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Zoya Lane


Breakdown on the Highway

The Prius gave one last, strangled whine and died fifty miles north of Reno, in a stretch of desert that looked like the Earth had forgotten what water was.

Penny coasted to the shoulder and sat in the silence. No hum, no air-conditioning, no podcasts. Just the tick of cooling metal and the sort of heat that could make a mirage look like a good idea.

She tried the ignition again. The car made a noise like a dying blender. “Okay,” she told it. “You tried.”

Her phone said one bar of service, mockingly. She opened Maps. Nothing but tan. She’d planned to be in Tahoe by dinner, maybe a late check-in and a glass of wine while pretending to be fine about her not-really-boyfriend canceling on her again. Now she was going to die surrounded by sagebrush and irony.

She dialed roadside assistance. Hold music. A woman with too much cheer eventually told her, “Someone will be out in about six hours, hon.”

“Six hours,” Penny repeated. “Any chance that’s in human time?”

The woman laughed sympathetically and said no.

Penny hung up and leaned back against the seat. Her tank top clung in all the wrong places. The horizon shimmered like bad CGI. She was wondering if sunstroke counted as an acceptable excuse to text her ex-something when the pickup appeared, a dust trail rising behind it like an omen.

It slowed as it neared, the engine’s rumble dropping to a friendly idle. Two men inside. One driving, forearms tanned and steady on the wheel; one in the passenger seat, leaning out the window with an easy grin.

“Need a hand?” the passenger called.

She shaded her eyes. “If you can fix a hybrid with personality issues, sure.”

He laughed. “We can take a look. Evan’s the car whisperer around here.”

Evan, presumably, was the quiet one who’d already parked the truck and stepped out. He was tall, broad across the shoulders, and moved like a man who’d been carrying engines since adolescence. He glanced under her hood without comment.

The talkative one hopped down next. “Rory,” he said, offering a hand that she noticed was calloused but careful. “You’re officially stranded in Redwater County. Population: us.”

“Penny,” she said, shaking.

“Penny? Cute. They don’t even make those anymore,” Rory noted.

She arched a brow. “Not the first time I’ve heard that joke. Usually from men twice your age.”

Rory just shrugged, pleased with himself.

Evan straightened, wiping a smudge of grease onto a rag he must have conjured from thin air. “Alternator’s gone, maybe worse,” he said. “You’re not getting far without a tow.”

“Roadside says six hours.”

Rory winced. “That’s optimistic.”

Penny sighed. “Of course it is.”

Evan nodded toward their truck. “We’re heading into town. There’s a garage there. I can haul you in, see what we can do.”

She hesitated. Every cautionary podcast she’d ever heard flashed through her head: Don’t get into trucks with strangers. Especially handsome ones who look like they know how to fix things.

But the heat was melting her willpower. “You don’t look like serial killers,” she said finally.

Rory grinned. “We save that for the second date.”

She rolled her eyes but opened the passenger door. The truck’s interior smelled faintly of dust, pine, and engine oil. Strangely comforting.

They drove in companionable noise for a minute, wind roaring through the open window.

“So where were you headed, Penny-with-no-change?” Rory asked.

“Lake Tahoe. Bachelorette weekend. Glitter, bad decisions, the usual.”

“That sounds exhausting,” he said. “Evan and I were on our way back from hauling feed. Slightly fewer sparkly outfits.”

She eyed his worn T-shirt and said, “Shame, sequins might look good on you boys.”

He laughed, and Evan’s mouth quirked in what might have been amusement.

When the first sign for Redwater appeared—a sun-bleached billboard advertising The Great Cactus Jamboree: Three Days of Heat and Heart!—Penny squinted. “Is that real?”

“Very,” Rory said. “World-class chili, questionable line dancing. You picked one hell of a weekend to break down.”

“Of course I did,” she muttered.

Evan slowed as they reached the outskirts: one gas station, one diner, and a banner with a cartoon cactus wearing sunglasses. “We’ll drop your car at the shop,” he said. “Find you some AC.”

The town was bustling in its own dusty way. Tourists in novelty hats wandered past stalls selling cactus-shaped cookies. Penny half expected tumbleweeds with Instagram accounts.

As Evan backed her car into a service bay, Rory leaned against the truck beside her. “You look like you’re reconsidering civilization.”

