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※ ※ ※ ※

I LOOK IN THE MIRROR carefully, scrutinizing the smallest details of the face before me. It is the face of a beautiful young woman, serene and striking all at once. I study the rosy cheeks, still youthfully plump while they start to hint at adulthood, while golden hair falls to either side, sweeping long past the pointed chin. My focus fastens onto the nose in wonderment, mesmerized by the size of the little bump that turns up at its end. I press down on it with my finger, and it shrinks, ever so slightly, in size.

Finally, my gaze travels to see the two large, slanted eyes staring back at me; the misty green twinkles, simultaneously bewildered and cautious. 

The eyes are mine, even if the rest of the face is not. 

Of all the different kinds of changelings, the kitsunefolk are the only ones whose eyes refuse to change. I doubt this is anything but by design; my kinfolk are known for their inner stubbornness as much as they are known for their outward flexibility. Add in the catblood, and that’s me. 

I am a changeling from the Honeyspice Lands, a kitsune-neko, and that’s all. That is my only role to play in the grand kingdom of Toulacoeur, and so much so, that’s what they named me. 

I am Kitsuneko, slave of King Dario and his wife, Queen Arianna, their full-time substitute for their daughter, Princess Cari. 

I smile into the mirror, and the face of Princess Cari smiles back at me. 

“Perfect,” I whisper. “You look just like her.” 

Or at least, I look like what most people think Princess Cari would look like, if she hadn’t been kidnapped seventeen years ago. 

“Well, where is she? Isn’t she ready yet?”

The anxious voice of the queen cuts through my concentration; my pointed, black-tipped ears, the ears of a fox-cat changeling, suddenly shoot out of either side of my head, instinctively twitching and shuddering. I watch with remorse, and only a little bit of prideful cheer, as the blonde hair of the princess changes to my usual shade of reddish brown.  

I touch the ears and rub them, praying to the god of Toulacoeur for comfort. I don’t know if he hears me, but there is an unspeakable sense of peace that settles around me. Calm once more, my ears slip back into my head, and I am able to hold my transformation. 

A small sigh escapes me. I’ve always been a good changeling—my very life and its quality depends on it, after all—but no matter my level of skill or the amount of time I practice, there are always some moments I can’t control it, especially when I am alone. 
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