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Chapter 1

 

Friday Morning - Zach

 

 

 

Guns are like shoes.

 There’s one for every occasion.

 

 

 

 

March

Port Harbor, Texas

 

	“May I cut in?” The sultry voice caressed Zach’s ear as the owner stepped into view. The woman Zach was dancing with moved aside with a small nod. I guess it doesn’t matter what I want?

Zach didn’t even recall the other woman’s name, but she must’ve been friends with either Becky or Quinn if she was invited to their small beach wedding. His former dance partner made her way towards the happy couple standing by what was left of a wedding cake in the shape of a sand castle. Two towers were now missing, as well as the drawbridge.

When Zach turned his eyes away from the cake, they landed on a tall, exotic looking woman standing before him. Her full, red lips pouted at him. Her ebony eyes met his own. That was new. Zach tilted his head to the side. Sure enough, she was wearing a pair of sexy red heels that brought her almost to his height of six feet. He had to admit, he liked the shoes.  

The woman placed her hands on his shoulders as she slid into his personal space. Her hands were warm even through the linen of his shirt. Zach almost wished there wasn’t a shirt separating them. But then he remembered who and what she was and any tender emotions were doused by cold reality. This woman lied for a living. Heck, she’d lied to him too many times to count. Lies equated to zero trust in his book. And if he couldn’t trust someone, he didn’t need them around.

When she cleared her throat, Zach realized he hadn’t moved yet. He had no choice but to place his hands on her waist if he didn’t want to make a scene, so he complied and they began dancing to the music. Not that he minded, but she didn’t need to know that.

The scent of sugar cookies reached his nose. Thalia De Santis. Waitress at Down on the Beach, undercover DEA agent, femme fatale, and all-around pain in his butt.  

“Thought you and Sadie were an item. What are you doing dancing with another woman?” Her accusatory tone made him wince. He knew Sadie Collins and the woman in his arms were friends.

“For the last time, Thalia, Sadie and I are not together. We’re friends, employ-ee/employ-er. Besides, she’s too sweet for someone like me. You, on the other hand…” Zach took a moment to look over Thalia as they moved around the make-shift dance floor laid out on the bar’s outside decking. “I’m surprised you’re here. I didn’t think you did normal events like weddings.” Zach’s words reminded both of them how she’d left Port Harbor and the bar right after Quinn and she captured a major drug smuggler and killed a sicario, or cartel hitman. 

“I’ve missed you, too, amigo.” Thalia’s voice dropped to a mere whisper as she leaned into Zach’s embrace. The edge of sarcasm was hard to miss. “I need to talk to you. In private. Got a minute?”

His head came up, gaze sharpening as he looked at Thalia. But before he could speak, her fingers curled around the hair at the nap of his neck, subtly pushing his head back down towards her. She tilted her head to the side, her lips within inches of his ear. “Act like you like me, bobo…silly. I’m trying to be covert here. Unless you give us away.” Thalia moved a bit closer to Zach, wiggling her hips a little. That snapped Zach out of his thoughts. He spun them around the dance floor in time to the music. When they neared the beach entrance to the deck, Zach unobtrusively moved them away from the deck and around to the back of the building. Checking the employee parking lot and seeing no one, Zach spun Thalia so her back was pressed up against the wall and they were out of sight of the wedding guests.

“So what’s the problem?” Zach asked as he nuzzled the side of her neck. Just in case anyone happened upon them. Or so he told himself. While he waited for her to answer, he breathed in the sweet scent of sugar cookies once again. Burying his face in her hair, Zach inhaled again. Whatever hair products she used must make her hair smell like sugar cookies. The scent reminded him of his grandma’s kitchen. Homey. Comforting. Not words he would have thought to describe Thalia at first glance. Which threw him off. She was more the camp-out-at-the-gym or gun range type. All toned muscles and sleek lines. He pressed against her, torso to torso, bunching the silky red fabric of her dress in his hands at her waist. 

