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Who are you if you've never seen another face like yours?
Where do you belong if you don’t know where your home is?
What do you call yourself when others call you ‘freak’
How can you be brave when you are full of fear?

Why would you choose purpose over love?
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The tiger and the sturgeon and the owl are
the keepers of the forest. Each must speak to
each to keep the forest whole. But the owl,
who speaks to both the river and the trees,
is the greatest keeper of them all
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1
Owl

Death and Birth

Night was Owl’s time. He could move
around the circus like a shadow, unseen
and undisturbed. He could rest amongst
the animal pens in the Menagerie Marquee,

listening to the rumbling talk of the
elephants and the comforting snores of the sloth bears. He
could poke sticks into the little stove and cook whatever food
he'd scavenged from the deserted mess tent. There was no one
to gawp and jeer and call him a ‘Freak of Nature: The Human
Boy with the Face of an Owl!

But tonight, Owl’s peace was disturbed, because Narastikeri,
the old tigress, was dying. Everyone in the circus came to take
a look at her. Saldo and Zuta, the trapeze artists, were first,
Zuta sobbing into a lace handkerchief. Old Galu Mak, the
dog trainer came next and whispered to the tigress through
the bars, “You are crazy-pretty pussy cat, Madam. The cooks
and the stable hands, the wardrobe master and the maintenance
ladies, the musicians and the master of provisions, all
remembered the days when Narastikeri had been the star of
every show. They all filed past, peered sadly at the withered
creature panting on the dirty straw, and shook their heads.

Even the ‘jantevas’— the roadies, whose job it was to lift and
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carry and fix, and who treated everyone with contempt — piled
out of their caravan and shuffled past to pay their respects.
They clutched their caps in their big hands, mumbling like
small boys at their auntie’s funeral.

Everyone took Narastikeri’s dying as a very bad omen.
Another sign of the poor luck that had dogged the circus since
they began this ill-fated tour. Majak's Marvellous Circus had
been sent to the mountain provinces by the Nordsky Department
of National Pride. But mountain people didn't like circuses and
the weather had been harsher than anyone had expected, with
heavy snow from October. The circus had ended up stranded
in a small town, at the end of a broken train line, in a sea of
snow. People talked of running away, but where was there to
run to? Dalz and Tapis, the trick riders, had tried it two nights
ago. They had vanished, with four of the best horses and a litter
of beautiful hound pups that Galu Mak had planned to add to
her act. Just this morning two of the horses had come back
lame and spooked, without riders or pups.

‘We're gonna die here in these damn mountains,” Galu
Mak had said.

Narastikeri’s procession of visitors continued. Owl watched
them from his hiding place under the stack of benches behind
the dying tigress’ cage.

The last to make a visit were the boss himself, Kobret
Majak, and his bear, Karu. Kobret was almost as big as his
bear, a huge man with a face as hard as a cut diamond. Karu
shuffled behind him, unkempt and dead-eyed, so much under
Kobret’s control as to have no real mind of his own. All the
other animals drew back as Kobret and his bear passed by.
They carried fear with them like a cloud.
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In front of his audience Kobret Majak played the part of
the jolly ringmaster. He claimed that kindness and reward
were all he used to train his animals. But it was lies. Kobret
possessed the power of Listening, the ability to tune into
animals’minds. He liked to deny it because it had fallen out of
favour with the Nordsky Government. But he had it alright
and used it to force his way into the minds of animals, to
implant pain and terror. That was how he made them do the
tricks that made audiences gasp in wonder.

Listeners like Kobret could not enter human minds. So he
used the claws and invincible strength of his slave, the bear
Karu, to terrify the humans too. Animals and people only had
to look at Kobret Majak and Karu to feel afraid.

Narastikeri was almost beyond Kobret’s cruelty now. She
closed her eyes and her belly heaved, trying to push out the
cubs she'd carried for too short a time. It was obvious that she
was slipping away, but Kobret showed no kindness or concern
for the tigress who had been famous for her beauty and skill.
As usual, all he thought about was money. He turned to Akit,
the stable hand whose job it was to see to the care of the
animals and growled.

T paid a fortune to get her mated to that white tiger!
Kobret said. “These cubs were supposed to pay my bills.’

Karu turned to Akit and bared his teeth. The man cowered.

‘Narastikeri’s old and sick, Boss,” Akit whispered. ‘Maybe
she shouldn't have been carrying no cubs.’

‘How dare you criticise me?” Kobret roared. ‘Dont you
know how much money people will pay to pet a white tiger
cub?’
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Owl thought that Kobret would hit poor Akit, who raised
an arm to protect himself.

