panties, even my customers at the bank. Standing in the escalating heat, Cadence shivered with a weird mix of adrenaline and fear running through her chest, stripping out of her frilly bottoms and tossing them on the rest of her discarded clothes. She almost spoke, then quickly remembered that wasn't the direction given, and held her gaze off-camera until Dani called, “Cut!”  
 
    With a hard exhale, Cadence laughed as she stood in her nude awkwardness. “I don't think I took a breath during the entire segment.” 
 
    The crew laughed with her, averting their stares like professionals who'd seen one too many nude bodies on the job.  
 
    “Well, you did it,” Dani praised. “The rest is easy.” 
 
    Dani's humor made Cadence laugh more. “Right,” was her sarcastic reply. 
 
    “I can't say that the worst is over because I'd really by lying then,” Dani shared, her laughter replaced by a more serious outlook. “Come on. Your partner's waiting to meet you.” 
 
    Brian instructed the crew on where to station themselves next, receiving the nod from Dani to move forward.  
 
    “Your partner has a camera following him, and Brian will stay on you,” Dani continued, “Try not to look at either camera as you two connect and wait till you hear me give the signal. Then we'll reposition and give further instruction. Cool?” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    “Starting again,” Dani called out in director-mode, alerting her crew to get ready for the next shots. “Following Cadence as she takes the path to meet her partner.” Hands on Cadence's shoulders, she turned her nude participant in the right direction then gave a friendly nudge and told her, “We've made markings for you to follow. That's the last time we'll assist during the show unless there's an emergency. We just have to make sure for sake of time that you and your teammate find each other so we can film the next few segments before it gets too late.” 
 
    “Totally understand,” Cadence confirmed, facing her greatest challenge up ahead. Her heart rate increased before she started moving, knowing that a naked male stranger would be walking towards her soon. Bare, without any kind of protection, Cadence closed her eyes and waited for Dani's cue. 
 
    Lawrence disturbed Cadence's peace by jumping in front of her again and holding the clapper jaws open. “Scene two, take one.”  
 
    Cadence jumped at the harsh noise the clapperboard made before Lawrence dashed from the camera frame. Waiting a beat, Cadence put one foot in front of the other, quietly wincing as the bottom of her feet crunched against the rough ground embedded with pebbles and nature's raw debris. Get used to it, she told herself, gasping as the ache underfoot turned into pain. She grit her teeth and soldiered on, identifying the markers left by the crew and plotting her course accordingly.  
 
    Then, she heard it—footsteps coming towards her—and her eyes searched the area until she saw a muscular figure in the near distance. She couldn't lift her gaze to meet him, stricken with insecurity over looking at him in the wrong way, or the right way, or... 
 
    “Hi,” she heard him call out to her.  “I'm going to take a wild guess that you're my evil twin.” 
 
    “That's me,” Cadence hollered back at him, her voice as shaky as her footing on the burning hot path. Forcing herself to look at the man Dani had paired her with, Cadence locked her gaze with his, preventing either one of them from looking anywhere but at their faces, afraid she'd accidentally stare at this crotch, and vice versa. “I'm Cadence.” 
 
    “Jackson,” he stated, extending his hand for a benign handshake. It took Cadence a moment to accept his friendly offer and place her hand in his palm. Instantly, she noticed how much bigger his hand was than hers, and how strong his grip, and she wondered if she should make a comment on that point, but then a voice in her head replied, Don't make an ass of yourself on camera, and mentally edited her words before saying, “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Likewise,” he replied.  
 
    Like a couple of foreign tourist completely out-of-place with the landscape, the two naked teammates met, surrounded by a crew they'd known for twenty-four hours on a wild terrain not meant for humans. Awkwardly, Cadence and Jackson stood, waiting for Dani to say something... but she didn't. 
 
    Cadence stuttered, caught by Jackson's stunning ice-blue eyes. “So, I brought a fire-starter.”  
 
    “Cut!” Dani called, stepping towards the nervous duo. “Here's where you chit-chat, talk a little about yourselves, and then when we give you the burlap sacks you can mention and show what each of you brought.” 
 
    “Sorry,” apologized Cadence, feeling like a dope. 
 
    “No worries, in fact, let's not bother with starting over or adding more talk here.” Dani motioned for Brian to change camera angles. Lawrence brought Dani the burlap sacks, double-checking for the necessary items inside. 
 
    “Thanks, Lawry,” she said to Lawrence and patted his shoulder before speaking to Brian, “Let's pick it up from their confessionals. We're about thirty minutes behind schedule.” 
 
    “Cool,” Brian responded, moving to the side and finding a good spot to film the next segment.  
 
    “Cadence, you first,” Dani instructed. “This one is yours,” she noted before handing the second one to Jackson. “And for you, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jackson replied, and Cadence echoed him. Both sacks were hung over their shoulders and diagonally across their chests. Adjusting the burlap strap between her breasts was a strange thing for Cadence to do in front of a really good-looking guy, and the semi-familiar crew. Placing the sack so it gave coverage to her pelvis, Cadence gave a thumbs up to Dani. 
 
    “Okay, Cadence, you stand right about there,” Dani pointed to an area of tall rocks in front of where Brian was standing. “Look directly at Brian's camera, and as soon as I say go, give us a brief synopsis of your initial reaction to being here in Madagascar and meeting Jackson.” 
 
    Mel nudged Jackson away from Cadence before Lawrence jumped in to clack the board again. 
 
    “Rolling.” 
 
    “Action.” 
 
    Nude and sweaty, Cadence snapped into bank manager mode and smiled like she was greeting a long line of customers. “It's hot,” was the first thing that came to her mind, “and I'm already thirsty, but Jackson seems like a really cool guy, and he looks strong, so, that's good. Helpful...um... I mean, I think we'll be able to help each other, and I feel good. Excited about forging ahead. Ready to go.” 
 
    “Good,” Dani voiced her approval. “Moving on to Jackson's confessional.” 
 
    Positioned by Dani and her crew against a different backdrop of wilted trees and dry brush, Jackson stood straight and flexed his chest and upper arms for the camera. Cadence squinted, not wanting to appear like she was transfixed by his physique, but her eyes were studying his well-defined muscles and wide upper body with narrowing hips and strong, chiseled legs. Double-checking to assure no cameras were pointed at her, she quietly watched Jackson deliver a confessional that sounded more polished than her silly statements.   
 
    “...She's got a great smile and a positive attitude. I think we're going to make a great team,” was how Jackson ended his speech, and in a flash, his eyes darted towards Cadence and he gave her a wink like they had a secret, or some deeper understanding of their unique situation. And, in that weird moment, Cadence forgot she was naked, and forgot that Jackson was, too, until she saw him break from the camera crew and walk to her, his flaccid member moving with his steps. 
 
    “Did I sound like a jerk?” he asked Cadence with a vulnerability in his warm smile.  
 
    “Not at all,” she confirmed. “You did better than me.” 
 
    “What?” he laughed, putting Cadence at ease. “You blew it out of the park.” 
 
    “I did not!” she argued, joining in with Jackson's nervous laughter. “And now it's a blur, can't even remember what I said. I was way more nervous than I thought I would be.”  
 
    “For sure,” he agreed, “me, too.” 
 
    “Guys?” Dani called to Cadence and Jackson. “Moving on. I need a two-shot where you tell each other about what you brought.” Raised eyebrows from the team made Dani rephrase her words. “Jackson and Cadence, we're filming you both in one shot. So, gather close and Cadence shares first.” 
 
    There was an obvious attempt at maintaining personal space but then Dani told them, “Move closer, please.” 
 
    Obediently, but with caution, Cadence and Jackson moved a few inches closer until Dani said, “That's good. Okay, and... Action!” 
 
    Cadence assumed a professional demeanor, and stated, “So, my one must-have for this journey is a fire-starter. My grandpa got me hooked on using them when I was just a kid.” Fishing it out of the burlap, Cadence revealed the harmless-looking metal stick. “What about you?” 
 
    Jackson replied as he showed off his hefty item. “I have a knife, a Kukri, which is great for skinning and chopping.”  
 
    “Nice,” Cadence stated, impressed with his choice. “Looks serious.” 
 
    “Very serious,” he shared, “and this is the knife I use when I'm teaching survival training back home.” 
 
    She felt his eyes studying her as she examined the knife. “I like it.” 
 
    Unfolding the map, Cadence and Jackson studied the region. With his finger, Jackson traced a path to a clearing. “This looks like a good place for us.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” she agreed, aware of how hot the sun had become since the filming began. “The sooner we get to water, the better.” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied. 
 
    “And, cut,” Dani ordered, conferring with Brain before stating, “Excellent work, you two. Talking time is done for now. We'll film more confessionals randomly as we go. Lead the way, survivalists.” 
 
    Dani and her crew reassembled, and readied for the next leg of their work day. Jackson whispered to Cadence, “Thank God that's over.” 
 
    “I know!” she responded. “Worst part of the whole twenty-seven days in my opinion!” 
 
    “Right?” Jackson instigated a moment of nonverbal communication and used his gaze to hold her attention. Cadence shifted, returning his gaze as a shiver covered her flesh from the intensity of Jackson's eye contact.  
 
    “Guys?” Dani called to them, anxious for the next shots to get underway. “Remember, we're simply following you now, and won't intervene unless something bad goes down, or I decide to film your single shots. Cool?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jackson and Cadence said at once. 
 
    “Action!” 
 
    Jackson opened his arm out to the path ahead, gesturing for Cadence to go first.  
 
    “Thank you,” she told him, as if he'd opened the door for her at an upscale restaurant. Every step on the rough dirt caused a flinch as she carefully stepped around thorny patches and ant hills. “Be careful, Jackson. There's all kinds of harsh objects coming up.” 
 
    “I'm seeing it, too,” he assured, “and a thorn already got me. Pretty sure it's embedded.” 
 
    “Oh no!” Cadence halted to check on her teammate. “Is it still in there?” 
 
    Jackson waved off her concern, “No, no. Keep going. I'll clean it off once we find a good place to build a shelter.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes,” he confirmed with a tone that told Cadence not to delay. 
 
    They went on, traversing the precarious terrain, all the while followed by Dani, Brian, Lawrence and Mel. There were missteps and thorn-lashings and exotic bugs buzzing in their faces, eyes and ears, but Cadence was in her element, spearheading the journey with fearless intent.  
 
    Jackson checked the map, noting their location. “We're there. This is it, Cadence.” 
 
    Cadence's narrow depth of focus widened, witnessing the vast, barren land spread before them. In the basin there were sizable rock formations and a little vegetation.  
 
    “Ah,” she responded, “Not many trees for shade and shelter.” 
 
    Jackson nodded, adding, “No, but we might find a cave inside one of those bigger rocks, which in my opinion, is a better form of shelter.”  
 
    “You like rooming with spiders and other crawlers, snakes, bats?” 
 
    “We'll smoke it out,” he explained, “just as long as you can get a fire started.” 
 
    “Considering how dry it looks,” she replied, “fire shouldn't be a problem. It's water I'm concerned about.” 
 
    “I'll find us something for hydration.” 
 
    Cadence fought the urge to turn to Dani for advice and spoke to her partner instead. “Let's go check out the rocks then.” 
 
    As a brave team, Cadence and Jackson carefully crossed the scorching valley, finding random animal droppings, some large enough to signify larger creatures in the midst.  
 
    “Not much too choose from as far as plant food for us,” Cadence noted. 
 
    “Oh, we're going on a hunt later,” he told her, “because I ain't interested in becoming a vegetarian on this journey.” 
 
    Laughter replaced Cadence's concern. “You're right. And there's got to be more than enough snakes for us to bring home for dinner.” 
 
    “And breakfast and lunch.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cadence agreed as they arrived at a larger rock formation. “And look, you were right, Jackson. There's a cave.” 
 
    “And as you suspected,” he remarked, scoping out the dark inside of it, “loaded with creepy crawlers.” 
 
    “You know,” she admitted, “I'm not usually that bothered by bugs, but this cave is...” 
 
    “Yeah,” he interrupted, feeling his skin crawl, too. “It's going to take one hell of a smoke out to clean this cave or else we're going to get eaten alive.” 
 
    The pressure was on, and Cadence snapped to action. “We need to gather all we can for it.” 
 
    Together they set about the task of collecting fire-starting material like twigs and dried weeds, until they had a significant pile to work with. Both teammates were caught darting their eyes away from the cameras, not accustomed to being continuously followed and filmed. Cadence was grateful that Jackson seemed to have a nice temperament and was willing to be the first to get inside the cave and assemble the material in the middle of it.  
 
    “Fuck!” he yelled from a sting on his shoulder before remembering the cameras. Cadence giggled under her breath, “Oops.” 
 
    “I guess they'll edit it out,” Jackson assumed. “I mean, I can't be the only one who's cursed on this show.” 
 
    “I'm sure you're not,” she replied, “and soon I'll probably be cursing, too.” 
 
    “Good.” He told her, “Power in numbers.” 
 
    “Besides, I've seen plenty of episodes where curse words are bleeped out. You're fine.” 
 
    “Ouch! Another one!” Jackson stated with frustration, hitting his shoulders and arms repeatedly to kill the biting bugs. “They're attacking me at once.” 
 
    “Here, I'll help.” Cadence leaned over the cave's ledge so desperate for fire she forgot her entire backside was on full display to the cameras and crew. There was a rustle behind her as Brian and the other camera shooter scurried for better angles, not wanting to film only her ass. “Oh crap,” she whispered to Jackson as he scratched at his itchy wounds. “I just gave the crew a full butt shot.” 
 
    Jackson burst out laughing, noticing her position. “Too late now. Might as well own the pose.” 
 
    “Right? Well, I can't reach the material like this, though. But there's no room for me to climb in until it's cleared out. All I see is animal poop and dead rodents.” 
 
    “Yep, there's that.” Quickly assembling the pile of tinder, Jackson looked to Cadence, “Do your thing, Cadence. I'll switch places with you.” 
 
    Reluctantly, she crawled in as he backed out of the bug-infestation, counting the visible welts on his arms and chest. “Jeez, bugs like you.” 
 
    “I get the feeling these bugs like everyone,” he shared. “Added bonus that we're foreign objects bringing fresh flavors to the land.”  
 
    “Icky.” Cadence got on her knees, holding her fire-starter like it was a bar of gold. “Yikes! They're vicious little bloodsuckers, aren't they?” Rounding her back for support and chest protection, she placed the tool inside the center of the pile and readied the metal striker. “Here goes.” 
 
    “You got this, Cadence,” he said with a low, raspy voice, doing his best to swat at the bugs flying around her so she could make fire happen. “I have all the faith in the world in your abilities.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she smiled but kept her eyes focused on the task at hand, striking metal together till sparks flew into the dry material and ignited small flames. 
 
    “Yes!” Jackson exclaimed. “Excellent work.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she replied, “this is the critical time, though.” Aware of Brian and his camera creeping closer, she displayed conscientious fire-making skills, blowing a steady flow of air into the fire.  
 
    “Good, Cadence,” Jackson praised. “Keep it going.” 
 
    “Add more,” she instructed, and he jumped to it, carefully adding in more burnable material till she said, “That's good.” 
 
    Jackson and Cadence watched in silence as the flames grew into a healthy fire. It crackled and spit sparks with a few hitting Cadence's legs. Jackson told her, “Get out of there. Your work is done for now.” Offering both his hands to her for assistance, Cadence grabbed on to him and scooted out of the cave. Together, they observed the smoke rising from the fire and filling the space. Jackson added, “You babysit the fire and I'll go collect more stuff for it.” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed, waving at the smoke escaping the cave. “And find us some water, too.” 
 
    He replied with a sideways grin, “Yes, on my to-do list.”  
 
    Jackson went in search of water and nourishment with a camera following him on his uneventful jaunt, finding only a muddy stream nearby and a handful of unripe berries.  
 
    “Cut!” Dani called out, rushing in from the sidelines. “Everything's fine, just need to grab a quick confessional from you, Jackson, then we'll leave you alone for the rest of the day.”  
 
    “Now? We just got a fire started and Cadence is waiting...” 
 
    “I know,” Dani empathized, then explained, “it's better if we get it out of the way, though. Quickly, let's knock it out.” 
 
    Covering his frustration, he asked, “What do you need for me to do?” 
 
    “Just stay right there,” she said as Brian found a good position to film from.  
 
    “Okay, rolling,” Brian stated. 
 
    Jackson rattled off, “So, we've got a fire smoking out the cave we've picked as our shelter. We're both really thirsty and hungry, but Cadence is super cool and so far we're getting along really well. I feel okay about how we're working together. No doubts at all.” 
 
    Dani smiled and gave him two thumbs-up. “Perfect. Done. Thank you.” 
 
    “Cool,” Jackson replied as he headed for the cave. There was more smoke and Cadence waved at it, stepping back a few steps as she coughed. “Hey! Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I'm fine,” Cadence replied dryly.  
 
    Jackson assessed the situation. “It's working, though. We just need to keep stoking the fire till all the critters are smoked out.” 
 
    “Agreed, but I don't think we should continue to babysit it,” Cadence voiced her opinion. “We need to find a water source and food...” 
 
    “Hold on,” he interrupted, revealing the berries in his palm. “Found us a light snack.” 
 
    “Oh?” Cadence's hope was dashed seeing the unripe offerings. “Hmmm, not so sure about eating those.” 
 
    “What?” He shrugged off her concern. “These pack a jolt of sugar which is what we need.” 
 
    “They're not ripe?” 
 
    Jackson popped one of the greenish, hard balls into his mouth and tried to chew.  
 
    Studying his sour reaction, Cadence refused the berries. “Jackson, just spit it out. Don't make yourself sick.” 
 
    With tears in his eyes from the woody tartness, Jackson choked the chewed bits down his throat. “Whew! That was awful.” 
 
    Worried, Cadence said, “Don't eat another one. You're only going to get thirstier.” 
 
    “Yeah, let's hope they weren't poisonous.” 
 
    “What? Jackson!” 
 
    “I'm kidding,” he admitted, “I knew they weren't. I wouldn't have offered you one if I wasn't sure.” 
 
    Cadence paused, sensing his sincerity. “A little survivalist humor?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly,” he replied, coughing on the residue left in his mouth. “But damn, that was bad.” 
 
    “Did you see water?” 
 
    “Not really,” he told her. “There was a stream but it's mostly dry now. If we don't find another source then we can dig a hole.” 
 
    “True,” she commented, reaching in the cave to stoke the fire. Struggling to climb in, Jackson asked, “Want a boost?” 
 
    “Please,” she responded, and then his muscular arms wrapped around her outer thighs and lifted her over the edge with ease. His strength was intense—more than she'd experienced with Chris or her long-term boyfriend before him—and she stopped herself from commenting on this while the cameras were rolling. “That's good.” 
 
    “You got it?” 
 
    “Yep,” she responded, making her way across the black filth inside the cave. “Home sweet home.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure is,” he agreed with a sarcastic laugh. “We'll fix it up.” 
 
    “As long as we get rid of the bad roommates first,” she confirmed. Adding more to the fire, she blew the smoke around, noting the spiders as they crawled from the invaders. “It's working.” 
 
    “Awesome!” Jackson exclaimed, beating an ex-cave dwelling black widow into the ground. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The cave cleaning went on for hours. Jackson designed makeshift brooms from branches and vines and they swept out a large portion of the dirt, cobwebs and unfriendly critters. The weirdness of them both being naked while cameras covered their ever movement had faded into a mild annoyance. As long as Cadence stayed focused in the moment, she hardly noticed Dani and her crew lurking from the sidelines. 
 
    The fire had mellowed due to lack of supplies and their thirst had become an issue. Jackson made the judgment call to leave their shelter even as the sun was beating upon their uncovered flesh.  
 
    “If we don't get some type of fluid in us,” he explained, “tomorrow will be much tougher to get through.” 
 
    “Okay, you're right,” she agreed. 
 
    “And we only have a couple of hours of daylight left,” he reminded, looking serious and concerned. “We need the fire to stay lit, hopefully to cook dinner with and maybe even have dirt soup as our nightly beverage.” 
 
    “Don't hope, Jackson,” she told him. “Food and water's a must, no matter what. I'm not tapping on the second day, or the third, or the fourth...” 
 
    “Or ever,” he added. 
 
    “And either are you,” she replied. 
 
    “Conversation over then,” he proclaimed, grabbing the large branches he'd found for hunting. 
 
     Jackson and Cadence set out as warriors, brave in the face of an unwelcoming terrain in search of anything edible or drinkable with Dani and her crew trailing behind. 
 
    Needing a distraction from the harshness they walked upon, Cadence said, “We've been so busy cleaning house we haven't shared many personal details with each other.”  
 
    Diverting his gaze and attention to whatever resembled food, Jackson answered, “This is true.” 
 
    “Where are you from?” she implored. 
 
    “Originally from Florida, now based in Arizona.” 
 
    “Really?” Cadence asked, interested in knowing her partner better. “What part?” 
 
    “Of Florida or Arizona?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “Clearwater, Florida and Scottsdale, Arizona.” 
 
    “Huh,” was her response, wincing as they trekked across rougher, denser brush that felt like receiving a dozen papercuts at once. “Never been to Florida, but my corporate office is in Scottsdale. I travel there quarterly for regional meetings.” 
 
    Half-listening, Jackson replied, “Cool.” Eyes on a snake unable to fully conceal its body under low rocks, Jackson readied his spear, pointing the sharp end at the coiled reptile.   
 
    Cadence tuned in to what Jackson was up to, approving of his hunter stance, still and solid, focused on the kill. She couldn't help but admire his built physique with tribal tattoos scattered on his limbs and how his muscles flexed as he held his alpha position over the snake. Knowing to keep quiet, she waited for Jackson to make his move. Like a flash of lightning, Jackson's attack was fast, piercing the thrashing victim and pinning it against the ground.  
 
    “There it is,” Jackson stated with confidence, “dinner.” 
 
    Cadence quelled her desire to jump up and down like an excited child, and exclaimed, “Yes!”  
 
    Digging the spear in deeper, Jackson picked up a hefty piece of broken rock and used it to finish the job. “Sorry,” he apologized sincerely to his victim, “and thank you for helping us to survive.”  
 
    Not wanting to diminish the success of their first hunt, Cadence refrained from mentioning the lack of water or plants that might give hydration. Instead, she added, “Yes, thank you,” and waited for Jackson to secure the snake to his spear before they headed for the cave. 
 
    “I think this is a good sign, Cadence,” Jackson shared. “We're halfway into day one and we've scored a huge meal.” 
 
    Cadence held onto her guard, not ready to fully invest in him, and responded with a professional tone, “That's some skill, Jackson. I'm really grateful I got paired with a guy who's a serious hunter.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don't play around when it comes to my hunger,” Jackson stated, his captivating smile endless as he went on, “me and starvation don't mingle well.” 
 
    “I'm concerned with not seeing any water sources so far.” Cadence returned to her serious, professional mode. “Did you notice any when you went out the first time?” 
 
    “One, but it's nearly worthless, mostly mud,” was his grim response. “Because of this snake we'll be good without water until tomorrow, even though we're both going to want to wash all this protein down bad.” 
 
    “God, don't remind me,” she replied with a worried look.  
 
    “It is what it is, unless you want to go in search while I make dinner.” 
 
    Suddenly, the foreign situation felt familiar, oddly domestic, as if they'd been living for years out in the wild. The realization made Cadence shiver, even under the hundred-degree sun, and she played it off as if bugs had bitten. “It's getting late,” she responded. “I don't feel great about heading out by myself while losing light when neither of us know what's out there.” 
 
    “Smart thinking.” He added, “I like that in a partner. Helps to keep us both safe.” 
 
    Cadence nodded, squinting at the view of their cave up ahead.  “Tomorrow morning's a perfect time to find water, before it gets super-hot.” 
 
    “Can you collect more material for our fire?”  
 
    “Yes,” Cadence paused, then diverted from the path. “I'll meet you at the cave.” 
 
    Dani motioned for Brian to stay on Cadence while the rest of the crew and second camera followed Jackson to film the snake preparations. 
 
    “Cadence?” Dani spoke from silent mode. “We need to grab a confessional from you. We got Jackson's earlier. And like I told him, this will be the last one for the day.” 
 
    Her single-minded thirsty search disturbed by the necessities of the show, Cadence halted and replied, “Okay.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Dani said, “And you don't have to move, just let Brian find his shot.” 
 
    Getting used to posing naked for Brian, Cadence glanced at Jackson, skinning the snake with expertise.  
 
    Dani caught her attention, “Give a few statements about your experience so far, and your take on Jackson now that you know what he's capable of.” 
 
    Brian called out, “Rolling.” And Dani pointed at Cadence, signaling for her to start talking. 
 
    “We're about halfway through day one and we've already scored a big meal. Jackson outdid himself and speared a pretty large snake.” Raising an eyebrow, she smiled coyly for the camera. “We'll see if he's just showing off or if his hunting skills are the real deal. Regardless, I'm thankful, and starving, and looking forward to getting some protein in. As long as we can find a water source tomorrow we'll be in a good place. So far so good.”  
 
    “And, cut!” Dani announced. “Nice, Cadence. We're good. We'll follow you two for another hour then we're done for the day.” 
 
    Cadence nodded before returning to her search, desperate for hydration.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “That was delicious,” Jackson commented, swallowing down the last bite of snake meat, proud of his catch and his cooking. 
 
    “Yep,” she confirmed, “right on the money. Cooked perfectly.” 
 
    “How many times have you had fresh snake before?” 
 
    “Never, actually, but, I do know that the margin for error when cooking snake meat is small. It needs to cook just to the exact point or the meat becomes totally inedible.” 
 
    “True, like eating cement-covered bark.”  
 
    “Yum yum,” she replied, licking snake remnants from her fingers. “Thank goodness that didn't happen to ours.” 
 
    “Yes, thank goodness,” was his response, cleaning up the discarded bones. 
 
    She admitted, “I'm craving wine and I'm not even a big drinker.”  
 
    “Funny, I was imagining a cold, frothy beer.”  
 
    Jackson and Cadence shot each other looks, acknowledging their similar wants. 
 
    “How cold do you think it's going to get tonight?” she asked him. 
 
    The fire burned and made crackling sounds, reminding Cadence of the camp-outs she took as a kid with her grandfather, instantly calming her nerves. 
 
    Curiously, Jackson asked, “What's that look about?” 
 
    “Thinking about my grandfather.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “He was the person who first took me camping. I've made hundreds of fires and every single one has reminded me of him.”  
 
    “He passed?” 
 
    “Lost him five years ago.” 
 
    “I'm sorry.” 
 
    “Me, too,” she admitted. “He's the one who encouraged my love for nature survival.” 
 
    “That's cool. For me, it was me, myself, and I. When I was a kid growing up in Florida, the last thing we wanted to do was go hang out in a humid swamp. There were bonfires on the beach but not much in the way of survival training.” 
 
    Cadence stoked the fire and brushed a pile of ash to the side to cool. “We should put this on our skin for barrier protection against being eaten alive at night.” 
 
    “Excellent idea,” Jackson praised, testing the ash's consistency. “It's cool enough.” Scooping some into his hand, he offered, “Want me to put this on your back?” 
 
    Conscious of the cameras still filming their actions, Cadence blurted, “Let me get my front side first.” 
 
    “Okay, but I'm definitely going to need you to cover mine. My back's itching badly from the gazillions of bites I got today.” 
 
    “Only Twenty-six more days to go,” she laughed, but the uncertainty was heard in her tone. 
 
    “I'm in, if you are,” Jackson stated. Hearing him repeat the same phrase Chris said to her as his proclamation of monogamy when their relationship became more serious caused Cadence to flinch. 
 
    “I'm in,” she replied. 
 
    Silence fell between them as they smeared ash on their bodies. There was rustling and voices in the distance, and the sound of a vehicle motor rumbling from somewhere. Jackson and Cadence peeked out from the cave, noticing Dani and her crew leaving the site. Without uttering another word, Jackson and Cadence continued ash-coating their skin till the motor roared and went further and further from them.  
 
    “I guess that means they're done for the evening?” 
 
    Masked in gray-black soot, Jackson shrugged, “I guess?”  
 
    “I'm ready for you to cover my back,” Cadence told him, “and I'll cover yours after.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” he responded, shifting positions to reach her without burning his arms on the fire. His hands were warm and gentle on Cadence's back as they patted and stroked over her bitten, swollen skin.  
 
    “Sun's setting,” she alerted, “and look how beautiful the sky is.” 
 
    Pausing, Jackson gazed at the magical glow blanketing the barren and unforgiving landscape as if it was truly coming from God. “Wow,” he said in awe. “I wish I had something better to say. Don't judge me for my lack of vocabulary during a moment like this. My mind is blown.” 
 
    Equally as mesmerized, she replied, “Mine, too.” 
 
    The new friends and survival partners were riveted, drinking in each second of the glorious sky as it morphed from pinks and oranges to yellows, golds, blues, darker and darker until all shades turned to black.  Night had fallen, and the reality of having to make it through till morning without water was hard for Cadence to accept.  
 
    “I feel so lucky to have just witnessed that incredible sunset.” Jackson finished coating Cadence's back, then moved in a half-circle so she could cover his.  “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Besides being terribly parched and drained from the heat?” 
 
