

[image: Cover]



    
      Table of Contents

      
        	
          1. The Laws of the Forest
        

        	
          2. Not a Long Sleep
        

        	
          3. Setting Out
        

        	
          4. The Farm
        

        	
          5. Trapped
        

        	
          6. By a Hair’s Breadth
        

        	
          7. Back to Life
        

        	
          8. The Story of the Wolf
        

        	
          9. Good Friends
        

        	
          10. Confusing Dreams
        

        	
          11. Homesickness
        

        	
          12. The Scent of Roses
        

        	
          13. Home
        

        	
          Acknowledgments
        

        	
          Imprint
        

      

    
  
    1. The Laws of the Forest

    All morning, Leika the bear had been roaming through the forest. She had gathered herbs and mushrooms that she planned to eat later. Now her basket was full, and she was looking forward to a delicious meal. In high spirits, she set off back to her cozy den, which she had moved into a few years ago. Quite by chance, she had discovered the narrow opening in the rock face and hadn’t paid it much attention at first. It had seemed too small for her to squeeze her bearish body through. Nor had she believed that such a small opening could lead to such a spacious cave. But she had been mistaken. Today she was very glad that she had inspected the hole in the rock face more closely and tried to slip through it. Getting inside had been easier than she’d thought, because her thick fur made her appear larger than she actually was. Her dark brown fur had been tightly compressed as she entered. But once she was inside, she had immediately felt at home . The walls were sturdy, and the floor was made of dry, soft earth that must have accumulated there over time. Later, Leika had also laid down grass, which had since turned into fragrant hay. But the best part was: there were no sharp corners or rocky outcrops where one could get hurt. The bear had enthusiastically taken possession of the cave back then.

    A little over a year ago, in the spring, a female lynx had been prowling around Leika’s den. She wanted the shelter for herself, because she was pregnant and her cubs would soon be born. Of course, the lynx needed a suitable place for that, but Leika would never have given up her den. She already knew the big cat. The two had crossed paths several times. Those encounters had been uneventful. They had acknowledged each other, exchanged greetings, and then gone their separate ways. But now things were different. This time, the female lynx was an intruder who had set her sights on the bear’s den. In an instant, Leika stood at the entrance, facing the lynx , and let out a menacing growl. The big cat laid her ears back. Instinctively, she sensed that Leika was ready to fight for her den. Very slowly, she backed away with a soft hiss until the distance between them had grown. Then she turned abruptly and leaped across the clearing in great bounds, disappearing silently into the forest. Leika growled once more and shook her head. No, she would not let herself be driven from her beautiful den. Of that she was certain.

    The den was located in the middle of the forest, at the end of a small, sunny clearing. Very close by, no more than a five-minute walk away, a stream flowed. It came from a high mountain, whose summit was covered in snow all year round. The little bear had often wondered why it always looked like winter up there, even though it was summer and the sun down here made everything grow and bloom.

    But winter on the mountain had its good side, too. It made the water cool and refreshing. It was pure delight to drink from it . All the animals of the forest knew how delicious it was and came every day to quench their thirst, cool off… and to socialize. For it was an unwritten law that the animals by the stream did not attack one another. Here, everyone was safe.

    Every morning, Leika filled two large jugs—which, just like the basket, were heirlooms from her late mother—with stream water and, after chatting a bit with the others, carried them back home. But she didn’t just use the water for drinking. She washed her thick, brown fur with it, splashed it on the cave walls so it would be cooler in the summer, and… watered her garden. For she had planted vegetables and shrubs with delicious berries in front of the entrance. There was even an apple tree with many sweet apples. She had also sown flowers, which were now blooming beautifully. Only with the rose bushes did she have no luck. Time and again she had planted small rose bushes in the ground, but they simply wouldn’t grow and withered away in no time. That was a real shame, because she really loved the scent of roses. Still, she smiled every time she thought of her garden.