“Just wondering what I did to offend the universe.”

“Could be worse,” he said. “You could’ve met us after the chili cook-off.”

She laughed despite herself. The sound surprised her. It had been a while since someone new made her laugh without trying to sell her something.

Inside the garage, the air smelled of oil and promise. Evan wiped his hands and gave her the sort of calm look that said he’d already decided to fix everything.

“Let me check parts in the morning,” he said. “You’ll need a place to stay tonight.”

Rory pushed off the truck. “Good luck with that. Every motel room’s booked for the Jamboree. People drive two hours just to watch chili burn.”

Penny blinked. “You’re kidding.”

“Wish I was.”

She glanced at her dead car, then at the two men. The sun was dropping fast; the horizon looked like it might swallow her whole.

“Well,” she said, managing a dry smile, “seems like I’m stuck.”

Rory tilted his head. “Could be the best thing that happens to you all week.”

And for a moment, sweat-streaked, dusty, and strangely alive, Penny thought he might be right.

The street outside the garage glowed with strings of yellow bulbs. Music spilled from the fairground, half-country, half-chaos, and the air smelled like sugar and dust. Penny hadn’t expected nightlife in Redwater, but apparently the desert threw a good party.

Rory walked beside her, hands in his pockets, voice raised over the noise. “You sure you’re up for crowds? We could skip straight to the beer.”

“After the day I’ve had?” she said. “If there’s music and alcohol, I’m in.”

Evan smiled, quiet and approving. “That’s the right attitude.”

They moved through clusters of people in cowboy hats and crop tops. The air was warm enough that Penny felt the sweat gather at her hairline; Rory brushed past, his shoulder grazing hers, and her pulse stuttered.

A vendor offered lemonade in plastic cups. Evan bought one and handed it to her before she could protest.

“Hydrate or regret it tomorrow,” he said.

She took a sip. “You two really are professional rescuers.”

Rory grinned. “We are a pair of true gentlemen.”

“Clearly effective.” She caught a bead of condensation running down her wrist and licked it away; both men noticed. Rory’s smile deepened. Evan’s didn’t move, but his gaze held.

At a nearby stall, someone was selling funnel cake. Rory grabbed one and tore it in half, offering her a piece. Powdered sugar dusted his fingers; when she reached for it, his thumb brushed her palm.

“You’re messy,” she said, though she didn’t move her hand away.

“Guess you’ll have to help me clean up,” he said lightly.

Evan gave him a look that might have been exasperation, might have been amusement. “He flirts with everyone,” he told her.

“Yeah?” Penny asked. “And you don’t?”

Evan’s mouth curved just enough to count. “I pick my moments.”

“Smart,” she said. “Wouldn’t want to waste effort.”

They walked again, slower now, the crowd thinning as the music shifted to a slower rhythm. A makeshift dance floor stretched under the string lights, couples swaying.

Rory tipped his head toward it. “You dance?”

“Badly.”

“Perfect,” he said, taking her hand. “I like low expectations.”

She laughed but didn’t resist. He pulled her close, his palm steady at her hip, his body warm through the thin fabric of her tank top. Evan watched from a few steps away, arms folded, the small smile of a man who was enjoying the show more than he’d admit.

When the song slowed further, Rory glanced toward him. “You gonna stand there and supervise?”

Evan hesitated, then stepped forward, one hand brushing Penny’s back as he slid into the rhythm beside them. The three of them moved easily, not polished but connected, her body caught between solid heat and teasing motion.

Penny felt herself laugh, dizzy from more than the lemonade. “You two do this often?”

Rory leaned close. “Not nearly enough.”

Evan’s breath touched her ear. “Might have found the right partner.”

Her reply came out lower than she expected. “Maybe you did.”

The song ended, leaving the night briefly silent except for applause and the hum of the lights overhead.

They stepped apart, though not far. Rory rubbed the back of his neck, grin softening. “You know, we could keep wandering, or we could take our new friend somewhere cooler.”

“Cooler sounds heavenly,” she said.

Evan nodded toward the truck. “Let’s get you out of the heat.”

As they walked back through the dimming fairground, Penny felt the shift; not just gratitude anymore, but curiosity humming under her skin. The kind that made her wonder what would happen if she stopped pretending the idea hadn’t crossed her mind.

