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      [image: ]Content Notes

A Changeling's Guide to Love & Prophecy  is a sweet love story with a sprinkle of spice to light up the tastebuds. It includes treats such as self-discovery and making space for yourself, found family in more ways than one, two gentlemen of very different sizes, the first time for one of those men in the world of love and romantic cuddling, and an enthusiastically consensual romance blossoming between a mentor and mentee, both very much adults.

There's some heavier things too. These include poverty, an undiagnosed and untreated chronic illness (migraines), intense cultural biases, anxiety attacks, and a character with a bit of a White Savior complex. It also includes references to a troubled childhood in the foster system, child abuse, homophobia, racism, drug use (not by the MCs), and religious trauma.
See Denizens of Faerie in the back of the book if you're unfamiliar with the fae or curious about our take on them.

      [image: ]AI-Free Zone

We write these books because we love writing together. Asking some dumb, soulless AI to do it for us would defeat the point. These stories are ours. Yes, every Oxford comma, em dash, and parenthetical was placed with care by real, live humans.






  
  For anyone who has ever been reduced to their illness.

You are more than a diagnosis. And you're valuable even on your worst days.
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  Chapter One

Matheu


Some days, Matheu had to remind himself that he loved his job. Repeatedly. 
Finding soulbonds for people could be delicate work sometimes. That was all.
“It’s not as if most seelie attempt to make themselves appealing to us,” Dwyst, Matheu’s very own unseelie bond, said with a shrug. “We’re the ones who are supposed to make all the changes.”
“I know.” And he did. Now. But when he and Dwyst first bonded, he’d had a lot to learn about what it was like for Faerie’s unseelie. Like, for example, that some of them found the politer term of ‘death aligned’ to be condescending bullshit. “I just wish there was a single decent bond in all of Faerie. It’d save us all this.”
This, being sitting in a crowded meeting hall on some of Faerie’s rare unclaimed land, waiting to meet with the only contact who could possibly help them with this particularly tricky bond search. They needed it to go well. Their client, Metara, was one of the most powerful unseelie in all of Faerie.
And just now, their reputation with the seelie fae wasn’t great. Matheu’s fault, at least in part. He was the professional people person, not Dwyst. He connected the dots and figured out what their clients really needed. And he should have realized their last client was an absolute snake. One who’d turn and bite them as soon as he got the chance.
Unfortunately, it wasn’t hard to shift opinion against them. Their reputation was good, or at least it had been. They were known for discretion and for being straightforward without crossing the line into ill manners. But Dwyst was still a lampad, death aligned, with little filter. And Matheu? Like any jotunn, he couldn’t help being intimidating. Unlike most, he didn’t hesitate to use that strength when someone spoke ill of Dwyst or other unseelie.
“Metara’s looked, Matheu. She’s met three possible bonds–”
“I’m still glad none of them were our finds.”
“–all seelie who act the way you would expect a properly raised ‘life aligned’ to when faced with a possible bond like her.” 
“Arrogant condescension with a ridiculous list of demands is not how I would expect them to react when faced with Metara.”
“She is impressive, isn’t she?” Dwyst’s cheeks bloomed with poppies, with more threading through her hair and down her neck. “The rudeness she talked about was unexpected, I’ll admit. Hopefully, the changeling I sensed will have better manners.”
“Humans aren’t known for being polite,” Matheu pointed out. “And what if the changeling is seelie? Most are.”
“They’ll still be a changeling. More human than anything. And she likes humans.”
“And lampads. She does like lampads.”
A crown of poppies. A wealth of them all down the lampad's hair and arms, across her shoulders. Dwyst with a crush was novel and very, very decorative.
“I–”
