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			A Message from Little Steve

			Dear Reader,

			The title of this series, Fox and Fairies, is misleading and unfair to some characters. Given the presence of several dogs—some of whom are smart, brave, and more interesting than the fox or the fairies—the title should obviously include dogs.  

			The author says she has her reasons for calling the series Fox and Fairies. I disagree with those reasons. I reluctantly accepted her offer to include a note from me to make up for the problem. It’s not enough, but my opinion holds less weight than hers. It seems dogs don’t yet have equal rights to humans. This I also disagree with. 

			Yours in frustration,

			L. Steve
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			impossible

			Deep in the darkness of a fox den under the sleeping city an extraordinary cub was born—last of the litter, impossibly small, but with a heart big enough for great adventure. Above the den, Montreal’s lights twinkled through falling snow. The city was hushed under a blanket of white, a gift from nature, a last moment of peace to welcome the new foxes. 

			Five cubs is the average size for a litter of red foxes. The mother fox had proudly birthed litters of six each of the last two years. This year, things were different. 

			“Look, a seventh,” the mother exclaimed. “Seven is lucky. This little fox will bring us good fortune.” Intent on tending to her seventh cub, whom she immediately named Lucky, the mother didn’t notice the eighth fox arrive.

			“Dear,” said the father. “An eighth. An eighth cub has been born. You’ve really outdone yourself this year.”

			“What? Eight? It can’t be. Is it small? Let me see.”

			“No, my love, it is regular size—perhaps a smidge bigger.”

			“A smidge bigger, you’re right. Just look at him. Amazing.” The mother was exhausted, but her mind was racing. This was because she believed in meaning and purpose, maybe even in destiny. “An eighth fox. He will be the protector of his brother Lucky and the others. Dear, I have birthed a protector for the family.”

			“A protector for certain. Brave and bold.” The father was proud and knew to agree and respect the mother’s ideas, even though secretly he believed a fox was a fox.

			“His name is Knight,” said the mother. 

			“A wonderful name,” said the father.

			The mother nuzzled her eight cubs. “I have never been happier,” she said. “And all boys. What a strong family we will have. Thank goodness that’s the last one. I don’t have the capacity to feed any more. This must be it. We have our perfect family.” She smiled lovingly at the father. Then she felt a sharp pain. “Oof. What was that?”

			The father gave Knight one last look, then turned to check on the mother. “It’s a foot. A tiny foot. Goodness, my dear, it seems you are not done.”

			“What? That can’t be. A ninth fox? Impossible.” 

			The father gave the foot a gentle pull. “It’s stuck.”

			“It can’t be stuck. I’ve birthed eight cubs already. The path is clear. Pull again, dear. I’m tired. I am ready to be done with this.”

			The father gave another gentle tug, and still the foot resisted. “It’s wedged in. I don’t want to hurt it.”

			The mother was beyond exhaustion. She had her lucky seventh cub. She had her eighth cub, the protector. She had no need of a ninth. What she needed was to get some sleep. She let out a low growl. “Please, pull it out.”

			This time, when the father pulled, he whispered, “Time to come out, little fox. Come out and see the world. It will be okay.” 

			With that, the foot slid out. Attached to the foot was the smallest cub the father had ever seen. He stared at it, mesmerized. A ninth fox.

			“It’s here,” said the father. “A girl.”

			“A girl…so small…” The mother seemed to fade. 

			

			“Are you all right, dear?” asked the father. 

			The mother looked at the tiny fox, then at the eight other cubs who were suckling. “I’ve never heard of a ninth fox. I don’t know what this means. How will I ever feed nine cubs?”

			The father, a logical fox, levelheaded and practical, gazed at the ninth cub and said, “She smells like magic.”

			“What did you say?” asked the mother.

			“Um, nothing. Never mind. A slip of the tongue. It’s been a long night.” The father brushed away the thought, unsure where it had come from. 

			The mother fox knew immediately there was something different about the ninth cub, she just didn’t know what. The cub was much too small, but that wasn’t it. To birth nine cubs in one litter she had thought was impossible. But that wasn’t it either. She couldn’t put her paw on what was different about this new cub, and it worried her.