    And that was exactly what she was doing right now, so that the basket she was carrying in her mouth slowly slid along her molars and was kept from falling only by her long, strong canines. She had almost reached the clearing and now stepped out of the forest onto the narrow path that led from the edge of the woods through the garden to her dwelling. But no sooner had she reached her garden than she stood rooted to the spot. Her eyes widened, her mouth fell open, and the handle of the basket slipped between her teeth after all, so that the basket fell to the ground and its contents scattered across the earth—though she barely noticed. She stood on her hind legs and, standing tall, stared at the scene before her: her vegetable beds looked as if a herd of wild boars had rampaged through them, the bushes were trampled down, and the sweet apples lay squashed on the ground. Even her beautiful flowers were snapped off. Everything she had lovingly planted and tended with devotion — was now a scene of destruction.

    Leika raised her arms and placed her paws over her bear´s face. “Oh no, what on earth is going on here,” she whispered softly from behind her paws. Slowly, she let her arms drop again. They felt strangely weak and lifeless, just like her legs. So she let herself fall onto all fours again. Her front paws left a deep imprint in the soft earth.

    It took all her willpower to cross the garden to her den. She had completely forgotten about the basket and the delicious ingredients for her meal. They simply remained exactly where they had fallen. Once she reached the den, Leika settled down with her head bowed on a large rock next to the entrance. At first, she just sat there motionless. What had happened here? She had no idea what had happened. She hadn’t even been gone that long. Tired, she shook her broad head and let her gaze wander over the flower beds. At the sight of the destroyed harvest, a deep sadness came over her. All year long, she had tended the plants and shrubs in her garden — pulling weeds with her sharp claws and hauling many jugs of water from the stream to this spot. “All for nothing,” the thought flashed through her mind. “That was my entire supply. Now I have nothing left to eat my fill before the long sleep.” It was already late autumn. Soon the first frost would set in, and the bear would typically retreat to her den, where she intended to slumber until spring. But without the supplies from her garden, she wouldn’t make it through to spring. She had counted on being able to build up a thick layer of fat with her bountiful harvest. That wouldn’t happen now. Sadly, she let her head hang low. But then she pulled herself together, squared her shoulders, and looked ahead. The chirping of a bird reached her ears, and the sound comforted her. She quickly felt better and was able to think clearly again. “First I have to find out what happened while I was away. And after that… well, then I’ll have to come up with something to get through the winter.” She sighed softly as she thought about how long it would take to get her garden back in shape so she could at least plant again next year.

    “Maybe I’ll get a little help from my friends. Then it would go faster,” she mused hopefully. She thought of all the animals she knew and cherished. Her thoughts lingered on the beaver. Immediately, she felt a pleasant warmth rise within her. “I’d better go to the stream first. Maybe the others noticed what happened.”

    She set off, back through the ravaged garden to the edge of the forest. There lay her basket with the scattered herbs and mushrooms. “Oh, I’d completely forgotten about you,” she muttered to herself, lost in thought, as if the basket could hear her. She quickly gathered up the goodies, clamped the basket between her teeth again, and continued on her way. But this time she didn’t go straight ahead, as she had done that morning, but turned right toward the stream. The path sloped gently downward, and despite the full basket, she made good progress without brushing against the trunks and overhanging branches or stumbling over a root hidden by leaves. She knew her way around the forest.

    After a short while, she had left the trees behind and was now standing at the top of the grassy embankment, from which she could look down at the water just a stone’s throw away. The grass was particularly tall this year and reached above her knees. This made running through it dangerous, as it concealed not only the unevenness of the ground but also loose stones large enough to trip even a bear. She gently slid the basket between the blades of grass and stood on her hind legs to see and smell better.

    It was strangely quiet. The birds weren’t making a sound, which was very unusual. Leika’s nostrils quivered as she drew in the air, trying to catch even the faintest scent. She knew the smells of the forest and the other animals well, but what drifted up to her from the stream was different… and yet somehow familiar. She strained her eyes, but could see nothing further except that the water was unusually brown and murky today. Carefully, she made her way through the thick grass down to the stream, where gravel and small stones of all shapes had gathered along the bank.

    With the strange scent still in her nose, she turned left and followed the stream against the current until it made a bend. Behind it, the beavers had their artfully constructed lodge made of logs and thick branches. To get inside, one had to dive through the water. This is how the beavers and their young were protected from enemies.

