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An information merchant struggles with the angel that’s Fallen into his lap.
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Alexander was, by trade, a merchant and information broker, and wrangling angels was not in his job description. He’d been travelling through the blue meadows around the Colt river when he’d seen the angel sprawled in the grass, recently Fallen, barely conscious and barely able to raise his head.

He’d carried him on his back the few miles into town, thinking that they’d be able to put him in touch with other angels, but once Alexander was ready to leave, the angel had already eaten, drunk, and was awake enough to trail after him, wouldn’t let Alexander leave him behind.

He followed Alexander obsessively, even when he tried to leave him behind, and it was maddening.

The angel wouldn’t leave him alone — and wouldn’t say a word, even, no matter what Alexander told him, what he said to him, would neither leave his side nor explain why exactly he was so intent on being Alexander’s shadow.

He tried everything, the first week or so. Started by telling the angel to leave him be, shutting him out of the rooms he rented or ushering him away from where he was sitting, insulted his appearance, shouted at him and clapped his hands like he was trying to get rid of a bird, threatened to kill him, even, threatened to hurt him, although he never actually did.

He wanted to. He’d even found his fists clenching a few times, but how could he throw a punch when the angel would just look at him with his silent, painful focus, just peer at him the way he did?

Alexander was lonely, sure. His life was lonely on purpose, not by accident — other people were dangerous in his line of work, when he was travelling and had to be travelling fast, had to be able to trade messages quickly, feed information back fast. Other people were painful vulnerabilities, but he could go back to being with people once his work was over and he could establish himself elsewhere.

He didn’t ask for the angel.

But—

But he was there. He stayed.

After three weeks, Alexander gave up trying to get him to go away, and he stopped letting the angel sleep outside. People blamed him for it, anyway, acting like he was neglecting him even when Alexander said the angel had nothing to do with him — they ate from the same plate, and Alexander would make sure he picked lodgings that had multiple beds when he could.

He was beautiful, naturally — Alexander had seen angels before, and most of them had a sort of ethereal and magical quality, commanded an aura that was strangely evocative, but was somehow more grounded than the magic that surrounded fae or sorcerers. They could look very ordinary, much of the time, although this one wasn’t.

His skin was a normal colour, a handsome golden brown, his hair thick and dark and only slightly wavy, and he was lithe and cat-like in his movements — but coming up from under the skin on one cheek and down the side of his neck were bursts of shining silver scales, and Alexander knew that they came up like that all over his body, the skin separating to show the scales beneath it. The scales didn’t show as much on his wings, except at the very base of them, because they were covered in black feathers that matched the hair on his head.

His eyes were the same colour, silver and astonishingly, painfully bright — they glowed in the dark, which Alexander was unfortunately aware of because sometimes if he looked around the room in the night he’d just see the silver discs glowing in the darkness.

Alexander talked to him, at times.

Complained about him, about the work, told him where they were going next, what needed to be done. The angel listened every time, would always tilt his head and turn to look at him, his expression very intent, his attention wholly devoted to Alexander as soon as he opened his mouth.

The angel never touched him, although sometimes he desperately wished he would — and he felt like if he touched the angel himself, that would be a step too far.

For a while he tried to do his usual information trade extremely secretly, with the angel not present with him, which was hard, because the angel was always glued to his side and wouldn’t go anywhere.

The angel came inside after Alexander had sent him out to collect flowers just as he was passing a scroll off to an informant, who looked suspiciously at the angel before he left their inn room.

Alexander stared at the angel, at his still body, his still face, his still wings.

“You saw that?” asked Alexander.

The angel didn’t say anything, just sat cross-legged at the end of Alexander’s bed, and Alexander said, “If you tell anyone what you just saw, you will get me killed. That’s what I... do. Apart from taking the equipment orders and dispatching them around, you understand that? I trade information. Secrets. Do you understand?”

He didn’t say anything, of course.

