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            ‘It doesn’t matter if the paws are black or white, so long as they can catch a mouse.’

            Old Sage Brush

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            For my grandchildren,

Caoimhe, Tom, Annabelle and Senan
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            The Great White Fox
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         All the foxes who lived in Glensinna knew about Sionnach, the Great White Fox. But they had never seen him. Some thought that on one occasion they might have, but it was only a fleeting thought and one that had passed like the melting snow. When they were cubs their mothers had told them the story as they whiled away the time in the darkness of their earth. Even before the cubs could understand what was being said, their mothers told it. Secure in the warmth of their mothers’ embrace, the story was whispered in their tiny ears.

         Once upon a time, she had told them, the fox god Vulpes had reshaped the hills and formed a valley especially for them. It was a valley where they could survive when others who lived elsewhere might not, a place where the Great White Fox would look after them in times of great danger.

         Perhaps man had once seen a white fox there. Why else should he have called it in Gaelic, Gleann an tSionnaigh Bháin, which means the Valley of the White Fox? If he had, he had long forgotten it, as he now called it Glensinna.

         The foxes that lived in the valley called it the Land of Sinna. But they had not forgotten why. They knew the story only too well. And those who thought they might even have seen the Great White Fox were not young foxes given to telling tall tales. They were grown-ups.

         It was winter time when it happened. The snow was falling and for a moment they thought they had discovered who the white fox was. But then, as they reflected on what they had seen, they had to admit that it could have been their imagination. For the fox who seemed to be white was, after all, one of their own, his frail back covered by a mantle of snow. Because of their uncertainty, it was a story they kept to themselves. Then there was a most unexpected occurrence.

         One day, as one of these foxes hunted for food, she came face to face with what seemed to be the creature of her mother’s stories. Like most foxes, she herself had a white tip on her tail. But this one was completely white, from its face to the tip of its tail – and it wasn’t snowing!
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            Coats of Many Colours
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         The beech leaves had turned brown, the birch leaves yellow and the sycamores a mixture of both. On other trees, nature had added a splash of gold and crimson to the leaves and in doing so turned the countryside into a rich kaleidoscope of colour. At the end of a long row of beeches, the wind plucked a leaf from a branch and played with it as it made its downwards spiral. It landed on the nose of an old fox who was dozing in the leaf litter beneath. He shook his head to dislodge it and raised his whiskered head. The edge in the wind and the looseness of the leaf told him much. Autumn was well on its way and winter would soon come riding on that wind – winter and the many dangers it would bring.

         Easing himself to his feet, the old fox turned and made his way through the hedge into the next field. He could feel the remains of plastic that had shielded the seeds of maize in spring and was aware of the rooks and pigeons that were now feeding among the rows of stubble. The birds took no notice of him, nor did he take any notice of them. His earth lay in the next corner where four hedges met. The entrance was concealed by huge mounds of hedging that was intertwined with all sorts of weeds and creepers. The crows and the pigeons that perched on the ash tree above knew the earth was there but they paid no heed to it. An old fox posed no danger to them. He, on the other hand, would pay much heed to them when they returned to the tree with their craws full. For their eyes were his. They could see from their vantage point what he could not see. They would be long gone before danger arrived and so would he.

         Danger, however, was soon to take a form that it had not taken before.

         Farther along the side of the valley, a vixen was lying in the back garden of a big house. It was a split-level garden and she was in the upper part looking down into a room where a woman came and went. It was still daylight but the lights were on in the room and the vixen could see that on a rectangular table in the centre were the remains of a bird, a chicken perhaps, or a pheasant, she couldn’t be sure. She knew that the carcase of the bird would soon be thrown out. So did the two dogs that waited outside the back door. She had watched the dogs devour the leftovers before and was determined that this time she would have some of them for herself. The dogs, she had noted, were old and fat from being over-fed. They waddled around waiting for food and, she reckoned, would be incapable of pursuit.

         A short time later the kitchen door opened and a man threw the remains of the bird into the yard. The dogs got up and ambled towards them, only to change their minds when the man threw smaller pieces farther out. As the dogs made their way over to those, the fox sped down to the door, grabbed the skeleton of the bird and ran back up the embankment. The dogs were so busy competing with one another for the smaller pieces of food that they didn’t even see what had happened. However, the man did and ran back in.