At the truck door, Rory opened it for her with a mock bow. “Your chariot, Penny-with-no-spare-change.”

She rolled her eyes but smiled, and when she climbed in, both men were still watching her, twin flashes of amusement and something quieter.

For the first time all day, she wasn’t thinking about the broken car or the missed weekend. She was thinking about them, and how easily the night could keep unfolding.

* * *

Their shared house sat at the far end of a quiet street, small and square with a porch that creaked when you stepped on it. Penny followed the two men up the steps, her sandals whispering against worn wood. Through the open door came the smell of something clean and faintly citrus, like soap trying to compete with sawdust.

Rory flicked on a light. The living room was plain but neat: couch, mismatched chairs, the kind of order that comes from people who actually live there instead of decorating for guests. A guitar leaned against the wall.

“Welcome to Casa de Bad Decisions,” Rory said, tossing his keys into a bowl. “Population: three, if you count carefully.”

Evan shot him a look. “Ignore him. You can take the couch. It folds out if you want space.”

“I’ll take anything that isn’t the side of the highway,” Penny said.

Rory grinned. “That’s the spirit.”

She followed them into the kitchen while they found glasses and poured water. The air-conditioning hummed quietly, blessedly. Outside, crickets started their nighttime gossip.

Rory handed her a glass. “You’re handling this better than most people who get kidnapped by strangers.”

“Technically,” she said, “I volunteered.”

“Even worse.”

Evan leaned against the counter, arms folded. “You sure you’re alright? You’ve had a long day.”

“I’m fine,” she said, though her voice came out softer than she meant. “Just… still deciding whether this town’s a fever dream.”

Rory spread his hands. “Depends what kind of fever you’ve got.”

She looked at him over the rim of her glass. “Yours seems contagious.”

Evan let out a quiet laugh that was surprised, almost reluctant. Penny felt it like static under her skin.

They talked a little longer, about nothing in particular: music, the Jamboree, how Rory once tried to deep-fry tequila (“a noble failure,” he called it). Each laugh edged closer, until Penny realized her shoulders had loosened and her body was leaning unconsciously toward theirs.

When she yawned, Evan nodded toward the couch. “You should get some rest.”

Rory slouched against the wall. “We’re night owls, but we can behave.”

“Define behave,” she said.

Rory’s grin widened. “You’d be surprised what counts.”

She set her empty glass down, heartbeat a little faster. “Sometimes it’s good to push boundaries.”

For a moment, the room seemed to hold its breath.

Evan’s gaze found hers. Steady and warm, nothing pushy in it. “We meant it when we said you could stay,” he said quietly. “No strings. No expectations.”

She nodded. “Good. Because I left my expectations in a ditch somewhere near Reno.”

Rory tilted his head, watching her. “What’d you keep?”

Penny hesitated, then smiled. “Curiosity. Playfulness.”

Something flickered between the three of them that was small, sharp, yet undeniable.

Rory moved first, brushing a piece of hair from her cheek with the back of his fingers. “That’s dangerous around here,” he said.

“Yeah?” Her voice came out barely above a whisper.

Evan’s tone was low. “Sometimes it gets rewarded.”

The air felt thick then, the way it does right before a storm breaks.

Penny looked from one to the other, Rory’s grin gone slow and uncertain now, Evan’s calm edged with something darker, and thought, very clearly, this is a terrible idea. But sometimes bad ideas make the best stories.

Then she smiled anyway.

“Good thing,” she said softly, “I’ve had a long day.”

Rory’s answering laugh was a hush of breath, not mockery this time, just something like wonder.

Evan took her glass from her hand, set it aside, and said, “Then let’s make it better.”

The lights stayed low. Outside, a train whistled somewhere far off, and the night folded quietly around the house.

Penny kicked off her sandals with a groan that came from somewhere near her soul. “I think my feet have declared independence.”

Rory glanced down. “Those shoes look like they were designed by someone who hates women.”

“They’re cute,” she said. “And I stand by my footwear decisions.”

Evan set a folded blanket on the couch and studied her, the way someone might appraise a car engine that’s been pushed too far. “You’re wound up,” he said quietly. “Shoulders up to your ears.”

She rolled them once. “I’m fine. Just tired.”

“Sit,” he said. Not a command, more like a suggestion from someone who knew how to fix things.

She sank onto the couch, and before she could protest, he was behind her, big hands resting lightly on her shoulders.

