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Chuck stared into the campfire, wishing that life had a rewind button. How nice it would be to roll the clock back for even the past few days, to gain a second chance.

A gust of wind stirred the fire, bringing the taste of wood smoke, then a shiver that the fire’s warmth was unable to quell—a reminder that the night was rapidly turning chill.

He glanced at the sky, ablaze with October stars. Apparently, the moon had crossed nearly a quarter of the sky and set without his noticing. There was no comfort to be found in the stars.

I should just say the hell with it and turn in. But crawling into the sleeping bag would be a waste of time. Sleep wasn’t going to come for hours this night, and the cold was an annoyance, not a problem. She was the problem.

So, what do I do? An answer refused to come, and a rewind button wasn’t available.

He watched the flames for a time while he thought back over the day’s happenings. Had any of it been real?

That thought brought his eyes to the cloth of his pants legs, where they ended, raggedly, just above his knee. Experimentally, he took the cloth between his fingers. Using both hands, he tried to rip the denim by pulling it apart. It didn’t work. Yet she had pulled the cloth apart without apparent effort. So, the shortened pants legs were proof that she was real, at least.

Or were they?

With a sigh, he pushed such speculation from his mind. He turned to the woodpile, and to the mundane task of feeding the flames, before settling back on the log to think back over the past few days—yet again.

Perhaps, if he started at the beginning, on the day when it all began to come apart? Maybe there was something he’d missed. He thought about Stern and Sons, and about Betty, and how little he knew about women—and how much less he knew about angels.

° ° °

“Hey, Boswell.”

Without looking up Chuck waved a finger to show he’d heard.

“Boswell, I’m talking to you, damn it.”

He took a deep breath before saying, “Glen, can you hang on for a minute? Something’s come up.” He put the phone on hold and forced a neutral expression before turning toward the man blocking the entrance to his tiny cubicle.

“Yes, Ralph?”

“Altman wants to know where his God-damned lamps are. I want to know why you haven’t called him back yet.”

Forcing calm, and wishing fate hadn’t dealt the man physical perfection and vanity in place of intelligence, he said, “The lamps are on a boat that’s two days away from port and five days away from the contract date, so both of you can stop worrying. As for why I haven’t called him, I’ve been working on the Berkowitz deal, which you said was the only thing I should be doing this afternoon.” In the interest of continued employment, he kept silent on why their best customer was so angry. Ah, the joys of working for an imbecile.

Ralph’s expression twisted into a frown, as he said, “You have a lousy attitude, Boswell­—a damn lousy attitude. I don’t know why the hell my father’s carried you all this time.” With that, he turned and headed back to his office where he would pretend to be busy.

He frowned at the man’s back. Maybe the fact that I bring in ten times as much money as either you or your idiot brothers, combined, has something to do with it.... You think?

Quietly, he sighed, deciding he’d better update his resume and do something about finding a new job.

Fifteen minutes later, at three-thirty, he was heading out the door, only minutes after Ralph departed for his weekly golf lesson. The situation at Stern and Sons was turning toxic, and he was far too grumpy to deal with clients, so maybe make some calls from home, to check the job prospects within the competition? In any case, this was Betty’s day to get home early. He could use a bit of cheering up, and her smile always did that.

He took the steps to the apartment two at a time, wondering if it was time to talk about the future. After living together for three months, and dating for nearly a year, maybe it was time to stop pretending they were only friends. He was whistling when he came through the apartment door.

“Hi, my love, I...” He stopped. There were suitcases lined up by the door. Curious.

Confused, he continued to the bedroom, saying, “Betty, uhh...is there something I should know?”

She was there, obviously surprised to see him. For a moment she stood, frozen in the act of placing a blouse into yet another suitcase. Then, with a deliberate movement, she tucked the blouse into place and turned to get another, folding it as she said, “I’m leaving. There’s nothing to talk about.”

“But...” He waved his hands in confusion, seeking something that would put the situation into some sort of focus. All he could come up with was, “But you said you loved me. Last night you said...” He sighed. “I don’t understand.”

She shrugged, and didn’t meet his eyes as she said, “I was coming when I said it. What else would I say?”

“You were...” Again he shook his head, licking suddenly dry lips, unable to find a handle to which he could attach any sort of logic. “You did love me, and I do love you, so what—”

Betty straightened, her body-language showing annoyance, as she snapped, “I did, okay? Now I don’t, and I don’t want to talk about it. Right now I can’t stand you, so get the hell out of here and let me pack.”

He spent a few seconds weighing the probability of them having a meaningful conversation, while Betty continued with her packing, pointedly ignoring him. Finally, he turned and left. Obviously, he only thought he knew about women.