         Hearing the man shouting, the fox paused at the top of the embankment and looked back. The dogs, she could see, were running around barking but, thankfully, not posing any danger. She turned to go when, to her surprise, she found herself looking into the eyes of a white fox. It showed no fear but just stood there looking at her. Somehow time seemed to stand still, the red fox staring at the white, the white one staring at the red. Stories that the red fox had been told as a cub were swirling through her mind – stories about a great white fox who would always be there for them in times of trouble. She was rooted to the spot, mesmerised by what she was seeing, unable to comprehend it.

         More shouting snapped her out of her trance and turning around, she saw two men emerging from the house with guns. She had seen men with guns before. It was at this time of year that they went to the meadows to shoot ducks or pheasants or anything else they might find. She herself had once suffered at the hands of the shooters and she immediately realised the danger she was in. Racing to the boundary hedge where she had made her way in, she turned and looked back. To her shock she saw that the white fox still hadn’t moved. It was if it thought it couldn’t be harmed.

         Fortunately, the two men seemed so startled by the sight of the white fox that they too stood there for a moment not knowing what to do. Dropping the bird, the red fox streaked back across the lawn and, circling slightly, knocked the white fox over. As the two foxes raced away, the men opened fire and ran forward to see if they had scored a hit. In their hurry to get to the top of the embankment, however, one of them slipped on fallen leaves and fell back. His gun went off and the screams that followed told him that he had shot his friend instead.

         On the other side of the hedge, the white fox stopped again. Dropping the bird once more, the red fox rushed back to tell the other fox to put a spurt on. There was screaming coming from the garden and looking through, she saw to her surprise that one of the men had dropped his gun. He was holding his hips with his hands and hopping around and it was he who was doing the screaming. Blood was seeping through his hands and, whatever about the white fox, the other fox realised that the man had been shot. From the way he was screaming she guessed he was in great pain, and once more she was reminded of the time that a man like that had shot her in the hip. She also recalled how a fox with a black tip on his tail had come to her aid and saved her by picking the pellets out of her skin with his teeth.

         ‘Come on,’ she whispered to the white fox. ‘We’d better get out of here.’ Picking up the skeleton of the bird, she raced on through the fields. Now and then she stopped to see if the white fox was following. It was, but it didn’t seem to be in any hurry. In fact, it didn’t seem to know what it was doing. Perhaps, she thought, it wasn’t afraid of the shooters. And if it was the white fox of her dreams, why should it be afraid? It was a creature that couldn’t be harmed. If the shooters came, it would simply disappear, like the dreams themselves. However, there was only one way she herself could disappear, and that was to run. With one last glance back at the white fox, she flung herself through the next hedge and, taking a circuitous route to confuse any dog that might follow, made her way up along a row of beech trees and across to a small disused quarry where she had her den.

         ‘A white fox?’ Her mate laughed. ‘You must have been eating toadstools. Was it the ones that grow on fallen trees?’

         ‘I haven’t been eating any toadstools,’ she replied frostily. ‘In fact, the only food I found was what you’re eating now. And I haven’t had any of it yet.’

         ‘Sorry.’ Her mate pulled back a bit so that she could have some of the bones. ‘So, tell me all about this white fox. Where did you see it?’

         The two of them were lying in a den beneath an over-hanging rock in the bottom of the quarry which was covered with a thick growth of bushes and briars. As they munched the skeletal remains of the bird, the vixen related everything she had seen.

         ‘And where’s this white fox now,’ her mate asked.

         ‘I don’t know. I couldn’t get it to run. It didn’t seem to be afraid.’

         Like all foxes who lived in the valley, her mate had also been told stories of the Great White Fox. Like the others he believed that it did exist, but only in foxlore, not a real fox like themselves. Now his vixen was telling him that she had actually come face to face with the white fox. But how could that be? Belief in something that might or might not exist was one thing. To see it in the flesh, on the ground was something else. It would mean it was a creature like themselves, not one that floated across the hills and valleys, forever watching over them. So what had his vixen seen? He had never known her to exaggerate. He had heard others tell tall stories of their hunting exploits, but not her.