“You talk too loud.” Metal rang through the new speaker’s words, a cu-sith’s calling card. 
Matheu turned toward the voice, finding the pair they’d been waiting for looming only a few feet away. Winter’s scorched tits, fae with aspects of death and tracking were silent. And large, even by a jotunn’s standards. Harke, all sharp lines and lean features, existed as a knife on the offensive, keenly edged. Aultyr, broad strokes and still so human seeming, the watchful one with an eye for weaknesses. 
“The curse of a cu-sith’s hearing,” Dwyst agreed, smiling as if she hadn’t almost jumped out of her skin. And maybe she hadn’t. Maybe only Matheu hadn’t heard them walk up. “You get to be privy to everyone’s little secrets.”
“Lucky me,” Harke said flatly, the discordant hum of a sword drawn in his words both comforting and off-putting. 
Sidhe voices pulled. Sirens lulled. Cu-sith voices shivered with iron, unless they were about to scream you into death by terror. So, a good sign, as was the fact the two sat down across from Dwyst and Matheu rather than continue looming.
“Sense of smell’s even luckier.” That, from Aultyr, the only changeling in Faerie. Unlike most changelings, he was unseelie. A barghest. That worried people. It was whispered his prophecy must be worse than most if even the death aligned were eager to throw him away.
Matheu rather liked him, whatever the prophecy. He liked them both, their different shades of blunt and abrupt.
Next to the three men, Dwyst–the best and brightest and cleverest of them all–looked like a frail shadow of a fae, never mind that she was deadly in her own way.
“Surprised to hear from you two.” Aultyr looked past Matheu’s shoulder, a quick search before those black eyes focused on him. “You you.”
Matheu glanced at Dwyst in confusion, then shook his head. He kept his mouth shut at the approach of the bartender, and the delivery of two empty mugs, passed carefully to the unseelie men.
“I’m not following,” Matheu said, once the pixie withdrew back to the artfully scuffed bartop. “Who else would we be?” 
“We’ve contacted you about work before,” Dwyst added. “Recently, in fact.”
“Heard something about oaths to the House of Cassia Hold.” Winter, he’d forgotten how piercing Aultyr’s stare could be. “Working for them exclusively.”
“We’re not the sorts that Cassia likes to mess with,” Harke added, darkly amused. 
Fucking Surrien. Matheu’s rush of anger echoed through his bond with Dwyst, answered by her icy indignation. He hadn’t heard about Cassia promising them out, acting like they were oath-bound to the House. They'd told the House, told Surrien, no. 
“We made no oath to the House of Cassia Hold,” Dwyst said, crisp as the iceberg shiver of her soul. “If Surrien misconstrued an intended agreement from a lack of rude dismissal to a proposal, that’s a comprehension issue on his part.”
“They offered formally, and we respectfully refused.” Matheu didn’t break the mug. He didn’t snap at long-time associates. He couldn’t keep himself from sounding pissed, though. “Surrien knows that. We’re still self-employed. The House is claiming we only take jobs for them?”
Aultyr shrugged. “Someone in the family. Didn’t ask. Figured you might’ve had a hand in Kylan’s match.”
“Kylan had his eye on that brownie for over a century. We worked with Surrien, and the job ended when he bonded. We got signed to the current job shortly after and didn’t swear shit.”
Aultyr and Harke exchanged a long glance. Winter. Not for the first time, Matheu was glad for the barghest’s strangeness. The man lived by a code outside of Protocol that Matheu didn’t understand, but he knew loyalty was a part of it.
“Yeah, alright,” Aultyr said eventually, turning back to them, expression unreadable. “Why call us?”
Matheu let out a breath. He hadn’t walked away. Maybe the rumors weren’t that convincing, if Aultyr and Harke were willing to set them aside.
“It’s always refreshing to talk to someone who doesn’t bother with sideways talk.” Matheu wagered on the quip, and it paid off. Aultyr’s cheek twitched in his version of a small smile.
“Pesky changeling things.”
“That’s what we wanted to speak with you about. We’re working for Metara–”
“The siren? Done some work for her.”
Matheu knew better than to ask what sort of work. 
“Yes. And Dwyst believes she’s found a promising match. A changeling, as it turns out.”