Three times on the stairs to the street, he stopped, only to shake his head and move downward once more.

When he reached the street, he decided he should talk to someone about what had happened. It was early, though, and anyone he might turn to was at work, so he headed for the corner taproom and a serious conversation with his favorite brand of scotch.

It didn’t help.

° ° °

He should have known better. Only a fool goes camping solo, but Chuck was distracted. Betty dumping him for no apparent reason was something that kept his thoughts running in circles. Added to that, the job was becoming ever more frustrating. He was good at what he did, but he could remain at Stern & Sons forever, bring in a million dollars a day, and be no more appreciated than the people who emptied the dumpster.

For a week after Betty left he tried to carry on normally, hoping she would have a change of heart. She never called, and didn’t even bother to have her mail forwarded.

He showed up at the office and went through the motions of working. He even put up with Ralph Stern’s holier-than-thou attitude. But in the end, it was spend some time alone or go out of his mind, so there he was, burning vacation time on the Appalachian Trail. A bit of time away from everything and everyone might clear his head.

Thursdays in mid-October aren’t exactly the busy season on the Appalachian Trail, and now, three hours from the parking lot, he seemed to have the trail almost to himself. But that suited him well, because he wasn’t fit company, in any case. He focused on the trail in front of him, thinking of nothing more than where to place his foot for his next step. And that was how he wanted it.

Though he was paying little attention to such things, it was a magnificent day. The leaves had turned, and were drifting downward like a bright-colored snowfall. Before and behind him the trail melted into thick forest, with trees pressed closely in on either side. The scent of pine perfumed the air, mixed with the aromatic tang of wood smoke—someone’s campfire. Above him, the contrails of passing airliners drew chalk lines in the nearly cloudless sky.

As the slope steepened he paused to wipe sweat from his forehead. He slipped off his pack, then his sweatshirt, tucking it into the pack before trudging on. The jeans and flannel shirt he was wearing balanced the chill air by enough to offset the heat brought by exertion, as he headed upslope—bound toward The Pinnacle, some eight miles away.

The waning daylight finally penetrated his fog-wrapped thoughts and he began to think of finding a campsite. Unfortunately, because of the late start, he wouldn’t come close to reaching his goal before dark. But that was of little import, because in reality, with no goal other than solitude, a ground-bed here would be as good as one in another spot. There was enough food in the pack for three days—perhaps four with a bit of fasting. Hunger has a way of focusing the mind, and he certainly needed a little focusing.

He stopped to refill his canteen at the next spring, and place dinner—a foil envelope of freeze-dried stew—into a zippable plastic bag, along with a cup of water. When he finished setting up camp dinner would be fully reconstituted and need only warming to make it complete. Dessert would be freeze-dried ice cream.

Glancing upward, he checked the sun, visible through the thinning canopy of leaves. It measured about two finger-widths from the horizon to the bottom of the sun, using his extended hand. Allowing the traditional fifteen minutes per finger, meant the sun would touch the horizon in about thirty minutes—with full darkness less than an hour after that. Definitely, time to think about setting up camp.

Turning off the trail he began to work his way upslope, headed toward the ridge the trail had been paralleling. A sleeping spot near the top wouldn’t need much room, and if necessary, a line stretched between two trees, with his rain-poncho laid over it tent fashion and tied down at the corners would make a primitive but adequate shelter. The overnight temperature was supposed to be chilly but bearable, with no rain predicted, so a tent was a luxury easy to forgo.

Luck was with him. The perfect spot was only a ten-minute scramble up the rocky hillside, with room to set up the tent, and even enough open space for a small fire.

Digging out the camp stove, he set the stew to warming, while he cleared twigs and stones from where his bed would be, then turned to setting up the tent.

Dinner finished, he was out of tasks that needed doing so he manufactured one and began to gather wood. He didn’t need a fire, but wasn’t ready to think about the events of the past week yet, or sleep. The idea that a woman could turn from loving him to not caring for him at all—without his even knowing it—shook him to the core of his being.

How could I have been so blind that I didn’t have even a hint that it was coming? And what the hell did I do that was so wrong? Questions he had. Answers, though, were in short supply.

The light was going and he was in trouble. The candle-lantern that would have acted as a beacon to the campsite was still in the pack, along with the matches and the flashlight that should be in his pocket.

This is crazy. The campsite was within a stone’s throw, but was it to his left or right? Upslope from where he was, or down?

Stupid, Chuck. You’re stupid. You have a nice warm sleeping bag, just waiting, and you’re going to freeze your ass off sleeping against a damn tree.