         Making his way up through the undergrowth, he emerged onto the rim of the quarry. There he sniffed the wind. It carried no hint of man or dog, but he got the scent of fox. He turned around to trace the scent in the wind and to his surprise saw three foxes sitting on a small rise not far away. They were in plain sight and seemed quite unafraid. Realising that they could draw danger down upon his mate and himself, he rushed over to them. As he drew closer he realised to his utter amazement that they were quite unlike any foxes he had ever seen. One was pure white. Another was blue, but its underfur was grey. The third had a black face and legs, but the fur on its body was silver.

         ‘Who are you?’ he asked. ‘What are you doing here?’

         When they didn’t reply, he told them, ‘You’ll get yourselves killed, sitting out here in the open like this.’ Once again they didn’t answer. Anxiously he looked around. Seeing no sign of man or dog, he told the three, ‘You’d better hide or we’ll all be killed. Follow me.’ He made to return to the quarry but, on glancing back, saw that they still hadn’t moved. ‘Hurry!’ he barked at them. ‘Follow me.’

         When he reached the rim of the quarry, he was glad to see that the three strange foxes had decided to follow him. Reluctantly, it seemed, they came over to him and after some urging, followed him down through the undergrowth to the quarry bottom. There they sat back on their haunches and waited, but for what?

         As the red vixen emerged from the den, she was equally startled at the sight that met her. However, she managed to say to her mate, ‘I told you I saw a white fox.’

         ‘And what about the other ones?’

         ‘I didn’t see the other ones. If I had, you surely wouldn’t have believed me.’

         The two of them lay down at the mouth of the den and wondered what to do. For a while none of them spoke.

         ‘What’s your name?’ asked the female red fox. ‘When there was no reply, she told them, ‘I’m Vickey. This is my mate, Black Tip.’

         ‘Where are you from?’ Black Tip asked.

         None of the three strange foxes replied, nor did they reply to any other questions. They just sat there and stared, a blank expression on their faces.

         ‘What are we going to do with them?’ asked Black Tip.

         Vickey shook her head. ‘I don’t know.’ She paused. ‘Maybe we should ask Old Sage Brush. He might know.’

         Black Tip nodded. ‘Okay. You wait here. They seem to be harmless enough. I’ll go and find him.’

         When Black Tip entered the field of corn stubble, he could see that some crows and pigeons were feeding while others had retreated to the ash tree where the four hedges met. He was pleased to see them, not because he wished to catch any of them but because he knew that when they were there, man was not. The last thing he wanted to do was to put the old fox in danger.

         ‘A white fox!’ Old Sage Brush laughed. ‘And a blue one!’

         That’s right,’ Black Tip assured him. ‘The other one is silver, but its ears and legs are black. So is its tail.’

         It was a long time since Old Sage Brush had seen a fox of any colour, as he was blind. Black Tip had often acted as his eyes and now he realised that he must see through the eyes of his friend again. ‘It’s difficult to imagine,’ he said. ‘Tell me more.’

         Black Tip told him how the white fox had followed Vickey from the garden of the big house and how two more had joined it near the quarry. ‘They look like us in some ways,’ he explained, ‘yet in other ways they’re different. Apart from their colour, their fur is very fluffy. And they move slowly, cautiously, almost as if they’re afraid of us. But they’re definitely foxes.’

         ‘Did they say where they came from?’

         ‘That’s another thing. They haven’t said anything. They just sit looking at us.’

         Old Sage Brush nodded. ‘It must be getting very crowded down there.’

         ‘It is.’

         ‘Okay then. If they won’t talk to us, maybe it’s time we talked to them.’

         The three oddly-coloured foxes were still sitting in the quarry looking at Vickey when the others arrived. 

         ‘They still haven’t said anything,’ she told them.

         Black Tip joined her and lay down at the mouth of their den, looking at them.

         Old Sage Brush sniffed to see if the scent of the visitors would give him a clue. ‘It’s an odd scent,’ he remarked. ‘Heavily laden with the scent of man – and mink, if I’m not mistaken.’ He moved closer but the three foxes immediately jumped back.

         ‘They’re very nervous,’Vickey told him. ‘Maybe it’s because we are a different colour.’

         ‘To me a fox is a fox whatever its colour,’ said Old Sage Brush. He lay down as if to assure the three foxes that he meant them no harm and after a few moments asked them, ‘Where are you from?’

