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White Foxes, Full
Moon

 


My people, the
Herders, had set up our tent village near the Asker River when Del
and I saw the foxes. There were nine of them, white foxes all,
though they were in summer coats of pale grey-brown. In winter they
have thick white fur that makes them look like little clouds come
too close to the ground.

I saw them
first. I’ve lived all my life on the barrens, and my father Toli
says I have eyes sharp as a wolf’s.

“Foxes, Del,” I
said, and pointed at the uneven line of animals trailing up a rise
in the ground.

“I thought
foxes were red,” said Del, making a sunshade for her eyes with one
hand and brushing strands of her light brown hair out of her face
with the other. She comes from the coast, and further to the south,
and she’d only been with us around half a year. We had just come
through winter, a time when we usually see a lot of foxes, but it
was a die-off year for many animals, and I’d only spotted one or
two all winter. Maybe she had never seen a white fox before.

“Not all,” I
told her. “But white foxes are usually farther north in spring. And
you never see so many together.”

“Maybe they’re
magic,” she said, and looked at me out of the corners of her eyes.
Del is fascinated by magic. Though we’ve never told her so, I think
she suspects that my brother Seri and I are shapechangers. I’m only
a few years older than she, but sometimes she hangs on my words
like I’m some ancient sage. And she’s always asking about the
feathers and beads and little objects I tie into the braids in my
long black hair—as if they were all charms of some kind. But she’s
like a sister; she’ll be a sister for real if she marries Seri some
day. And then we will tell her about being shapechangers, if we
don’t tell her sooner.

“They could be
magic,” I said, though I was doubtful. Odd that I should think that
way, really, having some small magic of my own. “We’ll ask
Grandmother when we go back to the village.”

We watched the
foxes disappear over the rise, one by one. Just as the last fox
topped the hill, it stopped and looked back at us. Its red tongue
lolled out, as if it were laughing. Then it, too, trotted away.

 


A Herder
village is not like the villages settled folk have. A Herder
village is made all of tents; round and domed, and all of heavy
grey felt. From far off, one of our camps looks like a rocky
outcrop, but too regularly shaped to be natural. Nearby the tents
we have a pen for the large reindeer we ride; the smaller deer we
make our living herding roam loose, watched over by mounted herders
or by our big grey dogs.

The outside
parts of a herder village are all grey and brown, the colours of
the barrens. But inside the tents is different altogether. Inside
we have hangings and tablecloths and cushions in any colour you can
imagine, all decorated with embroideries. Our clothing is similar.
I tend to favour clothes in blues, to match my eyes, while Seri
wears green to set off his reddish hair. When Del came to live with
us, she took to wearing yellows and oranges, which make her brown
hair look brighter. Grandmother wears mostly purple.

“Nine foxes all
in a row?” Grandmother asked me sharply. She’s not really my
grandmother; it’s just what we call her. She’s an elder in our
village, and has kin in all the clans. She’s never been trained as
a shaman, but she is a wise woman, one who knows things: healing,
the ways of the spirits, foretelling the weather.

“Yes,
Grandmother,” I said. You must always be polite with elders. “Nine
white foxes, each after each.”

Grandmother
looked back at the herbs she was sorting, her crooked fingers never
still. She was quiet long enough that Del, who was standing next to
me, shifted in impatience. I put a hand on Del’s arm, in case she
was about to burst out with the wrong question. Del’s usually
pretty strictly polite, but you never know. “Put the kettle on,
Maring,” Grandmother finally told me. “Sit, Del.”

Del folded her
legs gracefully to sit cross-legged on the nearest cushion. She
moves like a doe sometimes, so it’s easy to see why Seri adores
her. I put the kettle on top of the little potbellied stove near
the wall of the tent. It was already lit to keep the early spring
cold from making Grandmother’s bones ache. All I had to do was poke
the flames up and put on a few more peats to make it hot enough for
boiling water.

“White foxes,
full moon,” said Grandmother, quiet enough I could barely hear.

“Pardon me,
Grandmother?” I said, hoping she’d add more.

“Tea,” was all
she said, so I waited for the water to boil and poured it over the
leaves she’d put in the pot.

When I had
poured three cups and settled myself beside Del, Grandmother spoke
again. As she talked, she rubbed a stone that was hung on a thong
around her neck. “Nine white foxes, each after each. You know well
that nine is a number the Folk love. Three is their magic number
and nine is three threes.” She paused to sip her tea. “You always
did make a fine pot, Maring child,” she said.

Normally it
would bother me being called child, since I’m old enough to be
married if I ever met the right man. But to Grandmother even my
father is a child. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone older than
she. Her face is all wrinkles, so much that her eyes are almost
lost, except they’re bright green. Her mouth might have been lost,
too, save that she still has all her own teeth. Her hair, that day,
was in one long silver-white braid that would reach the ground if
she stood up. I don’t think she had ever cut it. Old as she was,
Grandmother could still ride a reindeer and didn’t have to be towed
on a sled when we moved camp, like some elders.

“It’s full moon
in a few days,” she said. She looked at me carefully, knowing I
always know exactly when full moon is, even if I can’t see the
sky.

“Nine white
foxes and a moon soon to be full,” I said. Grandmother takes her
time telling anything, but it’s always worth the wait.