“Down, boy. This is business,” Thalia said, easily pushing Zach away. He straightened up with a lopsided smile. 

“Can’t blame a man for trying, mi hermosa.” Zach looked carefully about. He needed to keep his head in the game. Because with Thalia, it was always business. “What brings you to town?”

“The Mariscos.” 

At her words, all flirtatious thoughts fled. His eyes swung back to hers, his gaze wholly focused on her. “What have you heard?”    

“I didn’t want to disrupt Becky and Quinn’s wedding, but I needed to make sure they were okay. That’s why I’m here. There’s been chatter. The kind like revenge and contract killers.”

“Give me the specifics.”

“The head of the cartel is coming to the U.S. in response to Zeb Gray and Quito Alejandro’s deaths. They blame you. I needed—”

“Why do they blame me? What have I got to do with it? Quinn’s responsible for Gray’s death, and I have no idea about Alejandro’s. His body happened to wash up on the beach behind the bar. That’s all I know about it.”

“That’s beside the point. It’s all about what the Mariscos believe. I need to get you away from Quinn and Becky. If they’re gunning for you, we need to make sure you’re safe as well as them. And if we can dismantle their cartel in the mean time…” She shrugged.

“It would make your career,” Zach finished for her. “Have you told Quinn any of this?” His curiosity peaked.

“I didn’t want to spoil their day. Besides, it’s you they’re blaming.” 

“How considerate of you. Wouldn’t want to ruin their wedding or honeymoon with information which could potentially save their lives. Do you have agents watching them?” Zach asked.

“Yes, we’ve attached two agents to follow Quinn and Becky.”

“He won’t appreciate having his honeymoon interrupted,” Zach said, aware it the understatement of the century.

“He’s been assigned two of our best, but ones he hasn’t worked with before, so he shouldn’t recognize them. They’ve been given instructions to stay close but out of sight.” 

“I’m sure it’s not exactly what Quinn planned, but it’s better than a bunch of hitmen showing up on their doorstep in the middle of the night.”

“Now you’re reading my mind.” Thalia’s gaze swept over Zach. “What about you?”

“I’m leaving after the reception back to Gulf Shores.”

“I’d heard you and Becky opened a second bar in Alabama. How’s that going?”

“Becky makes running a bar look easy. But I’m getting there.”

“Listen…since Becky and Quinn are covered, let me go with you. I could check things out, make sure the cartel isn’t already in town,…be your bodyguard.”

“I don’t need a bodyguard.”

“Oh, I don’t know. I wouldn’t mind looking after this body. We could go under the covers, I mean, undercover so no one would know.” She winked at him, her wide smile lending credence to her words. Thalia was trying to ruffle him with her flirting, but he wasn’t having any of it. Even if he was interested, and okay, he was very interested, Zach wouldn’t put it past her to use him to get what she wanted, which was Marisco in custody.

“Why?” Her suggestion had Zach on edge. 

“Look, like I said before, the Mariscos are gunning for you. I feel like this is the DEA’s fault for not stopping them sooner.” Thalia ran her fingers along the edges of his shirt where it buttoned down the front. Slowly, she popped open the top button, then the second. The third was the last to go before she slipped her hand inside, near his heart. He had to force himself to concentrate on the words she was whispering in that low, sultry voice of hers. “I can protect you. I know all the players. No one else would have to know. I can go undercover as your girlfriend. I’ve thought of everything. …Unless you don’t think you can resist me…I mean I understand if you feel—”

“Okay.”

“Okay? Really?” Her abrupt change in voice and posture told Zach she’d been playing with him again. Pretending to be all fired up over him. He needed to keep that in mind if they were going to be working together. Because there was no way he trusted her. There was more going on than she was telling him, and he intended to find out. Which is why he agreed to her coming with him. But he had to be smart. Thalia wouldn’t share unless there was no other choice and only if it was to her advantage. But he’d seen the spark of interest in her eyes when they’d been dancing. He could work with that. Zach just needed to remember it was all a game…to both of them.