But that was silly, so, with a headshake and a chuckle he pushed self-pity from his mind. Leaf-fall covered the ground, so a thick insulating blanket of leaves was there for the taking. All he needed was an armload of evergreen boughs to make a ground bed that would keep him off the damp earth.

That settled, he looked around, seeking the nearest pine tree. Finding one turned out to be harder than expected, because there was no moon and the light was fading to a dim glow overhead. But, the outline of a pine tree is unmistakable, and there was one about thirty feet downslope. Cautiously, he headed in that direction, placing his feet with care, waving his hands in front of him, and hoping he wasn’t wading through a patch of poison ivy. Where he got the boughs was where he would make his bed.

He covered about half the distance to the tree before it happened: the earth began moving under his feet. He had no idea of why, perhaps it was just his weight on a bit of loose gravel, perhaps the area had been undermined by erosion, but whatever the reason, the slope under him came apart and began to travel downhill, leaving him waving wildly, looking for something to grab hold of and desperately trying to regain his balance.

Frantically, he backpedaled, trying to stay in one place. He nearly made it. Abruptly his left foot was on solid ground. Unfortunately, when his other foot came down there was absolutely nothing there, causing him to topple in that direction. Against his will he found himself on uneven ground, running, and trying to regain enough of his balance to allow him to stop. That was when he ran into the boulder. At least he thought it was a boulder. It certainly hurt like one. Whatever it was, it brought the lower portion of his body to an instant halt, while the upper half continued forward, falling, now, hands seeking anything to break his fall. After that it was a blur of tumbling down the hillside, pain his close companion. Then he fell free because there was nothing under him. It was an “Oh shit,” moment, followed by a sudden stop, and the knowledge that the pain he felt as he tumbled down that rocky slope was only a teaser. The star of the show had arrived, and it was time to raise the curtain.

He blacked out for a time. That was a good thing, though, because it stopped the pain. Unfortunately, it didn’t last.

His leg was broken. He was pretty sure of that. Someone once told him that if you think you have a broken bone you probably do. In this case, he was fairly sure he’d broken it when he ran into the boulder. He remembered hearing the crack. Everything else seemed more or less intact, except for what he suspected was a cracked rib or two—though about that he wasn’t sure. Other than the leg and the ribs there was virtually nothing that didn’t hurt, but he would live. As for internal injuries, only time would tell, but he seemed to be in surprisingly good health, given what had happened. He couldn’t move, though. He was against a tree, his head more or less downslope, his body wedged between the tree and something that pressed against his back, painfully. Breathing was possible, but made difficult by the pressure of the tree against his chest. Behind him, his probing fingers touched damp stone that extended upward an unknown distance. Neither it nor the tree were going to move. He’d have to stand to free himself, but standing was out of the question, at least until he had some idea of where he was, and what resources might be available to grab onto. And, there was little sense dragging himself out of there only to fall the rest of the way down the hill.

Gritting his teeth he took stock of his assets. He was alive, and would likely stay that way for the foreseeable future. That was it for the good news. His phone was gone, lost in the fall, so there would be no help in that direction.

He was closer to the trail by a fair amount, which meant that if he was still alive by morning there was a good chance he could call out to those passing on the trail—assuming anyone did. Certainly, with a little light to see by he could free himself and work his way down to the trail. The leg he could do nothing about, but while it was almost certainly broken, he could move his toes, and the pain was bearable, so it was a green-stick fracture, which meant he probably wasn’t losing large quantities of blood.

Time passed. He had no idea of how much. The pain was easing off a bit, which allowed more rational thought. Unfortunately, there was little to think about, other than what a total ass he’d made of himself. This trip to the wilderness was supposed to heal the pain of Betty’s leaving. Not only was that a failure, now he’d managed to add physical pain to the mental.

Shaking his head, he called, “A miracle might be a nice idea about now, because my guardian angel seems to be asleep on the job.”

“Well if you weren’t such a moron you wouldn’t need a guardian angel,” a voice said, above and to the right of where he was lying.

“What?” He was hallucinating. He had to be, because there was no light at all, and the slope where he was lying was far too steep for him to have landed near someone else’s campsite.

“I said you’re a total idiot to have gotten yourself into this. Is there any rule of camping you haven’t broken? No light, no partner, and no brain. I should just leave you here.”

The voice told him it was a woman. Not the pitch. That was deep enough to have been either man or woman. No one but a woman was capable of putting that much scorn into their words, though. He should have thanked her for being there, but the words stung and he was feeling stupid enough on his own without her help, so he snarled, “And you’re doing better with no light and no buddy of your own?” That was stupid, because the very last thing he wanted, at that point, was a rescuer who says, “Screw you,” and walks away in anger. He thought of telling her he’d been having a rather bad week, and she wasn’t seeing him at his best, but bit his tongue to keep from compounding his stupidity.