“Tell me if this feels wrong,” he said.

“Define wrong,” she murmured.

He chuckled, low and quiet, and began to work the knots from her neck. His palms were warm, sure, the kind of touch that knew pressure without guessing.

Rory crouched at the end of the couch. “Mind if I help those sore feet? You look like you walked across half of Nevada.”

Penny hesitated, then stretched her legs toward him. “If you can do better than my pedicurist, I’ll leave you a Yelp review.”

He laughed and wrapped his fingers around her arches, thumbs pressing just right. “You’re way overdue for a five-star experience.”

The room went soft and still except for the hum of the air-conditioning. Evan’s hands traced slow circles down her back; Rory’s worked methodically over her feet. Penny let her head tilt forward, eyes half-closed.

It wasn’t sexual, not yet. It was care, unhurried and physical, the kind she didn’t realize she’d been missing until now.

Somewhere between their alternating touches, her body stopped bracing for the next interruption. She just existed: warm skin, steady pressure, laughter hovering at the edges.

She thought, almost drowsily, I’ve had dates that did less for me than this.

A beat later: I’ve definitely never had two men work in tandem before.

She smiled at the thought, small and private.

Evan leaned closer, his voice brushing her ear. “Better?”

“Dangerously so,” she said.

Rory grinned from the foot of the couch. “Guess we’re good at our jobs.”

Penny opened her eyes, looked from one to the other, and realized the room’s stillness had changed. The tension wasn’t gone, but it had turned into something quieter, heavier, full of possibility.

And from there, the night would find its own pace.

She turned her head slightly, catching Rory's eye first. His slim frame leaned in, flannel shirt sleeves rolled up, a mischievous glint in his gaze. “Feeling good?” he murmured, his voice low and laced with that playful edge she always found disarming. 

Penny's heart quickened, a tentative flutter in her chest. This was new territory, the three of them tangled in this intimate web, but the amazement of it, of their coordination, like they'd shared a lifetime of silent cues drew her in. She reached out, her fingers brushing Evan's wrist as his hand paused at the small of her back. Without a word, she guided it lower, pressing his palm against the curve of her hip, the fabric of her skirt bunching under the warmth of his touch. 

Evan's breath hitched, a soft rumble in his broader chest, but he didn't pull away. Instead, he glanced at Rory over her head with a quick nod, eyes locking in that wordless understanding honed from years as roommates. Rory's lips curved into a grin, his hand sliding to her shoulder blade, fingertips grazing the edge of her tank top. “Yeah?” Rory whispered, his tone teasing but seeking, giving her the space to affirm. 

Penny nodded, breathless, her skin prickling with the heat building between them. “Yes,” she managed, her voice half-amazed at her own boldness. Evan's hand stayed, his larger fingers splaying possessively yet gently, the texture of his skin, slightly rough, alive with pulse, sending a shiver through her. She arched just a fraction, inviting more, her body awakening to the dual sensations: Rory's playful kneading now dipping toward her thighs, Evan's grounding pressure anchoring her to the moment. 

They shifted her carefully, rolling her onto her back with hands that communicated without rush. The light caught the planes of their faces; Rory's lean features alight with excitement, Evan's solid jaw set in quiet focus. Penny's tank top clung slightly from the massage oil, and as Rory's hands peeled it off her she felt the cool air kiss her skin, then the immediate warmth of their gazes. Her basic bikini briefs peeked from under her skirt, cute lace edges framing the simple cotton, nothing extravagant but hers, vulnerable in this shared space. 

Evan leaned down first, his breath warm against her collarbone as he pressed a slow kiss there, lips soft despite the stubble shadowing his jaw. “Tell us if it's too much,” he said, voice gravelly, his hand cupping her waist with a reassuring squeeze. Rory chuckled softly, mirroring on her other side, his slimmer fingers trailing up her arm, teasing the strap of her bra. “Or if you want more,” he added, eyes sparkling as he nipped lightly at her earlobe. 

Penny’s world shrank to touch: the scrape of Rory’s jeans against her thigh, the soft drag of Evan’s shirt along her shoulder. Heat bloomed low in her belly, her breaths coming shorter, amazed at how their cooperative touches wove together. She reached up, fingers threading into Evan’s hair, pulling him down for a kiss that started tentative, lips brushing, then deepening as his tongue met hers with playful insistence. 