    Unsure whether she should continue, Leika paused and listened again. By now, strange sounds were reaching her ears, and the peculiar, unfamiliar scent had grown even more intense. “Don’t be a coward,” the little bear scolded herself and steeled herself to keep going. As she rounded the bend in the river, she froze. Less than ten meters ahead of her, the beaver lodge lay in ruins. The grass on the bank was completely trampled, and the water, which usually flowed wonderfully clear over small stones, was dark brown from the churned-up earth.

    In the middle of the water stood a huge brown bear, busy flinging fish onto the bank with swift swipes of his paws, where they lay wriggling. He was clearly enjoying himself. Of course, Leika knew that fish were part of a bear’s diet, even if she herself didn’t care for them. She preferred whatever food the forest and meadows had to offer. In earlier years, when she didn’t yet have a garden of her own and there were no more fruits, berries, or mushrooms at the start of winter, she had occasionally caught a fish out of necessity, though she had always eaten it entirely. But what this bear was doing here went far beyond what one calls “satisfying one’s hunger.” More than that—it violated another unwritten law, which stated that one was only allowed to take as much as one needed to survive. All wild animals knew this and adhered to it. Even those who hid supplies for the winter gathered only enough to get through the cold season. Leika felt anger rising within her.

    The brown giant hadn’t noticed the she-bear, for she had approached him downwind. So he didn’t let himself be disturbed in his gruesome game when Leika, outraged by what she saw, stepped toward him. “Hey you,” she called out loudly, and the giant paused mid-movement, turned his head in her direction, and looked piercingly into her eyes. Then he stood up on his hind legs, threw his head back, and opened his massive mouth for a deafening roar. Leika had to admit that the bear’s gesture affected her and that she was a little afraid of him. “You’re not going to let some uncouth blockhead intimidate you,” she scolded herself in her mind and took a few steps forward. Now she was standing in the water too, less than ten steps away from him, and, like him, stood on her hind legs. She knew she looked pretty puny compared to his size, even though she was a full-grown bear herself.

    “Yes, exactly, I mean you,” she called out to him. “What kind of stupid game are you playing here? Are you letting the fish die just because it amuses you?” The colossus dropped back down onto all fours. Water splashed, and his shaggy legs were lapped by the water up to his knees. “What’s it to you, you brat?” he replied in a condescending tone. “It’s very much my business. I live here, after all. And the fish aren’t here to be killed for fun. The otters, the herons, and many other animals depend on the fish. You’re taking their food away. And the water is for drinking. But you’re churning up the bottom so much that it’s all muddy. It’ll take days for it to clear up and taste good again.” He ignored her reproaches. “Oh, so you live here, then. I figured there was a bear lurking around here in the woods.” He grinned widely. “I could already smell you from a little clearing in the woods. By the way… nice cave you’ve got there.” “You were in my cave?” Leika was horrified. But that couldn’t really be. The entrance alone was too narrow for his bulky body, and he would have barely been able to move inside. But now she was certain that he was the one who had destroyed everything in the clearing. “Then you must have ravaged my garden too and stuffed yourself with my winter supplies,” she shouted furiously. Once again, she felt the anger welling up inside her. Her whiskers trembled with rage.

    “Nope, didn’t eat them,” grinned the strange bear. “The apples were way too sour. And vegetables? No thanks, I don’t like them anyway.” “Then you could have left those things alone. Because I think they’re delicious. And the apples are sweet as sugar. You’re really inconsiderate. You’d better go back to where you came from. We don’t need the likes of you around here.”

    The grin on the giant’s face faded. He took a running start and landed right in front of Leika in a single bound, their snouts almost touching. Then he bared his teeth which, as Leika realized, were truly terrifying and stared straight into her eyes. Then he let out a roar that made Leika’s ears ring. With his mouth still open, he turned around, reached the bank of the stream in a single bound, and disappeared into the forest with two more bounds. For just a brief moment—Leika could still hear the cracking of branches. Then it was silent.