“Yeah. Meet me at the airfield just outside of town at two. My plane’s in Hanger 3. You can fly back with me.”

“Yes, sir.” Thalia gave him a mock salute before she sauntered away. Zach didn’t follow immediately. He was too busy watching her walk away, the curve of her hips having captured his full attention. The little red dress she worn swished about her. He needed a minute to catch his breath and act like nothing out of the ordinary had happened. He also needed to decide if he should tell Quinn what was going on. 

Zach felt Quinn had a right to know. That way he could better protect Becky if something were to happen. Being forewarned was forearmed. For some reason, Thalia didn’t want Quinn to know. That troubled Zach. He knew the two of them were tight, but for the life of him, Zach couldn’t figure out why Thalia wouldn’t want Quinn to be aware of the current threat from the Mariscos. He’d have to ask her about it on the flight home. Information was key in their line of work, even if he was “retired” from the CIA. But everyone knew you didn’t really retire. You just weren’t active anymore. 

Considering he still did consultant and IT work for his old employer, Zach had a few contacts at the Agency. Maybe they had heard a few things concerning the Marisco Cartel. It wouldn’t hurt to check.      

 

Thalia

	As Thalia wove her way through Down on the Beach’s parking lot to her rental, she was distracted by the thought of Zach. The way he moved on the dance floor had surprised her. She hadn’t expected the resident computer guru to be so adapt at moving with rhythm and grace. He was light on his feet and navigated her around the floor like a master, taking the lead. She relaxed into his arms, enjoying his subtle dominance.

Most of the time, Thalia took the lead. Her usual dance partners either couldn’t stay on the beat or direct her body around without running into other people. But with Zach, she needn’t have feared. They moved in harmony; their bodies in sync. And the way he’d found all the sensitive spots along her neck and beneath her ear…whew! This assignment might be harder than Thalia originally thought it would be.

Distracted as she was, Thalia was unaware she wasn’t alone until a hand snagged her arm and spun her about. Expecting to see Zach, she was surprised to find herself looking at a slightly different version of him. Slim build, 5’10, dark blonde hair, hazel eyes instead of brown, and a wider nose. He was dressed in business casual, khakis, button-down shirt, and linen sport coat. At first Thalia assumed he was a wedding guest who had too much to drink. But the look in his eyes was not one of interest or familiarity. It was downright hostile.

Thalia purposefully looked down at his hand still wrapped around her upper arm and then back at him. “Do you want to remove your hand or shall I?”

The man didn’t take the hint and release her, just squeezed her arm tighter. “What’s your business with Down?”

“None of yours.” Interesting, Thalia thought. Maybe the fish is on the hook sooner than later. She checked to see if there was anyone else around. With no one else about, Thalia decided to play this out, see where it went, instead of rendering the man unconscious.

“I think it’s very much my business when a DEA agent who’s on suspension shows up at a wedding connected to Zach Down, especially after the Mariscos put a contract out on him.”

“Who are you? The competition? You don’t look like a sicario.” Thalia appraised him in a slow once-over, intending him to view it as the insult it was. “Law enforcement. Not DEA. You blend in too well to be FBI. I’m gonna go with CIA.” At his stiffening, Thalia smiled. “What’s your involvement here?”

“Just trying to keep the playing field fair. Protecting my investment so to speak.” His cryptic words only confused Thalia more.

“What makes you think I work for the cartel? Maybe I just got sick of the never-ending drug war and left? Maybe I’m here as a friend of the bride and groom.”

“You’re not that sentimental. I’ve looked into your case history. You work alone mostly, questionable methods to get results, good but unpredictable. And since you’ve worked with the Down family before, you figured this would be an easy way to do that.”  

“How did you… Look, unless you work for Marisco, stay out of my business.” Thalia tried jerking her arm free, but he kept his hold on her.