There was silence for a time, then, “So...do you actually want my help or—”

“I’m sorry,” he said, interrupting her. “I really could use some help, or at least someone to go for a rescue team. I think I’ve broken my leg.”

“At least...plus a cracked rib. You also have a few dozen cuts that need work and what will certainly be a black eye by dawning.” There was the sound of footsteps on dry leaves as she began to work her way closer, and in a few moments, he could hear quiet breathing nearby.

For a time, the woman said nothing. She seemed to be studying the situation, though that was impossible, given the near-total darkness. As for him, he was trying to get his brain functioning. There was something decidedly strange about this. He was almost afraid to ask, but curiosity got the better of him, so he said, “How can you see to get around?” Had the pounding his head had taken rendered him blind?

She sounded distracted, when she said, “I can see in the infrared range. Stop talking for a minute while I figure the best way to get you free.”

Just like that. She had night-vision eyeballs. For that, he had no response.

After a moment she moved, and he could sense her squatting next to him. There was enough starlight filtering through the trees for him to make out her shape, but human was all he was able to determine. Gently, she probed, then shifted his position slightly, pressing him more tightly against the tree. Her hands were small and warm.

He was hurt, and he was uncomfortable, but he couldn’t help it. He sniffed, not quite sure what he was seeking. There was a faint musky tang mixed in with the scent of the woods. Definitely a woman.

“Could you pass that test?” she asked, a hint of disgust in her voice.

“Sorry, I...” What could he say? There was no response, other than a small grunt that could have meant anything. Her hand pressed against his back, shifting him even more tightly against the tree. That rib was cracked. Then, came the sound of stone moving against stone, and whatever was pressing against his back first pressed harder, then slid away, taking a bit more skin from his back as it did. He could take a full breath once more, though.

There were several thuds, the result of rocks tossed aside, he assumed. Then she gently rolled him onto his back and said, “This is probably going to hurt, so brace yourself.”

He expected her to pull on his leg to set the bone before she splinted it—that the break was more severe than he thought—but she slid her hands under his body and lifted him into her arms. This lady was strong. And she’d been right. It hurt a lot. After that she began to thread her way through the trees, carrying him. He could count her steps because with each one his unsupported leg flexed a bit and a bolt of pain shot through him. He tried to suppress a whimper by taking a breath when the pain hit, but that flexed the cracked rib and made him decide to stop trying to impress her with his manly ability to bear the pain. She already thought him stupid, so why bother?

But even that kind of pain is manageable. He learned to anticipate the swing of his leg in response to her footsteps and brace as the pain came. When he was able to concentrate once more he found she was carrying him upslope, still cradled in her arms. She was wearing a sleeveless blouse or tube-top because his face was resting against a bare shoulder. An odd choice, given the season. Not that he was in any position to enjoy that, though. For one thing, he was a bit distracted. There was the pain of his injuries, plus the small matter of her being able to carry his one-hundred-seventy pounds up a steep slope as fast as he might move when carrying no one, without even breathing hard. Of equal importance, she was doing it in nearly pitch darkness.

“Would you tell me who you are?” he asked, almost afraid of her response. “Quite frankly, you’re starting to scare the hell out of me.” He tried to keep his voice light, but didn’t quite succeed.

“Not yet. I’ll let you figure it out for yourself. I’ll just say that your falling, umm...woke me.” There was no warmth in her voice. Impersonal, would better describe it.

“My fall woke you? I don’t­—”

“Think back a bit,” she suggested. With that she knelt and placed him on the ground. The faint trace of stew in the air said he was back in his campsite. He made a mental note to ask her to seal anything that smelt of food into a trash bag. Food scent in a campsite is an invitation to the local critters, and that kind of company they could do without. But that was for later. Her last comment commanded his full attention. Think back a bit?

“Where’s your first aid kit?” she asked.

“It’s on the left side, in the bottom side-pocket of my pack.”

For the next few minutes, he lay there, wishing she’d dropped him on his sleeping pad. The ground was chill and the air temperature, dropping, but the pad was in the tent, along with his sleeping bag. Moving as little as possible, he took stock of his injuries. Patches of tenderness were scattered over his body, with broken skin on most of those above his waist. Below the waist the denim of his jeans had provided greater protection, he guessed, though he couldn’t reach most of them to determine how bad they were. About half his bruises would be painful lumps by morning, or already were. There were rips in his shirt, and the slickness of an oozing wound in far too many places, but none showing the wetness of excessive bleeding. He’d been a lot luckier than he had any right to be.