			The father waited patiently for the mother to name the ninth fox. As he waited, he checked on the cubs. They all looked to be healthy, even the tiny ninth one. Then came the next surprise of the night. Her voice distant, the mother said, “I don’t have the energy to name a ninth fox. She’s very small. She may not make it until morning. Shall we wait to give her a name?”

			

			This was unheard of. They always named their cubs immediately. Even the father, who was not the least bit superstitious, suspected it might be unlucky for a cub to go unnamed for more than a few minutes. But he was tired. And he knew not to disagree, especially when the mother had birthed so many cubs. 

			“Yes, dear,” he said. “Let’s wait until morning.”

			The next morning, the ninth fox, eyes still shut tight, stretched and yawned. Her father smiled. Beside him, her mother looked worried. “I have never suckled so many cubs,” she said. “I’m exhausted. I’ll wait a little longer to think of a name for the ninth.”

			“Of course, my love,” the father replied, though he felt badly they had not yet named their smallest cub. He nosed one of the larger cubs out of the way and nudged the ninth one in to feed.

			And so the days went on, and the ninth cub remained unnamed. Each morning, the father asked the mother if a name had come to her. The mother merely closed her eyes and exhaled heavily. Day after day, she replied that she did not yet know the name. Her tone took on the tiniest hint of sharpness. 

			One day, when the father brought up naming the ninth cub, the mother sighed and said, “I don’t know why I am so tired. I was so excited to have our perfect family, but I don’t have the energy to enjoy it. Something has changed. I fear having nine cubs may be a bad omen.”

			The father understood that the mother was placing the blame for her exhaustion on her tiniest cub. This was unfair, as she drank very little—much less than any of her eight larger brothers. But he knew better than to say such a thing. He forgave the mother, for he knew how difficult it was to care for so many young foxes. 

			The father didn’t mention the naming again. The ninth cub was simply called Number Nine, or Nine for short.
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			Nine kept to the edges of the busy den to avoid the rough games of her brothers. When the cubs were very young, their eyes only just open, she had tried playing with them. She was so much smaller she had quickly been hurt, and she had given up trying to join in. Now her brothers mostly ignored her. She tried helping her mother, but whatever she did was the wrong thing at the wrong time. Her mother just sighed or scolded her. Once, Nine thought she heard her mother muttering under her breath about a ninth fox being unlucky. 

			

			And so, each day, Nine found a warm spot at the end of one of the long tunnels of the den and curled up by herself. It was here that she discovered stories. The foxes’ den was tucked under a hedge behind a primary school where the teachers read aloud to the children in the garden. From the first day she discovered this, Nine spent much of her time alone in the story tunnel, lost in a world of fairy tales and adventure.

			[image: Picture of a fox curled up in a dark tunnel.]

			One of the first rules the cubs were taught was to stay away from humans. Despite this, as soon as she was old enough to leave the den on her own, Nine went to see the school. As she watched the children playing and the adults gently interacting with them, she wondered about the rule. Surely none of these humans were dangerous. But she knew she still had much to learn, so she listened to the stories from the safety of the den.

			Nine wondered how many of the stories she heard were based on real life—life outside the den—and how many were make-believe. Sometimes she told them to her brother Henry to see what he thought. Henry was born fourth. He was the smallest of all Nine’s brothers, and the one she spent the most time with. 

			“Henry, I heard a wonderful story today. It was about a fox who outwits three horrible farmers and finds his family a feast.” 

			“Sister, really? There are no farms near here. The city stretches as far as we can walk in a day. If that story is real, which it probably isn’t, it took place far away from here.”

			“Oh.” It was the first story she’d heard in which a fox was the hero, clever and brave. She’d been listening to it for a few days, careful not to miss any. “I think it must be a true story,” she said. “It’s very realistic. The foxes in the story are friends with other animals who live nearby. Do Mother and Father have friends who aren’t foxes?”

			“Friends who aren’t foxes? No way.”