“Who’s to say I don’t? But you might want to reconsider this job. It’s not going to be a walk in the park. Down’s smart. He’s going to see you coming a mile away.” And with that, the man released her and walked way, disappearing around the corner of the bar.

Thalia wondered how he’d known who she was so quickly. She’d only decided on approaching Down three days ago. He had to be CIA with that kind of intel. She assumed his intent was to warn her off the job. To not get in his way. She pulled out her burner cell and dialed a familiar number. Frowning as she waited for her call to be answered, Thalia looked down at the faint markings of his fingers on her arm. He’d definitely left an impression on her.

 

Zach 

	Taking a deep breath, Zach found his way back to the reception. He noticed Thalia was gone. She would be hard to miss in the small crowd. But even in a large one, she would stand out with her tall, exotic looks and a red dress that showed off her long, long legs. She must have gotten what she came for, which triggered a frown. He didn’t think it would be hard to pretend to be her boyfriend. If anything, he’d need to keep some professional distance between them to maintain clarity. On the other hand, he needed to keep Thalia close to find out what was really going on. Zach didn’t buy the sudden interest in protecting him from would-be assassins.

Zach spotted the newlyweds. He was happy for his cousin. Becky deserved a man who made her feel special. After the disaster who was her first husband, Becky now had a man who made her his number one priority. Heck, he’d even been shot, twice, saving her life. 

Granted, Zach had given Quinn a hard time when Quinn’s intentions were unclear regarding his cousin. Zach actually liked Quinn. In fact, he spent more time with Quinn than he did with Becky nowadays, fishing on one of Quinn’s charter boats when Zach was in town. They had a lot in common, and once he knew what kind of man Quinn was, Zach opened up to him a bit about his former life in the CIA. Which hadn’t surprised Quinn at all, considering he was former DEA. Becky still didn’t know all the details about Zach’s former occupation, thanks to Quinn not sharing. There were some aspects of the job he’d rather she not know. 

Seeing Becky and Quinn together brought home how lonely Zach had been lately.. He’d never thought about it much. Traveling and setting up his security business and the bars left little time for reflection. It usually hit him when he was home for more than two days in a row. His house was too quiet. 

Those were the times he ended up spending time at his bar, Down on the Gulf. He knew the bar and the people there were a temporary filling to a hole in his life. Maybe when all of this was over with, he would see about getting himself a real girlfriend or a dog. Though the only image he could conjure up was a tall, slender half-Latin, half-Greek beauty who would probably shoot him as look at him. Yeah, maybe a dog would be a much better option. 

Shaking himself out of his reverie, Zach slapped the big man on the back. “Congratulations! Happy for you, man!” 

Quinn smiled and nodded at Zach. “ ’preciate it. I’m just glad she’s willing to put up with me,” Quinn said as he winked at his red-headed bride. Becky just laughed as she was drawn into conversation with one of their other guests, moving away towards a small group of women huddled near the cake table.

“Can I talk to you for a minute?” Zach asked as he scanned the crowd.

“Sounds serious. What’s up?” Quinn’s big body tensed beneath the veneer of a happy groom. 

“Thalia was just here.” Zach’s announcement didn’t elicit a huge response from Quinn. 

“Yeah, I saw her. Glad she could make it.”

“Did she tell you what she was really doing here?” Zach smiled vaguely at a few guests who drifted nearby.

“Apparently not what she told you,” said Quinn. 

When the guests were out of ear shot, Zach continued. “Mariscos are on the move. For some reason, and I’m not quite sure why, they think I had a hand in killing Gray and Alejandro last year. Word is they’re coming for me. Thalia said she put a couple agents on you and Becky as a precaution, but I’m their main target. Know anything about it?” Zach could see Quinn was having a hard time keeping his emotions from showing. 

“No, but then I’ve been out of the DEA for months. I still know some people. I can make a few calls…”

“Hold off on that. I don’t want to alert anyone to the situation if there’s something more going on. I wanted you to know so you could take the proper precautions on your honeymoon. I didn’t want you getting blindsided. I’m depending on you to look after Becky. Family first.”