Rory watched for a beat, his hand stroking the inside of her thigh, inching the skirt higher with deliberate slowness. The friction of fabric against skin made her gasp into Evan’s mouth, and when Rory finally leaned in, capturing her freed breast through the bra with a gentle suck, the dual pull of their mouths, one teasing, one steady, left her arching, half-lost in the wonder of it all. Their hands roamed now, exploring the newly bared skin of her torso, palms gliding over the soft give of her average curves, igniting sparks with every press and caress. 

She broke the kiss with Evan, turning to Rory, her lips finding his in a faster, more intense press. Evan’s thicker presence pressed against her side, the outline of him evident through his jeans but not overwhelming, just right, promising. “Condoms?” she whispered against his mouth, curiosity laced with need, confirming the boundaries even as she let herself surrender to the building ache. 

Evan nodded, pulling back just enough to rummage in his pocket, the crinkle of foil a practical note in the sensual haze. Rory's fingers danced lower, hooking into her skirt's waistband, easing it down with a grin. “We've got you,” Rory said, voice playful, as the garment slid away, leaving her in just the briefs and bra, skin flushing under their heated breaths. 

Penny's pulse thrummed, the light dappling their forms. Rory's passionate energy and Evan's solid warmth positioned themselves around her, hands returning to stoke the fire. Rory’s fingers traced the edge of her briefs, dipping just beneath to feel the heat there, while Evan unclasped her bra, freeing her breasts to the air before his mouth descended, tongue circling a nipple with teasing flicks. The contrast of the slow build of Evan's touch and the quick sparks from Rory had her moaning softly, body alive with textures she'd only imagined: the rasp of stubble, the slick warmth of lips, the shared rhythm of their breaths syncing with hers. 

Rory's fingers hooked into the waistband of her bikini briefs, the simple cotton yielding easily as he tugged them down her thighs. The fabric whispered against her skin, cool air rushing in to meet the damp heat between her legs. Penny's breath caught, her body exposed now, vulnerable yet thrumming with anticipation. Rory settled between her parted knees, his slim shoulders nudging her thighs wider, the rasp of his stubble grazing her inner thigh as he leaned in.

His mouth found her pussy, tongue pressing flat and warm against her folds, lapping with a skill that surprised her in slow, deliberate strokes that built pressure without haste. The texture of his tongue, slick and insistent, sent jolts through her core, her hips lifting instinctively toward the heat of his breath. Penny's hands fisted in the rug, then reached for him, pawing at the hem of his flannel shirt, tugging it up to feel the lean muscles of his back. “Rory,” she gasped, fingers fumbling with Evan’s belt buckle, the metal cool under her touch.

He hummed against her, the vibration resonating deep, but didn't stop, Rory’s lips sealing around her clit with gentle suction that made her toes curl. She persisted, yanking Evan’s jeans open, her hand diving inside to wrap around his cock, firm and warm in her grip. Freeing it fully, she stroked the length, skin smooth over the rigid heat, thumb circling the tip where a bead of precum slicked her touch. Rory groaned into her, the sound muffled but encouraging, his tongue flicking faster now, tasting her arousal.

They lingered like that, time stretching in the dim light, her hand pumping his cock in lazy rhythm while his mouth worked her relentlessly. Evan's presence loomed nearby, his larger hand stroking her breast, grounding her as the tension coiled tighter. Penny's breaths came in short bursts, the dual overwhelming sensations of the wet slide of Rory's tongue delving inside her, the velvet drag of Evan’s cock in her fist. Her climax hit suddenly, a wave crashing through her, pussy clenching as she moaned loudly, the sound echoing off the walls. Rory eased back but didn't retreat, lips brushing her thigh softly, while Evan squeezed her shoulder, both men watching her ride it out, her body shuddering in release.

She panted, savoring the aftershocks, the warmth spreading through her limbs. As her eyes fluttered open, meeting their gazes of Rory's playful spark, and Evan's steady warmth, a confession bubbled up. “I've always fantasized about this,” she admitted, voice husky, “pleasing two men at once, seeing them lose it because of me.”

The words hung in the air, bold and freeing. Rory grinned, rising to his feet, jeans shoved down just enough. Evan followed, his thicker cock springing free as he stroked it once, heavy in his palm. They stood before her, framed by the soft light, and Penny knelt up, heart racing with excitement of not just one man enthralled, but two, their eyes locked on her with raw hunger.