         When they didn’t reply, he said, ‘You understand what we are saying, don’t you?’

         The three glanced at one another and shifted a little uncomfortably as if afraid to confide in him. Then the white fox eased itself down and spoke for the first time. ‘Yes, we do understand what you are saying. But we come from a different world. Your world is so strange. We have never been in it before.’

         ‘Does that mean you come from that other world?’ asked Black Tip. ‘The one we go to when we leave this one?’

         ‘Don’t be silly,’ said Vickey. ‘You know that once we cross over there we can’t come back.’ 

         ‘I know that,’ replied Black Tip. ‘But foxlore tells us there is a white fox who can.’

         ‘The only one who can is Sionnach,’ the Old Sage Brush reminded him. ‘He is the Great White Fox, the one who watches over the Land of Sinna and the one who will help us if ever the need arises. This white fox, I believe, is in need of help itself – and, if I’m not mistaken, is a vixen. So also the one you say is the colour of the sky, and the one you say is the colour of night and of day.’ He paused, adding, ‘Close your eyes and you will see them as I do. They’re just foxes.’

         ‘You friend speaks as if he can’t see us,’ said the white fox.

         ‘He can’t,’ Black Tip confirmed. ‘Man has seen to that.’

         ‘It’s true,’ said the old fox. ‘I am blind, but that doesn’t mean I’m deaf. Furthermore, I can see you in my mind’s eye, and sometimes that eye can see farther than the two we have in the front of our head. Now, what do you mean when you say you come from a different world?

         The blue fox and the silver one eased themselves down beside the white one and between them they told of a world in which, it appeared to the red foxes, there was no blue sky and no green grass, no rivers or meadows, no hedgerows or birds, no farmsteads, no hens, no ducks, no badgers. Only mink – white mink. A world devoid of life and colour, except that of their own. A world in which they had no need to hunt. A world in which man was their friend – or so it seemed.
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            A Strange New World
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         The wind was getting stronger now. It blew across the fields and in along the hedgerows, searching out more leaves that were ready to fall. Occasionally it whistled through the briars on the rim of the quarry, but it didn’t disturb those who lay below.

         ‘This is all so strange,’ whispered the white fox. ‘We’ve been told all about it, but this is the first time we’ve seen it.’

         ‘Seen what?’ asked Black Tip.

         ‘This world of yours.’

         ‘And your world?’ urged Vickey gently. ‘Tell us more.’

         The white fox licked one of her front paws. ‘What more can we say? Ours was a world of wire. You have a den. We had a cage.’

         ‘And were you all in the same cage?’ asked Black Tip.

         ‘No, we were in separate cages, except at mating time. Just like the others. But we were caged beside each other so we became friends.’

         ‘You mean there were more foxes there?’ asked Vickey.

         ‘Yes. You see, we were kept in a long shed and there were many foxes in it of many colours.’

         ‘There were no sides in the shed,’ said the silver fox, ‘and we could see there were other sheds with cages of foxes. Mink too – white mink.’

         ‘But where did man capture you and all these other coloured foxes?’ asked Old Sage Brush. ‘When I could see, I never came across a fox who wasn’t the same colour as myself. Nor a white mink, and I travelled far and wide.’

         ‘We were not captured by man,’ explained the silver fox. ‘We never lived in your world, only the cages we were born in.’

         ‘But you say you’ve been told all about our world,’ said the old fox. ‘If you were born and bred in a cage, who would tell you such a thing?’

         ‘We were not all born and bred in a cage,’ the white fox told him. ‘Sometimes we saw a man coming into the yard and when he carried a sack over his shoulder we knew that a red fox was about to cross over from your world into ours.’

         ‘A red fox,’ muttered Black Tip. 

         The blue fox nodded. ‘Usually only males and females of certain colours were allowed to mate. But the red fox would also be allowed to mate with some of us and then we would have foxes of quite a different colour.

         ‘This man who brought the red fox,’ asked Black Tip. ‘What was he like?’

         The white fox shrugged. ‘Man is man. They’re all the same.’

         ‘I mean, what did he look like?’

         ‘He was tall and wore something on his head…’

         ‘The one thing I noticed,’ said the blue fox, ‘was the paw.’