The idea of utterly composed, sharp-tongued, clever, and keen Metara with the strength of a changeling behind her would discomfort most. Winter, if he didn’t know her how he did, that scalpel of her mind and fierce protectiveness of her people, Matheu would be uncomfortable with it.
“A changeling,” Aultyr said, level and blank as the void. “She wants a changeling to run a House.”
“She didn’t specify ‘changeling.’” 
“What’d she specify, then?” Harke asked. Still shimmering with the reassuring shudder of knives in the words. “Death aligned?”
“Pretty much,” Matheu replied, as Dwyst snickered. “In the same tone, too. But with a sneer.”
Harke snorted, his smile quick and curved and fanged, gone as soon as it arrived. 
“Better hope the changeling’s not a pretty little unicorn.” Harke tapped the edge of his mug lightly with one slightly too sharp nail. “Ruthless bastards, even to one of their own.”
“I don’t think it matters what kind of fae they are,” Dwyst interjected in that slightly distant, curious tone she got when thinking. “Metara is not the sort to bow her head to a seelie bond, thinking they do her a favor. And no unseelie potentials have manifested. A true human presents issues, even if that kelpie has proved them possible. But a changeling? Such a match might be better for her than anyone in Faerie.”
“Stop.” Aultyr’s expression hadn’t changed, but a darkness crept along the table under his relaxed fingers, and his shadow bristled, snarling soundlessly. 
“Stop?” Matheu asked.
“Why the fuck would a changeling be better for her than a seelie?” Harke asked, the words bitten out. 
“Siren’s fond of power,” was the barghest’s answer, though Matheu didn’t think Harke meant the question for him. “Maybe thinks a changeling’s a weapon in easy reach. Awed or scared. Simple to spell. Weak.”
“Would you want to be bonded to someone raised to think you’re below them?” Matheu asked. “My parents didn’t bring me up believing a lot of what’s said, and even I had some bullshit drilled into me.” 
“Mostly orgies. He’d been warned a ‘death aligned’ bond would want him to join in orgies.” Dwyst smiled thinly, but leaned her shoulder against his. 
Matheu sighed, feeling heat creep up his face, color the quartz-pale marks gray. Aultyr didn’t smirk the way he expected him to and Harke, with another sidelong glance, remained likewise stoic.
“Humans get locked away for believing in fairies,” Aultyr said, glacier still and just as warm. “High chances you fuck them up by telling them the truth. When told, there’s no untold.”
Matheu didn’t wince, though it was a near thing. “That’s why we asked to speak to you two. We would like to avoid shattering anyone’s reality.”
“Where they at? On Earth.”
That, Matheu could answer without bracing himself. He smoothed a hand over the empty table space, glamouring into being a respectable version of the northern part of the Americas. (North America, Dwyst had told him, with an eyeroll, and enough exasperation that he refused to call it that.)
“Here, roughly.” A quick, narrow loop around a cluster of large lakes sitting in the midline of the continent, almost the middle, and tracing to the far left. “Any more specific and Dwyst won’t be able to sleep without finding them.”
The duo followed the path of his finger. Harke kept his attention on Aultyr, who was, in turn, staring hard at Matheu once again. Winter, it was unnerving. 
“Gonna do it anyway. No matter what I say.”
“It’s our job.”
 Without it, they didn’t have somewhere to shelter under. Faerie wasn’t a place you wanted to be on communal ground for long. Rules were enforced only if you could back them up. And Surrien’s little play for them wasn’t the only way a House could force someone into taking oaths.
They needed this to go well. To prove to everyone that they were just as reliable as they had always been, and that they didn’t belong to Surrien or anyone else.
Aultyr and Harke, who traded space for their own talents outside of a House, knew as well as they did that a comfortable place to sleep came second to safety.
The barghest drained his cup. Set it down with purposeful calm, full lips pressed thin and jaw tight. The tension eased when he took a breath and let it out, slow.
“Fuck,” he said. “Alright. Let’s talk.”