She leaned toward Evan first, lips parting to take the head of his cock into her mouth, tongue swirling around the thicker girth, tasting the salt of his skin. Her hand wrapped around Rory's, stroking firmly, feeling him twitch in her grasp. She alternated, sucking Evan deep with a hollow-cheeked pull, then switching to Rory, her mouth enveloping his slimmer length, bobbing with eager suction while her fingers twisted around Evan's base. Eye contact held them all with her gaze flicking up to Evan's darkening eyes, then Rory's teasing ones. The power of it thrilled her, their breaths ragged, hips shifting under her touch.

Evan's hand tangled in her dark hair, a low groan escaping. “Close,” he warned, voice gravelly. Penny sped up, mouth working him faster, tongue pressing along the underside as she hollowed her cheeks, hand pumping Rory in sync. Evan's cock throbbed, and he came with a guttural sound, spilling into her mouth hot, thick pulses she swallowed down, the taste lingering as she pulled back, licking her lips.

Rory's fingers dipped between her thighs then, sliding through her drenched pussy, two digits curling inside with ease. “So wet,” he murmured, eyes gleaming.

Penny shivered, the intrusion sparking fresh need. “Fuck me,” she demanded, voice breathless, pulling him closer.

Rory grabbed a condom from his discarded jeans, rolling it on quickly, the latex snapping into place. He positioned himself, cock nudging her entrance, then slid in slow, filling her with a stretch that made her gasp. The heat of him, sheathed but insistent, pressed deep, her walls gripping him. Evan watched from the side, his spent cock twitching back to life, hand idly stroking as he took in the sight of Penny's legs wrapping around Rory's hips, urging him on.

She rubbed her clit in circles, the added friction building fast, her eyes catching Evan's hardening length. An impish smile curved her lips; she squeezed her inner muscles around Rory, moaning loudly to spur him. “Come on,” she whispered, the sound half-tease, half-plea. Rory's rhythm faltered, thrusts deepening, then he stiffened, groaning as he finished, cock pulsing inside her before he slid out, condom slick with her arousal.

Evan moved immediately, condom already sheathed from earlier prep, his thicker cock pushing in with a smooth glide, stretching her anew. The fullness made her arch, pussy fluttering around him. Rory knelt beside her, fingers caressing her face, thumb tracing her lower lip as Evan fucked her steadily, hips snapping with controlled power. His free hand delivered a light spank to her ass, the sting blooming warm, making her clench tighter around him.

They shifted to the couch, the worn cushions dipping under their weight. Penny straddled Evan, sinking down onto his cock, the angle letting him hit deeper as she rode him, grinding with rolling hips. His large hands squeezed her breasts, thumbs flicking her nipples before his mouth latched on, sucking hard enough to draw a whimper. Rory pressed against her back, lips kissing along her neck, tongue tracing her pulse, his hands kneading her ass, fingers digging into the soft flesh.

The sensations layered of Evan's hand pulling at her breast, the thick slide of his cock inside her, Rory's breath hot on her skin, his squeezes urging her rhythm. Penny's climax built swift, crashing over her as she ground down, pussy spasming around Evan, moans spilling free. He thrust up once, twice, then held her tight, his own release loud and clear, his moan filling the house.

In that peak, realization washed through her; not just desired, but truly seen, their touches affirming her without demand or shame. Freedom bloomed, guilt dissolving in the shared heat.

The room moved in rhythm with their breathing, and for once she stopped thinking about what came next.

Silence settled, broken only by softening pants. Evan's hands lingered on her hips, warm and steady, as he eased her off him gently. Rory brushed a strand of dark hair from her face, his touch light. The air hummed with warmth, bodies tangled in quiet connection, leading into the hush of towels and whiskey shared in the glow.

* * *

Steam still clung to the mirror when Evan pressed a folded towel into her hands.

“Here,” he said softly. “Clean one. Sorry the bathroom’s small.”

“It’s fine.” Penny’s voice came out rough, half-sleep, half-wonder. The tile was cool beneath her feet; the air smelled of soap and the faint musk of three people who had stopped pretending to be polite.

For a second she just looked at her reflection—the flush still on her cheeks, the tumble of hair she hadn’t bothered to fix.