         ‘What paw?’ asked Black Tip.

         ‘The one he wore around his neck.’

         ‘The trapper!’ exclaimed Vickey.

         ‘You know him?’ asked the white fox.

         ‘Only too well,’ said Old Sage Brush. ‘He has killed many foxes in this valley.’

         ‘He sets traps for us,’Vickey explained. ‘I don’t know which are the worst, the choking hedge-traps or the snapping jaws.’

         ‘Black Tip,’ said the old fox. ‘I think you should go up to the blackthorns and get Hop-along.’

         A short time later Black Tip returned with two other foxes, one of which the strangers could see, had only three legs.

         ‘Hop-along, She-la, this is…’ Vickey stopped. ‘Sorry, I didn’t get your names.’

         ‘We have no names,’ the white fox told her.

         ‘Oh. Then I must think of some.’ 

         Vickey, they were amused to learn, had given names to some of her friends. Her mate she had called Black Tip because he had a black tip on his tail instead of a white one. Another she had called Fang because he had strong teeth.

         ‘So what will you call me?’ asked the white fox.

         ‘Because your fur is white as snow, I will call you Snowflake. And you, with your fur as blue as the flowers of the wood, I will call you Bluebell.’

         ‘And what about me?’ the third one asked her.

         ‘Your hair is tipped with silver, like the frost that settles on the grass, but when the wind blows it, it is black. So, what will we call you?’

         ‘White Tip?’ suggested Black Tip

         Vickey smiled. ‘I don’t think so. We may not have a white tip on our fur, but we all have a white tip on our tail – except you of course.’

         ‘What then?’ the silver fox asked her.

         ‘I don’t know. We could call you Silver. But then, you’re not really silver, are you? What do you think, Sage Brush?’

         ‘In the darkness of my mind,’ said the old fox, ‘it is not the morning frost that has settled on her fur I see but the shades of night that lie beneath. Why don’t we call her Nightshade?’

         Vickey nodded approvingly. ‘All right then, Nightshade it is.’

         ‘Thank you,’ said the silver fox. ‘Somehow it feels nice to have a name. In the other world we had none.’ 

         ‘What about your own name?’ asked Snowflake. ‘What does it mean?’

         Vickey smiled. ‘My mother thought it would suit me because I was a vixen.’

         ‘And am I right in thinking you are all vixens?’ asked the old fox.

         ‘Yes,’ Snowflake told him. ‘We were kept for breeding – otherwise we would not be here.’

         ‘Because we’d be dead,’ added Bluebell.

         ‘What’s this all about?’ asked Hop-along. ‘Where did they come from?’

         Vickey told Hop-along and She-la how she had met Snowflake and what she and her friends had told them about the strange world they had come from. Then, addressing Snowflake she added, ‘Tell them about the man who sometimes came with a red fox.’

         ‘You mean a dead one?’ asked Hop-along.

         ‘No, a live one,’ said Snowflake. ‘It was put into one of our cages and one of us was allowed to mate with it.’

         ‘I don’t mean that,’ Vickey said. ‘Bluebell, tell him what the man was wearing around his neck.’

         ‘He wore a paw around his neck. I think it was the paw of a fox, a red fox.’

         ‘It was the paw of a red fox,’ Hop-along told them. ‘I know. It was my paw.’

         ‘My mate caught his leg in one of the man’s traps,’ She-la explained. ‘He had to chew off his paw to get out of it.’

         Bluebell cringed. ‘That was a very brave thing to do.’

         ‘I had no option,’ said Hop-along. ‘It was either that or die.’

         Black Tip shook his head. ‘I still don’t understand. If you were born and bred in the cages, how did you learn to talk like us?’

         ‘We were not always caged,’ Nightshade told him. ‘Or at least our ancestors weren’t. They were wild once just like you. Their stories were passed down to us from one generation to another. Their way of talking too.’

         ‘Tell us more about your life in this other world,’ said Old Sage Brush. ‘How could you eat if you couldn’t hunt?

         ‘You have soft grass to walk on and a den to lie in,’ said Snowflake. ‘We had only wire to walk on and wire to lie on. The cage was our den. It was the den of every fox that lived there. The cages were in rows in a long shed. The shed had a roof but, thankfully no sides. And so our world was the space in which we could turn and the space we could see beyond.’