A touch to his forehead, followed by the sting of alcohol, brought him back to his lady of the magical eyes. Apparently, she’d found the first aid kit. She was gentle, but impersonal and thorough.

After a moment she tapped his chest with a fingertip, ordering him to open his shirt. He complied, then sat up at her urging so she could wipe his chest and back with disinfectant. Doing it without flexing his hurt leg wasn’t the easiest of tasks. As soon as he was up she pulled the shirt free of his pants and removed it. The air had turned cold. When she finished he was on the verge of shivering, and stinging from the disinfectant she’d wiped over much of his upper body. Putting the shirt back on was a relief, though it warmed only a little.

With her help, he eased himself back down, glad to do so because he was a bit lightheaded. He had the stray thought that dizziness might mean he was going into shock, and mentioned it, but she said no, as though she was an authority on the subject. She’d been right so far, but to be sure, he pulled his good leg up so his foot was close to his buttocks, as a just-in-case thing. That might not count as raising the leg, so far as first-aid technique was concerned, but it couldn’t hurt. She didn’t comment on that, but touched his belt, indicating that he should release it. She was not going to take off his pants, so he said, “It’s okay, there are mostly bruises there because the jeans are made of heavier stuff than the shirt and protected better.” The lady was beginning to unnerve him. He thought about asking for her name, but dropped that idea on the theory that he might not want to know.

She was silent after he refused to loosen his belt, and he was starting to feel pretty stupid by the time she said, “Agreed, but in that case, I’ll need to take the leg off your pants to properly treat the break.”

That made sense, so he began to work his knife free of its belt sheath.

“No need,” she said, stopping him with a touch of her hand. “I can handle it without your knife.” She began doing that, starting several inches above the knee. He hoped she was using a knife, but had the feeling that she was gathering the material between her fingertips and pulling it apart. However, she was doing it, though, after a few minutes she removed his boot and slid the cut section of pants away, then placed her palms against the leg. They were very warm. Soothing, too.

“Can I help you splint the leg, or hold something in place?” He had no idea of who she was, where she came from, or how she’d accomplished what she had. Unnerved hardly described his mind-state. Per her suggestion, he thought back over the events that brought her to him. She said he woke her with his fall. Unfortunately, the only thing that fit was his shout that his guardian angel was asleep. She was his guardian angel? That hardly made sense. Unfortunately, everything else made even less sense. Still, nothing he’d read or heard suggested, even remotely, that angels have night-vision eyes. Magic vision, maybe, but the ability to see by infrared? Bug-eyed-alien fit that concept a lot better.

Her response to his question on helping her was to tell him that she was busy, and needed to concentrate. Reluctantly, he shut up and tried not to shiver.

After that, things fuzzed out a bit, and he was never quite sure of how long they stayed that way, with him lying on the ground and her resting her palms on his leg. Some time later she left for a few minutes, then returned to move him into the tent and place him on his pad, covering him with the sleeping bag. She sat next to him, then, and slid her hands under the bag, to place them back on his leg. Sometime later he fell asleep, dreamlessly, until he woke to find himself lying next to a naked woman.

° ° ° °
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It was the pain that woke him, an all-over, unfocused kind of pain that makes the slightest adjustment in position a wake-up call.

From the look of the light gracing the tent walls, it was just after dawn on what promised to be a cloudless day. It should have been a happy waking, not a troubled one.

For a moment or two, he lay there, gathering himself together and remembering his stupidity of the previous night. Had what took place after his tumble been a dream? Unfortunately, the sound of quiet breathing said he wasn’t alone in the tent.

He turned his head—and stared. She was not only in the tent, asleep, she lay next to him, covered by neither a blanket nor clothing, on the floor of the tent.

Holy shit! The damn world keeps on getting more and more bizarre. Betty walked out for no reason he could think of. He fell down a mountain, broke his leg, and met a woman with magical eyes.

What next, a witch with flying monkeys?

Trying to raise himself for a better look brought a surge of pain that made him shut his eyes and clamp down on the groan that such foolishness evoked. Muscles that had been strained the previous night now complained mightily that they were not to be used, ever again.

That settled, he spent some time easing his head farther over for a better look, beginning with her face, viewed in profile. He was in no condition to take on the rest of her, as yet. The fact that she’d removed her clothing, and seemed to be sleeping directly on the tent’s bottom sheet was enough to shut down any thinking in a romantic direction. Humans do not sleep with their skin in direct contact with the cold earth, even if tempered by a thin strip of plastic. Not on an October night, they don’t. The tent, warmed by their bodies, wasn’t cold enough to make his breath visible, but the chill air nipping at his cheeks said it was pretty close to that.