‘No, no, Boss. Course not.” Akit paused. Owl could see how
much Narastikeri’s state upset him: enough to risk Kobret’s
anger and Karu’s claws. “There is an animal healer in the town
who we could ask for, Boss,” Akit suggested quietly.

‘And what will zhat cost” Kobret hissed. ‘No. I'm not
throwing good money after bad.’

‘Could I have the key to her cage then, Boss?’ Akit went on
bravely. ‘So I can make her a bit more comfortable?”’

Kobret turned to the stable hand and poked him in the
chest with one thick finger, while Karu stood close, snarling to
back up his master.

‘Comfortable? This is an animal! It is a mute, dumb &east.
It'll be dead by morning, when I'll take the last bit of profit
from it that I can: its skin. You have other work to do. Now get
out, before Karu makes a meal of you!’

Karu stood up on his hind legs, towering over the man, who
staggered backwards, then ran.

Kobret kicked the bars of the cage, cursed, and stalked out

of the menagerie, grumbling and growling, just like his bear.

At last, apart from the usual sound of ropes and canvas
arguing with the wind, it was quiet. The people had gone back
to their cozy caravans to moan about this disastrous tour. The
tears they cried over Narastikeri were partly shed for their
own plight. Owl guessed that most of them had forgotten
about the dying tigress the moment they'd left the tent.

Owl crept from his lair and sat looking through the bars at
Narastikeri. Her fur was dirty and matted, and her breathing
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was irregular. Under her closed lids her eyeballs rolled. She
gave a small growl of pain and bared her broken, yellow teeth.
Years of Kobret’s cruelty had made the old tigress mean, and
Owl had always been afraid of her, but his heart hurt to see
her suffering like this. So he shuffled closer, then closer still,
until at last he could reach out a hand to touch her head. She
flinched a little at first but then she let him stroke the stripes
between her eyes.

Kobret kept the only key to the cage, so Owl could not get
inside, but he gave what small help he could. He fetched clean
rags and water and reached through the bars to clean her
crusted eyes and drip water onto her lips. But he could do
nothing to help the cubs. One by one, as the night went on,
they appeared, each too small and weak to take a single breath.
Narastikeri tried to lick them into life, but she was barely
strong enough to lift her head. Owl’s arms were too short to
reach any of them — to clear their mouths and noses, or
massage breath into the tiny bodies with their faint fuzz of
pale fur.

The sixth cub was the last. It was not pale like the others,
not one of the ‘litter of beautiful white tiger cubs’ that the
Majak’s had already advertised on posters all around the snowy
town. This one was the colour of fire. But it too lay still and
did not seem to breathe. Owl looked at it and wondered how

something so bright could not be alive.

Narastikeri managed to open her eyes and look at her last,
flame-coloured child. She let out a long, low moan and Owl
telt her grief envelope him. How could she be comforted, he

wondered. The only comfort he knew himself was to escape to
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the place he kept safe inside, the great green forest where he
had been born. In his mind he could plunge into its green-
ness, not just a colour but a feeling of home, of peace and
belonging. Its trees were huge, their branches reached to the
sky, their roots spoke under the brown earth. He had lived in
one of those great trees, in a shelter woven out of stems and
twigs like a giant nest. Many creatures thrived there, bears and
owls, tigers and wolves. Ancient fish, huge sturgeon, swam in

the deepest pools of the slow rivers.

In that place Owl had not been a freak. He had fitted like an
eye in its socket, or a leaf bursting from a bud. He remembered

arms rocking him and whispering words:

The tiger and the sturgeon and the owl are the keepers of the forest.
Each must speak to each to keep the forest whole. But the owl, who
speaks to both the river and the trees, is the greatest keeper of them all.’

Where was that forest now? Somewhere to the north was all
he knew, because he had been stolen from it when he was so
small. All he had to guide him was the name of his village,
Bayuk Lazil, and the little wooden sturgeon on a string around
his neck. He wrapped his fingers around it and whispered the
words Bayuk Lazil like a spell. This was his route back to that
place of green and belonging. Owl wished he could take
Narastikeri with him, but he could not. Immersed in the

comfort of his green home, Owl fell asleep.

He was woken by the shouts of the jantevas. It was light, the
grey-blue light of a snowy landscape. In her cage, Narastikeri
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was quite still. The cage had been opened and the jantevas
were swarming around her like eager maggots.

‘Get out of the way, Freak Boy,” they told him. ‘We got a
dead tiger to skin and get rid of”

Owl scuttled back to the safety of the stack of benches.
Even in death the tigress was formidable; it still took five men
to move her out of the tent to skin her in the open, then throw
her remains into a waiting cart. The sixth was left behind to
clean out the cage and to scoop the dead cubs into a sack. One
by one they dropped like wetted lead, but as the big hand
grabbed the last one, the orange cub, it squeaked. It was alive!
Owl knew the man had heard it too.