    “Yes, besides the obvious,” he clarified. “How are you doing emotionally? It's our first night out here alone and we've got fire, but, man, it's already pretty damn cold.”   
 
    Ignoring the chill in her spine, she realized it wasn't from the air, but in facing the entire night with a relative stranger and only a modest fire to keep both of their bodies warm. “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    Grabbing what was left of the ash, Cadence applied it to Jackson's muscular backside, her fingers naturally sinking into the outlines and crevices of his masculine build. “You literally have a hundred bites on your back.” 
 
    “I'm sure,” he agreed, “and that fact alone will keep me from sleeping tonight.” 
 
    “Doesn't the ash help the burn?” 
 
    “A little, but...” 
 
    “Yeah, we're going to have to find another solution for our wounds. Like a salve made from plants.” 
 
    With a spark of serious interest, Jackson inquired, “Do you know how to make one?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Oh, that's excellent,” and then he added, “I was hoping to be paired with a partner who had medicine woman skills.” 
 
    “What I lack in hunting know-how I make up for in other areas,” she said with pride. 
 
    “I get that about you completely,” he responded.  
 
    “Done,” she stated, patting his shoulders as a friendly gesture before asking, “So, how do you feel about our sleeping arrangement?” 
 
    “You mean...?” 
 
    “Well, I'm in a relationship and you haven't said...” 
 
    “I'm a lone wolf,” he told her, “free and clear from traditional entanglements.” 
 
    Cadence raised an eyebrow, studying her teammate. “Huh? I think that means you like to play the field? A terminal, unattainable bachelor?” 
 
    With self-consciousness in his voice, he answered, “Something like that.” 
 
    Despite an awkward feeling of prying too deep into his personal life, Cadence asked, “Just haven't met the right girl?” 
 
    “I've met many right girls,” he joked, “but I'm focused on achieving my professional goals which occupies most of my days, weeks, and months. That's where my head's at and my heart's cool with it.” 
 
    “There's a part of me that feels like you do, career first, relationship second, or last, or in your case, nonexistent.” 
 
    Jackson patted his fist on his chest to help the indigestion from BBQ snake and lack of water. “You mentioned being a bank manager?” 
 
    “Yes, going on a decade of working for the same financial corporation,” she shared. 
 
    “Ah, a corporate, suit-wearing young woman,” Jackson said as if he'd figured her out, but curious enough to ask for more information. “Turned survivalist? There's a big divide between your ambition and your passion.” 
 
    “Nicely put,” she complimented, “and accurate. If I could make a living off of nature survival, I would.” 
 
    “It's a fairly saturated field these days, that's for certain.” Jackson threw a hefty handful of burning material into the fire and stoked it. “Luckily, I was working as an instructor before the survival boom and had an established reputation for living the lifestyle.” 
 
    “Good for you doing what you love.” Needing to stretch her limbs, Cadence unfolded herself from knees-to-chest position and stood full frontal in front of Jackson. She wasn't as self-aware as earlier, yet her modesty caused her to cross her arms over her chest and cover her breast. The chill in the air stiffened her nipples and she wasn't comfortable with boldly showing them off, even though they were both naked. “I'm happy with my job and love my upper management and corporate support. I have great employees and although there's the threat of actual physical banks closing due to more and more online banking... I've been assured there will be a place for me on the corporate side if I stay the course with them.”  
 
    Jackson blinked at her reveal, controlling his gaze from traveling over her toned physique. “I've never been the guy who could clock in and out and do the nine-to-five thing. But that's cool for you, and you seem happy with it.” 
 
    “I am,” she told him, certain in her outlook. “And when I feel stressed I go for hikes and spend weekends camping alone in the woods.”  
 
     “Your boyfriend doesn't go with you?” 
 
    Cadence admitted, “No, camping, hiking or anything having to do with survival doesn't appeal to him. Chris likes sporting events and weekends in Vegas.” 
 
    Relating, Jackson replied, “I like those things, too.” 
 
    “And Vegas is cool,” she went on, “and I enjoy watching sports, but nothing speaks to my soul like nature does.” 
 
    “Yeah, that's where you and I are well-matched.” Jackson let a moment pass before adding, “So now that we know each other a little better, are we cool to spoon for warmth or...?” 
 
    “Yes, totally cool with it,” she stated, “but I'm not ready to sleep, or try to anyway. Are you?” 
 
    “Not at all,” he confirmed, “and I might not find sleep tonight.” 
 
    “You need to get a few hours at least,” she insisted. 
 
    Jackson removed the small camera Dani had given them from the burlap. “This seems like a good time to film ourselves.” 
 
    “Sure,” Cadence agreed, then inquired, “do I have food in my teeth?” Showing off a wide, toothy grin, she waited for Jackson to assure her. “Looks good to me.” 
 
    Hitting the power button, Jackson pointed the camera at them and spoke to the lens first. “Here we are, basking in the glow of this awesome fire that Cadence made.” 
 
    Cadence blushed, sinking back to the ground and drawing her knees into her chest. “And our bellies are full from eating a gourmet dinner of fresh snake.” 
 
    “So far we're surviving just fine,” Jackson assured. “Tomorrow we find water and more food and stay out of the blazing hot sun as often as possible.” 
 
    Nodding enthusiastically, Cadence replied to him with, “Yes, agreed.” 
 
    Just then, the sound of a roar in the distance rattled them. Together, they stared into the darkness without moving, listening for the source to make more noise. Jackson asked quietly, “Do you see anything?” 
 
    “Not really,” she admitted, “it's too dark.” 
 
     “What do you think it was?” 
 
    “Something with big teeth,” she joked, not wanting to reveal her sudden fear.  “Are you worried?” 
 
    “Worried?” he echoed. “No, but that's another reason why I won't be sleeping tonight.” 
 
    “I don't think I can now, either,” she admitted. 
 
    “One of us has to sleep, Cadence,” he stated, his voice filled with absoluteness. “You can sleep and I'll keep watch.” 
 
    Cadence studied Jackson. “Thank you for the offer, but I...” 
 
    “I know it's awkward, and we haven't established trust yet, but if we're both exhausted and sleep deprived, we'll be less effective as a team tomorrow.” 
 
    Cadence nodded, unable to argue his logic. “Okay.” 
 
    “There's more room on my side of the cave,” he said with a wink, causing an unexpected flutter in Cadence's stomach. “Unless you're more comfortable where you are.” 
 
    Motioning for Jackson to stop filming her, she waited till the camera was off, then said, “Sorry, I'm not quite comfortable with having our conversations filmed, especially when it comes to us sleeping together.” 
 
    Jackson raised an eyebrow and smiled coyly, but didn't give a verbal reply. 
 
    “I meant,” she corrected herself, “when it comes to us spooning.” 
 
    “I knew what you meant,” he said with a friendly, disarming laugh. “So? Which side?” 
 
    “I'm okay for now,” she told him, “but I think you're right. There's more room for both of us to lay down on your side of the cave.” 
 
    Satisfied, Jackson replied, “Cool. Oh, and congratulations.” 
 
    “For?” 
 
    “For making it through day one with me.” 
 
    “You're welcome. Congratulations to you, too.” Swallowing dryly, she added, “Only twenty-six more days to go.” 
 
    Stretching his hips left to right, Jackson winced. “We need to make some kind of cushions to sit on tomorrow. My ass is already bruised from sitting on this rough surface.” 
 
    “That's easy.” She proudly shared, “I'm an expert with weaving.” 
 
    “See?” Jackson complimented, “I scored again with getting you as a partner.” 
 
    Cadence simply smiled, feeling the blush return to her cheeks. “My plan is to make us body coverage, hats and sandals, too.” 
 
    “Perfect. Make my shoes a size eleven, please.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Stationed a good distance from where Jackson and Cadence were, the private crew-only area consisting of several tents, porta-potties and a large trailer wagon was set-up for Dani and her crew. Two armed guards stood by, protecting the production equipment and keeping curious animals at bay. Brian made it to the snack table first and tore into a bag of chips before gulping down a whole bottle of water in one swig. 
 
    Coming down from an adrenaline high, Dani addressed her tired team. “This was a perfect first day, you guys. Thanks for bringing your best work to the show. From start to finish everything went well and I feel very hopeful for our power duo, Jackson and Cadence.” 
 
    Brian reminded, “Any team's better than the last two who hated each other at 'hello'. The only saving grace was that they tapped out early and didn't make us suffer through with them for the entire twenty-seven days.” 
 
    “But we need that to happen on occasion,” Dani stated, “because it's good for ratings.” 
 
    Lawrence chimed in, “True, and the ratings are what's given us a second season of work. But still, it sucked to have to be on those two, filming them through their disdain. It took me weeks to shake off their bad vibe after we wrapped the episode.”   
 
    A rumble of recognition was heard from the crew. Dani empathized with them. “Yeah, they were the worst.”  
 
    “So?” Brian asked, “What's tomorrow's call time?” 
 
    “Nine a.m. is fine,” she told the snacking group, “and jeez guys, keep it down. The munching and gulping is totally loud. Dinner's served in the food tent. Go get a good meal.” 
 
    The crew shuffled off, all except Brian and Lawrence, choosing to stay with Dani.  
 
    She asked, “Neither of you are hungry?” 
 
    “Oh, we are,” Brian teased, “but we can eat later, if you're in the mood for something else first.” 
 
    Dani gleamed, her mind on his naughty wavelength and her body in sync with his, too. “And you, Lawrence? Is Brain telling the truth or are you two just messing with me?” 
 
    Lawrence answered, taking liberties with his boss by stroking her arm. “Well, after what the three of us did while on location previously, and considering how much we all enjoyed doing it, I'd say Brian's an honest man.” 
 
    Dani accepted his answer and inquired from her two men, “What is it about filming naked people all day that makes us so horny?”  
 
    “For me, it's not the lack of clothes on the cast that makes me horny, Dani,” Brian told her, “and I think you instinctively know that about me... and about us three.” 
 
    “Our chemistry might be slightly enhanced when the girl is hot, though...” 
 
    Brian backed Lawrence's observation up. “Yeah, and Cadence is like the hottest woman we've filmed so far, not to be a pig, but...” 
 
    Dani stated, “It's true, and if I was a lesbian I'd probably have the hots for her, too.” 
 
    “Come on,” Lawrence replied with a playful tone, “I saw you checking out her tits.” 
 
    “We all were,” Brian added, wrapping an arm around Dani's shoulders. He towered over her by several inches, and so did Lawrence, and Dani glanced at their smudged, sexy faces with lust in her eyes.  
 
    “Maybe a little,” she admitted. “But back to your mention of the chemistry we three share...” Piquing Brian and Lawrence's interest, Dani elaborated, “I think I need to see if the spark we ignited last season still burns like it did.” 
 
    “Tell us what to do, boss,” Lawrence responded. 
 
    Dani gazed at them, feeling the deep pang of desire in her pelvis. A girlie giggle erupted in her chest, excited over the idea of making love to them again. She'd tapped into her primal urges with Brian and Lawrence when she'd invited her two best crew mates into her private tent for a decadent ménage. Being with two males simultaneously had been a fantasy of hers since her early twenties when a guy she was dating proposed a threesome with his best friend. But Dani couldn't bring herself to say okay then, too worried over the implications of fucking a casual acquaintance while a guy she liked watched. This connection with Brian and Lawrence was different, though. Fucking them at once ranked as the top sexual experience of her adult life—and one worth repeating.  
 
    “Let's take this to my tent,” she stated. 
 
    Brian and Lawrence followed Dani to her spacious tent, big enough to sleep six. Making herself comfortable on a pile of soft blankets, the moonlight filtered through the mesh lining along the top of the tent, casting romantic shadows on the three as they stripped from their shirts. 
 
    Dani sighed, admiring their strong chests and Brian's colorful tattoos running the length of his chiseled torso. “As nice as I remember.” 
 
    Naughty grins spread across their faces, anticipating what was coming next. Brian replied, “I was just about to say the same thing about you.” 
 
    “Agreed,” added Lawrence, wiping away a trickle of sweat from his brow.  
 
    On her knees, Dani reached for the zippers on their cargo pants and spoke quietly, “Come closer to me.” They obeyed and brought their crotches to her face. “Yes, right there.” Taking her time, Dani pet their growing bulges until she felt them stiffen. “So big,” she told them with a lusty tone, remembering just how large their cocks were—much bigger than then erections she'd entertained before them.  “And so ready to fuck.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Lawrence moaned, watching Dani unzip their pants. She kissed his bulge first through his cotton briefs, then kissed Brian's, alternating between them till she purred, “Get naked for me. I need to suck you both.”  
 
    “Can't argue with the boss,” Brian responded, his cock extending to his full length of nine, slender inches as he pulled down his briefs and stepped out of his clothes. Dani spent a quiet moment rekindling with Brian's nude flesh. She adored his cock and how it fit inside her tightness, thick enough to cause delicious friction through the wetness Brian encouraged. At the base of his upward curving shaft, Dani ran her tongue around it, making mewing sounds as his cock stretched to full size.  
 
    “No, you should never argue with me,” she reminded him, then returned to licking his cock. In circles she spread her warm saliva till her tongue reached the sensitive head. “In it goes.” And with those words she opened her mouth for him to enter, inch by inch till it was halfway in and the head neared the back of her throat.  
 
    “I'm so fucking jealous,” Lawrence shared, twitching with desire, wanting to be touched, too. He admitted, “I spent our entire hiatus jerking off to the memory of your blowjobs, Dani. Seriously.” 
 
    Dani pushed her mouth further on Brian's cock and gurgled a reply, bobbing his dripping head till it slid into her throat. She stayed deep on him until she needed to gasp for air. “Stroke it,” she instructed Lawrence, changing her body position so she could suck Brian's dick while watching Lawrence handle his giant rod. Endowed with a ten inch beast, Lawrence's skinny frame appeared out of balance from his manhood, and Dani loved that about his physique. Eagerly, she observed Lawrence tug his length, pulling on the oversized muscle and aiming it at her face. “Mmmm,” she growled, parting ways with Brian's rod for a taste of Lawrence's.  
 
    “Oh, fuck yes,” Lawrence growled back at her, squeezing his base so his dick flexed and twitched. And then pleasure washed over his anxious tension, slowly moving inside her luscious watering hole. “Thank you,” he said as Dani's lips stretched to accommodate his massive size, “I missed this like you wouldn't believe.” 
 
    “I'm with you, brother,” Brian laughed from his gut, then threw his head back with the hard squeeze Dani's free hand gave his erection. “Fuck, this woman loves a dick.” 
 
    “Yes, she does.” Lawrence grabbed the sides of Dani's head, guiding her face up and down his loaded weapon, aimed to spew at her command. He took a deep breath, pushing his length as far as it would go inside his boss's mouth, then withdrew it, overwhelmed with good sensations. “Baby steps with me or else I'll come,” he admitted, taking back his cock till he could put it inside of her pussy. “It's been awhile.” 
 
    “Poor baby,” she sympathized before popping her mouth around his bulging head. Dani teased it till he cried, “Please, I need a moment of calm. I don't want to blow my wad till I've been inside your pussy. It's too good to miss out on.” 
 
    Brian thrust his hips towards Dani's face. “Work on mine while he regroups,” he suggested, and she did, swirling her tongue on his flesh before swallowing him whole. “Okay, now, that's what I'm talking about. Fuuuck!”  
 
    Moving her head in circular motions, Dani twisted her tongue and mouth on his shaft, stirring a quiver in her pelvis that gave forth to inner wetness. She'd fantasized about their secret nights screwing while the rest of the crew members were off-duty, basking in their lusty passions till they'd spent themselves. Her pussy ached, and her juices were flowing freely, ready for more.  
 
    Swatting at Lawrence, she took control of his cock whether he was calmed enough to handle her faster hand-pumping without unloading on her face. “Did I tell you how much I love being on my knees with your cocks in my hands?” 
 
    “Not since last season,” Brian replied between exhales, fighting the urge to pounce.  
 
    Stroking them faster with a tighter grip, she looked up into their lustful expressions. “What a bad boss I am, keeping my true feelings, wants and needs all to myself. If I told you two that I masturbated to the memories of what we did to each other then, would you be surprised?” 
 
    Brian and Lawrence shook their heads, pushing their hips forward as their cocks were ruthlessly pumped in Dani's fists.  
 
    “I did,” she continued, “night after night. I couldn't shake the feeling of what your cocks felt like in my hands, mouth and pussy.” 
 
    “You should have called me,” Lawrence told her with a dirty, vicious grin. “We could have sexted.” 
 
    “My hands were busy, Lawrence,” she explained, then sipped from the head of his dick before licking Brian's pre-cum, too. “Plus, it felt delicious to carry our secret affair around in my mind to reflect on when needed. The recollection of details was hot enough to make me come even if I wasn't touching myself.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Brian said through gritted teeth. “You need to let me taste you, Dani, before you pump my cock into oblivion.” 
 
    Dani's naughty giggles returned as she switched positions, relinquishing their rods so she could be licked upon. Her body was fit and toned, bruised from the roughness of her work with various bite marks from creatures and insects she'd been attacked by while filming the show. Brian asserted his position and dropped to his knees first, assisting Dani in removing her white cotton panties, then spreading her legs open for the gorgeous reveal. The sound of her pussy lips opening was heard in the tent, delicious and sticky with her dew.  
 
    “Damn.” Brian commented as he made himself comfortable on the floor, “You're beautiful box sounds so wet.” Then he gently kissed her sensitive mound. “And smells like a sweet peach even after a long day working in the wild.” 
 
    Dani bit her lip as his tongue swept over her labia and found her clit tucked underneath. “Oh God,” she hissed, “As hot as the memories are, there's nothing quite like the real thing.” 
 
    “No,” Lawrence agreed wholeheartedly, “there isn't.” His breathing was more rapid holding a firm grip on his erection while watching the explicit scene play out in front of him. “Make room for me, because the sidelines suck,” he announced, sinking down to join them. 
 
    “And the only thing that should suck in here is me,” she laughed, but gave her men a hungry look. “Right?” 
 
    “And me,” Brian said with a slurp from her pussy. 
 
    Lawrence's reply was in the form of a kiss, blending his full mouth with Dani's, before sliding his tongue inside to meet hers. The sound of their wet kissing was scintillating, heightening the horny mood building between them. 
 
    “Fuck yes,” Dani encouraged Lawrence. “I love when you kiss me.” 
 
    “I love how hot your mouth is after sucking my cock,” Lawrence admitted, “from all the wonderful friction.” 
 
    Brian showed his excitement and hummed into Dani's cunt as he pressed his mouth to her opening. The vibration made Dani laugh, then smack his head playfully. “Don't you motor boat me, Bri. We don't want to draw attention to the tent.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he hummed again before inserting his tongue in her precious hole. “Mmmm...” 
 
    Lawrence and Dani made out with passion, exchanging dirty words as they tongue-fucked each other. The nerdy, well-behaved assistant had morphed into a seductive lover, eager to turn on the woman he dutifully served. “Oh God, yes!” she cried, her pussy quivering from Brian's oral attack. He slurped on her juice and begged for more, pleasuring her cunt till she pushed his face away. “Don't you dare make me come, yet, Brian,” she stated, on the edge of losing herself completely. “I'm saving my orgasms.” 
 
    “For what?” he asked. 
 
    “For how I like to have them most.” 
 
    Instantly, Brian and Lawrence remembered exactly what her favorite way was. Confidently, Lawrence stated, “Riding cowgirl-style, bucking us from on top until we beg for release!”.” 
 
    “Yesss,” she hissed, Brian's tongue probing inside her again. With one hand on Brian's full head of rich, dark hair and the other on Lawrence's extended, throbbing cock, Dani couldn't deny her need to be filled with them a moment more. “Finish undressing me, boys,” she commanded seductively. The three adjusted their positions so Dani could get to her knees. From behind, Brian wrapped his arms around her upper body, assisting in removing Dani's sports-bra from over her head. 
 
    “Set the girls free,” Brian said with a heroic tone, then cupped her modest handfuls, lifting them towards Lawrence as he swooped in to suckle her ripe nipples. “Yeah, go at 'em, Lawry.” 
 
    “Yes, Lawry,” Dani echoed, “suck 'em good.” Letting her head fall back on Brian's shoulders, she surrendered to her two lovers. Lawrence nursed at her bosom while Brian rubbed his erection against her ass, taunting Dani with entering from behind.  
 
    “Oh fuck, oh fuck,” she repeated, moving her body with theirs, “I can't take any more of this tease. I need more, boys. Please give me more.” 
 
    Brian asserted his own needs, pushing Dani forward until she was on all-fours. Her mouth wrapped around Lawrence's shaft and sucking happily on it, Brian spent a horny moment remembering how fine Dani's ass was, muscular with enough padding to grab hold of as the head of his cock found its way inside her small opening. Her body jolted with his invasion, taken by his length sliding in gently. Brian swooned as he held on to her hips, his cock enveloped by her narrow, wet tunnel. “Almost, Dani,” he told her, “another few inches and I'm all in.” 
 
    “Give it to me,” she replied, her mouth stuffed with another man's dick. “You know how I like it.” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Brian confirmed, delivering the rest of his length to her pussy. “Deep.” 
 
    Tears of relief welled in Dani's eyes followed by a guttural exhale. “It's been way too long,” she admitted, before chocking herself on Lawrence's meaty rod.  
 
    “Don't speak,” he said with a grunt, driving his shaft in and out of her warm wetness. “You have important work to do.” 
 
    “That's true,” Lawrence added, his fingers wound in Dani's hair as he guided her mouth from just below his pulsating tip to the wide base of his shaft. He asked her, “You really want me to come this fast?” 
 
    Dani shook her head as a “no,” keeping her mouth circulating on his most sensitive part.  
 
    Pushing at her shoulders to calm the intensity of her blow-job, he added, “Then be nice and don't make me.” 
 
    Dani giggled quietly and closed her eyes, in love with Brian's wicked drilling, so slippery and full inside her. The three groaned and sighed, filling the tent with the sound of their fucking. 
“More, Bri, more,” she begged as his pace picked up and his balls swung on her tender, wanting clit. Her sighs turned to squeals, and Brian's breathing was rapid as his hips plunged faster and faster.  
 
    “God damn, your pussy's so good,” Brian growled through a clenched jaw. His abs were flexed to brace his core, giving him the support he needed to drive relentlessly. “I've needed to fuck you like this so bad.” 
 
    “You love my pussy,” Dani replied as an honest statement, not a question, holding her upper body stable while he rammed into her. “And you treat it so well.” 
 
    Brian was a mess of dirty sweat trickling over his tattooed flesh, ramming Dani's cunt till she was ready to switch drivers. “You know I always give one-hundred percent at work.”  
 
    Lawrence twitched, hanging on to nothing but Dani's hair as she sucked him mercilessly.  “How about me?” he asked, hardly able to form a sentence. “Don't you miss my cock inside you, too?”  
 
    “Ohhh, I dooo...” Dani's voice cracked, overcome with a wild rush of white heat. Suddenly, she pulled her dripping goodness from Brian's cock and repositioned herself flat on her back, legs spread open for Lawrence to get between. Working two fingers between her freshly-banged folds, Dani presented her glistening sweetness to her awaiting lover. Before she could verbally invite Lawrence's entrance, Brian filled her mouth with his own. Dani licked the pussy cream from his rod, then opened her jaw for him to treat her mouth like his own personal fuck toy. “Mmmm,” she moaned with excitement, sucking Brian in till his girth blocked her airways then tongue-swaddling his shaft as it pulled out. Unable to talk, Dani let out a deep throaty sound, her mind and senses taken over by Lawrence's grand entrance inside her velvet passage.  
 
    The sound of Dani's little gasps filled the silence as her vaginal lips were stretched by Lawrence's width. Her eyes fluttered back and her body shook accepting the massive cock.  
 
    “Relax,” he whispered, hovering his chest over hers, “and let me get in you. You're squeezing so tight.” 
 
    “She's amazing like that,” Brian complimented, moving into plank position so his hips sent his cock straight into Dani's mouth.  
 
    With an aggressive thrust, Lawrence replied, “Agreed.”  
 
    Dani wrapped her strong legs around his hips and used the power in her muscles to help Lawrence slide in further. “Yessss,” she hissed, aware of the footsteps and light conversation of her subordinate staff heard just outside the tent. “There you are.” 
 
    Her audible wetness enhanced the salacious mood, pleasuring two cocks simultaneously while stimulating her clit.  
 
    “God, that's fuckin' good,” Lawrence growled in a low tone, riding the edge of not caring who heard and not wanting their delicious secret to be uncovered. “Dani, if you want to come first, then you better get on top of me now because I seriously can't go that long. Your pussy's too wonderful to hold back after being away from it for six months.” 
 
    “I hear you, brother,” Brian empathized, withdrawing his dick from Dani's hot oral bath. “Which one of us receives the honor of your orgasm first?” 
 
    “Hmmm,” she teased, tugging on their hard-ons, “for continuity purposes, I'll come on Lawrence first while I keep blowing you, Brian.”  
 
    “Sounds like the perfect plan,” Lawrence stated as he reclined and grabbed his cock, aiming it straight up for her to straddle.  
 
    “Thank you,” Dani took the compliment, and crawled over Lawrence's legs till her pelvis arrived at his hips. With one hand spreading her lips apart, and the other stroking his dick, she guided the massive rod inside of her. “Oh, yes, yes, yes,” Dani moaned, her cunt quivering as his thick inches slid in, suppressing the urge to yell out with pleasure. She complimented, “Better than I remember.” 
 
    “Good,” he hissed back, taking control of her inner passage. His professional demeanor vanished, reigniting their chemistry with his cock fully engulfed by her tight interior. “Fuck, Dani, I want to be loud with you on me.” 
 
    “Shhh...” she replied, rolling her hips over his pelvis, her clit tickled and stimulated by the friction caused by the soft patch of dark hair above Lawrence's shaft. “So fucking close,” Dani whispered to them, bobbing her mouth on Brian's cock while she made herself come on Lawrence's. “Brian?” 
 
    “Yes?” he groaned, about to come in her face. 
 
    “Watch me come,” she instructed with bated breath, rocking her hips faster and faster. “Oh God!” And then the three went silent, frozen in the moment as the men controlled their urges for the sake of Dani's orgasm. The quiet was broken with Dani's gasp, and then another, her hand as tight on Brian's shaft as her pussy was on Lawrence's. “Yes, yes! I'm coming!” 
 
    Brian's focus was like a laser on Dani's face, his eyes gazing into hers, his expression serious and hungry. “Do it, Dani,” he growled. “Come all over him.” 
 
    Her jaw fell open with a silent scream, deliriously releasing as Lawrence held his cock strong and steady inside her undulating walls. The crest of it was intense, and Dani wanted to claw and scratch with the force of it, but held her animal urges in check while her orgasm peaked.  
 
    “Fuck,” Lawrence muttered, desperate for an orgasm, too. “Your pussy's milking me, Dani. I can't hold back.” 
 
    “Don't do it!” Dani responded, swiftly dismounting his cock. “Switch places, you two.” 
 
    Deftly, Brian and Lawrence exchanged positions per their boss's request. Brian spread out on the floor with his cock pointing upward and Lawrence took the standing position and readied his bulging shaft for oral satisfaction. Her orgasm still throbbing, Dani carefully took Brian's gorgeous dick in through her swollen opening and let it slide inch by inch. 
 
    Mind-blown with pleasure, Brian squinted and grit his teeth, losing control as he watched Dani's beautiful body bounce on him. Pat-pat-pat sounds filled the tent as well as the quiet moans made by the men, their dicks needing to explode.  
 
    Dani's pussy was sensitive and reactive to the wild sensations Brian's cock created within her creamy walls. “Fuck my box, Brian! Fuck it more!” Jerking Lawrence off to the point of no-return, she rode like a possessed cowgirl, bucking and bouncing. 
 
    “Yes, ma'am! But, you're going to get my jiz up your pussy if you don't get off it soon!” 
 
    Just the mention of Brian coming inside her was lusty enough to make Dani come. She jolted with the force of a second orgasm more intense than the first. Her orgasmic cries were silenced by a mouthful of Lawrence's bursting shaft, his cum shooting down her throat in hot flood.  
 
    “Oh my God!” he screeched, thrusting his hips into her face.  
 
    “Dani!” Brian snapped, suddenly pushing Dani's tight cunt from his cock and scrambling to his knees. Instinctively, she opened her chest and made it available for him to spew upon while she sucked the cum from Lawrence's dick. Brian's fist was a blur, pumping his shaft like a madman. And then his skeleton shuddered, and his head rolled back as the first big shot of thick, white cum flew from his red, swollen head.  
 
    “Yesss!” Dani gasped, basking in Brian's glow as he covered her chest in his cum, then slowed his strokes till the last drops fell. Dani gulped Lawrence's fading orgasm till he was empty, cleaning the last of it with her swirling tongue. “Yummy,” she complimented them both, “nicely done, boys.” 
 
    The reality of their exploits sunk in, naked and freshly fucked, hiding in the director's tent while the rest of the crew shared dinner together.  
 
    “Sorry if I was loud,” Brian apologized.  
 
    Dani stated, “We're all guilty of that,” then added with a wink, “shame on us.” 
 
    “We'll have to redeem ourselves by doing it again,” Lawrence voiced his opinion. 
 