Pushing useless speculation aside he began with her face. Were that the only thing in his field of view, it was more than enough to keep him occupied for the rest of the day, because there was so much to admire. She was perfection. No other word fit. Her features, in profile, were the kind of thing that sculptures of the human form never quite attain. For a while, he tried to determine what, exactly, made her so beautiful. Her cheekbones? Maybe. But her lips, too, were important. They seemed not to be a compromise between bee-stung fullness and sculptured perfection. They defined what lips should look like. Even her hair was special. It gleamed with an almost metallic sheen, even in the subdued light, the color of dark honey, too brown to be called gold and too gold to be called brown.

This was a woman who’d be forgiven any trespass by any man in whom blood still flowed, simply because of how she affected them. After reaching that conclusion, he shifted his gaze downward, to find a perfection of form that literally demanded he raise himself to one elbow for a better look, despite the pain. Unfortunately, renewed pain caused a grunt to escape his control, which brought her eyes open.

“Pig.”

He sank to the pad and closed his eyes. Could he do nothing right around a woman? Then it hit him. He was being an ass, and letting her decide the direction of the conversation. Without opening his eyes, he said, “If you don’t want to be noticed you should dress more conservatively.” He opened his eyes to meet hers and whatever else he’d been about to say was replaced by wonder. The woman had golden eyes. No human being on the planet has golden eyes. Not that color, at least. But she had golden eyes. He was trapped for a moment, unable to look away, until he forced himself to do so, waving a hand at her and saying, “Go get dressed and I’ll try not to peek. Okay?” He closed his eyes again, shaking his head, adding, “You’re not exactly what I might expect in a guardian angel, though.” That last was tossed out to see what kind of reaction it brought.

She was silent for a time, before she sat up. “So, you’re not as stupid as you seem.... Good.”

She’d lifted the sleeping bag from his lower body, to put her hands on his hurt leg as she spoke. Apparently, rather than wake him and help him into the bag she’d placed him on the pad and used the bag as a blanket. At any other time, he would have wondered why she hadn’t unzipped it and used it to cover them both, but he’d been fed one insult more than he was willing to swallow.

“Listen,” he said, not quite able to reach her hand and brush it away. “Just leave me alone. I’m glad you helped me. I might have been in big trouble had you not been there. For that, I owe you big-time. But I am not into games, and I am not into women using me as a punching bag to feed their own hang-ups. So just...just put on your clothing and leave. There must be lots of people who’d be happy to have you abuse them. Find one and leave me be.”

Unmoved by his anger, she left her hands where they were, saying, “So the kid has balls. Good. That will help.”

Kid? He opened his eyes, once more, and suppressed the “wow” that threatened to spill from his lips. His anger evaporated, instantly. He knew it was stupid to ignore her behavior because of the way she looked, but he was helpless to do more than react as his body had been designed to do. What she was, was amazing. She’d come to her knees, providing a view of her body that was truly breathtaking—and not just from lustful thoughts her form might evoke. Looking at her was a pure pleasure from any viewpoint. But she was laughing at him, and the frustration of that drove him to ask, “Look, who are you? I know you claim to be an angel, and I’m about ready to concede the point, but won’t you at least tell me who you are and why you’re here? I’ve had falls before, and I’ve been alone when it happened, but no one came then.”

She shrugged. “You were lucky. I was there and needed to do a good deed. Now shut up for a few minutes, I’m busy.” She didn’t even bother to look at him when she said it.

“Will you at least tell me your name?”

“I have no name that would be meaningful to you. Spend some time thinking of one I might like while I finish this.”

“Finish this? Finish what, for God’s sake?”

He tried to sit up, but she pushed him back down, saying “Not for God’s sake, for yours. I’m trying to heal your leg, so shut up, because bones are hard to force, and doing it this quickly takes a lot of concentration.”

His mouth opened but nothing came out. That wasn’t because she told him to shut up. It was because he could frame no response. Healing a broken bone by touching his leg? Impossible. Still, now that he thought about it, she might actually be doing it. Experience, and stupidity on the ski slope, said his leg ached a lot less than it had any right to, given the abuse to which it had been subjected. It hurt, but as if from a bruise, not a break. On a hunch, he lifted the sleeping bag and inspected his chest. It was scabbed, here and there, but gentle pressure showed that his healing was far advanced over what it should have been, given how it felt when she’d been swabbing the wounds with the first-aid wipe.

“That, too,” she muttered, sounding distracted. He closed his eyes and tried to think of nothing, as her hands moved slowly over his leg.