         ‘But I ask you again,’ said Old Sage Brush. ‘How could you eat if you could not hunt?’

         ‘Man fed us,’ replied Snowflake.

         ‘Man?’ asked Hop-along incredulously.

         ‘That’s right,’ said Nightshade. ‘He would come chugging along in his machine, spewing food into our cages.’

         In his mind’s eye, Old Sage Brush thought of man’s machines cutting meadow grass and spewing it into a high-sided trailer. It could hardly have been as big as that, he thought, but said nothing. It was difficult to imagine something he had never seen.

         ‘He had to feed us,’ added Bluebell, ‘for we couldn’t get out to hunt – not that we know how to hunt, or what to hunt. We have heard you hunt rabbits and raid man’s cages for his chickens. But we have never seen rabbits or chickens.’

         Black Tip shook his head in amazement. ‘And what was in this food that you got?’

         ‘The captive red foxes told us it tasted like rabbit, chicken and fish,’ said Nightshade.

         She-la turned up her nose. ‘Ugh. Fish is for mink. They live in the river.’

         ‘We have never seen a river,’ said Snowflake. ‘But the red foxes told us about it.’

         ‘It must have been very difficult for you,’ Vickey said. ‘I mean living in such cramped conditions.’

         Snowflade nodded. ‘It was. But at least we were able to live our lives and mate – unlike many of our cubs.’

         ‘Why, what happened to them?’ asked the old fox.

         ‘When they were born it was our best time, and their best time,’ Snowflake recalled. ‘We lived in a box and it was so much more comfortable than the wire. The cubs were full of life – just like we were when we were young – but it didn’t last long. When they were weaned they were taken away and we were returned to our cages. Next time we saw them they weren’t quite fully grown, but big enough to be put in a cage like ours. They were ready to run and jump and stretch their legs at that stage, but suddenly the cage had become their world. All they could do was turn and pace, turn and pace. Sometimes we were able to talk to them, but it was no use. They just spent their short lives pacing their cages the way we paced ours. It was all very distressing – for us and for them.’

         ‘What do you mean their short lives?’ asked Hop-along.

         ‘Because they were short,’ added Snowflake. ‘At least for most of them.’

         ‘As soon as they were fully grown,’ said Bluebell, ‘this man would come. He was fatter than the others and when we saw him we were in great fear, not only for the young foxes, but for ourselves.’

         ‘How come?’ asked Vickey.

         ‘Because he was the one who decided which of us would go and which of us would stay. Dog or vixen, it made no difference. The ones he pointed to were taken from their cages and we never saw them again. The others were kept for breeding.’

         ‘But you were already being kept for breeding,’ said She-la. ‘So you were safe, weren’t you?’

         ‘Yes,’ Bluebell replied, ‘we were safe all right. But only so long as we were the colour he wanted.’ 

         ‘And those that were taken?’ asked Hop-along. ‘What happened to them?’

         ‘We had no way of knowing,’ said Nightshade. ‘But we knew it wasn’t good, for none of them ever came back.’

         ‘Then one day a captive red fox was put into one of the cages,’ said Snowflake. ‘He couldn’t settle down and we could see he was very upset. We thought it was because he was confined to the cage, but it was more than that. He kept pacing around his cage and showed signs of great stress, something that wouldn’t usually happen until a fox had been in a cage for some time. At first he didn’t speak to us. Then he told us he had seen something so terrible he couldn’t bring himself to talk about it. Gradually we convinced him it might help if he told us. Eventually he agreed to do so, and when he did it was as if our world had come crashing in on us.’

         Bluebell lowered her head. ‘We were sorry we asked. It was so terrible we all became very upset.’

         Bluebell began to sob and Vickey turned to Snowflake. ‘What did he tell you?’ she asked gently

         ‘He told us that when the trapper took him out of the sack, he saw the skeletons of many foxes in the yard – a huge pile of them.’

         ‘But that’s not all,’ said Bluebell. ‘In a shed he got a glimpse of many fox furs – rows and rows of them. It was only then we realised why we were being kept in the cages.’

         ‘They were keeping you for your fur!’ said Vickey. 