She didn’t look ashamed.

She looked alive.

What had come over her?

Nothing she could blame on the whiskey, or the heat, or the town. It had been curiosity, yes, but also honesty. A small rebellion against the version of herself who kept waiting for permission to want things. Freedom for at least one night.

From the other room came the soft clink of glasses. She wrapped the towel around herself and padded out.

Evan and Rory sat at the little dining table, the same one she’d seen earlier covered in mail and a half-finished crossword. Now it held a bottle of whiskey and two glasses. Rory looked up first, grin lazy and tender.

“Guess the shower’s free,” he said. “We were celebrating not dying of dehydration.”

Evan slid a third glass toward her. “Join us?”

She nodded, pulled the towel a little tighter, and sat between them. The whiskey burned just enough to remind her she was still in her body.

Nobody talked for a while. The quiet wasn’t awkward, it was the kind that feels earned.

Rory finally broke it. “So… that happened.”

Penny laughed under her breath. “Yeah. It did.”

Evan’s smile reached his eyes. “No regrets?”

She shook her head. “Only that I waited this long to do something completely irrational.”

“Then it was the right kind,” Rory said.

He leaned over, kissed her forehead; soft, unhurried. Evan followed with a brush of his hand against her back, a wordless goodnight. It felt less like goodbye and more like gratitude.

She stood, still wrapped in the towel, and looked at them, two men she hadn’t known yesterday and now couldn’t quite imagine forgetting.

“Goodnight, Redwater,” she said quietly.

Rory lifted his glass in salute. “Sleep tight, Penny-who-doesn’t-make-cents.”

She groaned at the pun but smiled anyway.

In the small bedroom, she slipped beneath the sheet and stared at the ceiling fan turning lazily overhead. Her phone buzzed once on the nightstand, Jason, again.

She didn’t pick it up.

Outside, a dog barked, the desert wind shifted, and somewhere down the street the festival lights finally blinked out.

* * *

The smell of coffee woke her. For a few disoriented seconds, Penny thought she was still dreaming; the sunlight too warm, the sheets too soft, the faint clatter of dishes too domestic.

Then she remembered everything: the drive, the breakdown, the Jamboree, the laughter, the hands, mouths and men.

She stretched, the towel now somewhere on the floor, and smiled into the pillow. Her body ached in ways that felt earned.

From the kitchen came voices, low and easy. She dressed in yesterday’s clothes, rolled the borrowed T-shirt she’d slept in, and padded out barefoot.

Evan was at the stove, hair damp, pouring coffee into mismatched mugs. Rory was perched on the counter, tuning his guitar. The morning light made the dust in the air look like gold.

“Morning,” she said, voice scratchy.

Rory looked up and grinned. “Well, look who survived the Jamboree.”

Evan handed her a mug. “How do you take it?”

“Like I take most things, grateful they exist.” She took a sip. “This is dangerously good.”

“Locally roasted beans,” he said. “We try to keep standards.”

They stood for a moment in that gentle, post-storm stillness. The house smelled of toast and engine grease and something warm that had nothing to do with the stove.

Rory reached for the butter with one hand while strumming the guitar idly with the other, humming under his breath.

Penny watched him for a second too long.

Evan noticed. “He does that every morning,” he said. “Claims it helps him think.”

“I like it,” she said, surprised to find she meant it. No edge, no irony.

“Jason hated when I made noise in the morning,” she added offhandedly. Then winced.

Evan raised an eyebrow. “Jason?”

She shrugged. “The guy who should’ve been on this trip. The one texting.”

Rory paused. “He sounds like the kind of guy who’d send a thumbs-up when you text ‘I love you.’”

Penny laughed despite herself. “He’s worse. He’d reply ‘You too.’”

A beat. Then they all laughed. And just like that, it was easier to say goodbye.

Rory slid off the counter. “So, the tow guy came by. Said your car’s charging and should be road-ready in a couple hours.”

Penny nodded. “Guess that means I’ll be on my way.”

“Guess so,” he said, though his grin faltered a little.

Evan met her eyes over his coffee. “You don’t have to rush. But if you’re headed out, we can drive you to the garage.”

“Thanks,” she said. “For everything.”

Rory’s eyes softened. “We’re just glad you didn’t vanish on us mid-night.”