“Always. What are you going to be doing while I’m taking a romantic honeymoon with my wife and two agents?” Quinn asked. His question dripping with a fair amount of sarcasm.

“Playing the besotted boyfriend with Thalia as we flush out the cartel.” Quinn’s bark of laughter surprised Zach.

“Oh, I don’t think you’ll be pretending, my friend.” When his laughter died down, Quinn went on, “She’s good, though. Real good. And not just her skill set. Her acting is top notch. She can fool anyone, which makes her a great agent.”

“Well, let’s hope she can fool the cartel enough to draw them out. I don’t relish the thought of having to look over my shoulder longer than necessary.” They abruptly switched topics when they saw Becky heading their way.

“Okay, you two. Enough talk of fishing. It’s my wedding day after all.” Becky pretended a pout. Quinn wrapped an arm around his bride and hugged her close. 

“Absolutely. And you are the most beautiful bride here,” Quinn said. Becky rolled her eyes at him. Quinn swooped in and pressed a hungry kiss on her lips.

“Well, that’s my cue to leave. Have a wonderful honeymoon. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” Zach said. They broke off their kiss. Zach offered her a peck on the cheek and shook Quinn’s hand.

“We’re not really running you off, are we?” Becky asked.

“No. I’ve got to get back to the bar. I left Keon in charge and he hates that. Someday soon I’m going to hire a permanent GM as soon as I get some time to look over applications.” 

“You know, Sadie—” Becky started to say more, but Zach just waved her off.

“Don’t talk business on your wedding day. It’s bad form. We can talk when you get back.” And then he left Down on the Beach, heading to his rental and the airfield. Zach hadn’t been sure about his cousin holding her wedding at the bar, but it was the bar that had brought Quinn and her together. The reception was actually the only part held at the bar. The wedding itself had been down on the beach, near the surf. Zach was pretty sure he still had sand between his toes.  

He wasn’t sure how he felt about flying back to Alabama with Thalia, though. On one hand, it was a three and a half hour flight with a beautiful woman. On the other, it was a three and a half hour flight with a beautiful woman hiding secrets from him. How did he get himself into these messes?


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Friday Afternoon - Thalia

 

 

I just want to drink coffee, take naps, and shoot guns.	

 

	

	Thalia De Santis shifted her bag on the counter of the tiny airplane bathroom. Sighing, she zipped up her backpack with the heels and red dress folded neatly inside. She smiled as she thought of Zach’s admiring perusal of her in her favorite dress. She was thankful her sister, Monica, had helped her pick it out at a time she needed some additional confidence as an attractive woman, as well as a more than competent agent. Though she felt she put any mission first and deftly completed them, there were times doubts worked their way into her mindset, shaking her confidence. This particular mission bothered her in the fact that she wasn’t able to confide fully in Zach Down.

As a former model, everyone’s perception of her depended on her appearance. Thalia used what she learned on the runway for her undercover roles. Using others’ expectations of her enabled Thalia to manipulate targets into a predictable pattern. The problem was Thalia was finding herself doing it to more than her targets. And she didn’t like that about herself. But it was getting harder to turn it off. She found herself doing it to Zach this morning. Thalia didn’t want him to fall into the predictable chump role other assignments were. This was another reason she couldn’t confide in Zach Down. He seemed as eager as one of the other men to see her as nothing but eye candy. Even though he’d helped them last year with their case against the Marisco Cartel’s smuggling operation. Granted, he did it to clear his cousin Becky’s name, but still. And now he was the target of the cartel. 

The only good thing about this op was the timeline. It would be over in a few short days. Hence the reason she was traveling with only a backpack and one spare pistol. From the information Thalia had gathered, the head of the cartel was anxious to get their hands on Zach. The high priced contracts they listed for him showed they were motivated. Interesting enough, the contracts were for kidnapping, not killing Zach. Thalia was hoping she could get in, get out, with none the wiser in a matter of days. Honestly, she didn’t know if she could be around Zach for much longer than that without succumbing to her attraction to him. 