			Nine went quiet. She liked to get Henry’s take on things, but she didn’t always agree with him or believe him. Henry had been outside the den only a little more than she had. When their father took the cubs out into the city, he focused on the largest seven. Their mother liked to have company and requested two cubs stay with her in the den. She worried more when the smallest cubs were outside, so most of the time Nine and Henry stayed with their mother. Still, Henry acted as if he knew everything about the world. What he didn’t know, he invented. He enjoyed explaining how things were, even if it was just to his sister.

			Nine knew that like her, Henry disliked being small and different. He hated being left in the den and complained about it often. She wondered if it was worse for him. Nine was the smallest, but she was also different because she was a girl. If she were a boy and the smallest of eight brothers, she thought she would feel very frustrated indeed. Henry was often unkind to Nine, but she understood that he was unhappy and was quick to forgive him. Occasionally, when he forgot himself, he was good company, and he was the closest she had to a friend. 

			Nine wished she had a real friend, a fox who was not her brother and was never mean to her. Surely a true friend would never speak to her unkindly. Sometimes when she was out in the city, she watched other foxes. She never dared talk to them. Her father had warned her to stay away from other foxes. She was too small to defend herself if someone picked a fight with her. When she asked about making a friend, he told her she would have to wait until she got older.

			Weeks passed and the cubs grew bigger and hungrier. The family struggled to find enough food, and the boys’ play fighting became more violent. Nine hid in the story tunnel. The mother grew irritable and worried. The father spent long hours outside the den, hunting and scavenging. Even at home, he barely had time to rest. The cubs clamored for his attention, and their mother needed frequent reassurance that the family would be okay. 

			The father began the cubs’ hunting lessons sooner than he had with previous litters. The excess aggression of the eight rowdy boys threatened to drive some of them out of the den on their own before they were ready. Their father hoped to direct the cubs’ energy into hunting, and they needed the extra food. Nine hoped that learning to hunt would give her a chance to prove herself to her family.
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			expect 
the unexpected

			When they were nine weeks old, the father gathered the cubs together. He stressed the importance of caution when hunting. City foxes were wild animals living in a human environment. Vehicles were unpredictable and moved quickly. People could not be trusted. Some people might call a fox cute, give them food, or try to pet them. Others might catch them, hurt them, or even kill them. You could not tell who would do what. A fox must expect the unexpected, the father told the cubs. Never trust a human. 

			“What about dogs and cats?” Nine asked. A few of her brothers snickered or sneered at her, but her father answered patiently. 

			“Dogs, even the small ones, can be vicious. Don’t be fooled by their leashes—they often tug free. Even if they don’t, their barking may alert people to your presence. Stay away from dogs. The same goes for cats. Their claws are extremely sharp. I have a brother who lost an eye to a cat. If a dog or cat is between you and your prey, find something else to hunt, at least while you are learning.” 

			“We know all this,” said one of Nine’s brothers. “We’ve been out scavenging.”

			“True,” said their father, “but the excitement of hunting may cause you to forget. It’s easy to get caught up in the chase. This is a fatal mistake for many foxes.”

			“What are the rules about meeting other foxes?” asked Knight. 

			“Be careful. We will aim to stay in our own territory, but the boundaries are not always clear. If you see another fox hunting the same prey you are after, leave it. When you are fully grown, you may choose your own style of hunting. For now, prioritize your safety.”

			“Do we have to share what we kill?” asked Hero, firstborn and the largest cub in the litter. “What if some of us aren’t able to hunt?” He looked straight at Nine as he said this. 

			“You may eat what you catch. If you catch something large enough to share, please bring it back to the den. You are expected to help the family. I know you will all do well. Foxes are natural hunters. You won’t all have the same talents, so you may need to try different strategies, but I am confident you will all succeed in killing prey.”

			“How long until we can go out on our own? Leave the den and make our own way?” asked Hero. 

			“Are you in a rush to leave us, brother?” asked Lucky. 