He stroked his fingers over his own knees, where the silver scales under the skin showed through — apart from where they were obvious on his left cheek bone and under the right of his jaw, they showed mostly on his joints, showed on his elbows and his hips, too.

Alexander couldn’t help but wonder if they’d be rough or smooth under his touch.

“You might get me killed just being here,” Alexander muttered. “Everyone seeing me with you — I’m meant to be one person moving, working alone. I’m not meant to have a buddy. How long are you going to hang around for?”

He’d asked this before, to the same result: the angel yawned and curled his wings more tightly around his shoulders, huddling in them as though they were a blanket, and didn’t answer.

“I suppose you don’t even know what that means,” muttered Alexander. “Dying. Your kind don’t die — you just Fall, and then you go on forever.”

The angel’s eyes were half-lidded, and after a minute or two he laid down on his belly and went to sleep.

Alexander rolled his eyes.

* * *
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The angel did pull his weight, at least — if Alexander asked him to do something, to wrap up products or pack or unpack things or fetch stuff from town, he would. He did whatever Alexander was doing if he hadn’t been given instructions, kept busy.

He barely ate meat — he would eat vegetables and fruit off his own plate or from Alexander’s, ate nuts, but almost never meat, and barely fish.

And he watched people.

He was fascinated by people as they walked around, whether they were around humans or, for the most part, fae — he would look with rapt attention as people folded clothes or pegged out their washing or washed their windows or cooked over a fire. He was interested and curious about the everyday, and at times it was endearing, if they moved through a marketplace or walked down a street and he wandered to observe and examine people’s wares — at other times, it was less so.

Alexander saw him staring openly at a couple who were kissing, and he smacked the angel’s hand to keep him from staring more.

The angel, all chagrin, looked at him, then looked away with shame writ on his features.

“You can’t stare at people like that,” he muttered as they went back into the inn later that evening. “It unnerves people, especially if they’re doing something like that.”

When the angel looked at him blankly — couldn’t he even learn to nod, or shake his head? — Alexander added, “Kissing. Or, or hugging. People will think you’re making something weird about it.”

The blank look went on.

“You’ve never... done any of that. You don’t know. Just trust me.”

The angel walked past him, sitting cross-legged on the end of one of the beds, and began to groom his wings. He did this a few times a week, combed his hands through the sleek black of his feathers, scraped out bits of dirt and dead skin.

He pulled feathers out, sometimes.

It looked almost painful when the angel reached into his feathers and tugged out bent ones, wrenched out by the quill, and sometimes where was even a bit of blood, but the angel never looked pained by it.

He’d just scowl in concentration, focused, pull out a feather, and then sigh.

It was great, the way he sighed like that. He did it when he pulled out really bent feathers or pressed oil out of the glands at the base of his wings. His eyes would close and his head would tip back and he’d slowly exhale in sheer satisfaction and relief, and it was beautiful and —

And hot.

“Kissing isn’t sex, and nor’s hugging, but it can be a precursor to it, so when someone stares at someone kissing, people might think you’re doing it because in your head, you’re making it sexual. It’s creepy, is what I’m saying.”

The angel didn’t look up, tugging out a few downy feathers.

“You know,” Alexander said, “if you do... want that, you probably could. You know, if you left me alone, went back to human cities. Met other angels. Do you want that? Sex? Intimacy? Because you won’t get it here — and while you’re here, I can’t either.”

The angel looked up at him, tilting his head, and then he looked Alexander up and down, as if looking for something on him, or in him. It made his skin prickle.

“What, that surprises you? How am I meant to bring anybody back if you’re here, and watching?”

The angel kept combing through the feathers with his fingers, slicking oil over their surface and making them glisten with the shine.

“This isn’t normal, you know. I’m not... anything to do with angels. I don’t know how you’re meant to be rehabilitated or, or introduced to anything, or... I’ve told you countless times, I don’t want you here.”

The angel reached up behind him, awkwardly pressing underneath the base of one of his
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