She laughed. “Tempting. But I figured disappearing naked would be bad manners.”

He smirked. “Depends who’s watching.”

They lingered longer than necessary making small talk about the festival, the weather, whether Rory would ever actually write that song he kept threatening to write. But eventually the dishes were rinsed, the coffee gone, and the air thickened with goodbye.

Out front, the morning heat was already rising, the desert stretching endless and pale beyond the street. Penny paused on the porch and looked back at the house.

It was ordinary in every way: peeling paint, porch swing held together by stubbornness. Yet she knew she’d remember it longer than most hotel rooms.

Evan locked the door and turned toward her. “Your ride’s waiting.”

The pickup gleamed faintly in the sun, the same one that had rescued her the day before. Rory tossed her bag into the back and opened the passenger door with an exaggerated flourish.

“Your chariot, madam.”

She climbed in, heart doing that unhelpful flutter again.

The drive to the garage was quiet, but not the kind of quiet that needed filling. When they pulled up beside her newly functional Prius, the mechanic waved from inside.

“She’s good to go,” he called.

Penny turned to the men. “Guess this is it.”

Rory leaned on the truck door. “Unless you plan to make Redwater your new home base.”

She smiled. “Tempting, but I’d miss traffic lights.”

Evan handed her the keys the shop had left on the counter. “You sure you’re alright to drive?”

“Yeah,” she said. “For the first time in a while, actually.”

They both looked at her then, curious, a little proud, and maybe a little regretful.

She hesitated, wanting to say something meaningful and coming up empty. “Thanks,” she said finally. “For the rescue. For everything after.”

Rory’s grin came back, slower this time. “You make getting stranded look good.”

Evan’s smile was quieter. “Take care of yourself, Penny.”

She nodded, then, on impulse, stepped forward and hugged them both—Evan first, solid and warm, then Rory, who smelled faintly of soap and coffee and something she’d probably never forget.

When she pulled back, her phone buzzed again in her pocket. She didn’t need to look to know who it was.

“Jason?” Rory asked, gentle, not jealous.

Penny sighed. “Yeah.”

Evan’s brow lifted. “You gonna answer?”

She looked down at the screen, thumb hovering over the message: You okay?

For a moment she almost laughed. The desert air shimmered beyond the open door, and she thought about the woman who’d broken down here yesterday, scared and careful and waiting for someone else to make the next move.

She pressed the side button until the screen went black. “No,” she said. “Not this time.”

Rory let out a quiet whistle. “That’s one way to end a story.”

“Maybe just start a better one,” she said.

She slid into her car. The seat was hot against her skin, but the engine turned over smoothly. When she looked up, they were both still watching; Evan with that small, knowing smile, Rory with a lazy salute.

She backed out onto the road, sunlight glaring across the windshield, the town shrinking in the rearview mirror until it was just color and heat and a faint hum of music from somewhere far behind her.

At the first stop sign, she rolled the window down and let the wind whip through her hair. The air smelled of dust and sage and freedom.

Her phone buzzed again in the cup holder. She didn’t look.

Instead she smiled, shifted into gear, and said aloud to no one, “Onward, Penny Lane.”

And the road opened wide in front of her.


A Note from Zoya Lane

Hey gorgeous,

Thanks for spending a night in Redwater with Penny, Evan, and Rory. I hope you’re feeling pleasantly overheated, slightly dehydrated, and maybe a little curious about your next roadside adventure.

If this story made you smile, sigh, or text something mildly scandalous, do a girl a favor and tell a friend, or at least whisper it to your Kindle. Reviews keep these wicked little stories alive and give me an excuse to pour another glass of prosecco and write the next one.

When you’re ready for more, I have another juicy confession waiting:

●        My First Threesome Experiment : another tale of two men, one curious woman, and the delightful chaos of saying yes to temptation, this one set at University.

●        Sweating with Her Gym Crushes: A high-intensity study on elevated heart rates, heavy lifting, and the "cardio" benefits of two very buff gym buddies.

●        Resolutions are for Quitters: A field report on why "staying in" is the superior choice when the specimens in 4B are the main entertainment.

●        The Accidentally Shared Suite: One room, one bed, two strangers. Guess what happens when the power goes out?

Until then, stay curious, stay hydrated, and never apologize for wanting more.

XOXO,
Zoya Lane
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