Thalia wanted him to see her differently but knew it was impossible. She knew he didn’t trust her, and she couldn’t blame him. They’d met while she was undercover; then she’d left without a word. Not even a thank you. That hadn’t stopped her from finding him attractive or developing something of an interest in him while she was on assignment. She’d kept tabs on him as well. Thalia could tell he was interested in her, at least physically. She wouldn’t have minded a short fling or brief affair, but Thalia knew it wasn’t going to happen. Because she also knew Zach didn’t want to be attracted to her. He valued honesty. She couldn’t give him any.. So their only relationship would be the pseudo kind. Which didn’t necessarily make it any easier. For either of them. It was probably for the best. She didn’t have time for a man in her life. And Zach…Zach wouldn’t wait around after this played out. 

The sooner she finished this, the better it would be. The guilt was eating her up inside.

Thalia tossed her backpack onto one of the plush leather seats in Zach’s plane. When she’d arrived at the hanger, Thalia was surprised to find a Beechcraft Super King Air twin turboprop plane. It was nicer than she imagined his plane would be. She’d feared his plane would not be much more than a propeller and a pilot’s seat held together with duct tape. This was nice, real nice. 

The plane had space for six passengers and two in the cockpit. The interior was all leather and high-end finishes. The small bathroom she’d just used was located near the back. Thalia had taken advantage of the privacy and changed on board before Zach got there. While the red dress had served her purpose at the wedding, it wasn’t functional for flying to Alabama in the small confines of a private plane. So she’d changed into leggings, a t-shirt, and a pair of sneakers. She left her hair loose, merely combing it smooth. 

Pulling her t-shirt away from her body, she made sure her pistol didn’t print on it. Thalia was wearing leggings with a holster hidden in the back with her favorite Glock 43. The 9mm pistol made it easier to wear the tighter clothing she preferred when she was undercover and needed to disguise the fact she was carrying. Thalia had her agency-issued Glock 17 in her bag, along with additional magazines and ammo for both guns. A small knife and lock pick set was hidden inside a small pocket in the waistband. Thalia tried to be prepared for any eventuality, but there was always something unexpected. Though, she most certainly tried to keep that to a minimum. 

Hearing the approach of a vehicle, Thalia stuck her head out of the door of the plane. Seeing Zach’s rental car pull up, she climbed down the stairs to meet him.

“What are you doing?” Zach frowned at her.

“Waiting for you. Is that okay?” At his continued silence, she said, “Thought I’d change before we left. Didn’t think you would mind me changing in here since it’s the only privacy around.”

“How’d you get in?” At his question, Thalia smiled.

“Ah, c’mon, Zach. You should know there’s not a lock I can’t pick. But I was real gentle with your plane. Didn’t even leave a scratch.” Zach grabbed a small bag and walked over to where she was, shaking his head. She continued without pausing, “If I scratched every lock I’ve picked, someone would know I’ve been there, and where’s the fun in that?” His frustration dissipated. Thalia widened her smile as she followed him onto the plane. 

From behind, she couldn’t help but watch his taunt butt as he climbed the stairs. The pair of khaki cargo shorts did little to hide his tight end and muscular thighs. The white linen shirt covered what she knew to be a body without an ounce of fat on it. Corded muscles just begging to be touched. While he wasn’t as massive as Quinn, Zach had an impressive body. He was built more like a swimmer than a linebacker. Tall, lean, rangy with wide shoulders, trim hips, and strong legs. Um-mm…Thalia’s imagination went into overdrive as she climbed the stairs behind him. Maybe they had time before it all went to Hades. 

Zach set his bag down in the chair closest to the cockpit. Then he proceeded to climb into the pilot’s seat and start the plane. Thalia pulled the door closed behind her and joined him in the cockpit. Putting on a set of headphones, she asked, “How long is the flight?”