			“I suggest you wait until fall, but let’s get you hunting before we talk about that,” said the father. “I cannot teach you all at once, so I’ll take you out one at a time. Hero, you can go first.” 

			Hero puffed out his chest, swishing his tail across Nine’s face as he left the den.

			Nine waited for her turn to hunt with nervous anticipation. Most of her brothers succeeded in catching something the first time they went out. Some took longer. 

			Nine was determined to bring home a kill right away. Success was more important for her than it was for the others. If she could catch her own food, contribute to the family, she hoped they would change how they treated her. 

			Nine imagined bringing home her first kill and presenting it to her mother. Her mother would smile and thank her. Her father would tell the family of Nine’s bravery. Things would get better. Maybe her parents would even give her a name related to her skill as a hunter. 

			Nine was last to receive her hunting lesson. It was well past midnight, and the city was quiet and still. She stood with her father at the entrance to the den, looking out.

			“Remember your strengths, Nine. You are quick and small. If you are in danger, you must run and hide as fast as you can.”

			“Yes, Father.” 

			“Stay close behind me. We’ll go to the park and scout near the playground and garbage cans. I’ll catch something. Watch what I do. Then it will be your turn.”

			“Okay.” Nine was tingling, all her senses tuned and alert. Finally, her chance had come to prove herself. She tensed, ready. “Wait. Father, if I see something, can I catch it? Or do I need to wait for you to go first?”

			

			Her father grinned. “As long as you make sure you’re safe, catch whatever you can.” He stuck his head out of the den one last time, listening, watching. Then he stepped out.

			Nine kept the tip of her father’s tail just ahead of her. They kept to the shadows. The black outline of the playground loomed ahead. Lit pathways separated patches of darkness. Nine’s eyes darted back and forth, searching for movement. The slightest shift. A clue as to where she would find her prey. She would catch something before her father. It would be the first evidence that she could survive well on her own despite her size. 

			There. She froze, searching the sidewalk. Her father, sensing that she had stopped, paused too. Ears forward, Nine scanned left, then right. Had she imagined it?

			No. There it was again. A few paces ahead was a brown mouse in the gutter where the sidewalk met the street. It was still, then its big ears moved slightly. It was facing away from her, its long tail stretched out behind it. Nine held her body stiff, only her legs moving as she crept forward toward the mouse. She took two steps, then stopped. She took two more, then stopped again. From the way its head was moving, she guessed the mouse was nibbling something. 

			

			Nine struggled to contain her excitement. She felt like barking. It was happening! She could do this. She was in range to get the mouse with one leap. Before she did, she slowly, slowly looked back at her father. He stood a few paces behind her. He nodded. He was watching.

			Nine bent her back legs. Energy coiled in her body as she held it steady and still. She tuned all her focus to the mouse. Then she leapt.

			Her aim was perfect. From high in the air, she came down on the mouse with her front paws. One paw landed on its tail, the other on its rear left leg. The mouse shrieked and struggled, but Nine had it pinned. She felt a rush of emotions: relief, joy, pride. She’d done it! 

			Now what?

			She felt the mouse struggling under her paws. She heard its panicked squeals. Its terror cut into her. What was she doing? She couldn’t bring herself to look at it. Instead, she looked up.

			A large white owl was perched on a streetlight. Its bright orange eyes blinked once, then locked onto Nine’s. Time slowed. The mouse squealed and struggled, then went still. 

			Was it dead? Surely not. Nine hadn’t done anything but pin it to the ground. What should she do now? She tore her eyes away from the owl and looked down.

			The mouse stared up at Nine with big wet eyes. Its whiskers shivered. Nine felt sick. Everything felt wrong. She didn’t want to do this. She couldn’t. Oh, it was horrible. Had she hurt it? Nine lifted her paw off the mouse’s tail. Then she lifted the other paw off its leg. The mouse gave a startled squeak. It ran forward, dragging its back leg, and disappeared into a grate. 

			Nine sank down onto the pavement, rested her head on her paws, and looked at the grate. The mouse had been limping, but it had seemed okay. A mouse could recover from a broken leg, couldn’t it? 