“Okay,” she said, straightening and bringing him fully awake. “That’s as good as it’s going to get. The bone’s back together and the rest is going to take time. You can walk on it, but I’d take it easy for at least today.” She seemed in less of a bad mood, a welcome change, so he offered her breakfast.

“That would be nice,” she said, nodding. She moved to the tent’s entrance and began to unzip the doorway. “You can do the cooking.” Then she was gone, though her shadow on the tent wall showed her stretching, and held his attention until she moved away, ending the show.

A very strange morning, he decided. Gingerly, he flexed the leg. There was a bit of stiffness in his knee, and a bone-deep soreness to the leg, but seemed sound, so he sat up, then came to his knees to follow her from the tent. She wasn’t in sight, so he looked around, and found her about fifty feet from the tent, still nude and squatting by a tree, holding it for balance. Definitely not your average female camper.

“Uhh...I have toilet paper in my pack, if you....” What was he offering to do, bring it to her?

“Toilet paper? I— Oh, sure. Thank you. I forgot.”

Forgot? At a loss as to how to respond to that, he dug the toilet paper from the pack, trying not to look as he handed it to her. She was probably laughing at him again.

Then he retreated to a tree twenty steps into the woods on the other side of the campsite—one that provided her with no view matching the one she’d given him.

“So, have you decided on a name?” she called, after a moment.

“I think so,” he said. “How about Cassia?” He waited, zipping his pants and coming around the tree, hoping he’d done something right. “I’m Chuck, by the way. Chuck Boswell.”

She acknowledged his name with a nod, then frowned slightly and said, “Cassia? Short for Cassiopeia?”

He squatted by his pack, where breakfast resided in two foil pouches. Scrambled eggs for his morning meals were on the menu, so there was enough for both of them. But neither names nor eggs were on his mind as he watched her walk toward the campsite. He suppressed a whistle. She walked gracefully, not flinching as she trod the rocky ground. But, something would have to be done about her state of dress if he was to get any meaningful thinking done this day.

Bringing himself back to the subject at hand, he said, “Truly, I don’t know. I’ve only met one Cassia, and she was the single most exotic and beautiful woman I’ve met till now. I didn’t ask, so I have no idea of what it was short for, if anything. I liked the name for the sound of it, though.”

She rocked her head back and forth for a moment, as though weighing the name in relation to herself, so he added, “It’s not a common name, and you’re certainly an uncommon woman.”

That must have made up her mind, because she smiled and said, “Call me Cassia, then.” Her voice carried a bit more friendliness, but no real warmth. Belatedly, she added. “I like Chuck as a name. It has strength.” For that, he had no response.

He’d been waiting, with his hand in the top pocket of his pack, holding, but not removing the food pouches. Now he pulled them free and held them up for her inspection. “Scrambled eggs. Suit you?”

In response she shrugged, saying, “I have no idea if they do or don’t. I’ll try them and let you know.”

That was it. He’d reached saturation. He tossed the pouches to the ground next to the camp stove, which was where he’d left it the night before, then turned to the log that was his reason for choosing this campsite. It would’ve been ideal as a resting spot for enjoying a campfire. He took a seat and motioned her to one next to him, far enough away to turn and face her, straddling the log. He worried, momentarily, that he should’ve tossed something over the log to soften her seating, given her state of dress, then drove that thought from his mind. More important things needed attention.

After she sat, he said, “Listen, I can’t go on like this. You may have saved my life, but you’ve added so many complications that I might have been better off lying there with my leg broken than I am right now. Are you an alien visitor? An angel? I have no idea.”

“I—”

“Wait. Let me finish,” he begged. “You came out of thin air, naked as a newborn. You see in the dark. You carried me up the hill with no more effort than I’d use in carrying a baby. You cured a broken leg, casually, by placing your hands on it. You’ve never tasted scrambled eggs, and until I mentioned it you had no idea of what toilet paper was for. Can’t you see what that’s doing to me? Added to that you speak perfect English.” He waved his hands in frustration as he said, “It’s not that I have questions. I don’t even know what questions to ask!” That brought a smile, warmer than she’d shown thus far. “Then you ask me to name you, for God’s sake. I—”

“Not for God’s sake. For mine.”

He raised his hands upward in despair, then let them fall into his lap. “And you say things that give me a headache. How in the hell do I respond to something like that?” Before she could answer, he stood and turned his back on her, saying, “Will you do me one favor? Will you please put on some clothing? I can’t think with you like that.”

“I would, but I don’t have any,” she said, a smile in her voice. “Besides, I’m not your type.”