“Three and a half hours, give or take.”

“Any meals on this flight?” Thalia joked as she adjusted her long legs in the cramped space.

“Just peanuts.” He grabbed a bag from the side of his chair and tossed them to her.

“Ha ha.” Finally somewhat comfortable, Thalia watched as Zach taxied the plane out of the hanger.

“You better buckle up…and Thalia?”

“Yeah?” Taking her attention away from the hanger and looking over at Zach, she waited for what came next.

“For the record, I liked the red dress better, but those pants aren’t bad either.” His voice, an octave lower, sent shivers up and down Thalia’s spine.   

 

Zach 

	“So what aren’t you telling me about my situation?” Zach’s question gained h Thalia’s full attention. They’d been discussing the merits of several superhero movies when Zach decided to throw her for a loop. He always felt it best during an interrogation to keep the subject off kilter. And make no mistake, this was an interrogation. Zach would talk about mundane things, then hit them with a vital question to shake them up. They couldn’t help but give something away in their facial expression and body language. Thalia, for all her acting abilities, had given him a tell-tell sign she was hiding something. 

Before she could answer, a loud POP sounded and the plane started to dive. Zach pulled up on the controls, but they were sluggish. Adjusting several dials, he looked out the window and saw they were fast approaching a large stand of trees. 	

The scraping of metal and the snap of tree branches kept most of Zach’s attention on trying to land the plane in one piece. But his gaze flashed to Thalia involuntarily. He saw her bent forward in her co-pilot’s seat, her arms covering her head, bracing for impact. Zach hoped this wasn’t going to be their last moments. He kept a strong pull on the yoke as he attempted to level the plane as much as possible. But even now the bottom of the fuselage clipped the tops of several trees as the ground rapidly rose up to meet them. A clearing appeared. But it was largely swamp with just a small bar of dry land. If Zach could manage to slow the plane enough, they just might make it to the ground in one piece.

Adjusting their speed, positioning the flaps, Zach tried to pull the nose up enough to make it. One of the engines hit a treetop, though, throwing off his trajectory and causing the plane to teeter and hit the ground hard. The right landing gear tore off as they lurched to one side. The propellers chewed up the ground as they spun uselessly. The plane wrenched to a sudden stop, causing Zach to jerk forward in his seat. His seatbelt prevented him from going through the window. He hit his head on the top of the yoke. 

Blackness hovered at the edges of his consciousness as Zach struggled to stay upright in his seat. He steadied himself and managed to keep from vomiting as he looked at Thalia, who was still hunched over, while he tried to observe if there was any danger of the plane igniting into fire. Hopefully, he correctly ascertained that there was no cause for concern.

“Thalia? Are you alright?” His words were hoarse. He touched the throbbing knot on his head. A smear of blood coated his fingers as he pulled his hand away at the same time Thalia sat up, the blood returning to her head. 

“You’re bleeding!” Thalia’s soft voice made him wince in response.

“It would seem so.” He gingerly unhooked his seatbelt as Thalia did the same. Directing her to go first, Thalia rose on wobbling legs and exited the cockpit. Zach followed at a much slower pace. By the time he was in the main cabin, she’d found the first aid kit. Zach watched as she scrounged inside and withdrew a package of alcohol wipes. Thalia pushed him into a nearby seat. Pulling out a wipe, she blotted it against the spot on his head. He hissed as the alcohol touched the abraded skin. 

“Stop being such a baby,” Thalia admonished, continuing her ministrations. Zach could see a sliver of sympathy in her eyes, though. She pressed the wipe against his head again, but a modicum gentler this time. “It’s not as bad as it looks. After I clean it and slap a band-aid on it, you’ll be as good as new.”

“Please don’t use the word slap and my head in the same sentence.” Zach winced again as Thalia finished cleaning the cut. With more gentleness than he expected, she covered the cut with a band-aid and put the first aid kit away. Maybe she had a heart after all.