         ‘But why?’ asked Snowflake.

         ‘For the same reason he wanted our fur,’ said Old Sage Brush. ‘Vickey, you tell them.’

         ‘At one stage the trapper killed many foxes in this valley,’ Vickey recalled. ‘Him and others. We didn’t know why, but it got to the stage there were few of us left. Then Old Sage Brush took us on a great journey so that we might learn how to be cunning again.’

         ‘Cunning enough to outwit the trappers,’ added Black Tip.

         ‘And it was on that journey,’ continued Vickey, ‘that we learned why man was killing so many of us. We knew it was not for food as we sometimes saw the trapper skin the bodies and throw them away.’

         ‘It was from a little fox in Man’s Place that we learned why,’ said Black Tip. ‘His name was …’

         ‘Scavenger,’ said Vickey, taking up the story again. ‘Little Scavenger. He didn’t have great fur of his own. But he took us to a place where we saw that man had turned the coats of the foxes he had killed into coats for his own kind.’

         ‘Coats!’ exclaimed Snowflake. ‘But man has his own coat to keep him warm. Why should he want ours?’

         Vickey shook her head. ‘I don’t know. It was a sight I shall never forget. It made me shiver. Of course, we were free to go – you weren’t. It must have been awful for you.’

         Bluebell nodded. ‘Each time the fat man came to take some of us away, we cringed, for we never knew who would be next. We felt as if we wanted to die – but not that way.’

         ‘Then something wonderful happened,’ said Nightshade.

         ‘What?’ asked She-la.

         ‘One night,’ said Snowflake, ‘the yard outside our cages became very bright, almost white.’

         ‘The Great White Fox!’ whispered Black Tip.

         Vickey gave her mate a look that told him to be quiet.

         ‘Before we knew it,’ Snowflake continued, ‘dark figures were running around the sheds, shouting. At first we were afraid they were coming for us. And they were, but not to kill us. To our great surprise they opened the cages to let us out. But we were afraid to leave. We had never been outside our cages before and we didn’t know what to do. Then we saw the white mink streaming across the yard and out through a hole in the fence. I think Nightshade was the first to move and the rest of us followed. Suddenly we were free.’

         ‘Maybe it was this great white fox you speak of,’ said Bluebell. ‘What did you say his name was?’

         ‘Sionnach,’ said Vickey.

         ‘Maybe he did cross from your world into ours. Maybe he threw the protective light on us. I don’t know. But, as Snowflake says, suddenly we were free.’

         ‘But free to do what?’ recalled Nightshade. ‘When daylight came we found ourselves in your world and we didn’t know what to do.’

         ‘Strange,’ mused Old Sage Brush. And he thought to himself, ‘Sionnach may have thrown a protective light over the captive foxes, but if he did he must have forgotten about the rest of us.’ Getting to his feet, he said, ‘We must call a meeting.’

         ‘You mean at Beech Paw?’ asked Black Tip.

         ‘Yes. Hop-along, you and I will stay here to make sure our new friends don’t stray. The rest of you travel far and wide as you have done before in time of crisis. The young foxes have gone, but tell those who have stayed behind that we must talk.’

         ‘When?’ asked Vickey.

         ‘There is no time to waste. They must see the colour of these foxes themselves if they are to understand. So I would suggest the time between darkness and dawn when they can come and go as they please and man is not yet up and about.

         
            * * *

         

         In yet another world, the world of man, the release of the foxes and mink was told in a very different way.

         An animal rights group had discovered an illegal fur farm being operated by a man in a wooded valley far from prying eyes. Animal fur had come back into fashion, and he was sending pelts abroad at a time of growing demand in the industry – a demand reflected in the modelling of exotic furs on the catwalks of London and New York.

         Working in secret and without a licence, he was free to cage his animals and harvest their furs without visits from inspectors and the standards of care imposed on licensed farms. Such supervision he regarded as a hindrance to production and he was anxious to avoid it, especially now that the demand for his mink and fox furs were on the increase. He was also anxious to avoid the attentions of animal rights groups who were opposed to all fur farming, whether licensed or not.

         Somehow, one of these groups had found his farm, but in freeing the animals from their cages they had unwittingly put the red foxes that lived in Glensinna in the utmost danger.
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