  
  Chapter Two

Judah


Judah and his sister had an ongoing disagreement on crows. 
Well, no, that was a lie. 
First, because it wasn’t about crows so much as it was about any animal Judah tried to bring home. And second because Naomi wasn’t actually his sister, though she got irritated when he pointed that out. 
Foster sibs count, Naomi always insisted. But if that was the case, Judah had something like two dozen siblings, and he couldn’t remember most of their names, which seemed a bit sad. 
The point was …
Crows. Right. Crows were complicated birds. They weren’t like pigeons, who liked you if you had snacks and didn’t like you if you didn’t. Crows took patience and consistency. You had to convince them you were worth their time. But it was worth the effort because crows were vicious bastards if you got on their bad side. 
“Fuck, fuck, fuck, get it off!”
Case. And point.
Judah sat on his favorite park bench, knees tucked under his chin, while the white guy with the mean smile screamed and waved his arms, trying to shake off a dozen angry crows. 
They worked together was the thing. Calling to each other, coordinating their dives and raking talons, just like they did when chasing hawks away from their nests. Only, this time, the predator wore a polo shirt. And instead of a nest, there was Judah, laughing while the man cursed and bled all over that nice white shirt.
“Call them off,” the man shouted.
“How?” Judah asked. It felt like a reasonable question. “I’m not– They’re, well, crows. It’s not… I can’t just whistle. Sorry.”
There, see? He’d apologized. Maybe he hadn’t meant it. But that was asking a lot.
“They were following you around, you freak.” 
Like, a whole lot.
The man stopped shouting at Judah, then. Swatting at the air and trying to protect your eyes probably took a lot of energy.
Judah bit back more laughter.
“I just feed them.” Judah would have to bring an extra big bag of peanuts tomorrow. “You could … try that?”
“Fuck off!”
Which might have been for him or might have been for the birds. But either way, if Judah hung around much longer, the birds might get bored, or the polo-shirt guy might manage to hurt one of them.
“Alright,” he said, pushing off the bench. “You, umm, might not want to come to this park again. They remember faces.”

      [image: ]“Okay, I get the feathers. There’s always feathers,” Naomi said, reaching out to pick one off of Judah’s worn, oversized sweatshirt. “But why is there blood? Did one of them bite you?”
“They wouldn’t do that.” Judah’s words came out a little sullen. The birds were the only thing they ever really fought about. “There was a … thing.”
“A thing.”
“It wasn’t a big deal.” 
Now that he was back in the apartment, Judah could already feel a fresh headache building. The park was about the only place he didn’t get them. He wanted to curl up in a corner, close his eyes, and pretend he couldn’t hear the conversations and arguments of four other people in their little studio apartment. 
He shouldn’t resent it. He should be glad they had it at all.
“You trying to wake the dead or just me?” The irritated words came from the couch where Paul–Saul? Sal?–was just waking up. He stared blearily at them, running his hands through his cropped-short hair. “You don’t fuss at the rest of us if we come home bloody.”
“The rest of you can take care of yourselves,” Naomi snapped.
And Judah knew she didn’t mean it the way it sounded. The way it felt. She was just trying to protect him, same as she had since she’d dragged him out of their shared foster home. The way she was when she stole painkillers for him or forced him to try and keep water down on the days it got really bad.
He just wished he wasn’t the one who couldn’t take care of himself. The one she always had to carry.
“I’m not bloody,” he said. “It’s not my blood.”
“Ooo, Judah out there breaking faces.”
“Shut up, Samuel,” Naomi said, glaring in his direction.
Samuel. That wasn’t like Paul at all. But Naomi did bring home a lot of strays. And they didn’t tend to stay long.
“Who’d you punch?” Samuel asked.
“I didn’t,” Judah said. And then, at Naomi’s look, “I promise. I was just feeding the crows, and a guy started hassling me. And it … startled them. The crows. So, they… You know…” he finished his sentence with a vague, fluttering gesture.
“Went all The Birds on him again?” 
“I mean, not really. Just a little. He’ll be fine. Probably.” Judah’s voice lowered to a mumble. “Maybe some stitches.”
“So what’s that got to do with your clothes being bloody?”
“One of them must have flown too close to me.” It’d ridden home on his shoulder, but if he said that, Samuel would ask if he’d gotten shit on.
Naomi sighed the sigh of the long suffering and deeply concerned. “What am I supposed to do with you, big brother?”
“Let me make something to eat?” he suggested.
She shook her head. “Nuh-uh. I’ll make it. You rest. I can tell your head’s bugging you. You get this squinty look.”
Judah opened his eyes as wide as he could, but she just laughed at him. 
“Wait, we got food?” Samuel asked.
“Yeah. We got food. You can make your own damn ramen. Judah, go sit.” Naomi pushed him gently toward the corner of the room, and he let himself be pushed. “I want you done eating before I leave for work.”
“Alright.” 
Judah collapsed in the corner of the room, rubbing his eyes and wishing he could close his ears against the sharp whining sound that always chased him. Drilled into his skull and made it impossible to think. It wasn’t real. He was imagining it. But it hurt and it’d been there as long as he could remember. Made him useless. More useless. Stuck Naomi with taking care of him.
She was the only one who ever cared enough to try. And even she… Well, she sighed, while she got the ramen down. Judah just one more job she was tired of.
He closed his eyes, wishing he was anyone else but who he was. Knowing he’d wake up as himself, same as always.