    “Agreed,” Brian exhaled, ready to collapse. “But later, like tomorrow. Once was all I can take tonight.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Cadence?” Jackson asked, creating a space for the two of them to lay together. “You just nodded off in the middle of a sentence.” 
 
    “Huh?” she responded, blinking at him with blurred vision. “I did?” 
 
    “Yes,” he grinned, “so, why don't you catch some sleep while I keep watch?” 
 
    Giving in to her exhaustion, Cadence crawled to Jackson and carefully laid down on her side. “You know, as grateful as I am for the shelter, rock is tough on the bones.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he confirmed, “but so is dirt.” 
 
    “True,” she muttered, folding an arm under her head for support. “It's also cold.” 
 
    “It is.” Jackson assembled his muscular build next to hers, forming a “spoon” position with her body. “Does this help?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cadence replied, sensing the warmth his body gave. With a shiver, she added, “You can move even closer. Anything to stop the shivers.” 
 
    Jackson adjusted himself till his chest touched her back, but remained mindful of keeping a respectful distance between his crotch and her bottom. Cadence was too cold to care, but didn't encourage more closeness than what he wanted to offer. 
 
     “Better?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, thanks.” 
 
    Jackson watched over Cadence as she closed her eyes and drifted into sleep. Her body flinched and her eyelids fluttered, and then one hard muscle spasm caused Jackson to grab onto her shoulder. Startled, Cadence awoke. “What happened?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he assured, “your body jerked.” 
 
    “I was dreaming.” 
 
    “I figured.” 
 
    “And it was kind of a horrible vision.” 
 
    “What was it?” 
 
    “Surrounded by scorpions.” 
 
    “Well, essentially we are,” Jackson philosophized, “just not collectively in our shelter.” 
 
    “That's comforting,” she replied with a sarcastic laugh. Jackson laughed with her and retrieved the camera. 
 
    “Don't film right now,” she whined, wiping her eyes.  
 
    “Come on,” Jackson replied, “this is the perfect time, both of us awake in the middle of our first night in our humble abode.” Holding the camera over their faces, Jackson hit “record.”  
 
    “So, we're both awake, and although we have no idea of what time it is, I'm guessing it's somewhere around three in the morning.” 
 
    “And it's cold,” Cadence chimed in, self-conscious about the close proximity of their bodies being documented.  
 
    “Cadence was having a bad dream about scorpions, so we're talking it out in hopes of her catching some sleep and then hopefully we'll start our search for water again when the sun comes up. But I don't see myself sleeping this time around.” 
 
    With nothing more to add, Cadence nodded and waited for Jackson to end the video. “Sorry, I'm too tired to entertain.” 
 
    Jackson laughed, “No worries.” 
 
    Cadence adjusted herself, and so did Jackson, resuming the spoon position with only their upper bodies and feet touching. 
 
    “Goodnight,” Jackson whispered to her in a comforting tone.  
 
    “Nighty night.”  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The sun found its way inside the frigid cave and touched Cadence's knees. Her legs were pulled in to keep her chest warm, but the rest of her body was cold. Opening her eyes, she witnessed a glorious sunrise illuminating the landscape. Jackson stood outside their shelter absorbing the sun as it warmed the landscape. His muscular backside faced her and his arms were outstretched and for a moment Cadence watched him in silence, admiring his warrior stance.  
 
    Parched, she dryly called to him, “Good morning.” 
 
    “Morning,” Jackson replied, twisting his body around to see her. “Join me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she coughed, hoisting her sore bones to an upright position. “Be right there.” Visible bruises appeared on her hips from the unforgiving rock surface she'd managed to sleep on and her left arm was numb from using it as a pillow. “Did you get any sleep at all?” 
 
    “Nah,” he replied with a shrug, turning his attention back to the orange and pink sky slowly turning light blue. “I'll catch a nap this afternoon.” 
 
    Cadence attempted humor as she crept to her hands and knees then rolled her spine till she was standing upright. “Feels like I slept for at least thirty minutes.” 
 
    “At least,” he joked with her, “and you didn't talk in your sleep, either.” 
 
    “Uh oh,” she worried before asking, “What did I say?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he replied, sending a playful smile to her as she carefully stepped over rocks walking towards him. “But you might want to change your passwords when you get back home.” 
 
    “Are you joking?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It's a good ten degrees warmer out here than the cave,” she stated, rubbing her cold, tingling arms. Instinctively, Cadence nearly reached for him as if he was Chris awaiting her embrace. 
 
    “And it's getting warmer by the second,” Jackson confirmed, surprisingly clear and alert for not having slept in twenty-four hours.  
 
    Cadence admired his positive outlook and thoughtful demeanor. His face was dirty and so was hers, but on Jackson the smudges enhanced his rugged, survivalist attitude. Standing next to him, Cadence sensed his vibrant energy, his guttural excitement over being naked in this foreign land, set free on a wild adventure, and she liked how it felt. Reflecting his motions, Cadence extended her arms out to the side and waited for the sun to drench her chills with its heat. There was an underlying power to the two of them standing together as a united force, one with nature, fearless and hopeful.  
 
    “Feels good,” she whispered, not wanting to disturb the peaceful moment. 
 
    “This is when my soul feels alive,” he shared, reaching out further as if he could signal the sun to shine on just them.  
 
    “Mine, too,” she confessed, her unguarded emotions bubbling to the surface. Suddenly, tears flowed freely, streaking Cadence's face.  
 
    Jackson heard her sniffling and looked away from the beauty of the sky to offer comfort. “What's up? Feel okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” she told him, catching her tears with her tongue as the saline streamed over her lips. “Taken by all this,” she added. “It's better than I'd envisioned.”  
 
    “How cool is that?” he said to lighten the mood and gave her shoulder a friendly pat. “We're two very lucky people to be witnessing and experiencing and...” 
 
    Holding her index finger to her mouth, she simply responded with, “Shhh.” Pointing upwards, she drew their attention back to the majesty of their special part of the world waking from a long, cold night.  
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Dani and her crew arrived shortly after nine in the morning, clean, fed, and bundled in protective layers of clothes. Equipment was set and cameras were rolling, following closely and quietly behind Jackson and Cadence.  
 
    The power team had started the search for food and water shortly after the sunrise morphed into    total daylight and yet they were still empty handed. The lack of water was taking a toll on Jackson and Cadence, slowing their reflexes, and it worried Dani. 
 
    She whispered to Lawrence, “I'm praying for them to find a hydration source. Soon.” 
 
    “We all are,” he assured, “and not just because of needing a full episode after losing the last two before the end.” 
 
    “I know,” she empathized, “I really like Jackson and Cadence. I had such high hopes for them.” 
 
    “They'll figure it out,” he replied, confidently. Dani crossed her fingers and held them up for Lawrence to see before they heard Jackson call out to Cadence, “Cactus! Check it out!”  
 
    “Seriously?” Cadence dropped her search through a rocky patch to join him.  
 
    “Yes!” Readying his knife, Jackson examined the barrel cactus before slicing through the top of it.  
 
    Jumping back from his ferocious kill, Cadence told him, “Careful, Jackson. It's only day two.” 
 
    He shot her a sexy, man-of-the-jungle look, replying, “You act like this is my first rodeo.” 
 
    She blushed, “Sorry, but you freaked me out a bit. That's was a hard slice.” 
 
    “It's the only way to do it.” Picking up the chunk, he displayed his know-how and cleaning technique, removing the prickly flesh till the pulp was revealed to Cadence and the cameras. Cutting a mouth-size piece of pulp, he handed it to his thirsty teammate. “Suck as much juice as you can get from it, but don't eat the pulp. Spit it out, even as hungry as we are. You don't want a stomach full of this.” 
 
    “Got it,” Cadence replied, looking over the life-saving pulp, then sliding it into her parched mouth. Her teeth sunk into it, extracting a warm, sour liquid into her mouth. Slowly, she swallowed the unfamiliar flavor, careful not to eat the pulp even though her hunger pangs were loud and painful.  
 
    Jackson did the same with the piece he sliced for himself, sucking out all the juice he could. “How do you feel?”  
 
    “Better,” she replied, relieved by the fluid traveling down her throat, but mindful of how her body reacted to it.  
 
    “Good,” he replied, handing her another chunk.  
 
    Discarding the spent pulp, she accepted Jackson's offer. Together they scavenged every edible piece of the cactus, consuming some and pocketing the rest for later. Dani glowed with relief for their big step towards surviving the challenge and gave her crew the signal to continue filming.  
 
      
 
    A few hours of hunting passed with no reward. The relentless heat caused Jackson and Cadence to retreat back to their shelter and conserve their energy for the afternoon. Having Dani and the production crew still shadowing them had become a weird nuisance, neither unable to do or say anything that wasn't being recorded. They tried to take naps while the flies and other bugs bit at them, and their stomachs rumbled, filled with cactus juice but nothing else.  
 
    “Like a science experiment,” Cadence whispered to Jackson so the cameras wouldn't hear. “That's what this feels like.” 
 
    “Right?” he agreed. “Bacteria under a microscope.” 
 
    Cadence laughed at Jackson's sarcasm. “Well, for me, the situation resembles some kind of National Geographic documentary rather than a reality show. Instead of beautiful people shacked up in a mansion together, we're the gorillas in captivity.” 
 
    Cadence's humorous statement disarmed Jackson. His tension was rising from no sleep and no real nourishment since the snake he'd caught the day before. “We certainly are.” 
 
    “Hey, get some sleep,” Cadence told him. “You need it.” 
 
    Holding his toughness in front of the cameras, Jackson replied, “I'm okay.” 
 
    “No, you need at least a few hours of rest, Jackson.” She added, “A good team can't function well if one or both is totally sleep deprived, right? The deal with me sleeping last night was that you would sleep today.” 
 
    “That was the deal,” he acknowledged.  
 
    “So, it's my turn to stand guard then,” she stated, giving Jackson no choice but to relinquish control over his fight to stay awake. Conscious of the cameras capturing their interaction, Jackson remembered what Dani had told him during his pre-show debriefing. She explained to him her strongly suggested approach of teamwork over self-interest, flexibility over stubbornness, and knowing when to take breaks and when to persevere.  
 
    “Yes, it's your turn,” he told her, then crawled to the spot where they'd spooned and Cadence had slept, and attempted to get comfortable enough to nod off.  
 
    An odd moment of silence passed while the crew continued to film them. Cadence's feelings of self-consciousness returned having no idea what to do with herself. She held her seated position inside the cave weaving palm fronds together and waited... and waited, but not a word came from Dani. Jackson's breathing had changed from normal breathing to a deeper inhale and exhale and his body twitched as he dozed. Cadence heard the rustle of Brian coming closer to their rock abode and reminded herself not to look at any of the crew.  
 
    Slowly, Brian moved, catching different angles with his camera, filming glimpses of Jackson sleeping and close-ups of what Cadence was assembling. Like specimens, Cadence thought to herself, having their insanity documented for the world to see. The stray thought caused her to giggle but she pretended the laugh was a series of dry coughs. Minutes seemed like hours while Brian filmed Cadence, focused on the task of weaving sandals, and then Dani broke the silence with a wave of her arms and said, “Good, Brian. We can cut for now.”  
 
    Dani didn't look at Cadence at all, and didn't offer her instructions like she did the previous day. Instead, she motioned for the sweaty crew to disassemble and headed out with Brian and Lawrence walking by her side. As the production dispersed, Cadence glanced at them, noticing how Dani placed a hand on each of their shoulders. And how they smiled at her with a warmth in their eyes.  
 
    Jackson stretched then rolled over, wincing from the unforgiving rock surface before falling back asleep. His ability to sleep soundly gave Cadence a sense of relief, knowing at least Jackson would be rested for afternoon hunting. She watched the flying insects buzz around him and swatted away as many as she could, but the bugs were relentless. Cadence took advantage of their privacy and curled up next to Jackson's warm body—something she wouldn't have done if the cameras were rolling—and drifted with his deep breathing till she caught a wave of sleep. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A sudden, stabbing pain hit Cadence's abdomen and woke her from a decent slumber. Jackson was still sound asleep, and she rolled over quickly, not wanting to wake him. The pain was followed by more sharp cramps that caused Cadence to double over as she got to her feet. Nausea washed over her and she climbed out of the cave, searching for an out-of-the-way spot to deal with the pain without disturbing her partner.  
 
    “Shit!” she cursed, falling to her knees, her stomach on fire, spitting from the sour taste in her mouth. She was light-headed and dizzy, dry-heaving before vomiting up the fluids she'd drained from the cactus pulp. The nausea worsened and the retching continued, even after her stomach emptied and there was nothing left inside her to expel. She coughed and spit, clutching her torso, her muscles contracting and braced for more.  
 
    “Cadence? Oh no!” The voice she heard wasn't Jackson's, but Dani's, followed by the sound of her crew scrambling towards her. Pebbles and dirt flew on the ground around her before they halted their forward motion and Dani dared to kneel down beside her.  
 
    “What's up, woman?” Dani asked, carefully touching Cadence's shoulder. “We only interfere at times like this, and usually only after a call's made for the medic, but you look pretty sick.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cadence replied with a dry, scratched throat. “I feel like crap.” 
 
    Dani continued, needing fast answers, “What happened? Did you drink or eat from a questionable source?”  
 
     “Just the cactus juice.” 
 
    “Ah, yeah, that can be tough on the digestive system if you have nothing else in your stomach, and if you've never had raw cactus pulp before.” 
 
    “I didn't eat the pulp,” Cadence explained. 
 
    “That's good,” Dani confirmed, then asked, “Where's Jackson?” 
 
    “Asleep in our shelter.” 
 
    “Mel?” Dani snapped at her production assistant, “Go get him, please. Lawrence, alert the medic to be ready if needed.” 
 
    Mel went off to fetch Jackson and Lawrence got on his walkie-talkie, giving instructions to the crew standing by at the crew quarters.  
 
    The dry-heaving started again, and Cadence's whole body shook, vomiting bile.  
 
    “Hang in there, Cadence,” Dani told her. “Just breathe.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Mel woke Jackson with urgency in his voice, “Hey, sorry to wake you, Jackson, but Cadence is sick. Dani needs you to be involved.” 
 
    “What?” Jackson quickly got to his feet like a warrior prepared to fight. His eyes were blurry and bloodshot, but his mind was totally alert. “Where is she?” 
 
    “She's on the other side of the rocks.” 
 
    Jackson followed Mel to Cadence and immediately jumped to action, seeing her doubled-over and her entire body shaking. His heart sunk, cutting past the crew to get to her. “Cadence? What the fuck, I mean, what's going on? You didn't go and drink from that pond we saw earlier, did you?” 
 
    “No,” she coughed, “I had nothing but the cactus juice... and maybe a little pulp.” 
 
    “Damn it,” he said with real concern, looking into her red, sweaty face. “I need to find water. You're not tapping out on day two, Cadence. We're going to get you through this.” 
 
    Admiring his resolve, Dani gave Jackson a supportive nod. “Good attitude.” 
 
    “Staying positive is the easy part,” he shared. “Finding water in a dry climate like this is more challenging than I'd imagined.” 
 
    “It's here, though,” Dani commented, adding, “We wouldn't have picked this location if there were no resources to tap into.” 
 
    Accepting Dani's answer as fact, Jackson stood and scanned the landscape.  
 
    Dani stood with him and said, “And now's a good time for us to get a quick confessional from you about your experience so far.” Motioning for her crew to jump to action, she instructed, “Brian, Lawrence, set him up on the other side of the shelter, okay? I'm staying here with Cadence until she can get to her feet.” 
 
    The crew led Jackson to a more private area and set up the shot.  
 
    Lawrence told him, “Just tell us what's happened so far, and your feelings and thoughts about what's happened with Cadence. Cool?” 
 
    Brian called out, “Rolling.” 
 
    Jackson collected his strained emotions and cleared his throat. “So, it's mid-way through day two and Cadence had a bad reaction to the cactus juice we both had earlier. I'm very concerned about finding water now, because she needs it to make it through the day and so do I, but especially her.”  
 
    Lawrence motioned off-camera for Jackson to keep talking. 
 
    “If she doesn't get water in her system by the end of the day, the chances of her suffering with severe dehydration are like one-hundred percent. And, we need to find something substantial to eat, not just berries and skinny snakes. Real food—that's my main goal to accomplish before nightfall. My number one concern is getting Cadence healthy and hydrated and fed so she can stay in the challenge. I didn't come all the way to Madagascar to do this challenge alone. Taking care of my partner and getting her to a better place physically is the primary focus.” 
 
    “Cut,” Brian called, “that's cool, Jackson. Thanks. Go do your thing.” 
 
    Jackson nodded, filled with a deepening sense of urgency.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Jackson carried Cadence to their shelter, and swept her hair from her face before twisting it into a loose knot.  
 
    “Thanks,” she said, feeling disgusting and totally depleted. “I'm sorry for this.” 
 
    “Sorry about what?” he asked. “Don't apologize for having a bad reaction to cactus, Cadence. That's not your fault. It's happened to me before. I know how awful you feel.” 
 
    “I don't like putting you in the position of having to take care of me.” 
 
    “Like I said, Cadence, it's not your fault. And as a team, you'd do the same for me, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “All I care about is you not giving up and tapping out.” Revealing a shade of vulnerability, Jackson told her, “I didn't sign up for this challenge to do it by myself and I don't intend on finishing without you.” 
 
    As sick as she felt in the moment, Jackson's absoluteness filled her with hope, like a lifeline extended to help pull her from the muck. Tears welled in her eyes, and she wanted to reach out and touch his arm, but she kept a professional distance for the cameras. “I'm glad you feel that way.” 
 
    “You need to believe in it, too,” he reminded. “Mind over matter. You're going to pull through.” 
 
    A painful cramp struck and caused her to curl into a ball. With a strained voice, she replied, “Okay.” 
 
    “I hate to leave you like this,” he stated, “but I need to get back out there and find us water.” 
 
    She nodded, too nauseous to talk.  
 
    “Hang in there,” were his parting words as he climbed out of the shelter and headed out with Brian and another crew member following him. Cadence looked up from her chin-to-chest position to see Dani, Lawrence, and the second camera man hovering near, filming her struggle to control the sickness. There's nothing stranger than having no privacy while feeling like shit, Cadence thought to herself, turning her focus and gaze inward to escape the watchful lens. The camera stayed on her for what seemed like hours, but in reality was only about fifteen minutes before Dani called “cut” then said to Cadence, “Feeling any better?” 
 
    “The vomiting has subsided... I think. For now, anyway.”  
 
    “If it gets worse, I call the medic and have her examine you and possibly start an I.V.” 
 
    “Got it.” Cadence reflected on the episodes she'd seen where one or both of the survivalists came down with an illness or cut themselves bad enough to need medical intervention.  
 
    That was all Dani spoke to Cadence, resuming her silence as the “fly-on-the-wall” director documenting the insanity of her own creation. Dani's small crew dispersed when Cadence showed signs of improvement. And, for a length of time afterwards, Cadence was totally alone.  
 
    She let her eyes wander the terrain, searching for water and food with desperate intent to survive. Walking wasn't an option, her stomach too wobbly to risk losing any more fluids. Her only choice was to stay alert in her vulnerable state, to ward off any unwanted intruders that she was too weak to kill, like snakes or spiders. Several hours had passed since Jackson went out hunting, and Cadence tried to calm her rising anxiety over not being able to communicate with him, or anyone. Mind wandering to dark places, she shifted her thoughts to things that always made her happy. She thought of Chris, and wondered what he was doing, and what time it was in Los Angeles, and waved off a sense of guilt for not being there with him. Then her mind found its way to the bank, and her employees, her favorite customers, afternoon coffee breaks and the occasional homemade chocolate-chip cookies she'd sometimes bake. Chris loved those cookies and gobbled them down like a starving child with no care given to his waistline. Cadence loved to tease him about it, too, digging a finger into his ribcage till he'd laugh and wiggle away from her. The memory of her baking sent a sharp pain into her gut, but it wasn't nausea, it was pure hunger.  
 
    A rustling was heard in the distance as Jackson hustled back to her empty handed. Cadence swatted at the bugs buzzing around her face, hoping for something edible in his hands or in the burlap sack. But as he came into view, her heart sank, realizing his hunt was unsuccessful. 
 
     “Sorry, Cadence,” he admitted with defeat, “I only found a handful of mealworms.” Opening his palm, he showed her the tiny squirming things. “Want one?” 
 
    “Sure,” she replied, starving and in need.  
 
    “Careful,” he warned, “they might make your nausea worse.” 
 
    “I've had them many times before and am well aware of just how tasteless they are,” she informed, reaching for a squirmy specimen and tossing it into her mouth. Cadence chewed vigorously till the little bugger was flattened and easier to swallow, then gulped dryly.  
 
    “How was it?” 
 
    “Delicious,” she told him, and took a few more. “The rest are yours.” 
 
    “Shit no,” he laughed, “I'm happy to share.” Popping them in his mouth, he followed suit, eating the small bites of protein. “You're right, delicious.” 
 
    “I would kill for a fire-roasted lizard.” 
 
    “Me, too, and I did try, but...” 
 
    “We need water more than anything.” 
 
    “How do you feel?” he asked, concerned. “Do you think you want to go on a search with me?” 
 
    Cadence shook her head, “No, still too dizzy.” 
 
    “Okay, then I'll go back out.” 
 
    “Wait,” she stopped him, “you need a rest, too. It's got to be over one-hundred degrees.” 
 
    “Oh, it is,” he confirmed. 
 
    “Then wait an hour or so.” 
 
    “It's not going to cool down until much later. What I need to find is something to boil water in and I found a patch of bamboo trees.” 
 
    “Perfect!” 
 
    “Yeah, but I didn't want to disturb the Lemurs.” 
 
    “Oh damn,” Cadence recalled the research she did on the area before embarking on the challenge. “That's right. The bamboo tree Lemurs of Madagascar. Did you see any?” 
 
    “I did,” he shared, “and I didn't want to disturb them. They're such gentle creatures.” 
 
    Touched by his humane outlook, Cadence reminded, “But we're dying of thirst, Jackson.” 
 
    A blaze of determination returned to his eyes. “True. Very true.” 
 
    “Here,” she said, crawling on her knees to the ashy residue left from their small fire. “You need another layer on your shoulders and head.” 
 
    Jackson smiled at her, flashing his heavenly blues at her before bowing his head for her to cover. Cadence took a handful of cooled ash and patted it on his bald head. “You're getting stubbly.” 
 
    “I'm sure,” he agreed, “it's been a few days since I shaved.” 
 
    “You're going to be all grown out by the time we cross the finish line.” 
 
    “I don't care about that,” he replied. “I care about you and I finishing together.” 
 
    His slightly sexual response gave Cadence an unexpected twitch, and she smiled in return. “Me, too.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Drifting in and out of sleep, Cadence stayed in the cave while Jackson resumed his hunt. The camera crew hovered nearby, filming her periodically while they waited for something more to happen. Her stomach rumbled and the cave was sweltering hot without a breeze to cool the sweat on her forehead. Gazing above her, she saw newly formed spider webs with fresh kills spun in the silk, and she smirked at the thought that a meal could be caught so easily. In her sleepy haze, she wondered how she'd make it through the night with only a few mealworms in her belly, and prayed for Jackson to be successful in finding bamboo suitable for water collection.  
 
    The flurry of movement and noise came from the same place as earlier, and Cadence managed to sit up for the awesome view of Jackson's triumphant return. In each hand he held long sticks of thick bamboo, roughly chopped across the top with blackish water splashing out from it. There wasn't signs of food, but the water was enough, like a kiss from God.  
 
    “Jackson!” she called out, “What's in your hands?” 
 
    “Freaking water!” he yelled back. “Stoke the fire!  We've got some boiling to do!” 
 
    “YES!” Cadence shouted, noticing out of the corner of her eye a wave of relief from the crew. “That's awesome!” 
 
    “It's earthy,” he told her, grinning from ear-to-ear. “And will need some filtering once we got it nice and scorching.” 
 
    “As expected,” she stated, tossing more branches into the fire. “Can you find rocks small enough to fit inside the bamboo? The boil will be faster if we scorch the rocks and put them into the water while cooking the stalks. Know what I mean?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” he replied, grateful for her time-saving suggestion. Passing off the water-filled bamboo to Cadence, Jackson grazed the dirt near the cave for rocks. Grabbing two handfuls, he carefully maneuvered himself into the cave and made a seat opposite side of the fire from Cadence. 
 
    “Just lay the rocks about half-way in,” she instructed, causing a sideways grin from Jackson.  
 
    “Like this?” 
 
    “Sorry, don't mean to tell you what you already know.” 
 
    “Don't apologize,” he stated. “My ego's not on this trip. Your know-how and knowledge is as important as my own.” 
 
    Cadence saw the sincerity in his face and smiled. “Thank you for saying that.” 
 
    “You're welcome.” Jackson added, “It's the truth.” 
 
    Assembling the water-filled stalks in the fire with expert skill, Jackson and Cadence carefully kept the bamboo upright while the rocks and water heated through.  
 
    “After we get hydration going on, I'm going back out,” Jackson informed, breaking their concentrated silent focus. “I don't plan to end this day without food.” 
 
    Nodding through her doubt, Cadence replied, “Okay. Sorry I can't come with you.” 
 
    “I'm just glad the vomiting stopped,” he admitted. 
 
    “Yes,” She agreed. “Me, too.” 
 
    Within minutes, the rocks were piping hot and ready to be used. Cadence slid a large, thick leaf under one and scooped it into the bamboo shoot to heat the water from the inside. Repeating the process, she offered, “Take this one.” 
 
    Jackson didn't argue, dropping the hot rock from the leaf into his stalk. “One step closer to hydration.” 
 
    Cadence added two more rocks from the fire into the water. “Soon, very soon.” 
 
    “You know what this means?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We live to survive another day.” 
 
    “Ha ha,” she laughed, weak and worn from the challenge already. “I need to get better because spending the day in here is no fun at all. I watched a spider eat more than we have in three days.” 
 
    “We'll catch up,” Jackson assured. “We just need to get grounded and become one with the land.” 
 
    Cadence nodded, checking the status of the near-boiling water. “Did you find new hunting spots when you were out there?” 
 
    “I saw animal tracks and burrows to revisit later.” 
 
    “Jackson?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I just noticed something.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “The crew,” she said, “they're still filming us.” 
 
    “Did you forget they were?” 
 
    “I did,” she admitted, then explained, “I've been so focused on making this water boil and talking to you...” 
 
    “That this whole weird experience is starting to feel natural?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “So, let's keep it going then,” he answered, testing the water with his fingers. “How's your water? Mine is hot and just about to boil.” 
 
    “Mine's boiling.” 
 
    “Pour some into that,” he suggested, pointing to the leaf they used to pick up rocks. “Let it cool a bit so you don't burn your mouth.” 
 
    “Good idea.” Cadence followed his advice and tilted the stalk till water trickled out and collected in the bend of the leaf. She blew on it and tested it with her fingers. “I think it's okay.” 
 
    “Here,” Jackson said, “I'll hold your stalk while you sip.” 
 
    Moving the leaf slowly till her lips met the warm water, Cadence took her first sip of clean liquid since the start of the challenge. She held the earthy water in her mouth a moment, tasting the pond from which it came, then swallowed.  
 
    Eyes wide with anticipation, Jackson asked, “And? Is it delicious?” 
 
    Cadence coughed from the funky aftertaste, then replied, “Best water I've ever had.” 
 
    “My turn, then,” Jackson stated, handing both stalks to Cadence. He went on hands and knees to her side of the fire so he could sip from the leaf without picking it up. “My focus is too impaired to risk spilling it.” 
 
    “Do what you have to do, Jackson.” 
 
    Bending at the hips with his arms out wide as if he was about to do a half-pushup, Jackson's lips met the water for a small sip. “Mmmm,” he moaned, sitting up and looking right into her eyes. “That's like... wow.” 
 
    “Drink the rest,” she told him. “You need it more than I do.” 
 
    “No, no, Cadence,” he shot back, “you have it.” 
 
    “Please?” she insisted. “Just finish that and I'll pour more.” 
 
    Taken by Cadence's genuine need to care for him, Jackson accepted her offer to finish the cooled water.  
 
    “It's crazy how this one task has never felt so important,” Cadence pointed out, refilling the leaf for him to drink.  
 
    “It's life or death,” he stated between swallows. “We take that fact for granted all the time. Only in survival mode do we get back to what matters most.” 
 
    “Yeah, that's what I love about being a naturalist,” she admitted, “because stripping the excess away reminds me of who I really am at my core.” 
 
    “Exactly,” he replied with a knowing smile, deepening their connection. “I feel the same way. And that's why I made survival training my career. There's nothing on this earth I'd rather do than be with... the earth. Don't know how else to put my feelings into words on the subject.” 
 
    “I get it,” she told him. “And look at us now, dirty, starving, drinking pond water like it's from a glacier spring.” 
 
    “Tastes like it to me,” he said with a smirk, finishing off his third round before prepping some for Cadence to drink.  
 
    “True,” she agreed, “it does.” Taking her turn, she drank more than the first dose.  
 
    “More?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The two drank until one bamboo stalk was emptied and saved the rest for later. Enjoying the sensation of hydration flowing through their bodies, the two sat a few moments, grateful and relieved, yet suddenly aware of Dani and crew lurking just outside of their cave.  
 