She was doing it on purpose. He was certain of that, so he stalked to his pack and dug into the bottom compartment till he found a shirt and pair of shorts. He tossed them in her direction then reached for the spool of nylon cord, carried for such an emergency. He cut a length that would encircle her waist and work as a belt. Her hips might come close to his in size, but his waist was far greater in diameter.

When he turned she was getting into the shorts. She wordlessly took the string and threaded it through the belt loops, tying it in a bow at the front. The shirt she tied together in the front, at the bottom, not bothering with the buttons. She was dressed, but that helped little. The problem was her, not the nudity. Dressed or nude she was perfection, and his senses reacted exactly the way they were supposed to react.

Pushing that aside, he turned to replacing his torn shirt. Maybe that would take his mind from her appearance. Removing the shirt, he slipped into the sweatshirt he’d been using in place of a jacket, then changed to clean socks. Feeling better, and warmer, he turned back to her.

She indicated herself, saying, “Is this better?” 

She was still barefoot, but nothing could be done about that, for the moment, and neither the rocks nor the cold seemed to bother her. Aside from that, she was covered in the usual places.

“A little. Can I ask a few questions?”

“Some. I don’t promise to answer, though.” She pointed toward the log, saying, “Sit.”

He sat, and started with the question the rest hinged on. “Okay....” He took a deep breath and plunged on. “Are you truly an angel, as I understand that term? By that, I mean a...a representative of Heaven?” With trepidation he waited for her reply, literally holding his breath.

She appeared to be thinking that over, but she finally nodded and said, “A fallen angel, but yes, I am an angel according to your beliefs.” She joined him on the log, again, seeming to study his face, as though looking for something. A reaction?

“A...fallen angel? I....” What the hell was a fallen angel, and if fallen, why had she helped him? Forcing some measure of control, he asked her exactly that—which brought another pause.

“Why help you?” she finally said, turning to his second question first, “It wasn’t planned, and I’m not your guardian angel, because there are no guardian angels, as you think of that term. What happened was just a bit of luck on your part. I was, umm...dropped not far from here and sensed you stumbling around in the woods. I came toward your campsite because I wondered what you were doing out here. Part of my rehabilitation is that I have to help people, and try to understand them. So when you fell....” She flipped a hand in a shrug, then added, “The help part was easy, and understanding what makes you tick? Your eyes haven’t strayed from my body.”

She was right. He’d been staring again. But there was no time for an apology, because she was saying, “Since I’m a fallen angel, though, how can you be sure I’m not lying, or that your accident wasn’t my doing in the first place? After all, I—”

“Was it?” Best not to leave something like that hanging.

“No,” she said, grinning broadly. “That’s not my style. I’ve been booted out of what you think of as Heaven, but my crime wasn’t cruelty. It was.... It was something else.” She hesitated, then cocked her head, raising an eyebrow and saying, “But that’s exactly what I’d say if I had caused your fall, so how can you know for sure?” Laughter showed in her eyes.

Asking about the “something else” that had caused her downfall would be bad politics, wasted time, and encourage her game of teasing him as a form of entertainment.

“So, as an angel, you can perform miracles like healing my leg?” That was something that mattered. Taking it from the standpoint of mythology, a miraculous healing should be instant. Instead, his appeared to have been a dramatically accelerated re-growth of the bone—normal human healing, though at high speed. The pain was nearly gone from both his leg and his multiple bruises. In fact, he was feeling pretty good. Did that mean angels worked within the rules of the physical world rather than the world of magic? An interesting subject for speculation, though that was for later, when he had more data.

He wasn’t quite ready to accept what she said, about being a divine being, despite the physical evidence his healed leg presented, and was wavering between labeling her angel and alien. But the one thing he did know was that his leg hurt a lot less than it should have. It should have been in a cast, with him on crutches for weeks.

She hesitated for a moment before saying, “From your point of view I suppose it’s a miracle. From mine, the answer is no. I can’t perform miracles.”

“I don’t see how—”

“Define miracle,” she said, cutting him off.

“Well... a miracle is something like your healing a broken leg by touching it, or being able to see in darkness—magic instead of science.”

“I don’t see in darkness. My eyes need light, just like yours.”

“But you said....”

“I said I can see further into the infrared than you. Ultra-violet, too. Is that any more magic than your being able to see color? I can hear in what you call the ultrasonic range, too, and can use noises you can’t detect to guide me, the way some animals do. Is a bat magic?”

He took a deep breath, thinking that over. “No, I suppose not. But, what about your healing me, and your strength? I couldn’t lift you as easily as you did me, and you weigh a lot less than I do.”

Her response of, “Are you sure?” did little to reassure him, and he was not going to try lifting her to check. He might find her anchored to the ground.
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