“What does it
mean, Grandmother?” asked Del. Grandmother and I both looked at
her, the old woman amused and I with my mouth agape. Del never
called anyone but Seri and me by informal names. Being an outsider,
she always took care to use the politest form of address.
Grandmother seemed delighted.

“That,” she
said, “is what we must find out.” Grandmother poured another cup of
tea and sat inhaling the fragrance of it for a moment before going
on. “Nine is the number of the Folk’s greatest magic, and full moon
is their favourite time of the month. And . . . .” She paused to
sip her tea again. “And white foxes never come this far south in
spring—the Folk like such contradictions as this. I’m surprised
they didn’t have their winter furs on.”

“Are they magic
then?” I said, asking the question I knew Del was longing to have
answered.

“What else can
they be?” asked Grandmother. “I wouldn’t doubt to hear they were of
the Folk themselves, in fur coats and four legs for a lark, and not
merely products of Folk magic. You’d do well to stay away, though
I’ve no illusions you’ll listen to me on that.” She smiled, and her
strong yellow teeth looked very smooth next to her wrinkled pale
cheeks. “Just you be careful,” she said, and shooed us out of her
tent.

 


Del and I had
supper ready when Seri and Mother came back from the herding. The
does were dropping their fawns, so Father stayed out with some of
the other men to keep a night watch. Mother was interested only in
washing and eating and taking a nap, and didn’t care to hear about
foxes. Once she’d settled in bed and the dishes were cleaned, I
snuck out with Seri and Del to visit the riding deer. Seri’s doe
Smolla had given birth a few days before, so we went to the pen to
play with her fawn. He was an awkward-looking little thing, with
legs that looked too long and a head that looked too big for his
skinny body. He was beautiful.

“And then the
last one stopped on top of the hill and looked at us,” Del was
saying. I think Seri would have breathed in every word she said,
even if the topic hadn’t interested him. “And it laughed at
us!”

“It laughed?”
Seri sounded like he wanted to believe her, but couldn’t quite.

“Didn’t it,
Maring?” Del turned to me for support. She seemed to think being
Seri’s older sister gave me some authority.

“Well, it
opened its mouth,” I said, “and hung its tongue out. Its mouth was
curved up like it was grinning.” Seri still looked doubtful, and
his brown eyes were teasing. “Grandmother says they’re magic,” I
added.

“Maybe Folk,”
said Del, grasping Seri’s arm in her excitement. “And if they are
Folk, then it probably really was laughing.”

“Well, if
Grandmother says,” Seri began. He was still half teasing but, being
magic himself, he’s aware of just how much Grandmother knows about
such things. He scratched behind one of Smolla’s ears as he thought
something over. “I’d like to see them,” he said finally.

“Grandmother
said it could be dangerous,” I said, taking on my older sister
role, even though I’d have liked to see the foxes again myself.

“But she knew
we would,” Del said. “That’s why she said to be careful.”

“So we’ll be
careful,” said Seri.

 


We left the
next morning, heading out on foot and wearing all greys and
browns—hunting colours—to be less visible against the sameness of
the barrens. We each had an iron knife in our belt, since iron is
supposed to be protection against the anger of the Folk. We set off
in the direction that Del and I had seen the foxes going. I let Del
lead because she has a sense of direction that is never wrong, even
though she was born elsewhere. My own direction-finding abilities
are based on subtle differences in the landscape—differences I
memorize like a map. If we were taken to a place on reindeerback
and blindfolded, I’d be lost, but Del would be able to find her way
back.

We walked
without talking, so we’d make less noise. It was not long before I
spotted movement ahead: a grey-brown fox against a grey-brown
landscape. Maybe my eyes were more an eagle’s than a wolf’s.

“There,” I said
quietly, and we all stopped.

“We’ll wait for
dark,” said Seri. We sat down where we were and took turns napping
on the short, cushiony shrubs that blanket most of the barrens.
Many of them were flowering, and Del occupied herself studying the
shapes and colours of the blossoms. She was fascinated by the
barrens, and often pointed out things I’d never noticed, though
I’ve been here my whole life. Night seemed very slow in
falling.

When it was
dark and the stars filled the sky like the seeds of frost on a
peat-bottomed lake, we roused ourselves and clustered close
together. The moon, in its first night full—by Herder reckoning,
it’s full three nights every month—was just beginning to be visible
over the horizon. I felt the presence of that moon awakening a
tingling in my bones. It called to the magic in me, but I
resisted.

We crept
forward and found a wide, shallow hollow. We lay on our bellies and
peered down. There were nine small foxy shapes in the bottom of the
hollow, lined up side by side to form a ring around a small
circular pool. We waited, lying close beside one another for
warmth. The shrubs and plants beneath us were comfortable to lie on
and smelled sharp where our weight had crushed them. I recognized
the peppery smell of ternberry and the crisp green scent of
deerleaf.

The foxes were
as unmoving as we were, and the moon rose higher and higher. I
wanted to give in to the call of the moon and take reindeer shape,
but that would have attracted the attention of the Folk, if they
were Folk. And I would have had to explain to Del when I wasn’t
ready to.

The night must
have been half gone before the moon rose high enough to be
reflected in the little pool at the bottom of the hollow. When that
happened, the nine foxes rose all
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