    Jackson asked, “Do you feel well enough to hunt?” 
 
    “No, but maybe I could tag along?” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Jackson and Cadence traced over the same area where he'd caught the snake and found nothing there. They went further out in a direction they hadn't covered yet, discovering burrows and rocky patches where Jackson was certain he'd find something, but even his best hunting techniques proved fruitless. Cadence searched for anything edible from the surrounding plants and trees, finding non-poisonous berries and a cluster of almonds still encased by protective shells. Brian filmed her from ten feet away, recording her survival know-how, identifying what was edible and what wasn't, filling her sack with the findings.  
 
    “Cadence?” Dani called out to her. “Feel free to talk to the camera and share about what you're doing.” 
 
    Surprising herself with the professional tone coming out of her mouth, Cadence relayed the details of her scavenging. “This area has some hidden gems for us. So far I've collected wild berries that are safe for us to eat, and these almonds are a major source of protein. I've found three for each of us, which may not seem like much, but for us, it's a feast. So, at least we'll have a little snack if nothing else.” 
 
    “Good,” Dani said, before adding, “Sorry to interrupt.”  
 
    Cadence resumed her foraging, collecting the best of what she could safely reach before heading out to find Jackson. She found him crouched down, examining animal tracks.  
 
    “I found yummy treats for us to enjoy while singing songs around the campfire tonight,” she told him.” 
 
    “Fantastic!” he replied with enthusiasm. “Sorry to say I didn't have the same luck.” 
 
    Her heart sinking with the news, she kept her disappointment hidden. “Well, we have enough to get us through the night.” 
 
    “Thank goodness,” he added. 
 
      
 
    The filming went on until just before sunset, capturing their vegetarian mini-feast. The unfamiliar awkwardness of the previous day had morphed into a warm friendliness between Jackson and Cadence as they broke open the almond shells on a sharp rock and chewed the nutty flesh.  
 
    “This is the best almond ever,” Jackson proclaimed, his glance turned towards the heavens as a thankful gesture.  
 
    “Totally,” she agreed, “and there's more. I just couldn't reach them.” 
 
    “Tomorrow we will capture every last one,” he assured her. “I'll climb the trees and break down branches. We can survive on nuts and berries for a day or two.” 
 
    Cadence added, “And bananas. There's a couple of ripe-looking bunches, but they're up pretty high.” 
 
    “I ain't afraid,” he replied. 
 
    “Good,” she said before stuffing a second almond in her mouth.  
 
    “Damn, the berries are tart,” Jackson said, “but juicy. Just be careful of upsetting your stomach again.” 
 
    “You're right,” she agreed. “Hard to be careful when you're starving.” 
 
    “It's not worth getting sick again, though. You want to keep the almonds down, at least.” 
 
    “Jackson?”  
 
    Preoccupied with breaking open his third almond shell, he replied, “Yeah?” 
 
    “Look,” she told him, pointing to the glorious orange and red sky. “How beautiful is that?” 
 
    Jackson turned his attention to the heavens and stood in awe. “Amazing.” 
 
    The noise of Dani and crew departing the scene for the evening was a welcome relief for Cadence, finally able to ease her calculated words and gestures without concern for how she was coming across on camera. She reached out and patted Jackson's arm, and said, “Thank you for taking care of me today.” 
 
    “You're welcome.” 
 
    The brilliant colors faded into darkness and the teammates withdrew into the cave and fed the fire. The lack of sleep was apparent in their light conversation. 
 
    Jackson stated, “I think we should follow the animal tracks tomorrow.” 
 
    “Agreed,” she replied, “they'll most likely lead to a water source.” 
 
    “And other animals.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said with a yawn, curling into a ball on the floor. 
 
    “You want to try and get some sleep?” 
 
    “I feel like you should first, she replied, barely able to keep her eyelids from drooping. You overexerted yourself today.” 
 
    “You can barely keep your eyes open.” 
 
    “Yeah, but...” 
 
    “Come on, Cadence,” he insisted, “I've got the first shift.” 
 
    “We're acting like an old married couple.” The statement rolled off her tongue before her brain caught on to what she'd said.  
 
    Jackson laughed, “That's funny.” 
 
    “I mean... sorry,” she apologized, “that was a weird thing to say.” 
 
    “Don't worry about it,” Jackson replied without judgment. “I'm sure I'll say something weird at some point during the challenge, too.” 
 
    Put at ease, Cadence drifted into a light sleep on “her” side of the fire, not in need of his body heat so soon after nightfall.  
 
    “You okay over there?” he asked, disrupting her dream state. “You're not even on the mat you spent so much energy weaving today.” 
 
    Cadence mumbled gibberish in response. 
 
    “Cool,” he said, observing how her breathing changed from normal to a light snooze followed by a gentle snoring sound. Jackson stoked the fire and adjusted the one remaining bamboo shoot still filled with water. He sat quietly on guard, ignoring the heavy hunger pangs in his gut as best he could, firm in his resolve to conquer Madagascar and win the challenge, not alone, but as a team.  
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    “Day six,” Dani said, addressing her staff in the crew quarters just after sunrise. “And so far so good. Jackson and Cadence are managing well despite their lack of food. We all know if they don't find significant food sources over the next forty-eight hours, the two of them tapping out is a real possibility.” 
 
    “And the weather report indicates much colder nights ahead, which is a real concern for Jackson and Cadence, too,” Brian added. 
 
    “So, keep positive thoughts for them and let's get out there,” Dani instructed, leading her team towards “the set” otherwise known as the Madagascan landscape.  
 
    Lugging his equipment, Brian stayed close by to Dani's side while Lawrence went on ahead to the transportation truck with the rest of the crew. Brian touched Dani's shoulder with affection. “My gut tells me they're going to be okay.” 
 
    “Mine, too, but still, we both know anything could happen,” she reminded. “And we have to be prepared for that.” 
 
    “Nothing we can do but go with it.”  
 
    Dani shook off her residual concern and shifted her mind to more pleasant things, like her ongoing ménage with Brian and Lawrence. “I'm feeling great this morning, by the way.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” he asked with a devilish smirk. “So am I.” 
 
    “Awesome,” she replied. 
 
    Brian and Dani stole a glance that spoke of their intimate connection, before hopping on the truck with the others.  
 
    “Let's kick some ass!” Dani cheered to her crew as the truck drove over the bumpy dirt road.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Jackson and Cadence had been awake since dawn, desperate for nourishment. Cadence had visibly dropped weight from her svelte frame and Jackson's six-pack abs looked hollow. Surviving on nuts and berries for the past four days, the search for greater sources of protein was a race against true starvation.  
 
    “What's that?” Cadence whispered to Jackson, spotting something moving near a large rock.  
 
    Stalking towards what looked like a snake, Jackson replied, “Whatever it is, it belongs in our bellies.” 
 
    “Agreed.”  
 
    With caution, they went in for the kill. Jackson prepped his blade, moving closer and closer before striking at it. The snake coiled and hissed, revealing its fangs and Jackson jumped back to avoid being bit. “Shit.” he muttered, backing away from the angry snake. “That one's too angry to mess with.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said with a nod, “not worth the risk, even as hungry as we are.” 
 
    “My reflexes have slowed,” he told her with an apologetic tone. 
 
    “I know,” she replied, “mine, too.” 
 
    Alluding the camera crew, their hunt continued till they came across a narrow stream. Jackson observed the small fish swimming within it. “Check it out! Guess who's going fishing?” 
 
    Cadence's heart skipped a beat as a surge of renewed hope went through her. “We are!”  
 
    Sliding his foot into the cold, clear water, Jackson shivered. “So, that's colder than I thought it would be.” 
 
    “Well, it's in the shade under all these trees and probably doesn't get much sun.” 
 
    Cringing as both feet submerged, Jackson stepped into the stream. “It's fuckin' freezing! But, I'm tempted to just lay down in it and wash my dirty bones.” 
 
    “Later,” she commented, holding onto his shoulders as she stepped in behind him. “Too hungry to care about cleanliness.”  
 
    Jackson crouched to examine a cluster of fish hiding behind a plant growing in the stream. “That's a smorgasbord right there.” 
 
    Quietly, she answered, “Sure is.” 
 
    “I'm going to use my sack as a net and capture those little fuckers,” he stated, removing the satchel hung around his body before gently dropping it into the stream. Stealthily, Jackson waded over to the plant holding the bag open under the water. “Don't move, Cadence,” he instructed, hovering his hand above the surface till he was ready to strike. 
 
    Cadence drew in a breath and held it, anxiously watching her partner's attempt to score a meal for them. Jackson's hand struck the water like a claw, nabbing one fish as two others swam into the sack. “Oh my gosh,” she said, exhaling with relief.  
 
    “Not done yet,” Jackson confirmed, pulling the soaked bag out of the water to inspect the catch. “But there's definitely two in here.” Holding up the one in his hand for Cadence to see, Jackson added, “Not big, but not bad, either.” 
 
    “You did good!” she exclaimed.  
 
    “Yes, but can't stop now.” Jackson dropped the third fish into the bag and handed it to Cadence. “Hold this. I'm going guerrilla on this stream.” 
 
    Taking possession of the bag like it was filled with gold, she asked, “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Just that I need both hands free,” he told her, cupping his palms as his hands sunk back into the chilly water. Like a pro, Jackson moved with the flow of the stream, controlling his reflexes as he surged into action. “Bam!” he yelled, showing off another catch to Cadence. “Check it out!” 
 
    “Nice!” She yelled back. “Good work, Jackson!” 
 
    “I'm so fucking happy,” he said with tears in his eyes.  
 
    She waded to him, opening the bag for the fish to drop. “Me, too.” Cadence had a sudden urge to kiss his cheek, but caught herself before acting on impulse.  
 
    The hunt continued but turned up nothing more. “I think I scared the rest away,” he stated. “Let's definitely come back later and try again.” 
 
    “Definitely,” she echoed, stepping out of the coldness and onto dry land with Jackson following behind her. Retracing their path back to the cave, the crew caught up with them, documenting their fortunate turn of events having captured a meal.  
 
    With relief, Dani said a silent prayer for the teammates as they brought their fire back to life and skewered the fish over the flames. The cameras rolled on through their meal, capturing their happy reactions over finally putting something substantial into their stomachs. 
 
    “God damn, that was good,” Jackson stated, licking his fingers after trimming every last bit of meat he could from the fish bones.  
 
    “Super delicious,” she agreed.  
 
    “I can't wait to have more.” 
 
    “Yes,” she added, “hopefully for dinner.” 
 
    Jackson offered his palm for a “high-five” and she accepted, slapping his hand with hers.  
 
    “It's good to know there will be a day seven,” she confided. 
 
    “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    “I'm feeling inspired,” she shared, “and want to get to work on making us some type of woven coverage to place over ourselves at night. We're going to need whatever extra warmth we can make happen because last night was almost unbearably cold.” 
 
    “I'm all for that,” Jackson confirmed. “This mat you made for us to sit and sleep on is excellent.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she replied with a blush. “While we're out hunting let's collect material for it.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I'm visualizing six or seven feet long and like six feet across,” she explained. 
 
    “That's big,” he said. “We better get collecting then if we want to use it tonight.” 
 
    “Agreed,” she responded, crawling out of the cave. An idea crossed her mind and she told him, “I'll take the dirty dishes to the stream and give them a good wash so we have clean roasting sticks and utensils to use later.” 
 
    “Dishes?” he laughed, “You're funny.” Handing her the whittled tree branches they'd carved into cooking and eating tools, he added, “But, also a very smart idea. Thank you for thinking about it!” 
 
    “You're welcome,” she replied, feeling the sincerity in his voice and eyes. “Pat some ash on your shoulders. They're looking burned.” 
 
    “Thanks for reminding me.” 
 
      
 
    Jackson and Cadence canvassed the terrain shadowed by cameras and crew, picking up whatever usable items for weaving they found on the way to the stream. The area was buzzing with the sound of wild birds calling out to each other, Monkeys howling, and the occasional plane flying overhead.  
 
    “I just realized something,” Jackson announced.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don't miss my phone,” he admitted, “at all.” 
 
    “Huh,” she wondered, contemplating her own lack of desire for outside stimulation. “I can relate to that.” 
 
    “Ouch!” Jackson stumbled over something sharp. Stopping to examine the bottom of his foot, a trickle of blood oozed from a small puncture wound. “Crap.” 
 
    “Thorns,” she stated, noticing the patch of dried grass with spikes running through it. “Yikes. I need to make us shoes, too.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” he agreed.  
 
    Immediately, Cadence went to her knees and quickly stripped a frond into several pieces before wrapping them around his foot. “It's not as good as when I weave the strips together but it will do for now.” 
 
    “Wow,” he replied, impressed with Cadence's fast reaction and know-how. “That's perfect.”  
 
    Not wanting the cameras to catch her blushing, Cadence kept her expression and tone serious. “Like I said, it will do.”  
 
    “It doesn't feel like the thorn is embedded,” he shared, capturing Cadence's gaze and holding it for a beat. 
 
    “Good.” Cadence diverted her gaze from his eyes and refocused on the important task of tying knots and checking to make sure the “bandage” was secure. “That's the best I can do with what we have.” 
 
    “I'm grateful for the protection,” he complimented. “Thank you.” Standing, Jackson winced, but dealt with it. “I'm good to go.” 
 
    “Right on,” Cadence responded, “just be careful. We both need to pay closer attention to where we're stepping.” 
 
    “For sure.” 
 
    They walked in silence, comfortable with each other and in being a survival team, leading the film crew to the stream. Scanning the water for whatever they could eat, Jackson and Cadence found a cluster of bigger fish than what they'd caught before. 
 
    “You first,” she insisted, remembering how chilly the water was.  
 
    “Oh, that's so kind,” he replied with a sarcastic tone, sliding his good foot in first, then carefully   submerging the injured one into the stream with a horrible look on his face. “And it hasn't gotten any warmer.” 
 
    “Oh, what a relief,” Cadence said, smirking at her partner as he acted strong and unaffected.  The energy between them was playful, showing off their teamwork, amateur hunters fixed on capturing a second meal. It was Cadence who made the next kill using her longer nails to snag a small fish.  
 
    “Yes!” Jackson exclaimed, helping Cadence secure the thrashing catch.  “You got the appetizer, now I'll get the main course.” 
 
    “Double dare you!” she shot back, smacking his arm for flaring his machismo.  
 
    “Shhh,” he told her, motioning to the fish. Cadence intuitively knew Jackson's behavior was elevated for the cameras and she reacted accordingly, too delirious to care about maintaining her austere composure. From her feet to her knees she felt frozen, but a warm sensation swirled through her her chest from the growing chemistry with Jackson.   
 
    “Fine,” she whispered back. “Get to work!” 
 
    Jackson resumed his stealthy maneuvers, slicing the water with his spear repeatedly.  
 
    “Jackson!” Cadence called out, pointing to a collection of snails. “Escargot for dinner?” 
 
    “Most definitely,” he replied, stalking the slimy creatures.  A single-handed grab-and-go was completed. “Bon Appétit!”  
 
    “Excellent!” she remarked, counting six snails in his palm. “Do you think we can catch more?” 
 
    “Of course we can,” he stated, dumping the snails in his bag. “But we need to stand really still and let the water calm down before we stir up commotion again.” 
 
    Not arguing, Cadence and Jackson stood quietly, side by side, motionless, and only speaking with their eye contact.  The stream moved naturally without their added waves, and Jackson mouthed the words: not yet. 
 
    Nodding, Cadence waited for his next signal, and waited and waited. Finally, she asked, “They're all hiding now.” 
 
    “Yep,” he replied in his regular voice. “We blew our cover for the sake of snails.” 
 
    She reminded, “Those little bites of protein are going to taste delicious once we cook them.” 
 
     “No doubt,” he agreed, “just wanted to bring home a second filet-o-fish to complete the healthy meal.” 
 
    “I wanted that, too,” she confirmed, remaining on high-alert.  
 
    More minutes passed before Jackson and Cadence shared a glance of momentary defeat. “Maybe we should count our blessings and call it a day?” 
 
    “Let's call this day fortuitous, though,” she suggested. “I'm so excited about eating two meals today, I could cry.” 
 
    Jackson responded, “Yeah, we did cry earlier, so...” 
 
    “So, don't waste the salt and water for tears?” she asked, gently elbowing his ribs to encourage a lighter mood.  
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The fire in the cave was close to burning itself out when Jackson and Cadence returned.  
 
    “Well, our barbeque will have a slight delay,” Cadence stated as she stoked the embers.  
 
    “I'll get some supplies,” he told her. “Watch over our food and keep the fish out of view of the birds circling.”  
 
    “Will do,” she replied, serious in her intent to resurrect the fire. She watched him gather what he could, noticing his downsized body, visibly smaller than when they'd started the challenge.  
 
    Handling the other tasks, Cadence cleaned and skewered the second fish of the day, praising herself with, “I think mine was bigger.”  
 
    Jackson returned carrying an armful of bark and quick-burning debris. Immediately, they went to work getting a new fire burning and the food cooking. A ration of water was heated through in one of the bamboo shoots. The mood in their shelter was hopeful, focused on cooking their sustenance to perfection and not overdoing it.  
 
    Concerned, Cadence asked, “How much weight do you think I've lost so far?” 
 
    “Hmm,” he pondered, “I'd say five to ten pounds.” 
 
    “In six days,” she smirked. “I tried to put on a few pounds before we started this, but it's tough for me to do that, considering how much hiking I do normally.” 
 
    “Yeah, I carb-loaded for two weeks before getting on the plane over here, and I maybe added an extra four or five pounds,” he admitted. “Not nearly enough for what we're going through.” 
 
    “No,” she agreed, then stated, “It's going to get better for us.” 
 
    “Yes, for sure it will.” 
 
    “Jackson, we're going to find more food and other resources each day,” she assured, drawing up her muted confidence from the core of her being. “We have to.” 
 
    “I didn't come here to bail halfway through,” he stated. 
 
    “We're not quite at the halfway mark,” she said with a smile, partly teasing him. 
 
    A sizzle came from the skin of the fish and Cadence pulled it from the flames. Inspecting the char, she declared, “This one is ready!”  
 
    “Awesome!” 
 
    “You first,” she insisted. 
 
    “Come on, take the first bite,” he countered. 
 
    Her hunger won out. “Okay.” 
 
    Savoring their meal, Jackson said, “Like eating at a five-star restaurant.”  
 
    “Better.” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed, “the best.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Dani and her crew stayed on Jackson and Cadence later into the night than they had since the start of the challenge. Angst filled Dani's heart, watching the teammates suffer through the cold while the crew was bundled in layers of clothes.  
 
    “It doesn't get easier,” Dani whispered to Lawrence, “seeing them shiver like this.” 
 
    “Thank goodness they have fire,” Lawrence commented, adding, “and at least it's not raining.” 
 
    “I know,” Dani replied, “but still, I worry for them.” 
 
    Lawrence offered comfort to her, caressing her lower back discreetly, not drawing attention from any other crew member, and asked, “How much longer do you want to film tonight?” 
 
    Checking her watch, she noted the late hour. “Another fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Okay,” he replied, resuming his professional stance.  
 
    Dani said a prayer for Jackson and Cadence as she did for all previous participants. In her heart, she felt an emotional connection to them, which wasn't the norm. Usually, Dani was able to distance herself from whatever was happening with the survivors, but not with these two. She sensed their growing connection and closeness with each other, and picked up on the subtleties exchanged between them. A part of her wanted to stay near them for the rest of the night, like a protective blanket supplying warmth from a distance. Her rational, all-business side knew her presence made no difference and couldn't stop the cold and inclement weather from affecting Jackson and Cadence. Dani allowed the filming to go on for a few minutes more before wrapping production for the day.  
 
    “Thank you all,” Dani said with gratitude to her crew as they headed for the truck. “Let's get some sleep and start earlier tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Brian hoisted his equipment into the back of the vehicle then helped Dani get in. With a naughty grin, he said in her ear, “We can warm up your tent for you.” 
 
    “And you're both so good at it, too,” she remarked, “but I'm feeling like what I need tonight is to be snuggled.” 
 
    “We're good at that, too,” he assured. 
 
    “Well aware,” she stated, patting Brian's thigh.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “It's got to be in the forties,” Cadence said, shoulder to shoulder with Jackson by the fire. “My fingers are too cold to keep weaving,” she told him, referring to the half-finished cover she'd been working on.  
 
    “No worries,” he responded, then asked, “Are you cool with me putting an arm around you? The cameras are gone for the night.” 
 
    Cadence contemplated his offer. “Yes, I'm good with it,” she stated. His arm went around her shoulders and held her tight. “I feel guilty stealing your body heat, though.”  
 
    “Don't. We need to get as close as possible or else the cold will be unbearable for both of us.” 
 
    Her anxiety rising with the intensity of her shivers, she inquired, “How much colder do you think it will get?” 
 
    “I don't know, but I hope not much more.” 
 
    “Maybe we should go collect extra fire material?” 
 
    “Cadence, it's pitch black out there,” he reminded. “Not even the light from our camera's flash is enough to illuminate a safe path. In the dark is usually when the nastiest of poisonous creatures comes out to play.” 
 
    “True,” she agreed, placing her palms dangerously close to the flames. “I'm just concerned...” 
 
    “We're okay,” he insisted, “the fire will last until morning.” 
 
    Cadence's teeth chattered a response, “I swear, I don't think we can get close enough to protect us from shivering to death.”  
 
    “We should spoon then.” He explained, “I can wrap both arms and legs around you. In return, your body will help keep my chest and core warm.” 
 
    The idea of being cocooned by him was compelling and connected with her absolute need to be blanketed by anything in order to make it through the night. 
 
    “Good thinking,” she complimented, stiffly waiting for him to take the lead on their new bodily setup. Jackson released his hold on her shoulders to reassemble himself. Laying down on his left side so the front of their bodies would still face the fire, Jackson opened his arms to her. She nodded, quickly crawling to the open area between his groin and chest. Desperate for his heat, she curled into him, plastering her backside to his chest closer than the previous nights. His arms clasped around her upper body and his legs intertwined with hers, Jackson and Cadence were locked in a solid embrace. 
 
    “Comfortable?” he asked, partly joking.  
 
    “Yes, very,” she lied. “At least I was able to make a mat for us to sleep on.” 
 
    “You've got bad-ass weaving skills, Cadence,” he complimented. “I can't wait to see what else you'll make for us.” 
 
    “How's the cut on your foot?” she asked with concern. 
 
    Lifting his foot so she could see the small wound covered in dried blood. “Seems okay. Doesn't hurt.” 
 
    “Good.” Cadence was suddenly aware of how her body was rubbing so closely against him in attempts to get warmer. For the first time since the start of their consensual spooning, she felt him harden against her bottom. The last remnants of Cadence's modesty called attention to how perfectly her ass fit within his hip bones and pelvis, and how natural it had become to sleep like this with him. Assuming his erection was a benign reaction to the needy situation, she ignored it and asked, “Can you feel the fire? Are you getting heat from it? I'm worried that your back has no coverage.”  
 
    “My back is a hard shell immune to the cold,” he laughed. “We need to calm down your shivering, though.” 
 
    “I'm trying.” 
 
    Squeezing her limbs from top to bottom, Jackson suggested, “Try breathing with me,” and took a deep inhale, encouraging her to do the same.  
 
    In through the nose, together they held in air until a notable calm came over Cadence. Exhaling, they repeated the process several more times. “I think the shaking level has lowered to a light tremor. Thank you.”  
 
    He replied, “You're welcome.” 
 
    A silence fell inside the cave, and Cadence didn't try to disrupt it with chatter. Instead, she floated in the quiet, protected by the stranger who'd transformed into her best friend and protector. His breathing tickled the back of her neck, but she didn't show it, focused on controlling and conserving her energy. Thoughts and ideas of sleeping on a mattress had been discarded in favor of embracing their extreme circumstances, committed to living out the experience to the fullest for as long as she could. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Cadence?” Jackson whispered to her at the first sign of sunrise. “Let's get out of this freezing cave.” 
 
    His strong hold on her prevented Cadence from bolting up and running for the outside. “Oh God,” she cried, “We made it!” 
 
    “Yeah,” he replied, “welcome to day seven.” 
 
    Her hands brushed against his icy back as he stood and pulled her up with him. “Oh my gosh, Jackson, your skin feels frozen.”  
 
    With a courageous smile, he replied, “Almost frostbitten.” 
 
    “Thank you for keeping me safe.” 
 
    “Thanks for keeping me warm!” 
 
    “But you're not warm at all!” 
 
    Taking her hand in his, he placed her palm on his muscular pecs. “My chest is warm.” 
 
    “Wow,” she replied, impressed. “I gave off that much body heat?” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    Her hand lingered there on his chest a moment too long for a platonic relationship, and Jackson picked up on it. Turning her touch into a purposeful act, he brought both her arms around his torso and helped her skinny frame out of the cave. Carefully, they walked into the golden haze as it gained power over the darkness with Jackson's arms still wrapped around her shivering body. She clung to his slimmed waistline and clenched her jaw so her teeth wouldn't clatter.  
 
    “Look how beautiful.” Cadence's gaze was locked on the brilliant sky, boasting rich orange and pink hues highlighted with sunlit clouds.  
 
    In awe, Jackson replied, “It's the most glorious one yet. I'm so glad we witnessed it together.” 
 
    The chill of the early morning air sunk into their bones, causing them both to quiver and shake and cling tighter to each other than they had on previous mornings. Their level of increased comfort was obvious and neither tried to quell their closeness, even as they heard the hustle of Dani's crew coming at them.  
 
    Dani noticed Jackson and Cadence's embrace first, pausing before her crew rushed in with ready cameras. Waiting and watching, Dani motioned for silence. “Take a second,” she told them in a low voice. “Enjoy the sunrise.” 
 
    Assured that her crew's gaze was on the sky, Dani stole an opportunity to grab Brian's rounded ass, then did the same for Lawrence, whispering, “Starting the day right.” 
 
    “Can we do the same to you?” Lawrence asked. 
 
    “Oh stop, Lawry,” she purred, “you know you don't need to ask. Just as long as it's discreet while the rest of our tribe is around. Right?” 
 
    “Riiight,” Lawrence agreed, reaching for a handful of her bottom. Brian joined in massaging Dani's ass until she signaled for their undulating hands to stop.  
 
    “I don't want to disturb their peace,” she told them, referring to Jackson and Cadence, still wrapped in each other.  
 
    “But we should capture the moment for the show,” Brian stated.  
 
    “No, no,” Dani disagreed, “give them another minute.” 
 
    Brian and Lawrence accepted Dani's decision and relaxed their stances, content to watch the vibrant colors in the sky brighten to blue. As soon as he saw the teammates acknowledge their presence, Brian winked at Dani, then quietly turned his camera on to film the start of the day.  
 
      
 
    “Cadence,” Jackson said with reluctance, “they're here.” 
 
    Breaking their hold, Cadence replied, “I figured they would be.” 
 
    The established routine of hunting, gathering water, and feeding the fire went on another day, and then for five more days after that. Although they were barely surviving capturing just enough sustenance to stay alive, their moods were stable, intent on going the distance and letting nature take its course. The nights grew colder, and Cadence's woven “blanket” made from stripped leaves served as light coverage, but not enough barrier to stop the freeze from invading their depleted bodies.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Dani's concern for Jackson and Cadence morphed into an obsessive worry. “I'm thinking of breaking my own rules and offering them blankets to use at night,” she admitted to Brian midway through day twelve. “The temperature swings are causing an unsafe situation for Jackson and Cadence. The threat of having to take them to the hospital in the middle of the night because hypothermia has set in is now a real possibility. They don't look good, Brian.” 
 
    “No, they don't,” he confirmed. 
 
    “We expect to see participants lose weight and go through tough days and some level of starvation, but this is too severe. I almost wish they'd just tap out and end the suffering. If they don't, and the cold nights continue, I'm ending the challenge for them early.” 
 
    Lawrence entered the conversation, drawing their attention to the playback feature on the camera given to the survivalists to use on their own. “They didn't enjoy last night from what they filmed,” he informed. “The footage is like five minutes long, but enough to see how badly Jackson's hand was shaking holding the camera and...” 
 
    Dani asked, “And what?” 
 
    “And Cadence was crying, saying over and over again how much pain she was in.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Dani responded like she'd been shot in the stomach.  
 
    “What do you want to do?” Lawrence asked. “I need to fully charge the camera before giving it back to them. Is there anything I should tell them?” 
 
    Tears were in Dani's eyes, replying, “Please, you guys, please tell me it's not a big deal to alter the way we go about this challenge so that I can secretly give them blankets.” 
 
    Lawrence and Brian were silent, not wanting to sway Dani's decision. 
 
    Brian finally said, “It's not our call to make. You're the one in control, Dani.”  
 
    “I don't think I can deal with it,” she admitted, her vulnerability breaking down her tough exterior. “I didn't create this show so people would suffer like this.” 
 
    “That wasn't your intention,” Brian confirmed, “but it is part of being a survivalist. We explain that to all participants before they sign waivers and contracts. They knew beforehand what might happen and the dangers and pitfalls of being on the show.” 
 
    Losing control of her emotions, Dani nodded, wiping the tears from her face.  
 