			“Are you all right, Nine?” Her father. He must have seen. How could she explain what had happened?

			“Father. I…I slipped. It got away. I had it.”

			“Yes, you did.” Maybe he hadn’t seen what she had done?

			“Shall we keep going?” asked her father. “You can watch me.”

			“Um, no…I’m not feeling well. Can we go back to the den?” She hung her head.

			“Yes, of course.”

			They walked slowly. Her father broke the silence. “Do you want to talk about it?”

			

			“Talk about what?”

			“I don’t think you slipped. If you didn’t, it’s okay. That’s why we came out here—to learn.”

			Nine stopped walking. She looked at the ground. “You’re right. I didn’t slip. I couldn’t do it. I didn’t want to hurt it.”

			“I see.” They stood quietly, and then her father continued, “We can try again another night. You’re still young.”

			“No. I don’t want to hurt other animals. Kill them. I won’t.” 

			“Hmmm. I’ve never known a fox to dislike killing. This is unusual. You may find your feelings change. But never mind. We live in the city. There are plenty of opportunities to scavenge. You’ll be fine.” 

			Nine wasn’t sure if her father was saying this to her or to himself. She had a hollow feeling low in her stomach. What was wrong with her? 

			“Do we have to tell the rest of the family?” she asked.

			“No. For now, let’s keep this between us. Let’s get you home. I need to go back out and find some food.” 
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			Nine tried not to think about the hunting lesson. Fortunately, no one asked her how it had gone, not even Henry. She couldn’t be sure, but Nine suspected it had taken Henry two nights to make his first catch. He had refused to talk about his own lesson beyond explaining in detail how he had killed the mouse he had found. She suspected he didn’t ask about her lesson for fear she had done better than he had. 	

			Even with the cubs beginning to hunt, life got harder. Their mother stayed in the den with the smaller cubs. She complained that she was too tired and weak to scavenge or hunt. Nine found her mother was never too tired to scold her. Her mother now spoke often of how having a ninth fox in the family was bad luck. Nine cubs were too many, a sign that something had gone wrong. Nine didn’t understand why this was her fault, and her mother refused to explain it. 

			When Nine had a rare moment with her father, she didn’t like to waste it with talk of being unlucky. But eventually being scolded and told she was bad luck was too much to bear. Nine hoped her father could explain to her why her mother treated her so badly. 

			She found him in the main den on his own. Nine quickened her pace, eager to reach him before someone else captured his attention. But after a few steps, she stopped. He looked so tired, his eyes half closed. She should wait. Let him rest. But when would she get another chance to talk to him alone? Nine stood in the middle of the den, unsure of what to do. Then she heard her father’s voice.

			“Nine. Come see me. How are you?” 

			Thank goodness. She walked over and sat beside him. “Father, can I ask you something?”

			“Of course.” 

			“Why doesn’t Mother like me? Am I unlucky?” 

			Her father looked at her for a long moment before he spoke. “Nine, your mother loves you. She just finds it challenging to care for so many young cubs. We have never had more than six at a time.” He spoke slowly, as if searching for the right words. “Sometimes your mother can get…caught up in attaching meaning to things. And there are things that happened years ago…when you were born, I think it brought up some sadness in her. It’s not your fault. I can’t speak of it now, but one day I will explain. I promise. For now, trust me—deep down, she loves you.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yes, I’m sure.” He sounded sure. She wanted to believe him. 

			“I’m sorry I haven’t been home more. I’ll speak to your mother. I know it’s hard to be the smallest and to have only brothers. Remember, what makes you different also makes you special. It takes strength to be one of a kind. You have this strength inside you.” 

			Nine didn’t feel like she did. “How do you know I have strength inside?”

			“I know because every fox has it—a strength all their own, deep inside. Of this I am absolutely sure.” 

			Nine felt lighter as she left her father to sleep. But as time went on, she found that his words didn’t make things easier. She was lonely. She was tired of being blamed for things that weren’t her fault. And she realized her father hadn’t answered her question about being unlucky. Had he avoided it on purpose?
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