  
  Chapter Three

Judah


Judah almost didn’t make it to the park the next morning. The girl with the green hair had been sleeping in front of the door, and she was the one who always tried to tag along when he headed to the park. Judah didn’t mind, except when she came, she never wanted to feed the birds. She had her own ideas of what it might be fun to get up to. 
Judah didn’t know how to tell her he wasn’t interested. Not in her anyway.
Luckily, she’d rolled over on her own, just enough for him to sneak by and dart out into the hallway, and from there he’d run all the way to the park. 
“I know. I’m late. Sorry. Someone using the door,” he explained as he settled on the bench and took out the peanuts, scattering them on the ground. “I can’t take the window.” It wasn’t that he could understand them, not really. But sometimes he felt like he could. Like he knew what they meant without words. “Because I can’t fly. I wouldn’t be much good to you if I jumped from that high.”
“Oh, I don’t know,” said a very precise sounding voice from behind him. “Crows are quite opportunistic feeders. Depending on the season and food scarcity, I daresay you’d make a decent meal.”
Judah tried to pretend she wasn’t talking to him. Mostly, people didn’t. It wasn’t like he stood out. Black men in worn clothes weren’t exactly rare in the neighborhood, even if Judah was slighter and more prone to talking to crows than most. But there wasn’t anyone else around, and ignoring people rarely made them go away.
“Sorry?” he said, in the nervous half-mumble that always used to get him in trouble. He glanced over his shoulder, and oh, great, there were two people. “Did you– Am I– You must want the bench? Sorry. I’ll get out of your way.”
Judah kept his eyes lowered, taking in the pair mostly from the chest down. The speaker was a really pale white woman, sort of frail looking. Her friend was huge, a broad-chested, dark-skinned Black man.
“You’re not in the way,” the man said, moving around the bench as he spoke. “She likes crows. We didn’t mean to shoo you off.”
“Do you feed them often?” The woman went straight to the birds, crouching and making a very crow-ish noise at them. “Have they brought you anything in return?”
Judah … didn’t know what to say. This wasn’t how it went. Judah apologized, and he got out of the way, and whoever it was that he’d upset left him alone. 
(Or they got attacked by crows. But only if he was really lucky.)
They weren’t supposed to keep talking to him. They weren’t supposed to come closer. 
“It has to be every day. Otherwise, they show up at the window. And everyone says that’s creepy. Except Naomi. But she’s used to it.” He wasn’t good at this. People. He always talked too much or too little. “Sorry. I– Sorry. Did you, umm…” He tried to think what the pair might want but could only come up with one idea. “I don’t really have any money? Just the peanuts.”
Well, as muggers went, they were friendly. 
“We’re not going to try and take your peanuts or money. I’m Matheu. She’s Dwyst.” Matheu had a voice that sounded like he was smiling, but Judah wouldn’t let himself look up that high.
 And if that meant he was staring at the guy’s broad chest, well– It wasn’t like he wanted to be looking at it. It was just there. And, sort of … hard to miss. Like his arms. Which were–
Also hard to miss.
Maybe he should look at Dwyst. (Where were people named ‘Dwyst’ from?) She was looking at him, while the crows nibbled at her fingertips, and it’d taken him ages to get them that friendly with him.
“We’re fae,” she said.
“Dwyst.”
“We were told there’s no graceful, smooth way to say it, Matheu. Is there?” 
Judah had no idea what was going on. And, sure, he wasn’t very bright. He never had been. Too distracted, too sick, too prone to all the wrong obsessions. Still, he usually didn’t feel this lost.
He wished the crows would do something, but the only thing they were interested in doing was making nice with the woman. The traitors.
Despite himself, Judah lifted his gaze, searching their faces for some clue as to what he was supposed to say. They looked normal enough, in a ‘walked out of a tv’ sort of way. Dwyst was so very pale and fragile looking. Matheu was… big. Like, maybe he played football or something sort of big.
He had a smile, though. It was a smile that said, ‘I’m not going to leave your bloody corpse in an alleyway for your sister who isn’t actually your sister to find.’ But also, that was probably how serial killers smiled, otherwise how would they ever find anyone to kill?