    His backpack full of supplies, Lawrence retrieved a roll of paper towels and handed her one. “Want some water?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, taking his bottle and drinking from it before drying her face. “Go finish charging the camera. We'll head back out in thirty minutes.” 
 
    Brian took Lawrence by the shoulder. “We'll alert the rest of the crew.” 
 
    “Okay, thank you.” Pulling her emotions together, Dani took several deep breaths then grabbed two extra blankets from the crew's stash.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “I don't think I can keep pushing myself, Jackson,” Cadence admitted with sadness in her voice. Having dropped more weight, her slight skeleton withered in the hot afternoon sun. “Last night was the worst one yet. I feel broken, like I can't get rid of the chill in my bones even standing in full daylight.”  
 
    “Hang in there, Cadence. Mind over matter.” Jackson had lost significant body mass, too, but stood strong next to her. “Do you have enough in you to fish?” 
 
    “I'll give whatever I have.” 
 
    Jackson rubbed her arms as a gesture of giving warmth, but his eyes suggested there was more to his touch than simply helping a teammate. Cadence read the message clearly with mixed feelings. 
 
    “They'll be back soon,” Jackson reminded her. 
 
    A strange sensation came over Cadence, taken by Jackson's handsome face and the way he stared at her, so familiar, yet someone she didn't completely know.  
 
    “Jackson?”  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Cadence couldn't answer, lost in his gaze. The moment lingered long enough to signify a change in how they saw each other, crossing the line from survival partners to something she didn't want to totally acknowledge. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “For?” 
 
    “For being so strong and brave,” she complimented. “You're holding up better than me.” 
 
    “You're welcome, but don't thank me,” he told her.  “We're both working hard to get through this together.” 
 
    “I feel like I'm letting you down,” Cadence confessed.  
 
    “You're not.” Jackson's grip on her arms intensified, and his face moved closer to hers. “You're just trying to survive in a place we're not supposed to.”  
 
    His unshakeable confidence and belief in her and them as a team touched her soul. She felt stronger in his presence and connected to a deeper source of energy. The sun created an ethereal halo around him as his mouth hovered near hers. Cadence's delirious thoughts spun in her mind and her heart pounded in her chest anticipating his next move.  
 
    Quietly, he asked, “Cadence? Are you okay with this?” 
 
    “With what?” she questioned, instinctively knowing what he meant but too cautious to assume.  
 
    “With this,” he reiterated, brushing his mouth against hers.  
 
    “Yes,” she uttered before their lips connected in a soft, needy, emotional kiss. The power in their intimate exchange sent a wave of healing sensations through Cadence's aching, depleted body and she clung to him, not wanting their kiss to end. He dared to enter her parched mouth with his tongue, and she went with it, blending hers with his. Dirty, dry, starving and desperate, Cadence and Jackson's desire for each other overflowed like a shower of healing relief, their deep, mutual attraction erupting from within. 
 
    Then, the familiar rustle of the production crew coming towards them was heard. Jackson and Cadence parted from their passionate display, reverting back to their amicable, platonic partnership before the cameras could catch what was happening. Cadence exhaled long and slow, and so did Jackson, exchanging a potent, secret glance they both understood. No further explanation was needed for their actions, nor were apologies uttered, focusing their wills on surviving another day as the cameras filmed their ongoing struggle.  
 
      
 
    As Dani approached, she called out, “Jackson and Cadence? We're going to film confessionals today. It's important for us to document where we are in the challenge.” Face to face with them, a pang of guilt went through her chest seeing how skinny and worn they were from nearly two weeks of trying to survive Madagascar.  “Okay?” 
 
    Jackson answered, “Sure,” and Cadence nodded her consent, her mind still racing from their kiss.  
 
    Dani lowered her voice and said, “And, I've brought you blankets.” 
 
    Cadence and Jackson blinked at her, disbelieving.  
 
    She continued, “As strong and brave as you two have proven yourselves to be, it's not humanly possible to withstand more nights like the one we had last night. I know you two don't want to tap out, and I don't want you to, either. So, please, takes these and be discreet about it. We won't show any footage of your blanket usage in the final edit. I promise you.” 
 
    “Okay with me,” Cadence replied, looking like she'd just won the lottery.  
 
    “Me, too,” Jackson agreed. “I won't say a word about them. It'll be our little secret.” 
 
    “Good,” she said with relief. “You both signed a nondisclosure agreement, which states you can't talk about the show until after this episode airs, but it also extends to not revealing what goes on behind-the-scenes, like slipping you blankets. This is as far as I can extend help, though.” 
 
    “Understood,” Jackson confirmed. Cadence gleaming her vote of approval as she took the blankets from Dani.   
 
    “And, just FYI,” Dani went on, “if you feel like you have the energy to walk further than you've gone, my location manager spotted a watering hole where animals gather, both small and large. Might be a good hunting resource and a new place for finding edible vegetation.” 
 
    “Noted,” Cadence assured, her hope rising over the despair consuming her.   
 
    Dani wavered a moment longer with them. Through her watery eyes, she shined an inner light that inspired Cadence and Jackson to continue believing in their survival mission. “Okay, then,” she said, clearing her throat. “Let's get the confessionals out of the way so you two can go score some lunch. Cadence? We'll film yours first.” 
 
    “Okay,” she answered. “Where do you want me?” 
 
    “There is fine.” Dani motioned for her crew to jump to action. “I don't want you to use any more energy than you have to.” 
 
    Cadence smiled, but her weakness was too obvious to hide. She asked Dani, “What should I say?” 
 
    “The truth,” she stated. “Start when you're ready.” 
 
    Cadence took a second to clear her foggy head in order to speak coherently. “So, it's been cold at night. I mean, really, really, freaking cold. The kind of cold that gets in your bones and can't be warmed even under the blazing hot sun. We are hungrier than we've been this whole challenge, living off of small fish, nuts, berries, hearts of palm, and we need to find a bigger source of protein. I hate to not feel optimistic, but if we don't find more substantial food, we probably won't have the energy to make it to extraction on the last day.” 
 
    Dani made a hand gesture to signify “enough”. “Good. Just switch places with her, Jackson,” she told him, and he did, assisting Cadence as she stepped out of his way. “And... Action.” 
 
    “I feel like a lizard soaking up as much sun as I can during the daytime because the nights have become unbearable,” he admitted. “Cadence has been an amazing partner the past two weeks, sticking out a grueling situation like a pro. I know for a fact that I wouldn't still be in the challenge if she had tapped out. There's no way to survive Madagascar as a lone warrior. It's just too hard with the temperature swings and lack of food. I'm hopeful, though, that we'll turn things around and start thriving again because living like this ain't good for anybody.” With his trademark wink, Jackson was all talked out, ready to get hunting.  
 
    “Thank you, both,” Dani said, then cheered them on, “You two can do this. Keep telling each other that. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Cadence and Jackson replied in unison, a note of doubt underneath their upbeat tone. Picking up their walking sticks which doubled as spears, the famished teammates headed out to the area Dani had suggested off camera. The energy between them had shifted, both thinking about their kiss. They kept the conversation light and their focus on finding nourishment, heading for the watering hole with the crew tagging along behind them. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Dani instructed her crew to stay as far away from Cadence and Jackson as they could and still get the shots needed to capture the scene. Carefully and quietly, the desperate-for-food survivalists hunted at the watering hole, which was more like a pond, alive with fish, alligators, and larger, land-based predators that didn't care for their intrusion.    
 
    “Cadence,” Jackson whisper-yelled to his crouching partner, knee-deep in the water, her mind set on catching the larger fish swimming around her calves. “There, behind those rocks,” he continued, “looks like pigs!” 
 
     “Oh shit!” she whisper-yelled back. “They totally do!” 
 
    With absolute confidence, Jackson told her, “I'm going to get us one of those.” 
 
    Cadence's serious face brightened. “Oh please, oh please, oh please,” was her excited, childish response.  
 
    “They're hard as fuck to get, though,” he explained, “so fast and rowdy. But, you keep doing what you're doing and...” 
 
    “Wait, I should help you do this,” she insisted. “You're going to need me to create a diversion or catch them from another direction.” 
 
    “Look at you, strategy girl,” he teased. “Do you have the energy for it? Pigs can be mean ass creatures, and rough, too. They'll fight you.” 
 
    “I'm too hungry to be afraid,” she confessed. 
 
    “Okay, then, I'll go left first, then give it five seconds before you move to the right,” he explained. “Be ready to flush them back to me if I miss the first.” 
 
    Wild-eyed, Cadence replied, “I'm ready!” 
 
    A surge of adrenaline caused her heart to pound as she observed Jackson's stealthy approach. He'd caught fish and snakes, but nothing as big as the wild pigs grazing on the other side of the watering hole. Wading through the still water, Jackson reached the other side, undetected in full warrior hunter ninja-mode. She watched how his muscles flexed, preparing for attack, twenty feet from the closest pig, and how deftly he maneuvered in his hunting stance. 
 
    Cadence went after him, cautious of where her feet landed as she trudged through the murky pond. Not wanting to disrupt Jackson's action, she stayed at the pond's edge and waited for an opportunity to jump in. It excited her to see Jackson's narrow focus, calculating his moves, his intent to feed them. And then, he surged, pouncing at one, missing it, and pouncing again. Cadence hesitated before jumping in, then did her part to herd the pigs as they ran from Jackson. She dashed after one, but the pig was too fast, running from her with surprising speed. From behind, Jackson speared a medium-sized hog and yelled, “Cadence!” 
 
    Hurrying to his side, she helped him hold the animal down. Together, they struggled against it till capture was secured. Neither said a word, panting too hard to waste their oxygen on saying what they both felt—shock, relief and joy. Once their breathing was under control, Cadence noticed the camera crew much closer to them than before, filming every second.  
 
    “Stand back,” Jackson huffed, his tired body shaking with sweat pouring from his forehead. 
 
    Cadence didn't argue or ask questions, instinctively knowing his order was the right action to take.  
 
    Withdrawing his knife from the burlap sack slung over his shoulder, Jackson bravely finished the deal. A moment of silence fell between Cadence and Jackson, as if in deep prayer, thankful for the catch, yet respectful of the sacrifice made.  
 
    “Good job, Jackson,” Cadence complimented, humbled and grateful.  
 
    “Thanks.” Jackson bowed his head as he stood, not in a boastful mood.  
 
      
 
    Exhausted yet exhilarated, Jackson and Cadence shared the heavy work of carrying the pig to their shelter, each holding the spear-turned-makeshift-spit by the ends.  
 
    “Careful,” Cadence warned, “red ants ahead, big time.” 
 
    “Damn,” Jackson replied, seeing the thick trails of red vicious biters on the path in front of them. “That shit's going to hurt.” 
 
    “Yep,” was her simple answer, knowing they had no choice but to walk through the swarm. Step by step, the warriors went through the mass, jerking from the multiple stings as they hurried past, desperately keeping their pig from falling to the ground. “They won't quit biting!” 
 
    “Ow, ow ow,” Jackson growled through his teeth. “This sucks.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, it definitely does,” she agreed, “but we're almost at the clearing.” 
 
    A large, stalking bird circled over their heads, aware of the meal they carried. 
 
    “Don't drop our pig!” Cadence cried, half-joking. “We have a dinner crasher flying above.” 
 
    “I see 'em,” he replied, checking out a second bird in the distance. “He's probably putting out the alert to his friends, too.” 
 
    “I'll punch a bird that tries to steal,” she laughed, but her facial expression was dead serious. 
 
    “Me, too,” he said, stomping the ants off his feet. “I've got roughly a hundred bites on each foot.” 
 
    “I'll boil water in the coconut shells we saved for us to soak our feet in,” she offered.  
 
    “Sounds like a plan, but not before we cook up our pork lunch and dinner feast.” 
 
    “True, eating does come first.” 
 
    “Especially when you're starving.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Skinned, prepped, skewered and roasting, the aroma of barbequed pig was intoxicating to Jackson and Cadence. They hung out near the fire, managing the process like two gourmet chefs being filmed for Food TV rather than a survival reality show.  
 
    “Turn it to the right,” Cadence instructed, “because the meat is getting too charred in one area.” 
 
    Jackson moved the skewer so the pig could cook more evenly. “Better?” 
 
    “Yes.” She poured boiled water into their bamboo “flute” and handed it to him. Jackson drank a few sips before handing it back to her. “Have more,” she told him. “That wasn't enough to make a dent in what you've sweated out.” 
 
    “Cadence, take some first,” he responded, his voice filled with care and sincere affection. “You're more dehydrated than I am.” 
 
    “We argue like we're an old married couple,” Jackson stated, causing a stir in Cadence's chest. He joked, “Just take a sip and then give it right back to me so I can hog the rest of water.” 
 
    “Hog?” she repeated. “So now your true colors are revealed, I see.” 
 
    “I'm too thirsty to be colorful,” he joked, winking at her. “Drink.” 
 
    Cadence obeyed, blowing on the freshly boiled water before sipping. “Wow, thanks for insisting. My mouth was super dry.” 
 
    “See? I know you better than you know yourself,” was the bold statement Jackson made, not fully comprehending the intimacy inherent in his words. Sensing Cadence's uncomfortable shift, he added, “I mean, we're both experiencing the same exact thing. If I'm dry as a bone, so are you.” 
 
    “Right, exactly,” she agreed, controlling her body language in front of the camera.  “It's your turn to be quenched.” 
 
    The pork meat crackled as the juice dripped into the fire, sending sparks into the air. “Ouch!” Cadence yelped, rubbing the spot on her leg where the sparks landed. “They got me!” 
 
    “Damn,” he commented, noticing the red marks on his own skin. “I got hit, too.” 
 
    “Doesn't hurt as bad as the ant bites, though.” 
 
    “That's true, or the cut on the bottom of my foot, or the frostbite, or the...” 
 
    “Got it,” she said with sarcasm. “Watching the pork fat sizzle makes my dry mouth really water.” 
 
    “It sure does,” he agreed. “Best news of the day? Or possibly the best news ever? Our meal will be ready to eat shortly.” 
 
    “Counting the seconds.” 
 
    “The milliseconds.” 
 
    Sharing a laugh, Jackson and Cadence locked their gazes, instantly recalling the kiss that happened between them earlier in the day. The memory couldn't be brushed off or ignored and the emotions Cadence felt were too strong to dismiss.  
 
    “God, I'm so hungry,” Cadence admitted. Jackson's look revealed his inner thoughts and Cadence intuitively understood what he was telling her without words. His feelings for her had intensified, too, and neither knew what to do next except to focus on their survival tasks and somehow make it through the night.  
 
    “Let's sample it.” Jackson used his knife to carve out a piece of meat and carefully nibbled at it. “Wow, that's delicious.”  
 
    Cadence licked her lips as he shared the offering. “And cooked through?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Not wasting another second, Cadence popped it into her mouth and chewed.  
 
    “Good?” he asked. 
 
    “The best,” she confirmed. 
 
    Jackson cut her another piece. “Lunch-dinner is served!” 
 
    “Thank God!” was her exuberant response before accepting the second bite. 
 
      
 
    Piece by piece the pork was devoured. Jackson and Cadence filled their bellies until they couldn't eat another morsel and washed it down with boiled water. 
 
    “I feel like we should eat the entire thing,” Jackson said, meticulously carving the last shreds of meat from the carcass. “Mostly because I'm concerned over how to store the meat.” 
 
    “We have coconut shells,” she reminded him. 
 
    “Yeah, and although you wanted to save them for making foot baths...” 
 
    “Ha ha, well, safely storing our food is more important.” Examining the interior of the five scooped out husks, Cadence added, “Besides some bugs, both alive and dead, that got into them, I'd say they're fairly clean.” 
 
    “Okay, but the other thing is, we can't put the food in the shells and then go hunt or leave the cave at all,” Jackson told her. “Leaving the leftovers unsupervised would be a huge mistake. Some hungry critter will get into it and...” 
 
    “You're right,” she agreed. “And that's why we should just stay in for the night and keep eating.” 
 
    “Right, but the other part of my brain says the smart decision is to store some for later. We caught a pig yet there's no guarantee will catch more, or anything else, for that matter.”  
 
    “Buzz-kill,” she kidded.  
 
    “Just being real,” he defended. 
 
    “I can go out and collect more leaves or whatever I can find to make a barrier for the coconut openings. At least we can protect the meat from other bugs as much as possible. The freezing cold at night will help keep the meat fresh until the morning, but we can't let it sit all day, either.” 
 
    “So, then we make the choice to babysit our tasty morsels until we've eaten every scrap.” 
 
    “Yep.” Collecting the leftovers and layering them into the coconuts, Cadence stuffed the extra meat into her mouth, and then fed some to Jackson. He ate from her fingers without a second thought and almost licked them before remembering their interactions were still being filmed.  
 
    Cadence froze, vulnerable and awkward, aware of how they looked to Dani and her crew. She mildly cleared her throat, withdrawing her fingers from his lips and said, “I'm going to search around for supplies.” 
 
    “Okay, I'll stay at home and watch over things,” he joked. “Be safe.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Dani called it a day shortly after sunset. On the truck ride back to the crew quarters, she took comfort sitting between Brian and Lawrence, a hand casually placed on their legs, reflecting on all that transpired while they filmed.  
 
    “You did the right thing, Dani,” Brian confirmed. “And we caught some spectacular footage of them at the watering hole.” 
 
    “Yeah, that pig capture was pretty awesome,” Lawrence added. 
 
    “It was a good day,” Dani agreed, tracing little circles on their thighs. “And not worrying over Jackson and Cadence freezing to the point of needing hospitalization definitely helps ease my mind.” 
 
    “And ours, too,” Lawrence told her with a comforting tone, enjoying her touch and wanting more of it.  
 
    Brian stroked Dani's arm, then held her hand, interlocking his fingers with hers. “If they decide to tap out, you can be assured you did what you could to help.” 
 
    “So, I'd like to have a meeting with you two to discuss tomorrow's strategy,” she stated, feeling their body heat rising as they snuggled closer to her in the back seat. “Sound good? Are you both up for it?” 
 
    “Sure,” was Brian's response, knowing what Dani's expectations really were.  
 
    Lawrence nodded his approval, ready and willing for whatever Dani had in mind. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The crew was bundled under layers of clothes and blankets while hungrily consuming food and drink. The long production days and drastic swings in temperatures had worn down the overall morale of Dani's team, but the drive to keep moving forward was still strong.  
 
    Lawrence brought Dani a bowl of hot chicken soup. “This should make you feel even better.” 
 
    Dani put aside her paperwork to inhale the steam rising from the bowl. “Thank you, Lawry.”  
 
    “You're welcome.” 
 
    Brian stuffed the last bite of his chicken burrito in his mouth and washed it down with a beer. “Damn, I was hungry. Sorry for eating like a pig.” 
 
    “Speaking of pig,” Dani said, then asked, “how amazing were Jackson and Cadence today?” 
 
    “They were rad,” Brian replied, “and kind of cute together. It's obvious they've become good friends.” 
 
    Lawrence added, “Yeah, they look like they're getting closer each day.” 
 
    Dani nodded, blowing on each spoonful before sipping from it.  
 
    “You stay in touch with participants, right?” Lawrence asked Dani. 
 
    “I do,” she told him, “and most partners stay in touch after being on the show.” 
 
    Brian said with a smirk, “And the others don't ever talk to each other again.” 
 
    “True, and that's just part of the experience,” Dani stated. “With Jackson and Cadence, I can see them staying in touch afterward, even if they don't make it the full twenty-seven days. And, I suspect we'll have to be careful in post-production with the editing of this episode.” 
 
    “You saw that, too, huh?” Lawrence laughed.  
 
    “Yeah, I think it's safe to say we all saw it,” Dani responded. “And good for them, you know? They found a soulmate in each other and that's just so cool.” 
 
    “Definitely.” Lawrence finished his dinner and kicked back until Dani said otherwise.  
 
    Drinking the last sips from her soup, Dani glanced at her men with a suggestive grin. “I'm ready for dessert.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Dani, Lawrence and Brian snuggled naked under layers of sleeping bags and blankets inside her tent. The luscious heat their bodies created was a turn-on in itself for them, and after several long days of abstaining, the three were desperate for physical release. Dani's hands cupped and stroked their cocks, her head propped on pillows so she could see their erections slipping between her palm and fingers. The first ooze of pre-cum coming from their swollen heads moistened her strokes, and made her thirsty for a taste of them.  
 
    “You boys feel so good in my hands,” she purred, wishing she could fit both cocks inside her pussy at once. Dani wasn't in the mood to be fucked, wanting to please her men orally instead. Giving head was her favorite way to focus the random, stressed out thoughts inherent in being the leader of a massive undertaking. The simple act of bobbing on their rods and bringing Brian and Lawrence to orgasm was powerful and indulgent, and what she needed to clear her mind from the worries of the day.   
 
    “Oh yes,” Brian growled, his mouth wanting hers before she descended under the blankets to meet their cocks. They kissed passionately for a spell, their tongues intertwining in a hot saliva bath. “God damn, your hand feels incredible.” 
 
    “Yes, it does,” Lawrence agreed, rocking his hips to pump his cock into her closed fist. “Like always.” 
 
    “Am I too predictable?” Dani asked with a teasing tone, knowing she wasn't.  
 
    “No,” Lawrence answered, “you're a very surprising woman who knows exactly how to make me hard.” 
 
    Maneuvering under the blankets, Dani grasped their cocks, pointing them straight up so she could swallow them whole. “Well, you two have proven that you can handle my special type of torture. For that, you deserve a treat.” 
 
    Brian and Lawrence could only reply with groans, watching her mouth find their bulging heads, alternating her oral bath from one rod to the other. She loved the salty taste of their sweat, and how musky they were after a grueling day of work out on a barren terrain. They were her willing playmates in a raw environment on her wild adventure and that made Dani horny and wanting. Slurping on Brian, then Lawrence, and back and forth till a hot web of saliva formed, Dani took control of their cocks with serious intentions of making them both come hard.  
 
    “Oh fuck,” Brain growled, taken by how Dani slurped up and down his shaft so viciously. “That's it,” he told her, “your mouth's got me good.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” was Dani's response, unrelenting in her cock worship, feeling him grow to his maximum fullness. She stayed on Brian till she saw his teeth gritting, then removed her mouth, not wanting him to come just yet. “No, no, Bri. Wait for Lawrence to catch up with you. I want you both to come at once.” Squeezing her thumb and first finger tightly under his rim, she kept Brian in check so she could pursue pleasuring Lawrence. “Give me that dick,” she ordered, even though she already held all the control over Lawrence's erection.  
 
    “It's all yours,” he replied, his body shaking as her mouth went to work on him. “Oh my god, that is insanely awesome.” 
 
    “We are the luckiest guys in the world,” Brian stated, eagerly waiting for Dani's mouth to be back on him.  
 
    “No argument there, bro,” Lawrence agreed, flexing his rock hard shaft while Dani pumped it.  
 
    Dani rode her mouth down his cock till it hit her throat and bobbed on it there, loving his delirious reaction. “Mmm mmm mmm,” she moaned, her twisting fist following her lips, rising and falling till she brought him to an orgasmic edge.  
 
    “Fuck, I'm close,” Lawrence told her, his abdominal muscles stiff and locked for whatever Dani wanted next. 
 
    “I know,” she purred, popping her mouth from his shaft and replicating the same squeezing motion with her other thumb and first finger under his bulging rim. She brought their cocks together and wagged her wet tongue across both of their pulsating heads. With luscious circles, she coated them, lapping at their tiny openings and tasting their jiz. She slurped from one to the next, careful not to make too much noise as she brought her men to the breaking point. Her fists tight on their swollen shafts, she hand-fucked them without mercy, sucking on their heads with abandon till they quaked with orgasms.  
 
    “Ahhh!” Brain said with a low roar, ready to explode. “Dani, I can't stop...” 
 
    “I can't either,” Lawrence warned, holding his breath for the inevitable release.  
 
    Faster and faster, Dani worked them, pumping and sucking their cocks till they both lost control. Hot, white loads shot from their rods and hit her face. “Oh, fuck yes,” she said with a lusty smile, drinking up what came next before extending her tongue to lick the cum on her cheeks and chin. “Oh, sooo delicious.”  
 
    Brian and Lawrence breathed hard and deep until their balls were emptied and their desire satisfied. Groaning with relief, Brian went limp in Dani's hand, and so did Lawrence, happily spent of their pent up energy.  
 
    “That was fucking incredible,” Lawrence complimented her, raising himself up to his elbows. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Yes,” Brian added, “thank you for the wonderful ride.” 
 
    “You two are so very welcome,” she replied, lapping up the last of their creamy explosions.  
 
    “Is there anything we can do for you?” Brian asked. 
 
    “You did it already,” she told him, “by working your asses off and never complaining.” 
 
    “We love what we do,” Brian confirmed. 
 
    “That's true,” Lawrence agreed. 
 
    “So do I,” Dani stated with a tired, satisfied yawn. “Let's do this again tomorrow. Sound good?” 
 
    Brian and Lawrence looked at each other with wide, delirious smiles, then beamed at Dani. “Uh, yeah, of course!” Brian answered for both of them.  
 
    There was rustling outside the tent, and Dani peeked out to see other crew members heading for their sleeping quarters. She cleaned herself with a wet cloth, then wiped her saliva from Brian and Lawrence's softening erections. “Until tomorrow then.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Why does this feel like we're cheating?” Cadence asked Jackson as they drew their bodies close together and spooned under the blankets Dani had given them.  
 
    “Because we are,” Jackson stated, fitting the warm blanket around them. “And I'm grateful for the covers or else there's no doubt we'd be tapping out sometime before morning.” 
 
    Cadence replied, “So, the blanket isn't solely for our sake, but for Dani, too, because if we don't tap out, then the show goes on another day.”  
 
    “There's that.” Jackson didn't argue her point, holding her tight under the minimal cover. “And who cares? We're all together in this crazy thing. You don't want to tap, and neither do I. This is keeping us in the game.” 
 
    “It's amazing how many aspects of myself I've discovered over the past two weeks out here with you,” she admitted, vulnerable yet unafraid to say what she really felt, safely tucked in his arms. “I mean, I'm not sure what's driving us forward at this point. At first, it was to prove something, but we're past that now. We're hanging in there for a different reason and I'm not sure I need to understand it, but...” 
 
    “Cadence,” he interrupted, “it's okay, and I get it. You know how similar we are.” 
 
    “I do,” she acknowledged, “I feel closer to you than anyone else in my life. That's the only part that scares me. Growing accustomed to living in the wild with you has become... natural, like we've always been this way together, and could go on indefinitely with this cave as our home.”  
 
    Jackson hugged her closer, then joked, “Maybe not the cave as our forever home part, but I agree with everything else you said. I was just happy to have a partner I got along with from the first day. Now, I'm thinking about how weird it's going to be not sleeping next to you when the challenge is over.”  
 
    Jessica's heart pattered and she clutched herself, considering what he'd said. “Funny, I'd almost forgotten the challenge is ending in two weeks.” 
 
    “It could end tomorrow if we don't make it through the night,” was Jackson's sober reminder of reality.  
 
    Absorbing the little warmth his cold body gave off and the protection given by the light blankets, Jessica practiced her calming breaths to slow the shivers that had set in. “Yes, it could.” 
 
    “I never thought I'd meet another person like me,” Jackson admitted. “I mean, very few people would endure this. And even fewer would like enduring this. And want more.” 
 
    “But we do.” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed, “we do.” His cold hands clutched her slight, boney ribcage as if they could supply heat to her nearly frozen core. “Cadence?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “If you need to tap out, I'll leave the challenge with you, too.” 
 
    She contemplated his statement as a flurry of disconnected thoughts filled her tired mind. She saw surreal images of her and Jackson tapping out together, walking hand and hand across the terrain to the crew van, followed by flashes of hot chocolate served to them by Dani, and layers of thick comforters wrapped around their skinny skeletons. Then, she saw the ride back to wherever the crew quarters were and hot showers, fresh clothes, a hearty meal. There were images of saying goodbye to Jackson and their return to civilization forcing their departure. Chris's sweet smile crossed her mind, visualizing his greeting at the airport and his loving embrace. She'd almost forgotten what their apartment looked like, and what it felt like to be in their warm, comfy bed. None of the clothes in my closet will fit, she thought, imagining her first day back at the bank, looking malnourished, sunburned and bruised.  
 
    “I can only go day by day,” she replied, not willing to give up on the challenge, or her place by Jackson's side. 
 
    “I know,” he told her, “but I needed to say that. Don't stay in just for me because I'm barely hanging on, too.”  
 
    Cadence nodded, letting the conversation float without resolve. And then, she felt his mouth touch her shoulder with a light kiss. It lasted only a second, but it resonated throughout her body, causing a sudden jolt.  
 
    “Oh shit, I'm sorry...” 
 
    “Don't be,” Cadence said, “your mouth is cold, that's all.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess warming them on your shoulder is a bad idea,” he responded, covering his motives with a thin excuse.  
 
    “No, you can, I just didn't...” 
 
    “It's okay.” 
 
    Cadence closed her eyes, too exhausted to think of a reply other than, “Please kiss my shoulder again,” which even in her delirious state wasn't appropriate. Changing the subject, she stated, “Let's talk about our menu selections for tomorrow.” 
 