‘Leave the fire-coloured cub!” Owl called. ‘Please!

None of the other jantevas would have bothered to answer,
but this was the one called Brack, who had a split in his lip.
His brothers teased him and called him ‘freak’, the same word
they used for Owl.

Brack shook his head. ‘Orders!” he said. ‘Orders.’

‘Where will you take them? Owl asked.

‘Ground’s too "ard for burying,’ Brack lisped in reply. ‘Boss
says drop 'em through the ice on the lake.’

He hurried away, with the sack over his shoulder.

Owl waited for the sound of the cart’s wheels crunching over
the snow before he moved. He didn’t want the jantevas to see
him. Then he hurried from the tent, turning his eyes from the
bloody stain on the snow where the tigress had been skinned.
Owl knew a short cut, a path the townspeople used, that ran
from the perimeter fence around the circus, between the trees,

down to the jetty at the lakeside. That would be where they'd
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take Narastikeri and her cubs. Owl ran along it, his short legs
struggling through the snow, his arms flailing. But even his
fastest pace was much too slow. By the time he had reached
the lake, the jantevas were on their way back and their cart
was empty. He was too late. A jagged hole in the ice showed
black water where the bodies had been dumped. He lay down
on the jetty and stared into the ice hole. Nothing. Narastikeri’s
body must have sunk straight to the bottom. He leaned
further, trying to look through the blackness. There! There!
His heart skipped; the sack had caught on something below
the surface. He could see it still floating, almost within reach.

How long would a sickly newborn cub survive in ice-cold
water? Not long. Heart racing, Owl wrenched a fallen branch
from the snow-covered tangle of undergrowth and struggled
with it to the jetty’s end. He took two goes to hook the sack
with the crooked, unwieldy thing. Then more long moments
to loosen the knotted string that tied the neck of the sack.
Finally, he reached inside and pulled out the fire-coloured cub.

It was a male, or would have been, but it was stone cold, still
and limp. Owl sat down. He had thought himself hardened
beyond crying, but tears came into his eyes now as the cub lay
like a rag in his lap. Owl felt defeated, more beaten than ever
before. Then he remembered something he'd once seen Galu
Mak do with a newborn pup that hadn’t breathed. She'd held
the little creature by its back legs and swung it round. He
remembered how the pup had spluttered into life. Owl stood
up; he held the cub dangling by its back legs. It seemed so
brutal, but he had to try. He swung the cub around his head.
Water flew from its drenched coat and its small tail flopped
about. He swung again. Once, twice. Nothing.
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And then, on the third swing, a sound. A tiny, spluttering
cough; a pink mouth opening to let out a noise more worthy
of a mouse than of a tiger. Owl thought it was the most
beautiful, important sound he'd ever heard. Owl rubbed the
cub’s fur to fluff it up, then put the cub inside his shirt, next to
the warmth of his skin and began to trudge back up the snowy
track towards the shelter of the Menagerie Marquee. As he
walked, he felt warmth slowly spreading from his body to the
cub’s, but it was very still, only just alive. Owl realised that
rescuing the cub was foolish if he couldn’t find a way to feed

it! However would he do that?

By the time he reached the menagerie, Owl had come up with
no answers, and was beginning to feel defeated again until he
saw that Taze was waiting for him at the entrance. Taze was
the old hound who had belonged to the stunt riders Dalz and
Tapis. The handsome pups theyd taken when they rode off
into the night had been hers. She trotted up to Owl and
pushed her nose into his shirt where the cub was hidden, as if
she knew there was another baby that needed her help. In
response, the cub squirmed and gave a demanding squeak,
sensing the prospect of his first meal.

Owl scratched the soft place behind Taze’s ears and she
closed her eyes in pleasure.

‘We will raise a tiger, you and me!” Owl whispered to her.
The cub squeaked again: now that he had a chance, he seemed
quite determined not to die. Suddenly Owl felt determined
too; this cub would live and somehow Owl wowld protect him
from Kobret’s cruelty. As they walked in under the shelter of

the canvas canopy, Owl found himself smiling with pure joy.
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He was not alone anymore! A wild thought flew up from the
green place inside the boy’s heart, an impossible dream.

‘We will find the green, you and I, he told the cub. ‘We will
find my old home, where Owl and Tiger are the forest
keepers.’

In answer the cub gnawed at his finger with its small
toothless jaws.

“You are a monster!” Owl laughed and a word came to his
lips from the language of that long-lost green place. Monster,

he said. Yes, skrims/i. Skrimsli! That’s your name.’
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