“Judah. I’m Judah,” he said, like they’d asked. Like they cared. “I, umm, I don’t know…” He’d never heard the word ‘fae’ before. “Sorry.”
“Well met, Judah,” Matheu said, still smiling like a not-murderer. “You didn’t do anything wrong. Dwyst is just…”
“Ill-equipped for subtlety. And a fae,” Dwyst said, as she stroked the beak of a small crow before offering a peanut. Judah couldn’t see where she got them from. “We’re fairies. People of the Hill? Matheu is anyway, though I suppose more mountains than hills, but I don’t think humans make much of a distinction between the two. ‘Pretty glittery folks.’ I’ve a feeling you may also be pretty and glittering too, making friends with animals and all.”
Pretty and glittering and fairies and…
“Man up, Judah, or those queers will try to recruit you. We won’t have a sissy in our house.”
Yeah, that was sure to be it. Dwyst and Matheu were part of the gay conspiracy, here to hit him with a sparkly wand and take him off to glitter hell.
He almost giggled, but luckily, Matheu started talking again.
“I don’t know how you can live here without a constant migraine,” he said, squinting up at the buildings that hemmed the park in on all sides. “There’s so much iron. Makes the back of my eyes itch.”
“Because Matheu’s a fae. Magic. Like you.”
Judah almost bristled, at them thinking he was that gullible, whatever it was they wanted. Scrawny, sure, but he was twenty-three, and he hadn’t believed in magic when he was five. He sure as hell didn’t believe in it now.
Easier, and safer, just to go along though. A lesson he’d learned again with each new house, each new family and set of rules. He opened his mouth to agree that, yes, they were fairies and yes, he got headaches (that part was true), but he never got the chance.
Dwyst turned to look at him, a crow in her lap and her eyes were…
Black as the crows’ feathers, no white or iris. Glittering with stars, and the stars moved while Judah watched, blinking in and out of existence.
Go along.
But how did you go along with this? 
There was always a fucking tripwire. A should have known that made the smiling faces go hard. He wanted to run. There was never anywhere to run.
Go along.
Judah clenched his fists in his lap, looking up toward Matheu, unable to keep the pleading from his eyes. 
Find the strongest person in the room. Get them on your side.
Learn what they want to hear and say it. Believe whatever you need to believe. You can’t make them keep you, but you can survive.
“Okay.” Mumbled. Whispered. Try again. “Sorry. Okay. I don’t– If you just tell me what you want– Please…” don’t hurt me.
“Dwyst.” Matheu stopped looking at him, but only for long enough to shoot a look in her direction. “Sorry. We’ve not had to do this before. She’ll put the eyes away.”
“I’m not very good with people,” Dwyst sounded apologetic or maybe sad. Her eyes were green again and focused intently on the crows. 
“You’re wonderful,” Matheu told her.
They looked at each other for a moment, like maybe they’d forgotten Judah was there. Like maybe he could sneak away. But then Matheu turned back, and he’d missed his chance.
“You didn’t do anything wrong, Judah. Can I sit next to you? I won’t harm you. I swear it.”
Judah almost believed him. There was something weirdly familiar about Matheu, a rightness that Judah was trying very hard not to think about. Not like he was safe. Just…
He’d lived with a family for a while, one of the nicer ones, who’d taken him on a trip. The man, Judah couldn’t remember his name, had said it’d be good for Judah. That he wouldn’t be so sickly or scared if he just got some fresh air. They’d driven to the Appalachian Mountains, Judah trying not to sob from pain the whole way.
But when they got there, for the first time in his life, Judah had felt right.
And then he’d wandered off, following this … tugging. A need to go deeper into the woods. Two days later, when the park rangers found him, he’d learned he wasn’t going to be living with that family anymore.
Matheu felt, strangely, like those faded memories of silent mountain trails, when Judah had walked alone through the quiet, at peace and joyous with it. It was going to be very disappointing when the man turned on him.
“Sure,” he answered, no longer staring up at Matheu. If the man’s eyes were going to turn into stars, he didn’t want to see. “Just … maybe … the crows get mad sometimes, when people touch me.”
It wasn’t a lie. And maybe it would make the man, fairy, whatever he was, hesitate before hurting him. The two of them seemed
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