    Relieved, Jackson replied, “How about grubs and berries for breakfast? Followed by dirty creek water with a hint of pork rind boiled to scorching...” 
 
    “We haven't had snake in a while,” she reminded, “And after all this pork, I can honestly say snake meat would be a welcome change.” 
 
    “Okay, so, we'll plan our hunting around those areas where we're most likely to find one,” Jackson outlined, repeating a conversation they'd had at least once a day since the start of the challenge.  
 
    “And then for dinner?” 
 
    “I would love to take you out,” he blurted with a hint of romance in his tone.  
 
    “Oh really?” she played along. “Where to?” 
 
    “Considering we have a crew following us on our first date, it should probably be somewhere near the watering hole or...” 
 
    “First date?” she asked, “Is that what this is to you?” 
 
    Jackson squeezed her, and covered her legs with one of his. “You know what I meant. I was just teasing.” 
 
    “Yes, I do, and go ahead, tell me more.”  
 
    “I can't believe that we haven't found an abundance of tropical fruit here,” he continued, veering from the intimacy they both felt. “A smoothie. I'm actually craving an exotic fruit smoothie.” 
 
    They laughed and basked in the levity. Cadence told him, “I'll make you one someday when this is over.” 
 
    “I'd like that,” he replied, sensing the late hour and their need for sleep above all else. “I'll keep watch so you can sleep first.” 
 
    Cadence was already drifting in a light snooze, comforted by his hold on her. Jackson slowly moved his face towards her shoulder again and kissed it. She didn't jolt as she had before, accepting the gesture as a sign of their friendship and nothing more. Seeing it any other way would require an explanation for the questions inevitably following an intimate touch from a non-boyfriend, like a kiss on the shoulder, or neck... or her mouth.  
 
    They'd kissed earlier in the day and there was no erasing it. The choice was to either examine his intentions or rationalize their line-crossing as part of what happens on a bizarre journey, dropped in the middle of nowhere without anything but two burlap sacks, a knife, a fire-starter, and one camera to record their moments when no one else was around to do it for them. As vulnerable as they were, adhering to emotional and personal boundaries was nearly as tough as the challenge itself.  
 
    Jackson picked up on Cadence's fear, her reluctance to let him in entirely, and her need to preserve a platonic distance in their partnership. He respected that, even though his own needs were very different. He wanted to be free with her, but Jackson's version of “free” wasn't Cadence's. His went against the grain of society, putting him out of step with someone like Cadence once the backdrop of Madagascar fell away.  
 
    Jackson blinked into the darkness outside their shelter, hearing the sound of curious animals and rodents wandering around. He wasn't afraid of the familiar noise which occurred nightly, recognizing the scurry and patter of small creatures. Not once had he missed the sound of traffic, or the freeway that ran in close proximity to the house he shared with his lover, Roxanne, and her lover, Xane. He wondered how long it would take him to forget about sleeping on a rock floor, or having his body wrapped on Cadence's in exchange for the comforts of home. The temporary situation in Madagascar had become Jackson's refuge—a place where he could just be himself without the entanglement of his romantic relationship—and he wasn't ready to say goodbye to the challenge or Cadence yet. Whatever he had to do to keep them in the game, Jackson was going to figure it out and make it happen, because he needed more days with Cadence, and more time getting to know her better. In two weeks, she'd touched his soul like no other human in his life had. To let her go for an undefined stretch not seeing each other was something he wasn't interested in or prepared to do. Jackson was a realist, and didn't bother fooling himself with fantasy or pretend scenarios of staying in touch daily, or weekly, or even monthly. He was a loner, and so was Cadence. Loners don't naturally reach out to others, especially not with needs or wants, or share their most intimate feelings. With Cadence, he felt differently, though, like staying in touch might be easy, possibly essential, for the two to carry on after becoming so close.  
 
    They were more than friends—and they knew it. Not talking about their deepening friendship dynamic was as much a survival technique as boiling water before drinking it. He wasn't interested in stealing Cadence from her boyfriend, or having to confront the reality of his polyamorous lifestyle. There was no denying their physical attraction to each other, and their kiss proved it, but to continue kissing meant the eventual and dangerous blurring of the lines.  
 
    He wanted her, though, with a passion he struggled to keep in check. The last thing Jackson wanted was for his dick to talk before he could, waking Cadence with an erection rubbing against her ass. For once, he was grateful for starvation, as it helped to lower his healthy male libido.  But, it was tough. Clearing his mind from thought, Jackson slipped into a well-practiced meditative state. It kept him calm while Mother Nature slowly froze him and his partner into ice, and in the morning, she'd burn them again.  
 
    His arm and shoulder were numb from laying on it and he ignored it for her sake. Moving meant waking her, and she was asleep, even snoring a little. Instead, he starred into the blackness beyond their cave and listened to the sound of the wild, imprinting the experience on his brain for when he'd need to recall it once life was back to normal.   
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Cadence,” Jackson whispered into her ear. The sun was about to rise, and he didn't want her to miss it. They hadn't missed one yet. “The sun, it almost here.” 
 
    “Wow,” she said, squinting into the darkness with tired eyes. “I think that's the most I've slept this entire challenge.” 
 
    “You slept for a few hours,” he told her.  
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    “I did actually.” Jackson nudged her to move. Their aching bones were slow to get going after lying in a cave all night. “Come on, let's see it, start to finish.” 
 
    Rolling out from under the blanket felt like a nasty slap in the face, but she'd become accustomed to it, and braced herself as Jackson lead them out of the cave.  
 
    She mumbled, “It never gets easier, this cold...” 
 
    “No, it never does,” he agreed, jumping out onto the cold ground below before offering to help her maneuver down. “Watch your step. The ground is like subzero, I swear.” 
 
    “Oh, I'm sure it is,” she replied, clasping his hands as she joined him. “But, god, I love this part.”  
 
    “Me, too,” he said, pulling her to his side so they could stay warm, or as warm as their freezing bodies could get. Minute by minute, the darkness lifted, and the sky was illuminated by the sun. There, in the first light of day, Jackson and Cadence held each other close, and turned their attention from the sky to their faces. Cadence wasn't aware of her rapid heartbeat, lulled into calm by Jackson's beautiful, rugged face looking into hers. Passion was in his eyes, and she reflected a mutual sentiment, and secretly imagined this scenario playing out.  
 
    “Cadence?” he asked, but continued before she could answer, “I'm going to kiss you.” 
 
    “I know,” she told him, willing and wanting to taste his mouth on hers. 
 
    “And you're cool with it?” he double-checked. 
 
    “Yes,” she assured, keeping her eyes open till their mouths were back in contact. Yesterday's kiss was filled with anxious intensity and newness compared to the maturity of what was happening in the moment. His lips were dry yet smooth, and so were hers, blending intimately, naturally, and with excitement. The landscape had brightened around them, but they didn't notice, lost in their bliss.  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    The morning of day twenty-six—the last full day of the survival challenge—was hot, dry and windy. Against extreme odds, Jackson and Cadence had managed to make it through, and a massive sense of relief permeated the mood knowing that the next day was their extraction from the challenge. They'd acclimated well to their harsh environment, and went a few days during the final stretch without solid nourishment, but somehow still had the energy to keep going.  
 
    Their daily routine of hunting, collecting nuts and berries, and fetching water was complicated by their mutual, unspoken feelings for each other. The kissing had continued, and the affection between them had grown beyond a friendship, yet neither dared to start the uncomfortable conversation about what their physical affection meant, or how they'd conduct themselves after returning to their real lives.   
 
    Dani and her crew followed dutifully behind the survivalists as they headed for the watering hole in search of a food source. Cadence leaned in to Jackson, attempting to keep their conversation from being overheard on the camera microphones. “Remember how weird this was on day one? Having Dani and the crew guys following us everywhere? Day and night?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jackson said, “and now it's normal.” 
 
    “How long do you think it will take us to get used to not having them around?” Cadence asked, dancing around the topic they hadn't truly discussed. “I feel like I'm going to expect them to follow me to work at the bank or home to my apartment, to the grocery store...” 
 
    “Right? I know, like we've been specimens for so long,” Jackson replied with a distance in his voice. “But we have to eat or else we won't have the energy for extraction tomorrow. We have to walk more than a mile to the pickup point through nasty, rough, bug-infested terrain.” 
 
    Sensing his mood shift, she implored, “Jackson? Are you okay?”  
 
    “Yes, of course,” he replied, “just focused on scoring us a meal. Aren't you hungry?” 
 
     “I'm starving!” she exclaimed, looking over her shoulder and shrugging at the camera crew. To bring levity to the rising tension, she added, “I'm pretty sure I'm never going to want to eat berries or almonds or tiny fish ever again, though.” 
 
    “Who knows how we'll feel tomorrow?” he stated, stirring an unsettled feeling in Cadence. “But in the here and now in Madagascar, I want another pig.” 
 
    They had each lost a sizable amount of weight—Cadence was down a good thirty pounds and Jackson a little less. From continuously painting themselves with mud their skin wasn't completely scorched, but close. Cadence's scraggly hair hadn't been properly washed in weeks and the burlap sacks they'd carried since the start of the challenge were dilapidated and worn. But, Cadence was at peace, side-by-side with Jackson, and a part of her heart wished their lives could stay this way, alone without modern conveniences, phones, computers, clothes, with Jackson as her only companion. Madagascar had changed her life, and as ominous as it felt to be forging in the wild, the thought of immersing with civilization again was daunting.  
 
    “Cadence, look!” Jackson said with quiet enthusiasm, pointing to a cluster of birds gathered at a half-eaten Zebra corpse killed by another animal predator.  
 
    “That? We shouldn't eat a dead animal, killed by an unknown...” 
 
    “Cadence, are you serious?” he asked, incredulously. “After all this time hunting with me, you think I'd actually be that negligent to suggest we eat that? A dead, possibly rotting, diseased corpse?” 
 
    “No!” Cadence paused, mindful of their interaction in front of the crew. Their partnership had been argument-free, revealing only a benign, copacetic exchange while going about the business of survival. “I'm delirious, and didn't mean anything by it,” she corrected his assumptions. “Of course it's ridiculous to think you'd ever say or believe eating that was a good idea.”  
 
    “I meant, the birds,” he told her. 
 
    “Yes, I know, and I... never mind,” she stated. “Rewind, back it up, erase, erase, erase.” She held her gaze on his face till he made eye contact. “So, the birds? Yes. Let's hunt us some birds.” 
 
    Realizing his short-tempered reactions, Jackson took a breath and changed his tone. “This could be harder than catching a pig.” 
 
    “I'm down,” she stated, “just tell me what you need me to do.” 
 
    Accustomed to following his lead, Cadence stayed a few steps behind him as they proved what their partnership was made of—determination and skill.  Jackson plotted a course to one in the flock that had strayed from the others, then readied for an attack. Crouching, he waited for just the right moment, then lurched as swiftly as he had on day one, catching the bird with his bare hands. Cadence was quick on defense, using her burlap sack over the capture and knotting the open end shut as soon as his hands were out of the way.  
 
    “You got it?” he asked, riding high on an adrenaline surge. His eyes had that wild look Cadence had become so familiar with. She felt her heart rush, too, but for more reasons than the successful hunt. 
 
    She replied, “Yes!”  
 
    Then, Cadence was surrounded by Jackson's arms, squeezing her tightly to his chest in a hail of victory. And she returned his fearless show of affection, hugging him liberally, both disregarding how they looked through the camera lens. His heart beat with adrenaline, and her hot, sweaty face pressed on his bare, dirty skin, hearing the rapid thumps coming though his chest. Cadence didn't want to move, holding him close, his strong, muscular arms wrapped around her bony frame like she was the only person in the world that belonged to him. Clinging a moment longer, Cadence broke their contact first, quickly resuming a platonic stance with a bit of distance between their naked bodies.  
 
    Jackson said, “Looks like our work here is done. Thank you, Madagascar, for being such a generous host.” 
 
    She reminded him, “You might want to hunt again later. This is one meal, and a good meal, but still...”  
 
    “I think I might just want to take it easy today,” he joked, clearly not the relaxed type. “You know, kick back with an ice cold... oh wait, we don't have any ice.” 
 
    “Besides my limbs in the middle of the night?” she said with a note of sarcasm. “Frozen like a Popsicle?” 
 
    “Yours and mine both,” he added. 
 
    Then, he reached for her hand, and held it momentarily. Cadence instantly felt a thump in her heart, like she wanted to cry, sensing his affection towards her and wanting to return it.  
 
    “Here,” she blurted, needing to create a distraction for the sake of the cameras. She handed Jackson her sack with the meal inside. “Carry this.” 
 
    “Gladly,” he replied, taking the sack from her. “I would have offered, but you know how you get.” 
 
    Raising an eyebrow, she responded with, “How I am? Ha ha, Jackson, you're so funny.” 
 
    He smirked, and winked at her. “Thank you, I'll be here all night.” 
 
    “Yeah?” she asked, giving him a sideways glance. “Me, too.” 
 
    A glow of contentment lit around them as they hoofed it across the burning terrain. Jackson stated, “I really wish we'd worn the new sandals you made for us.” 
 
    “I know, but we wanted to save them for tomorrow's extraction.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    She reminded, “From how the map looks, our path out of here is the toughest terrain we've dealt with so far.” 
 
    “The bottom of my feet are on fire right now.” 
 
    “Mine, too.” 
 
    Dani motioned for the cameras to stop filming and for the rest of the crew to slow their pace in the sweltering heat. Countless hours of footage had been captured and the thought of the enormous editing project awaiting her once the shoot was finished caused an instant stomach ache. She contently walked between her two men, Brian and Lawrence, across the mighty landscape, absorbing the moments as they passed. Directing this show of her creation was Dani's dream come true, and Brian and Lawrence were the added gifts. A woman in charge of everything, Dani thought to herself, and yet all I want to do is hold their hands and rub their asses. 
 
     “Crew?” she said, “We're done for the rest of the afternoon. Brian and I will handle the night shoot, and it won't be a long one. Just enough to see Jackson and Cadence settle in for the night, and catch their confessionals about making it to the last day of the challenge.” 
 
    The crew was agreeable, hot and pouring with sweat. Dani added, “There were days during this shoot when it felt like we'd be stuck out here forever, victims of sun poisoning and killer bee bites. And I'm twisted enough to actually wish we could spend more time out here.” 
 
    Not as agreeable to her second statement, the crew grunted.  
 
    “Ha ha!,” she snorted, “You guys are so funny. You know you love working on this show as much as I do.” 
 
    More grunts, followed by laughter. “Assholes,” she said with a sideways smile, then joked, “the offer I just gave about having the rest of the day off? Not with that attitude.” 
 
    Mel, the overheated production assistant looking dry and dreary, apologized for the group, “We're sorry. We really could use the break.” 
 
    “I know,” she assured, nearing the path that brought them to Jackson and Cadence's rock dwelling. “It's been a tough month. And you know I wouldn't take an offer like that away from any of you. You all are my heroes. My rock-stars. My beloved team. Thanks for getting me through another episode, and caring about my masochistic passions.” 
 
    “It just means we're as crazy as you,” Brian told her, patting her shoulder with more affection than they'd shown publicly before.  
 
    In an unexpected way, Dani had found her soul-mates, not just Brian and Lawrence, but her entire crew. Gratitude lit her heart, as she signaled her warriors to keep going and head straight for the crew truck waiting to take them back to their camp.   
 
    Jackson and Cadence casually glanced at the crew as they left, raising an eyebrow over their mid-day departure. “I wonder where they're going?” Cadence pondered. 
 
    Jackson replied, “No idea. Obviously, they're taking a break.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” Cadence cleared the spot where they'd cleaned their captures before cooking them over the fire. “But they don't usually break this early. Even without a clock I can gauge that.” 
 
    “Isn't that cool? How our bodies acclimated to not having watches or checking to see what time it is?” 
 
    “It's liberating,” Cadence shared, and meant it. “And so is not having any clothes.” 
 
    “Except when we're freezing at night.”  
 
    “Yes, there's that,” she replied. “All clean, Jackson. Do your thing.”  
 
    Swiftly, Jackson removed the bird from the bag and went to work skinning and cleaning the fresh kill while Cadence tended to the fire. Their routine had become comfortable, normal, and the pang of inevitable change hung between them like an unpleasant subject neither wanted to confront.  
 
    “How's it going?” Cadence called out to him, shrouded by a billow of ash and smoke. 
 
    “Excellent,” he shot back, “are you ready for me?” 
 
    Cadence's smile froze in reaction to his playful remark, then remembered the crew was out of sight. She dropped her guard, not having to be so concerned about how they appeared as the mood lightened around the promise of a hearty meal. “Yes, I am.” 
 
    The skilled hunter skewed the bird and together they positioned it over the fire. “Good work,” she complimented him, ignoring the voice in her head that reminded her this could be the last meal they share together, if no other hunting happened before the pending extraction.  
 
    “Thanks,” Jackson replied, cleaning his sticky hands with the cooled ash on the ground. “And you with your fire. You did a fantastic job keeping it alive and well during our journey.” 
 
    Suddenly, referring to their time in Madagascar as an event of the past, Cadence shuddered, not liking the reality before them.  
 
    “I did what I could... for us.” 
 
    “You were perfect, the best partner I could've asked for,” he stated, his blue eyes revealing the depth of his sincerity. “I thought making it to the last day would feel like a giant relief, and I had visions of us as marathon runners crossing the finish line...” 
 
    She interrupted, “Wearing woven sandals instead of sneakers.” 
 
    “Right, and loving it, totally,” he continued, “happy with our accomplishment, and ready to go back to our lives already in progress.” 
 
    Hesitating before speaking, Cadence added, “And it just doesn't sound as great as it did when we were facing starvation mid-way through the challenge.” 
 
    “No, it doesn't,” he agreed.  
 
    “All we can do is savor the time we have left here, in our Madagascan home.”  
 
    “Yep,” he responded, his usual reply when the conversation took an emotional turn. They focused on the cooking, carefully turning the skewer over the flames. “I bet your boyfriend's going out of his mind, missing you, and counting the hours before your return.”  
 
    Jackson's mention of Chris disturbed Cadence's mood, reminding her of an emotional connection she'd pushed aside in order to venture far away from him for a month spent with another man. She answered, “I suppose.” 
 
    “You miss him, don't you?” he inquired. 
 
    Cadence contemplated the emotional storm quietly stirring within her, torn between her new attachment to Jackson and what she'd created with Chris for the past several years. “I do,” she told him, “and I'm sure he's eagerly awaiting my return.” 
 
    Daring to delve deeper, Jackson asked, “And what do you feel?” 
 
    Suddenly insecure about revealing her truth, Cadence replied, “I feel like I'm going to miss you.” 
 
    “I share those feelings, Cadence,” he admitted, “and we definitely need to stay in touch.” 
 
    With a breath of relief, she responded, “I'd like that.” 
 
    “Your job requires you to travel, yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Jackson wiped his sweaty brow, smearing dirt on his forehead. “Well, maybe next time you're heading in my direction we can meet up for lunch or dinner.” 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    “Let's not talk about this anymore,” he stated. “The subject of saying goodbye to you is making me lose my appetite.” 
 
    “Stop it,” she replied with a hard exhale. “You're fine. We're fine.” 
 
    Jackson nodded, turning his attention back to the bird, almost completely cooked through and ready to eat. “Just about there.” 
 
    Cadence kept her eyes on Jackson, studying his facial expressions, so controlled with his emotions in check. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, bold in her directness. “Look at me.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “No, I mean, really. She clarified, “Look right into my eyes.” 
 
    Jackson changed his stance, adjusting his gaze to meet hers without any interference or signs of being uncomfortable with her directive. “How's this?” 
 
    “Good, thank you.” Smoke tendrils floated between their bodies and danced around Jackson's face, and yet he didn't blink or divert his focus. “It's been going on in my head for many days now, probably since we met, actually, and if I don't ask you this question, I... look, I don't know how to just come out and say it...” 
 
    “Just come out and say it,” Jackson assured. “Because maybe I've been having the same thoughts?” 
 
    Cadence studied his eyes, gauging his sincerity. “There's obviously something, an energy, between us, although it's possible that I've imagined this, or the lack of sleep and food and...” 
 
    “Cadence!” he snapped, stopping her mindless rant. “Do you feel what I feel? More than teammates? More like soul mates brought together in the strangest of circumstances but at the wrong time for us to be open about our chemistry?” 
 
    “It's more than chemistry for me.” Cadence allowed her words to hang in space before adding, “I feel like I'm falling for you. And, for me, that goes beyond chemistry or a physical connection.” 
 
    “You just said what's in my gut.” Jackson broke eye contact with her, his vulnerability rising to the surface. “And if you'd come here as a single woman, I'd have expressed my feelings to you before this moment.” 
 
    “Wow,” Cadence said with an exhale of relief. “Okay, so, this is a mutual thing.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And I have a boyfriend.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    The shock of their sudden honesty hung in the balance. Jackson held steady, waiting to see how she handled the revelations.  
 
    “So, that's why we've kept our feelings to ourselves? Even while we were kissing?” Cadence asked with a bite of sarcasm in her tone.  
 
    “Yes,” Jackson confirmed, “for me, anyway.” 
 
    “Because somehow it's easier to kiss it out than talk it out?” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    “Obviously?” 
 
    “Cadence, stop.” 
 
    Emotions running high, she inquired, “Why? I asked a simple question.” 
 
    “Because our chicken is about to be overcooked,” he stated, reminding her of their essential needs. 
 
    “Oh shit!” she exclaimed, instantly switching gears to save their food. “Take it off the fire!” 
 
    “Calm down,” he said, removing the charred bird from the flames. “We caught it in time.” 
 
    “God, I hope so,” she sighed. “I'm really hungry.” 
 
    Jackson laughed, bringing levity to the serious moment. “Yeah, me, too.” 
 
    Cadence carefully engaged the smoky, hot flesh, piercing it with her fingers and wincing from the heat. “Ouch!” 
 
    “Don't burn yourself!” 
 
    Tearing a chunk of perfectly cooked poultry for Jackson, she fed the warrior, her hunter, the enigmatic guy who'd become her best friend.  
 
    “Fuck!” he growled with a mouthful of meat. “That's scorching!” 
 
    “I know,” she frowned, “sorry.” Cadence fed herself a flame broiled bite, too, and blew on it from her throat across her tongue, not wanting to spit it out. 
 
    “Ah huh!” Jackson nodded and chomped on the mouthful, looking like a crazy man, wide-eyed, drawing in breaths of the cooler air around them. He chewed the meat till it was warm and easy to swallow, then smiled at Cadence before bursting into laughter. “Don't ever do that to me again! That sucked so much.” 
 
    Swallowing her bite down, Cadence fluttered her hand over her extended tongue, then replied, “Okay, I promise not to feed you burning hot bird ever again.” 
 
    Jackson's eyes were full of tears, partly from the heat and smoke, and partly from laughter. He blew on the bird, testing the temperature before tearing more meat from it. He handed a nice chunk to Cadence. “Here, less nuclear.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she complimented, “you're obviously better at controlling your impulses than I am.” 
 
    “Not really.” He reminded, “I kissed you first.” 
 
    Hearing Jackson confess his intention to kiss her caused an excited stir in her core, and made her forget logic, as if they could live in this environment, isolated from the rest of the world, forever.  
 
    “Yes, you did.” Letting him handle the rest of the bird, she opened her mouth to receive more. They spent a few hungry minutes in silence, savoring each bite, both grateful to have their bellies filled with protein.  
 
    “Man, this is really delicious,” Jackson stated, sipping water from the bamboo cup they'd made.  
 
    “You've said that after every good meal we've had out here,” she reminded him.  
 
    “I'm grateful.” 
 
    “I know,” she said before taking a big gulp of water. “It is delicious. How am I going to adjust to eating a boring deli-cut sandwich and bottled water for my lunches at the bank when we get back?” 
 
    “You'll be fine,” he assured, taking another swig from the bamboo, then offering more to her. “Boiled creek water is a bit overrated.” Jackson held her chin, gently lifting her face to meet his, putting an end to the conversation. Nothing more needed to be said or explained as their need for each other stretched beyond a friendly boundary. “But, I am going to miss you, though.” 
 
    “I'm really going to miss you, too.” 
 
    His mouth was warm when it merged with hers, and tasted of the meal they'd shared. Parting her lips, Cadence created a space for Jackson's tongue to slide into, and he took the offer. Their mouths moved from side to side as their tongues twirled and slipped together in a deliberate, passionate dance, more aggressively than before. The noise of nature went quiet and Cadence felt Jackson's urgency, using his brawn to bring her further back into the cave. Gasping as her spine pressed against the cold rock, she heard Jackson whisper, “I need to be inside you.” 
 
     A bolt of white heat struck Cadence's pelvis, rocked by Jackson's statement, yet sharing his need. Losing herself to the power of the moment, Cadence caught her breath with the weight of his chest on hers, and replied, “Jackson, we can't...” 
 
    “Tell me to stop and I will,” he said with a tone that matched the look of conviction in his eyes.  
 
    “I can't tell you that,” she admitted, quivering from her core as his hands found her breasts and touched them deliberately.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Desperate for more of him, she explained, “Because I want you to keep going. I need you, too.” 
 
    Suddenly, his strong hands cupped the back of her head, protecting her from the roughness of the rock wall as they kissed against it. His tongue slipped inside her mouth again, darting back and forth across hers, and she matched his urgency.  
 
    “Fuck, Cadence,” he moaned, parting from her mouth for a breath of air, “I want you so bad.”  
 
    Her response was halted, taken by Jackson's passion, and his hands fondling her breasts like he owned them. Massaging their fullness and teasing the sensitive tips of her nipples, Jackson took possession of her, dragging his tongue down her salty neck to the sweetness of her mounds.  
 
    Sipping the air for breaths, Cadence struggled to control her guttural reactions as Jackson's suckling intensified, nursing on her nipples like a thirsty animal needing nourishment to survive. She reached for something to cling to as her legs buckled from the pleasure Jackson's undulating mouth caused, but there was only his head and shoulders to grab. His hand dove down and searched between her thighs until his middle finger found her bud and pressed against it.  
 
     “Oh, please,” she quietly begged, aroused and desperate for more. Circling the fleshy sweetness of her clit, he used the wetness from her soft opening to lubricate his finger's entrance. “Yes!” she gasped, her eyes focused on the clouds above as the pressure he applied gave way to insertion. 
 
    The cave darkened as a rain cloud covered the sky and in that moment, Cadence prayed for rain—anything to help disguise what she knew would happen next. From her womanly core, pleasure soared, lusting for Jackson's continued advances as his finger moved inside of her.  
 
    “Jackson...” Her words were stolen by his sudden kiss, matching his finger-fucking to the rhythm of their Frenching. Their bodies blended together in a rugged dance with his waiting cock thick and erect against her pelvis.  
 
    “Cadence,” he whispered into her ear, “I'm going to fuck you.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, breathlessly, as he grabbed his cock and pumped it in his fist. She halted his forward motion, wanting to feel his shaft and wrapped her fingers with his. She stroked his girth, assessing his impressive size and the strength of his erection before dropping to her knees faster than he could stop her.   
 
    “Oh fuck,” he grunted, watching her blow his dick like a horny, familiar lover would, willingly taking his length as far back into her throat as she could. “You look so hot,” he complimented her, holding her head in his hands, guiding Cadence's back and forth movements with heightened intensity. “Yes, god, that's perfect.”  
 
    Pulled to a standing position by her hair, Cadence caught a glimpse of Jackson's fierce expression, reading his sexual intentions clearly before he spun her around to face the rock wall. Her palms flat against it, she braced herself for his entry. Jackson gripped her hips and pulled her ass towards his groin, aiming his cock for her creamy opening and finding it. With a hard, desperate thrust, Jackson was suddenly inside of her, pushing into her tight passage without mercy, grunting like the wild boar they'd hunted.  
 
    Cadence clung to the wall as Jackson took full control of her body, bending her in half as he pumped her from behind. The sound of his groin slapping against her ass filled the cave, and Cadence lost herself to his steady, unapologetic thrusting. Jackson's cock grew thicker from her passionate reactions, and his cock stretched her squeezing pussy till his entire length was inside of her.  
 
    “Oh, Jackson,” Cadence managed to say, barely breathing as he pumped her. His grip tightened on her hips, pounding relentlessly, and the rest of her sentence went unsaid. 
 
    Abruptly, Jackson pulled out of her cunt, and groaned, “I'm too close.” 
 
    Instinctively, Cadence spun back around before falling to her knees and going face to face with his erection, slick and coated in her juice. “Mmm,” was the throaty sound she made as she sucked on him, licking and suckling his shaft until she tasted his drippings, not just hers. The scent of their mixture was scintillating, arousing her deepest urges to make love to him with total abandon, unrestricted by the rules of the society they'd been removed from. There, in her mouth, Jackson's cock throbbed, and she ran her tongue from tip to base till she gained enough courage to instigate a top position. “Over there,” she hissed, pointing to the other side of the cave where they'd embraced nightly in attempts to keep warm.  
 
    “Here?” he asked, his cock firm in Cadence's hands as he went where she wanted him.  
 
    “Yes,” she replied, “lean back and let me get on you.” 
 