    Leika stood there motionless. She didn’t dare move, so deeply had the shock affected her. She felt the pebbles beneath her paws and the muddy water tugging at her legs. Slowly, she broke free from her paralysis and turned her head toward the spot where the stranger had broken through the underbrush. “Hopefully he’ll never show his face here again,” she thought to herself.

    Only now did she become aware of the silence that surrounded her. It wasn’t the kind of calm that came with midday, when all the animals rested from their bustling activities to later resume their work with renewed energy. Rather, it seemed as though the animals were holding their breath. There was a tension in the air that made it clear something frightening had happened here. Leika suddenly felt infinitely tired. The encounter with the huge brown bear had exhausted her. Slowly, putting one foot in front of the other, she made her way home. Not even the thought of the delicacies still waiting in the basket to be eaten could cheer her up.

    Once home, she placed her meal in the farthest corner of her dwelling. It was the coolest spot there. She curled up on her sleeping spot and closed her eyes, which felt as heavy as lead. Her thoughts wandered, and gradually she drifted off into the land of dreams. Confusing images formed in her mind.

    At first, she looked directly into the enormous eyes of a monster, veined with red, which stared at her without blinking once. Then the pair of eyes transformed into giant mushrooms that looked incredibly delicious. Leika smacked her lips softly in her sleep and rolled onto her side. She had eaten almost nothing all day, but her tiredness had been stronger. In her dream, she reached for the mushrooms, but they disappeared behind a huge wooden door that closed further and further the closer Leika got to it. By the time she reached the doorknob, the door was locked. She shook it, but nothing happened. Then she braced herself against it with her whole body, but the door wouldn’t budge. Finally, she ran her claws across the wood, but that didn’t change anything either, except that it made a scratching, scraping sound. Disappointed, she let her paws drop, and at that moment the door opened as if by magic. She walked through and was quite astonished to see the big bear standing on the other side, looking at her with sparkling eyes. But something else puzzled her. The scratching hadn’t stopped, even though she was no longer working on the dream door with her paws. Could that mean the sounds were no longer part of the dream, but… Suddenly wide awake, she sat up, pricked up her ears, and listened intently. She couldn’t see a thing. Even during the day, her den was lit only faintly, and now it was pitch black. “I must have slept so long that night has fallen in the meantime,” the bear concluded. A soft snort reached her ears. “Someone’s messing with my den.” She scrambled to her feet and stood sniffing behind the entrance. “I should have known. That giant again. What does he want now? To drive me out of my den too? But why? It’s too small for him anyway.” She had no interest in another confrontation. So she remained as quiet as a mouse and listened to the sounds from outside until they faded. Silence fell. Suspicious, she poked her head out of the entrance and looked around. There was no one to be seen, and nothing else had changed, as far as she could tell in the darkness. “I’ll take a closer look at everything tomorrow. Right now, I’m really too exhausted.” She was still hungry, and she was far from having had enough sleep. So she fetched the basket from the back of the cave and ate until there was nothing left. The mushrooms were already slightly shriveled and the herbs a little dry, but overall it was still a delicious meal. “That was good,” Leika sighed softly and stretched out on the hay again. No sooner had she closed her eyes than she was fast asleep once more.

  
    2. Not a Long Sleep

    Leika was awakened by someone calling her name outside. “Leika, Leika, come out, we want to talk to you.” She stood up, shook the hay from her fur, and squeezed through the opening. At first, the sunlight was so blinding that she could barely make out anything. But then her eyes adjusted to the brightness, and she saw the forest animals she always met by the stream in the mornings. She recognized the badger, the otter, the beaver, and the heron. Behind them stood two deer and the whole wild boar family. A few birds were perched on the battered branches of the apple tree, and a little further away she could even make out the female lynx. From this she concluded that the animals wanted to discuss something truly important with her, because the female lynx would never just drop by for a chat. Especially not now since she had given birth again in the spring and only left her cubs alone when she absolutely had to. “I wonder where she’s taken up residence in the meantime,” the thought flashed through Leika’s mind for a moment.

    “Good morning,” the bear greeted the group.
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