    His body reclined at an angle, Jackson used the rock as a partial seat and stabilized himself before giving her an approving nod. Cadence climbed the rock and his body till her pussy found his cock. She used her free hand to guide it back inside her swollen folds, and slid down his shaft with little resistance.  
 
    The two locked their lustful gazes as Cadence straddled his hips and rode him for her pleasure. She held the back of his neck with both of her hands, and used her leg muscles to pump and grind on his throbbing stiffness, releasing delicious sensations that aroused them both. There were no words to exchange as they hungrily fucked each other senseless, just the murmur of their hearts pounding in their chests as Cadence drove him deeper inside her pussy without shame or fear.  
 
    The look in Jackson's eyes suddenly changed and Cadence knew what it meant, considering how hard his shaft was inside her pulsating cunt. Her pelvis rumbled with pleasure as Jackson's cock stimulated her most sensitive inner areas, and narrowed her focus so the head of it rubbed the one glorious spot that brought her over the top. “I can feel you,” she whispered, her breasts bobbing past his mouth as she fucked him harder. Jackson extended his tongue, catching a few tastes of her ripe nipples as they both neared the edge of simultaneous release.  
 
    “Jackson?” she asked with a cry in her voice, their bodies like two machines slamming together loudly. Her entire being shook and trembled, not wanting to stop his ejaculation—even if he didn't pull out. Constricting against his massive bulge, the building sensations sent Cadence to the edge of no return. “Fuck, Jackson! I'm coming!” Hitting the peak, she floated in a timeless state, unaware of anything else but her own wild orgasm radiating through her core.  
 
    “Ah, shit!” he exclaimed, flexing his muscles as his cock suddenly burst inside of her. A mix of emotions flashed in Jackson's eyes as a month of suppressed desire came flowing out. A flash of white heat shot from his heavy balls, filling Cadence's pussy with a second load, and he still had more to give. Cadence rocked on his hips, mind-blown with pleasure, reeling from her own explosion with her head thrown back and her gaze turned towards the gray, rainy sky. She hadn't noticed the rain pouring down like a flash flood outside of their cave, totally taken by the power of her orgasm, and the power of his.  
 
    Muscles contracted and flexed, Jackson held her safe and secure as her back arched, so graceful yet primal. Mesmerized by the beauty of her lifted chest and breasts, he floated with her, too, stunned by how well their bodies blended, and how organic it felt to be inside her. The head of his cock tickled with sensitivity, and he fought the urge to pull out just to gain control of the endless sensations for the sake of her pleasure, not wanting to disrupt the exquisite peace of their afterglow.  
 
    Gradually, Cadence returned to an upright position, straddled over his hips with his released cock still inside her creamy cunt.  
 
    “The perfect rainy day activity,” Jackson huffed, softening the intensity of their connection. They were trembling and holding each other close, hearing to the rain muddying the landscape. 
 
    “Yeah,” Cadence replied, biting her own hand and diverting her eyes from his. “Although, a shower does sound wonderful right now.” 
 
    Reading her mind, Jackson stroked her sweaty spine, feeling the earthy grit covering their bug-bitten flesh. “Yes, it does.” 
 
    Not wanting to separate herself from him, Cadence rocked on his groin. Cum pooled between them and sploshed on his pelvis as she slowly removed her pussy from his spent shaft. Both rolling their eyes with the last bolts of pleasure, Jackson gave an easy smile to his friend-turned-lover and helped her straighten her legs until she achieved a standing position.  
 
    “Oof,” she exhaled, “my legs are so weak right now.” 
 
    “You worked them good,” he told her, not letting go of her waist until she could steady herself.  “And we made quite a mess.” 
 
    Nodding, Cadence carefully went to the edge of the cave, assessing the rainfall, and taking a quick look to make sure no one else was around. “I think we're good.” Climbing out of the cave, Cadence was very aware of the sticky wetness between her legs and the thick texture of his cum compared to hers. Noticing the white coating on his cock as he climbed down behind her, she instantly flashed to the reality of their situation beyond having survived this long on the rough terrain, and in unforgiving elements. They'd crossed the line, disrupting their code of decency, and changed the nature of their relationship on a physical level that couldn't be erased or forgotten.  
 
    “Ahhh,” she sighed, doused by the cold rain from head to toe. “I finally get to wash my hair!” 
 
    “Me, too,” he joked as the rain slicked his bald scalp. Offering his assistance, Jackson asked, “Can I help wash you off?” 
 
    “Sure,” she replied, then stated, “I was going to offer you the same thing.” 
 
    Taking full advantage of the downpour, Cadence and Jackson cleaned each other—hair, front side, back side, his cock, and her pussy—washing the sex from their bodies like it was a common activity. Not wanting her thoughts to travel far from the moment, to where Chris and the bank existed, Cadence quieted her racing mind, enjoying the cleansing till the coldness set in. Shivering, she stated, “I'll go check on the fire.” 
 
    As she turned to go, Jackson grabbed her wrist and drew her face to his. With a kiss, he replied, “I'm right there with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “So, I guess that joke I made earlier about not hunting for the rest of the day came to fruition,” Jackson said, warming and drying his flesh by the fire. Cadence was curled next to him, trying to calm her shivers, chilled to the bone from the dropping temperature. She responded, “Thank goodness we won't need to hunt for our meals after we cross the finish line tomorrow.” 
 
    His joking tone turned serious. “Oh, I'll still hunt,” he reminded her. “I teach this shit for a living, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, well, send me pics of your hunts so I don't miss you too much.” 
 
    “I will,” he confirmed, touching her leg as a lover would. “You should join me sometime.” 
 
    “I'd love to,” she answered with sincerity, then added, “but I've taken way too much time off from work already this year to do this challenge. And, if the bank sends me to Arizona for business, I'm usually just gone a day or two, and in meetings the whole time, which doesn't allow for time spent doing serious hunting.” 
 
    “I get it,” he replied. Changing the subject, he asked, “What do you think's going to happen with Dani and her dudes?” 
 
    “You mean, what? Like are they coming back to film us? You're guess is as good as mine.” 
 
    “As long as this weather continues,” he stated, “I doubt they will.” 
 
    A lull in the small talk set in, yet the new level of intimacy they shared showed in their physical closeness. Jackson kissed her neck, her cheek, before saying, “Thank you for this afternoon.” 
 
    “You're welcome,” she laughed, self-conscious and emotionally vulnerable. “I almost don't want to talk about it, because it makes me feel...” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It makes me feel too much.” 
 
    He nodded, not knowing how to respond, afraid of saying the wrong thing. 
 
    She added, “It was powerful.” 
 
    Jackson took her cold hand and warmed it in his. “You are a truly amazing woman, Cadence.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Seriously.” 
 
    Cadence shot him a sideways glance. “Save your judgment until after we make it through extraction. I don't want to disappoint you and change your view of me.” 
 
    “Ha ha,” he replied, “same goes for me, then.” Jackson pulled her close and cuddled her to his chest. Cadence sighed, “Do you think Dani would let us go another week?” 
 
    He answered, “I think the crew is pretty sick of looking at our asses.” 
 
    “Well, yours, anyway,” she teased, looking up into his face and spending a tranquil moment basking in Jackson's beautiful eyes.  
 
    “Want the blanket?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, but let's save it for when it gets really cold.” 
 
    The fire crackled and spit at their legs. Jackson held Cadence tighter to his chest, then kissed her, lightly at first, allowing their chemistry to simmer without forcing their connection. 
 
    Stopping suddenly, Cadence implored, “What if it rains all night and our mapped out path is too muddy to travel in the morning?” 
 
    “Then we'll find an alternative,” he assured. 
 
    “It's three miles to the extraction point, Jackson,” she reminded. “That's a long way to go on muddy terrain.” 
 
    “Don't worry about this now,” he told her, “let's withhold judgment till the morning.” Jackson rummaged through his burlap sack, retrieving their camera. “There's a few minutes of battery left on this thing. We should use it, especially since it appears we won't be visited by the crew tonight.” 
 
    Cadence repositioned herself with a bit of distance between her and Jackson, and smiled for the camera. “Ready.” 
 
    “Okay, cool,” he stated, then hit the “record” button and talked to the lens. “So, it's our last night here in Madagascar...” 
 
    “And in this cave,” she interjected. 
 
    Jackson continued, “And we're both going through some mixed feelings about it all.” 
 
    “Mostly due to the rain that's been pouring down for a few hours now,” she clarified, disguising her emotions. “And the fact that we obviously can't hunt for our dinner...” 
 
    “Or breakfast,” he added. 
 
    “And it's getting colder by the minute.” 
 
    “Right,” he agreed. “But, the fire is still going, and that's all because of Cadence and her mastery of fire-keeping skills.” 
 
    Blushing a deeper red than her sunburn, Cadence responded with, “Happy to be a good teammate.” 
 
    “You were an incredible teammate,” he corrected her, “and I was very lucky to have you.” 
 
    “Uh, well, thanks,” she stuttered an awkward reply, “the feeling is mutual.” 
 
    Jackson turned his gaze back to the lens, sensing how uncomfortable Cadence was with their filmed interaction. “Getting through the night, staying warm and heading out early is our plan, but we'll see what the weather brings.” 
 
    Cadence nodded, and gave a “thumbs up,” and so did Jackson. Turning the camera off, he laughed, “That wasn't our best performance.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Come here,” he demanded, placing Cadence back in his arms with her cheek on his chest. “You're the best.” 
 
    “So are you,” she admitted, wanting to cry suddenly. 
 
    “Want to take a nap?” 
 
    “If you take one with me.” 
 
    “Of course,” he assured, laying on his side and taking her with him. Jackson and Cadence found their established positions and spooned as they had every night since the start, and yet it felt completely different. Their bodies were more intimate, with Jackson's groin pressed firmly onto Cadence's bottom and his relaxed cock nestled between her cheeks. The minimal distance they'd kept in honor of their friendship had been discarded in favor of total closeness. 
 
    Cadence didn't budge or wiggle from his grip, choosing to let things be between them. They'd come so far together and lived an entire life over their four week adventure that few would be able to relate to, and Cadence held that feeling in her heart as she drifted into sleep.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Dani assessed the weather report for the last day of the production over six a.m. coffee with Brian and Lawrence. “Rainy season has arrived,” she shared, “and thankfully, we're leaving.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” was Brian's sentiment, “not that I haven't enjoyed every sweltering day and each freezing night we've spent out here in the savannah.” 
 
    “Right,” she replied, sarcastic in tone. “Wait till you find out our next show destination.” 
 
    “Okay, I'm scared,” Lawrence chimed in between bites of piping hot oatmeal. “But game for anything.” 
 
    “That's what I love about you, Lawry,” she shared, then gave the rest of the weather report. “We should be okay filming this morning with only a twenty percent chance of rain. But, depending on what setbacks might occur on their path to extraction, we could run into flash flood conditions by the afternoon.” 
 
    “Crap,” Brian growled. “That's not what I wanted to hear or what any of us needed to happen.” 
 
    “It never is.” Dani added, “We're the interlopers. Mother Nature doesn't have to be nice to us.” 
 
    “True,” Lawrence answered, then asked, “When do you want to get moving?” 
 
    Dani told him, “Fifteen minutes. We'll set up for their confessionals and then follow them out.” 
 
    “I feel a little guilty we didn't go back to check on them last night,” Lawrence admitted. 
 
    “Don't,” Dani stated, “it was my call to stay at the crew compound and not risk going out in the storm. That close call we had two episodes ago is still fresh in my mind, and not something I want to repeat.” 
 
    Brian assured, “We're far more careful now since the near-miss. Every bad experience helps us grow as the crazy lunatics we are, working in a no-man’s land by choice.” 
 
    Mel hurried to Dani with an update. “Truck is packed and ready to go.”  
 
    “Cool,” she replied, then cheered her crew on. “Let's wrap this baby up and go have many victory beers!” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “I almost feel like we should carve our names into the rock,” Cadence told Jackson as they prepped for their departure.  
 
    “At least our initials,” he replied, “because carving our names out entirely would be exhausting at this point.” Watching Cadence extinguish the fire she'd kept alive nearly the entire challenge, he added, “Thank goodness for fresh soot.” 
 
    “It's a necessity. We're both so sun damaged.” A twinge of sadness hit her gut, watching the pile smolder before it went out completely. It was a clear sign of their journey coming to an end, and of their inevitable parting. Cadence tied the woven sandals she'd made for their extraction between her toes and around her ankles, checking for strength. “My sandals are good,” she reported, then examined the pair she'd made for him. 
 
    Jackson struck the cave wall repeatedly with the edge of a sharp rock. “Damn. This shit's too hard to even write half of an initial.”  
 
    “Don't overexert yourself, Jackson,” she warned.  “Really, it's no big deal.” 
 
    “It is to me,” he admitted, “The first man and woman to live right here.”  
 
    “Well, since you put it that way...” 
 
    He winked at her and his warm, sexy smile caused a sudden flutter in her core. “I'll carve a “C” for you. Or, a partial C. I'm breaking a sweat.” 
 
    “Be careful, please.” Cadence tested the temperature of the soot before patting it on her shoulders. Jackson struck the wall methodically until a rough outline of a “C” was embedded.  
 
    “How's that?” 
 
    “Nice!” She complimented, noticing how close he'd carved their initials together. “JC – that's us.” 
 
    “No problem,” he huffed, wiping sweat from his brow, and stepping into the sandals she'd laid out for him. Cadence helped assemble the ties between his toes and around his ankles like she'd done with her own and asked, “How do they feel?” 
 
    Wiggling his toes, he flexed the right foot, then his left. “Perfect.” 
 
    “Good!” she replied, grabbing a handful of soot for his shoulders. “Ready for your war paint?”  
 
    The expected sounds of Dani and the crew invaded their last moment of alone time. Cadence smeared the soot across Jackson's shoulders and upper back, then finished covering herself while Jackson studied the extraction map.  
 
    “Okay, so, considering the heavy rains and just how wet and muddy most of the area is around here, I think it's best for us to take this route,” Jackson stated, his index finger tracing the suggested path.  
 
    With no objections, Cadence nodded. “Let's do it.” 
 
    The customary routine of Jackson exiting the cave first in order to assist Cadence went as usual, only instead of leaving their base in search of food and water, they headed in another direction for an entirely different purpose. The mud was thick for the first half of their treacherous journey, causing slips and slides along the way for not just them, but Dani and her crew.  
 
    “Oh shit,” Jackson whispered to Cadence. “That sounded like someone on the crew fell. Don't look, just keep walking.” 
 
    Cadence heard the commotion and kept her gaze focused on the hazardous terrain. “I hope he's okay.” 
 
    “Want to stop? You look like you're in pain.” 
 
    “It's just a side cramp,” she replied, her stomach aching with hunger. “Besides, a double cheeseburger gets closer and closer to being in our bellies with each forward step.” 
 
    Jackson laughed, “So true.” 
 
    “And I've never wanted one so bad.” 
 
    “Same. I'll probably have more than one.”  
 
    The terrain turned rocky and broke their sandals, ripping the leafy soles to shreds. “My sandals are toast,” she stated, then asked, “How are yours?” 
 
    “Mine are torn pretty bad.” 
 
    “I knew I should have reinforced them...” 
 
    “Cadence,” he said, halting her rant and scanning over the map, “if I'm reading this right, we're only about a half-mile away from the meeting point.”  
 
    “Really?” Cadence's throat tightened with emotion, wanting to cry and laugh hysterically all at once. Overheating from the direct exposure to the sun, she paused for a deep breath and a dry swallow. “Sorry, Jackson. I wish we'd brought water with us. So thirsty.” 
 
    “There was no way...” 
 
    “I know,” she interrupted, feeling the sting of hot tears in her eyes.  
 
    “Cadence?” 
 
    Cadence rubbed her face, disguising the tears as sweat, before looking at him. “No worries. I'll be fine.” 
 
    “We can wait as long as you need,” he reminded her. 
 
    The loving energy Jackson emitted nourished Cadence's soul, knowing her well-being was his first concern. Cadence shook off the dizziness and replied, “I'm good. Cheeseburgers, remember? Many of them just a half-mile away now.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    They trekked on with a few painful missteps on ant hills and thorny patches until they arrived at a clearing. “There's the road!” Jackson pointed to their destination.  
 
    “Oh my God!” Cadence exclaimed, her heart pumping rapidly with a burst of adrenaline. 
 
    Dani and the crew passed Jackson and Cadence, running up ahead towards the sound of a rumbling truck motor getting closer and closer. Preparing to film their victorious final moments of the challenge, Brian staged his camera as the rest of the crew assembled around him for the action.   
 
    “Okay, you two! The finale!” Dani said with exuberance to her brave and weary show survivors. “The time has come to get the hell out of here!”  
 
    The truck drove into Brian's camera shot as if on cue and skidded to a dramatic stop. Jackson and Cadence jumped with excitement, caught up in a whirlwind of activity from the sudden shift of circumstances at the end of their long, crazy adventure. The teammates hugged, and Jackson attempted to flex his deteriorating muscles to swing Cadence in a circle, but barely lifted her from the ground, causing them both to howl like lunatics.  
 
    “We did it!” he shouted. “We crossed the finish line!” 
 
    “Fuck yes!” Cadence shouted back, covering her mouth instantly, realizing what she'd said. “Oops! Sorry for that!” she apologized to Dani. “I meant, hell yes!” 
 
    “That's okay,” Dani laughed, “the cameras were cut.” Dani motioned for Cadence and Jackson to wait before anxiously jumping onto the flatbed. “Hold on. Let's catch your confessionals. Cadence first.”   
 
    Well-versed on Dani's expectations, Cadence stood tall, and waited for the go-ahead to share her feelings.  
 
    Brian called out, “Rolling!” And, Dani followed with “Action” and pointed to Cadence to start talking.  
 
    “Here we are, done with the challenge, and I'm so happy!” she revealed as the tears returned and her voice cracked with overflowing emotions. “It's unreal how Jackson and I just spent the last twenty-seven days living in that bug-infested cave and... it was a totally amazing experience, and the toughest thing I've ever done. And, I'd do it again, even knowing how merciless nature can be.” 
 
    Dani interjected, “Say something about Jackson, and what kind of partner he was.” 
 
    Waiting for Dani's hand signal, Cadence continued, “I was fortunate to have an incredible partner for this, though. I couldn't have made it through without him, or with someone else. I'm sure of that. Jackson and I made a great team, and I learned so much from him. This entire journey has made me a better survivalist, and a better person.” 
 
    “Good,” Dani stated, waving for Brian to cut. “Jackson's turn! Quickly!” 
 
    Cadence stepped out of the way so Jackson could get his over with, too, patting his shoulder as they exchanged places.  
 
    Dani gave Jackson an encouraging smile, then asked, “You ready?” 
 
    “Yep,” he said.  
 
    Cadence flashed back to their confessionals taken on the first day, just moments after their initial meeting. It felt like years, not weeks, had passed, since they'd set off in search of water, food and shelter. She listened to Jackson's speech, sounding so strong and confident, and fought the urge to grab his hand when he finished with, “... Cadence is a woman of many gifts and talents. I honestly don't think there's another person out there that could have been the partner she was to me. I lucked out completely being paired with Cadence. I'm grateful. Very, very grateful, actually, and humbled.” 
 
    “And there it is,” Dani said to them, “the last confessional is in the bag!” 
 
    “Is that a wrap?” Brian asked. 
 
    “That's a wrap!” she confirmed, sending the cast and crew into a wild, spontaneous frenzy of high-fives, hugs and cheers. “Jackson and Cadence, we're going to film you getting into the truck. Cool?” 
 
    Together, they answered, “Cool.” 
 
    Jackson and Cadence rushed the truck and climbed into the backseat. Brian jumped in with them, and continued to film their elated, triumphant reactions all the way back to the crew camp.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back to reality,” Dani said as she entered the tent where Jackson and Cadence were eating double-cheeseburgers and malted shakes. “We have hot showers waiting for you both when you're done eating.” 
 
    “Nice,” Jackson replied, his mouth stuffed with a ravenous bite.  
 
    Dani continued, “As promised, your clothes have been washed and are ready for you to wear. You've both lost a lot of weight, so, don't expect your pre-survival adventure clothes to still fit like they did.” 
 
    Cadence laughed, slurping on her chocolate shake like it was the most delicious thing she'd ever had. “I'm doing my best to make up for the weight loss now, but my stomach has shrunk. I've only had a few bites of the burger and I'm already full.” 
 
    With disappointment in his voice, Jackson added, “Same,” and gave his half-eaten burger a sad look. “And I had such grand visions of chowing down on several, one right after the other.” 
 
    Dani empathized, “Sorry about that. It's an unfortunate side-effect of being on the show, but one that will fade quickly. We'll feed you again at the hotel.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Cadence said, then attempted another bite of her burger.  
 
    “The medic's going to examine both of you at the hotel, too,” Dani explained. “If she gives you guys a clean bill of health, then we'll book your plane flight home immediately. If for some reason she thinks further tests are necessary, or if any of your bug bites or scrapes appear infected, then you'll be transported to the hospital and I can't say for how long. That's not my call.” 
 
    “Understood,” Jackson replied. “I can shower now if that's okay.” 
 
    She shrugged, “Sure. We'll wrap up your burger in case you want more before we leave. Our plan is to be on the road to civilization in an hour.” 
 
    “No problem,” he answered.  
 
    “Okay, then, Jackson,” Dani said with a smile, waving her arm towards the outside of the tent. “Follow me.” 
 
     Jackson patted Cadence's shoulder and said, “I'll be right back.” 
 
    “Enjoy it,” she told him. “I can't wait for mine, too.”  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Hi honey!” was Chris's cheerful greeting when Cadence called him from her hotel room. “You got your phone back!” 
 
    “Yep, Mel just gave it to me,” she explained, “and it feels very weird using technology, like I've been in a time warp.” 
 
    “Well, you have,” Chris replied, then asked, “How are you? When are you coming home? Who's Mel?” 
 
    “Mel is a production assistant from the show, and I'm actually not too bad.” Cadence stood in front of the wall mirror scrutinizing how slim her hips were and how her skinny jeans were loose around the waist and sagged in the back. “I've lost twenty-three pounds.” 
 
    “What? No way, honey. You must have been starving the entire challenge.” 
 
    “There were days that we definitely were starving,” she admitted, “but, I really can't say any more about it until the show airs. I signed a contract promising I wouldn't share any information.  And that applies to boyfriends and family, too.” 
 
    “Oh man,” Chris whined, “that's going to drive me crazy having to wait that long! Can you at least tell me if you finished the challenge?” 
 
    “I did,” she told him, “and it was an amazing experience.” 
 
    Supportive, Chris replied, “I'm glad. I miss you like crazy, though.” 
 
    “I miss you, too.” 
 
    He continued, “Feels like years since we last saw each other.” 
 
    “I know. It does. But, I'll be home soon. I'm flying out tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “You are?” Chris exclaimed, “That is awesome! Text me your flight information and I'll arrange my schedule to pick you up from the airport.” 
 
    Cadence opened her curtains and let the daylight into her room. “Thanks, honey, but I can take an Uber or Lyft. No need to change your day.” 
 
    “Yes, I need to be there for you when you arrive back,” he insisted. “I wouldn't feel right about letting you taxi it home after a series of long flights.” 
 
    “Honey, I just survived Madagascar,” she reminded him. “Taking a cab after flying halfway across the earth is nothing.” 
 
    “Ha ha, okay, I see your point. But, still...” 
 
    “I'll text you with the information as soon as Mel gets it to me.” 
 
    “Okay, cool. Cadence?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I can't wait to see you.” 
 
    “Same, Chris.” A knock on the door startled Cadence, and drew her attention away from the phone call. “Honey, I'll call you later. Mel's at the door and my appetite's returned. I'm going to scope out the hotel restaurant.”  
 
    “Yes, go eat,” Chris told her. “Have two desserts. Maybe three.” 
 
    “I'll try,” she replied.  
 
      
 
    Mel walked Cadence to Dani's suite. “Dani has all of your flight info on her laptop,” he stated, “and after you're done meeting with her, I'll take you to get something to eat if you want.” 
 
    “Sure,” Cadence said with a nod. “My body's definitely telling me it needs more food soon.”  
 
    Knocking on Dani's door, Mel told Cadence, “That's a good sign.” 
 
    Dani swung the door open. “Thanks for delivering her, Mel.” 
 
    “No problem,” he replied, “call me when you're done.” 
 
    Cadence followed Dani into the sitting room and gasped when she heard Jackson's voice say, “Hey teammate.” 
 
    “Hi.” Her heart surged at the site of him. “What's up?” 
 
    “Now that the challenge is officially over, I figured you two probably wanted to say goodbye to each other,” Dani stated. “You're in a select group of participants who actually might want to stay in touch.” 
 
    “You look great,” Jackson complimented Cadence. “All showered and clean.” 
 
    Blushing, she responded with, “You do, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I may look good, but I'm not well enough to go home just yet,” he shared, pointing to a set of crutches leaning against the chair he was sitting in.  
 
    “Oh no!” Cadence replied, reaching for his shoulder and massaging it. “What's wrong?” 
 
    “That cut on the bottom of my foot? It's badly infected. I need a round of intravenous antibiotics and a full scrubbing of the wound. Sexy, right?” 
 
    “I'm so sorry, Jackson,” Cadence sympathized. “That's awful.” 
 
    “Starving is awful. This is small stuff that goes with the territory. I've dealt with worse injuries.” 
 
    Cadence replied, “Me, too. But, still, I can't help but feel a little guilty for going home tomorrow while you have to stay behind in the hospital.” 
 
    Reciprocating the shoulder massage, Jackson fought the urge to hold her close to his chest. “We can text, right?” 
 
    Dani interjected, “Right!  Exactly why I brought you two together. Exchange your information and stay connected to each other. From what I've heard, the other teammates who formed a special bond on the show talk or text with each other often. There's no denying how close your connection is.” 
 
    Jackson and Cadence shared a glance that spoke volumes to Dani. She continued, “There's no other person in the world who can relate to what you two just experienced. I mean, besides me and my crew and the previous show participants, no one else could understand just how unique your journey was. You two survived, and pushed each other to keep going even when things got really bad. We were all rootin' for you guys the entire time.” 
 
    Jackson raised an eyebrow at Dani. “Well, you did supply us with blankets.” 
 
    Dani admitted, “Yes, but it was inhumane to allow your suffering. The conditions were too dangerous. And, I couldn't bring myself to tap you two out before the end of the challenge. At the end of the day, it's a television show we're making, and not every team needs to leave the challenge early if it can be helped. Regardless, you two did a remarkable job and I can't wait for your episode to be released.” 
 
    Jackson asked, “When do you think that will be?” 
 
    “Probably three to four months from now,” Dani confirmed. “I'll be in touch with both of you when I have the actual date. I also like to follow up with show participants in the weeks and months after production, just to make sure everything is okay. In many ways, you two feel like family to me, so, expect holiday cards, and the occasional call or text.” 
 
    “That's cool,” Cadence assured, giving Dani a sincere hug. “I'm all about staying in touch. You can find me on social media, too.” 
 
    “We will, for sure.” An awkward silence filled the room and Dani felt the underlying tension between them in her gut, just as she had during the challenge. “Listen, I'll leave you two alone for a few minutes to talk in private. I really do think you both turned in the best performances of the season so far, and I can't thank you enough for sticking it out against all odds and coming out of the experience victoriously.” 
 
    Together, Jackson and Cadence responded, “You're welcome,” then waited for Dani to leave the room before Jackson said, “I'm so glad you're okay.” 
 
    As if wearing clothes served as a strange barrier to the closeness they shared, Jackson and Cadence took a moment to look at each other with different eyes.  
 
    Standing on his infected foot, Jackson winced. “I truly am at a loss for words. It's not like me to fill up the space with a bunch of niceties and I care about you too much to act in an insincere way.” 
 
    “I get that about you, Jackson.” Cadence tapped her phone and found the contacts app. With a playful smirk, she asked, “You want to exchange our personal information?” 
 
    He laughed, opening his phone. “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    “Cadence?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Everything that happened out there was real for me.” Jackson put down his phone and lifted Cadence's chin so that her eyes would meet his. “And I don't regret a thing. I hope that's true for you, too.” 
 
    “It is, yeah, I don't feel bad or weird about any of it.”  
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    Cadence's stomach suddenly soured, and a sadness burned in her chest. “No.” 
 
    “Want to talk about it?” 
 
    “There's nothing to say, really,” she lied. “What happened, happened, and I'm cool. No worries.” 
 
    “Hmm, that's good.” Not wanting to push her further into emotional discomfort, Jackson readied his phone to receive. “So, lay it on me. What's your number, Cadence? And, if you feel so inclined, I'll take your social media information, too.” 
 
    “I'm cool with us being friends on Facebook and following each other on Twitter.” Cadence took Jackson's phone and typed her cellphone number into it, followed by her online links. “Just be careful not to spill the beans about being on the show until Dani says it's okay.” 
 
    “Wow, last week we were hunting together, and now you wonder if I'm competent enough to handle myself on social media,” Jackson laughed as he finished thumbing his personal details into Cadence's phone. “You're funny. And, you don't need to worry. I'm good at keeping things quiet.” 
 
    “Then go ahead and send me a friend request,” she giggled, then asked, “Why does this feel so weird?” 
 
    “There's no way that this could feel normal,” he pointed out. “We didn't just meet under extreme circumstances—we learned to get comfortable with them.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Now we have to learn how to get comfortable with you looking really hot in jeans, and me fumbling over my words, and...” 
 
    “I get it, Jackson. It's totally surreal.”  
 
    “Indeed,” he concluded and changed the subject. “So, safe travels, Cadence. We both have long flights home.” 
 
    “Thanks, and yes, we do.” Cadence extended her arm to him for a handshake. “It was wonderful meeting you. Thank you for taking care of me, and I look forward to staying in touch.” 
 
    Grabbing her hand and pulling her to his chest, Jackson embraced Cadence and held her close. “You're an amazing woman. I would go back out there in a heartbeat with you, and endure it all over again.” 
 
    Cadence pushed away from him, then kissed his cheek. His face was warm, and smelled of an intoxicating scent, like a spiced aftershave or cologne. “Me, too, but perhaps we can settle on meeting for lunch sometime?” 
 
    “I'd love that.” Jackson lifted her chin once more, turning his attention to her mouth. “Text me. Let me know you've made it home.”  
 
    “I will.” Cadence heard her heart beating through her chest, swallowing quickly as his lips met hers. Their kiss was soft and tender, exchanging lip balms instead of dirt and grime. Her face went flush and her stomach rumbled with nervous tension, wanting more of him, imprinting the memory of the moment into her psyche so she could replay it again and again.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Cadence, oh my God!” Dani exclaimed, halting her star performer from boarding a taxi. “You can't leave without saying goodbye to me!” 
 
    “You were in a meeting,” Cadence told her, “and I didn't want to disturb it. I had Mel call a cab for me and...” 
 
    Dani wrapped her arms around Cadence like they were old friends, family. “Oh, come on, woman! I owe you everything for coming out here and kicking ass. Did you and Jackson exchange numbers?” 
 
    “We did.” Cadence dissolved into a flood of tears, having suppressed her emotions for too many weeks. “Thank you for the opportunity to nearly kill myself doing what I love to do most. It was beyond belief.” 
 
    “Oh Cadence, don't cry.” Dani held her tighter, motioning for Mel to join in the hug. “Or, cry as much as you want, if that's what needs to happen. I can't send you off to the airport like this.” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” she snorted, then took a deep breath to gain control of the downpour. “I'm like, really sad about leaving you guys and saying goodbye to this... this... I don't even know what I'm saying.” 
 
    “Cadence, it's okay,” Dani said with a comforting tone. “It's going to take you a few weeks to reset yourself and detach from the epic adventure you just took us all on. We go through a similar process when an episode ends, too.” 
 
    “You're right, totally.” With a hard exhale, Cadence gained her composure and shook off the need to spend the rest of the day on the verge of a breakdown. “I'll probably be back in “bank manager” mode as soon as I sleep in my bed for a few nights and assess my closet for what still fits and what can't be worn till I gain some weight back.”  
 
    Mel noticed the cab driver looking impatient, and clicking the meter to “on.” Cadence fished a small travel pack of tissues from her handbag and cleaned her face with one. Mel patted Cadence's shoulder and asked, “Do you need to hang back with us for a few minutes? It's up to you.” 
 
    Cadence shook her head and dabbed her nose. “I'll be okay.”  
 
    Dani then Mel hugged Cadence once more before she slipped into the taxi. With her hand waving at the window, Cadence watched Dani, Mel and the hotel as it faded from her view.   
 
    The chaotic noise of city traffic broke her from the emotional trance, reminding her to send a text to Chris. She thumbed: Headed to the Airport. I'll call when I get there.  
 
    Stuffing her phone back in her bag, Cadence watched the foreign scenery fly by, gripping the door occasionally as the taxi darted in and out of the city traffic. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Chris drew a breath of relief seeing emaciated Cadence standing by her suitcase, just outside of a crowded Los Angeles airport terminal. Zigzagging around aggressive drivers, Chris swerved his car into a vacant spot in the temporary loading zone and tried to get her attention. The noise was too heavy for her to hear him, and her blank stare made his stomach clench with worry. 
 
    Hopping out of the car with the motor still running, Chris called out, “Babe? Cadence?” 
 
    Seeing him coming towards her with his arms outstretched and a worried expression on his face, Cadence smiled and met him halfway.  
 
    “Oh my gosh,” Chris said, taking Cadence into his chest and feeling her bony frame. “You're so withered.” Still sore in bruised areas of her body, Cadence winced at his touch, making him withdraw. “I was hoping the show producers would fatten you up before they sent you home.” 
 
    “They tried, and I ate as many hamburgers as I could when the challenge ended,” Cadence told him with a sigh, “but, my stomach shrunk. It's going to take at least a month for me to gain back the twenty-plus pounds I lost nearly starving to death in Madagascar.” 
 
    “Oh, Cadence, it's hard to hear this and to see you this way,” Chris told her, taking control of her suitcase and escorting her to the car. “I mean, I know that's what you signed up for, but long-term starvation is never good for the body.” His concern morphed into a deeper sense of worry, face-to-face with the girlfriend he hadn't seen in nearly five weeks. Opening the passenger door, he helped her inside. “There's a cold bottle of water waiting for you. And, we can stop for sushi if you're hungry. Or, whatever you want. Anything but bugs and snakes.” 
 
    Cadence laughed at his comment, then yawned, popping open the water bottle and taking a thirsty swallow. “I'm zonked from the long flights, Chris. Let's go home first, then go eat.” 
 
    “You got it,” he replied with an accommodating tone, glancing her way at red lights, wanting to connect with her distant gaze. “I realize you can't tell me details, so I won't keep inquiring.” He continued, “But, it was rather agonizing not knowing how you were doing. The whole situation felt very surreal. Not being in contact with you caused many sleepless nights.” 
 
    “Sorry, babe.” She empathized, “I'm sorry you suffered in the process of me being out there. That wasn't my intention. I can tell you that it was weird for me, too, being without a phone, or modern conveniences, or...” 
 
    “Clothes?” Chris asked, then changed the subject. “So, what was the weather like there? Is that a safe subject?” 
 
    Laughing, Cadence clutched her ribs. “God dammit, the bruises covering my ribs ache when I laugh.” 
 
    “Bruises caused from what?” 
 
    “Sleeping on the unforgiving floor of a cave.” 
 
    “Wow. That's intense,” he commented. “I can't imagine you sleeping like that night after night.” 
 
     With a weak smile, she continued, “To answer your question, it was murder hot out where we were. The normal daytime temperature in that part of Madagascar this time of year exceeds 110 degrees, but, at night, temps dropped to near freezing. How anything survives out there is a mystery.” 
 
    “I'm totally happy that you did survive.” His sincerity reminded Cadence of how lucky she was to be with a guy like Chris, and how much she loved him. The two sat quietly for a few moments, content to be back with each other, despite the strange, disconnected feeling hanging between them. 
 
    “Me, too.” The view of Los Angeles on a sunny afternoon was comforting, reminding Cadence of why she loved this city, yet it seemed as foreign as Madagascar. “Everything looks so unfamiliar. It feels like I've been gone longer than a month.” 
 
    “Feels that way to me, too,” Chris shared, then added, “and I'm not gonna lie and tell you I wasn't missing you like crazy, Cadence. I'm glad your trip was satisfying and rewarding, though.”  
 
    “It was,” she assured, “it really was.” 
 
    “Drink some water.” 
 
    Cadence opened the cold bottle stationed in a cup holder and drank as instructed. “Taste so weird.” 
 
    “The water does? How so?” 
 
    “It doesn't come directly from a stream or pond.” 
 
    “No, it's from a factory.” 
 
    “And factory water tastes nothing like the real thing.” 
 
    “Wow,” Chris said, surprised by her tone. “No complaints about this water from you before. In fact, this is your preferred brand.” 
 
    “Maybe if I drank it from a banana leaf after extracting a pound of mud, it might suit my current taste-buds better?” 
 
    Blinking at his stranger-girlfriend, Chris tried to visualize Cadence drinking water from mud. “Did you have to dig your water out from the ground? Like we've seen others do on the show?” 
 
    “I can't say...” 
 
    “Oh, right. I have so many questions for you,” admitted Chris. “And, I can't ask any of them. That's only slightly frustrating.” 
 
    “Well, I can tell you I have bites everywhere. I'm also peeling badly from the faded sunburn.” 
 
    “You should see a dermatologist, Cadence, and have your skin checked out.” 
 
    With a sly grin, she asked, “Can I unpack my suitcase first?” 
 
    “Sorry, yes, of course.” 
 
    “But, Dani did tell me I might eat your head while you sleep, and suck out your eyeballs after spending nearly a month in the wild.” 
 
    Chris blurted out with laughter. “I guess we'll have to wait and see how that works out for us.” 
 
    “I'm not ashamed to admit I ate... things... that would otherwise make you want to vomit.” 
 
    “You had to do what you had to do to survive.” 
 
    Cadence thought about his words, and how they related to her experience in every way. “And, I would do it all over again.” 
 
    “See? This is why I'm certain you're an alien,” he joked, pulling off the freeway in favor of taking streets to avoid midday traffic. “There's no other explanation for you. There just isn't.” He blew Cadence a kiss and stroked her knee while they waited for the red light to turn green. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Chris drew a bath for Cadence, checking the temp for her comfort. “Honey? The water's perfect.” 
 
    From the bedroom, where Cadence had collapsed on the bed shortly after they arrived at their apartment, she shuffled into the bathroom, looking delirious from exhaustion.  “Thanks, babe. You might want to sit with me while I bathe.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow as a mischievous smile spread across his face. “Can't turn down an offer like that.” 
 
    Cadence corrected, “I meant, just in case I doze off.” She untied her robe and revealed her wounded naked body to Chris. “Drowning in a bath wouldn't be cool at all after surviving a barren landscape.” 
 
    “Is drowning ever cool?” He took her robe from her shoulders and helped her into the tub. Slowly, she sank, bug-bitten limb by limb until she was submerged. “How does that feel?” 
 
    “Unreal,” she stated, then shared, “I forgot how amazing a hot bath is.” 
 
    “You didn't take one at the hotel?” 
 
    “No, the tub in the room was small, which was fine because the shower rocked. I stood under it for like an hour the morning before—wait,that was yesterday morning.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “The time warp has a tight hold on me still.” 
 
    “It's okay, honey, I've got your back,” he assured, reminding Cadence instantly of Jackson saying the same exact thing to her when she didn't think she'd make it through.   
 
    Cadence washed her face and soaped her body before Chris turned her around in the water so he could clean where she couldn't reach. “Man, you're back is covered with red marks.” 
 
    “Yeah, I'm so relieved the bites don't sting anymore,” she told him. “That was awful.” 
 
    “Want me to scrub them?” 
 
    “No, let them heal. I don't want them itching again and keeping me from a solid night of sleep.” 
 
    “It's four o'clock in the afternoon,” he pointed out.  
 
    “Perfect,” she replied. “If I go to bed now and sleep until next Tuesday, I think I'll finally be caught up on all the rest I didn't get.” 
 
    “It's worth a shot.” Chris swished water over her flesh till the soapsuds were washed clean. “It's weird not being able to talk about what you just went through. You've changed in ways I can't quite identify, and it's unnerving, to say the least, to go on without answers.” 
 
    “I know.” Changing the subject, Cadence took the beaming spotlight off of herself and inquired, “Tell me what's been going on with you.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Been working, going to the gym, eating bachelor food over the sink so I don't dirty up the kitchen.”  
 
    “Okay, sounds like what I expected.” Cadence swirled in the soothing water, facing him again. She let her arms float by her sides, exposing her chest to a man she'd never felt self-conscious with—until now. “Did you go out? Hang with your buddies? Go to any fun parties?” 
 
    “I hung out with a few friends from work a couple of times, we got beers, and one night we ate a gratuitous amount of pizza. It was cool, and not a big thing.” 
 
    “I'm glad you had a little fun, Chris.” 
 
    Chris gazed at her, studying her body, drastically reduced from when he last had her intimately. “We need to get you pumped up on protein shakes between meals to accelerate your weight gain.” 
 
    “I was thinking more like endless jars of Nutella.” 
 
    “That works, too.” Fluffing a towel for her to use, he admitted, “My ass is completely numb from sitting here like this.” 
 
    “Sorry, babe,” she sympathized. “I'm fine. You don't need to supervise me. I'll be in the bedroom in a minute.” 
 
    “Meet me in the kitchen,” he instructed. “I'll make you a bowl of ice cream. Unless you want something else?”  
 
    “Ohhhh, ice cream,” she swooned, her mouth watering at the mention of it. “Just the way I like it?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Oh my God, our bed is the bomb. Sooo nice and comfy.” Cadence had remarked when she crawled under the sheets of their King-size for the first time in a month. The mattress was soft as butter against her knees, elbows, shoulders and ribs, and when she went flat on her back, she was certain she'd sink right into the memory foam and blissfully fall into a deep sleep.  
 
    But, as desperate as she was for a solid night of rest, Cadence was wide awake. The noise of nocturnal creatures scurrying about in the darkness had been replaced by the buzz of traffic on the street below their bedroom balcony. On her nightstand, the calming lavender oil she once swore by had no effect on her, preferring the scent of burning embers from the fire that kept her alive day after day. The sleeplessness was a harsh reminder that the grand adventure she'd spent a year prepping for was now in the past, and her only choice was to let it go and embrace reality for what it was.  
 
    Chris was sprawled on his side of the bed, sound asleep and dreaming. He'd fed Cadence a bowl of French vanilla ice cream topped with butterscotch chips—her favorite decadent dessert—followed by prosciutto and mozzarella cheese melted over warm Italian bread, and made a half-sandwich for himself, too. Together, they ate, without much to talk about, having said all they had to share, and could share. The uncomfortable energy between them was emphasized by their lack of communication, but Chris kept his word and didn't push for more. They'd shared a few, gentle kisses before he nodded off, and Cadence wanted to hold him—to spoon like she had with Jackson—but, her bruises were too sensitive to rub her body against him.  
 
    Closing her eyes, her thoughts drifted to her former teammate. Was he still in the hospital? Was he released already and on a flight home to his Arizona? She heard the questions repeat in her head as if she and Jackson had a telepathic connection and an answer would be given. There hadn't been any other texting between them since their initial “Hi” and “Hello” back in Dani's hotel room to confirm they had the correct info. She wanted to reach out, to make sure he was well, but, a voice in her gut warned of stirring unsettled emotions so soon after their parting.  
 
    Snuggling against Chris's back as close as she could, Cadence basked in his natural warmth, and kissed his spine until he stirred. Quietly, she yawned, and somewhere in the night, sleep found her. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Two days after her return, Cadence had rested and healed enough to return to work and resume her sunrise power-hikes up her favorite mountain trail. The weather was perfect for a good cardio workout—warm and sunny with a cool breeze that wicked away the sweat on her forehead. Exhaling rapidly, she pumped her way to the top where she'd filmed her audition video. High above the early-morning smog layer covering Los Angeles, Cadence dropped her backpack and positioned her body for a relaxing stretch before moving through several yoga warrior poses.  
 
    From inside her backpack, her cellphone vibrated with messages, notifications, emails, and alerts, disrupting her peaceful flow. Cadence couldn't ignore it, knowing most of the messages were from the bank. It was her first day back, and the idea of facing her employees and regular customers suddenly caused a flutter of anxiety in her belly, intuiting their overload of questions.  
 
    Scanning through her phone, she gasped, seeing Jackson's name on a text message. It read: Hey, I'm home. Recovering for a few days. Hope all is well with my Madagascar girl.  
 
    Cadence's thumb hung over the “reply” button, wanting to text him back immediately, but an incoming call from her assistant manager, Carmen, prevented it from happening.  
 
    “Hi, Carmen,” Cadence greeted, “Happy Monday.” 
 
    “Hi, Boss,” Carmen replied, sounding bright and awake. “Welcome back to work!” 
 
    “Thanks!” Blatantly aware that her hike and yoga stretch were done for the day, Cadence scooped her backpack and hung it over her left shoulder. “I'm looking forward to seeing everyone soon.”  
 
    “We're excited to have you back, Cadence,” Carmen shared. “And, we can't wait to hear your stories!” 
 
    Hoofing it down the trail, Cadence told her, “No stories, yet. I really can't say much until the episodes airs. I'm under a strict non-disclosure agreement.” 
 
    “Well, maybe we can play charades and if we guess the right answers, you can sort of make a face or something.” 
 
    “Ha! Yeah, I don't think that's allowed either. Sorry. I'll see you soon, Carmen. Have my K-cup ready for me.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “So when do we get to see your episode,” Carmen asked Cadence while they sipped their mid-morning coffees in the employee break-room at the bank. Dressed in a beige and navy blue vintage suit, Carmen flirted with being a tad overdressed in her assistant manager position and owned it. Blowing a cool breath over the hot, frothy drink, she prodded Cadence. “I swear I'm not going to say a word if you share some of what happened on your adventure with me.” 
 
    “You're the third person who's said that since my return—my mother, my boyfriend and you—and, I wish I could,” Cadence replied, “but, like I've said, I can't. What I can show you are some of the scars from all the bug bites and scrapes.” Rolling up the sleeve of her blouse, Cadence revealed her forearm, dotted with healing scabs. “That's a small percentage of them, though. My backside and torso were like, a sheet of red marks and bumps. Hundreds of bites, if not more, covered me from chest to feet.”  
 
    “And that's your idea of fun?” Carmen looked a little ill, queasy, waving away Cadence's evidence of surviving in the wild. “Oh, please, put your sleeve back down. That looks terribly painful.” 
 
    “It was, but, not so much now.” Cadence continued, “This will freak you out even more...” 
 
    Carmen blinked at her boss, shocked by the intensity in her eyes. “What? I mean, besides your obvious weight loss?” 
 
    “The adrenaline rush from this piping hot caffeine injection has lost its appeal compared to the high of barbequing a fresh kill in the wild.” 
 
    “You're nuts,” Carmen told her, shaking her head with disbelief. “Like really, really, over-the-top nuts.” 
 
    With confidence, Cadence replied, “And, I would do it again in a heartbeat.” 
 
    Carmen stated, “You'll never convince me that eating lizards for breakfast and worms for lunch while being eaten alive by bugs isn't horrible.” 
 
    “We ate a few snakes, too.” 
 
    “Ick! Not even in a gourmet restaurant would I eat snake!” 
 
    Laughing at Carmen's gross out, Cadence scrolled through her phone, searching for pictures and finding the one that Dani had taken of her and Jackson before they parted ways. “I shouldn't even show you this, but that's the guy I was paired with.” 
 
    “Wow,” Carmen growled, checking out Jackson's chiseled physique. “What a hottie. Bet he looked awesome without his clothes on.” 
 
    Cadence waved her assumption off. “You'll have to wait and see for yourself.” 
 
    “Has Chris seen that picture?” 
 
    “No,” Cadence answered, “you're the only one that's seen top secret material. If I hear anything from anyone about what he looks like before the air date, I'll know who to blame. You'll have your coffee privileges suspended.” 
 
    “Ha ha. Look, I'm sure your super-handsome boyfriend won't bat an eye over your show partner. Even though he is fit as you-know-what.” 
 
    “He was and is.” Cadence's thoughts trailed off, remembering she hadn't replied to Jackson's text.  
 
    Carmen suggested, “You should have a party when your episode is on. I've never met another person who's been on a reality show, and I think we should...” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” Cadence interrupted. “If I'm not too scared to watch it myself.” 
 
    “How could you be scared? You survived! There's nothing to be ashamed of. ” Carmen raised an eyebrow and asked, “Is there?” 
 
    “Well, I did give a few solid butt shots to the camera crew. I'm not sure how our favorite customers, Mr. & Mrs. Wilmington, will react to that.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, they probably don't even watch the show.”  
 
    “They don't,” Cadence told her, “but, they said they would just to watch me on it.” 
 
     “Forget to tell them when it airs,” was Carmen's suggestion, before changing her tone from conversational to private girl-talk. “How did you two keep it cool, you know, naked and alone?” 
 
    “Carmen, we were surrounded by a camera crew morning till night. And, when they weren't following us around, we had to film ourselves with the little camera they gave us to use. We weren't alone in the traditional sense.” 
 
    “Right, I get that,” Carmen clarified. “There are some physiological matters that can't be prevented, especially with males, though.” 
 
    A sudden hot rush went across Cadence's cheeks. 
 
    Noticing the redness in Cadence's blushing face, Carmen asked. “It was that big, huh?” 
 
    “Stop it! I've said nothing.” 
 
    “True, not a word.” Carmen answered with a naughty wink. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Cadence retreated to her office to sort through a month's worth of work-related emails. Replying to each one like an automated machine rather than the crazed boar hunter she was just weeks before, she found an email from Dani and opened it.  
 
    It read: Hi Cadence! How are you doing? Is it weird to be back? Please remember if you have any health issues to contact me or Mel immediately. Sometimes bites prove to be little nest for flies and other bugs. If you suspect you might need to have your skin examined again, let's do it sooner than later. Also, your episode will be airing three weeks from Saturday. I saw the rough cut of the show and rest assured, your performance, as well as Jackson's, was fantastic. Thank you so much, and please stay in touch! 
 
    Rereading the email a few times as if there was a hidden message in Dani's words, Cadence hit “reply” and typed: Nice to hear from you, Dani. I'm doing well—back to work and my regular hiking routine. My bites seems to be okay, but I will definitely let you know if I notice anything unusual. Nervous about watching the episode! A co-worker suggested I throw a viewing party, but, I don't know! We'll see how my boyfriend feels about it. If you're ever hanging out in Los Angeles, I would love to share a coffee with you.  
 
    Sending the message, Cadence took a deep inhale and exhale, then checked her phone. Pulling up Jackson's text, she replied to him, too, thumbing: Hey Madagascar crazy twin – what's up? Glad you made it home safely and are recuperating. Did you get an email from Dani? Our show is airing in three weeks! OMG! So nervous about it.  
 
    Text sent, Cadence buried her phone in her purse and attempted to return her focus to the work needing to be done before the end of the day. Jackson's image floated in her vision, derailing what had been a productive afternoon. The entire experience with him was an insane blur of living on a foreign land with nothing but her fire-starter, his knife and their belief in themselves and each other. Was that really me? She thought to herself. Naked, starving, struggling to make it through day in and day out... 
 
    Cadence heard the buzz of her phone, alerting her to new message. Ignore it, a stern voice said from her gut, you have work to do. Check it later. 
 
    She couldn't help herself, retrieving her phone to see Chris's message, stating: I'm taking you out to dinner tonight. No arguments. Sushi.  
 
    Replying to him, she typed: Sounds awesome. I'll bring my appetite. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “I'll have the sashimi combo platter,” Cadence told the waiter at her favorite sushi joint.  
 
    “Get rice, too,” Chris intervened, “you need it.” 
 
    “You're right,” she agreed, her hand on Chris's thigh, sitting shoulder to shoulder with him at the bar. “I'm acting like I did before the show.” 
 
    “What show?” the waiter asked, having known Chris and Cadence for years as regulars. “You two haven't been here in a while.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Chris answered, “she's been in an exotic locale... with another man.” 
 
    Swatting Chris's shoulder, Cadence replied, “It's not like he's making it sound at all. I went on a reality show where I was partnered with someone of the opposite sex.” 
 
    “Reality TV? Which show?” asked the waiter, too loudly for Cadence's comfort zone.  
 
    “Um,” she thought for a moment before answering, “It's called Naked.” 
 
    “Oh! I love that show!” the waiter exclaimed. “I watch it all the time! You really went on it?” 
 
    Blushing, Cadence grabbed Chris's arm, checking his reaction to the sudden attention surrounding her. “I did. Just got back last week.” 
 
    “No way! No wonder you're so skinny suddenly. When's it going to be on?” 
 
    Not comfortable with how the other customers were looking at her, Cadence whispered, “In three weeks.” 
 
    Chris and the waiter blurted, “Three weeks?” 
 
    “When did you find this out?” Chris asked. 
 
    “This afternoon.” Cadence fed herself a chunk of ginger, more uncomfortable by the second. “I got an email from Dani.” 
 
    “That's so cool!” The waiter continued, “You have to let me know the exact day so I can watch it. We should have a party for you here!” 
 
    “Oh no!” Cadence replied with an embarrassed laugh. “That's so nice of you, but, I think we'll have a small get-together at our apartment and watch it with a couple of friends. Low key. No big deal.” 
 
    “It's a big deal,” the waiter confirmed. “You're going to be famous afterward.” 
 
    Chris's eyes were super wide, like glowing orbs stunned by the sudden flurry of news and excitement. “A get-together? Did you already start planning it?” 
 
    “Chris? Please.” Cadence shot him an incredulous look. “Would I plan a party without you?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don't know.” 
 
    “No, I wouldn't,” she stated. 
 
    “Hey, it's totally cool,” the waiter interjected, stopping an argument from erupting between Chris and Cadence. “What else can I order for you two?” 
 
    Chris ordered, “I'll have the Urban Roll and a Yellowtail poke bowl.” 
 
    “Sake? Beers?”  
 
    “A small bottle of sake is fine,” Cadence told him. “And two waters with lemon slices.” 
 
    Chris waited for the waiter to walk away before adding in a measure of guilt to the evening. “Wow, I can't believe you waited until you were prompted to tell me this exciting news.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh, Chris,” she sighed, “I had such a busy day. I found out right around the time you sent me that text about dinner. I just thought I'd share the news with you in person.”  
 
    “For some reason, I thought it would be months before your episode aired.” 
 
    “I did, too.”  
 
    The waiter delivered the waters and sake with three shot glasses. 
 
    “Thanks!” Cadence opened and poured the sake evenly between the three glasses and offered the waiter one. “Cheers!” The three clinked glasses before slamming the shots back. “Delicious.” 
 
    “You're welcome, you big star,” the waiter chortled. “Food is on its way.” 
 
    “How do you feel about having people over to view the episode?” she asked, struggling to read what was behind his averted gaze.  
 
    “I think it sounds cool.” Popping an edamame into his mouth and munching on it, Chris's face showed sincerity, putting Cadence at ease.  
 
    Giving him another option, she inquired, “Or, we could just keep it the two of us?”  
 
    “Either way.” 
 
    “What would you be more comfortable with?” 
 
    “Doesn't matter to me,” he stated, “it's up to you.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Careful, careful, babe... it's been awhile,” Chris instructed Cadence as she straddled him in their bed, both feeling the effects of the amorous, sake-induced mood.   
 
    “Sorry,” she gasped, slowing her frenzied hip rolls to a mild pace. His erection was firmly inside of her and she squeezed against it. “I didn't realize I was pumping you so hard.” 
 
    “Like a madwoman!” Chris held her hips in place and led her movements to control his orgasm from erupting too soon. “I want to savor this, babe. I've missed your pussy like crazy.” 
 
    “Meow,” she purred, “she missed you, too.” Her pelvic motor running on high, Cadence bucked in his hands, needing to grind her aching clit on the tuft of soft black hair at the base of Chris's shaft. “I can't take much more, either.” 
 
    “Wait, babe,” he growled back, his facial muscles stiffening like his cock. “I swear, I'm going to come if you don't mellow out.” 
 
    “I don't care,” she hissed, busting from his grip to ride freely on him. Her pussy wet and desperate for release, Cadence swung her hips into full motion, sharing his need to come, and knowing her orgasm was near. “This feels too good to stop!” 
 
    “Babe? Seriously,” Chris warned, but Cadence was beyond control, thrashing on his cock and moaning with unbridled passion. “Fuck! I'm coming!” 
 
    “Me, too!” she cried, her head thrown back as her spine arched, taken by the pounding waves of orgasm. His full shaft blew inside of her, the tip too deep to pull out. “Oh, yes! Come inside me!” Holding herself on him, her undulating walls nursed the cum from his balls. “Chris! You feel so fucking good...” her voice trailed off as her body buckled uncontrollably. Her swollen clit released with a luscious vibration that soared through her, and for a delicious moment, Cadence couldn't breathe or utter a groan, lost in pleasure.  
 
    Beneath her, Chris tried to catch his breath, his body frozen with his enormous release. “Oh fuck, babe,” he managed to say, wanting to pull her off of his twitching, overly sensitive shaft, but too weak to move. “Soooo in need of you.” 
 
    Peaking, floating, riding the last wave of it, Cadence quieted her hips. “I know the feeling.” Sliding from his empty pistol, Cadence sprawled on their bed, sweaty, loaded with his lust. She rubbed her clit in a gentle circle to calm the beautiful sensations. “I was in need of you, too.” Her body ached from bruises and bites, but her mind was peaceful for the first night since she'd returned.  
 
    “That was awesome,” Chris stated, reaching for her hand and capturing it before nodding off. 
 
    She drifted with the mellow sound of his snoozing, still with her makeup on, squinting at her work clothes scattered across their bedroom floor. As tired and buzzed as she was, Cadence dragged herself out of bed and into the bathroom. Taking a long look at her body, so splotchy and thin, she was grateful to be alive, grateful for life, and happy to be in her own healing skin. Without a second of forethought, her mind reached out to Jackson, wondering if he was feeling the same.  
 
      
 
    End of Book 1 
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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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    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.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Find all of Kay’s amazing stories on Amazon! 
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