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To my son, who likes fairy tales and doesn’t like to sleep.

To my wife, whose likes and dislikes are quite the opposite.




PROLOGUE

The evergreen South Forest was vast. It stretched from the broad river in the south to the Great Mountain and a waterfall called Bear’s Maw in the north. Winter never crept into that land—which, needless to say, delighted its many inhabitants.

All the animals and birds of the forest loved their shared home dearly and took pride in it. The thought of living anywhere else never crossed their minds. Perhaps that was why none of them ever ventured beyond its borders. Outsiders, too, seldom graced these parts with their presence. And so, life flowed along at a calm, measured pace, disturbed only now and then by petty squabbles and gossip.

So it went for a very long time, until one day war came to the lands beyond the Mountain and then to the South Forest itself. Hordes of white predators from the north were expanding their realm. Bear‑like in some ways, they were nonetheless far larger and stronger than their brown kin. No one here had ever seen white beasts before, and so they were promptly dubbed “monsters.”

Frightened half to death, the forest dwellers had no choice but to stand together and defend their home against a terrible enemy they had never encountered before. By what miracle they managed to win is hard to say. Yet the white chieftain was brought down, and the remaining monsters fled. The war was over. Even so, talk of it lingered, and mourning for the dead continued long afterward.

Nevertheless, after some time, life in the South Forest returned to normal and became quiet and peaceful again, just as it had been before.




CHAPTER 1

THE STRANGER CUB

The day was just starting. The sun’s first light brushed the treetops and slipped through the leaves, sparkling on the bright green grass and on the beads of morning dew. It smelled of wet grass and blooming wild strawberries. The sun kept ducking in and out of the clouds as it climbed the blue sky.

At last, the light spilled over a small hill and reached the den of an old she-bear who lived at its foot. The entrance was framed by the thick roots of a hundred‑year‑old cedar. Or rather, by what was left of it. Ten years earlier, lightning had struck the tree and it fell from the hilltop like a branch cut by a claw. All that remained was a charred stump and roots that ran deep into the ground.

The old bear’s name was Orla. She had lived here ever since her only son died. Orla was grumpy and almost always in a bad mood. No one in the forest had ever seen her smile. She did not care for her own kind and never regretted leaving the Oak Grove—where almost all the brown bears of the South Forest lived—to settle beneath the hill on the eastern edge. After her son Arian died, life stopped making sense. She couldn’t stand to see other bears playing with their cubs, happy in their big families. She hated them simply for being alive when her son wasn’t. She blamed absolutely everyone for her grief—the whole world that treacherously refused to fall apart after the death of her only cub.

Even in old age, Orla was still strong and didn’t need anyone’s help. Years alone only made her angrier. She didn’t want to see anyone and rarely left her modest domain.

She might have gone on like that to the very end. But, say what you will, life has a way of springing incredible surprises—precisely when you least expect them. And not long ago, old Orla acquired an unusual—and, more to the point, utterly uninvited—guest.

In the big hollow of the fallen, half‑burned cedar—now only a shadow of the giant that once stood on the hill—a small bear cub was fast asleep.

He didn’t end up with the old bear by accident. The cub was unusual—amazing, in fact. His ears, paws, even his tail were perfectly ordinary, and in general he looked like any other bear. But his fur… that was the difference. It set him apart not only from other bears but from every creature in the South Forest. Some animals—especially the night hunters who don’t see well by day—might have said it was just too pale. In truth, it was dazzling white, and sometimes it even shimmered when the sun touched it.

A cub like that was never going to go unnoticed—and, to be honest, he made the whole forest quite nervous. So they decided to hide him for a while, somewhere out of sight. Old Orla’s lair was perfect. It sat on the far eastern edge where almost no one lived, and besides, Orla herself wasn’t much liked. Whenever they could, the others kept away.

How anyone talked that grouchy old bear into taking in such an odd guest was a mystery.

He was small, with a brown nose and two coal‑black eyes. His left hind paw was a little shorter than the others, so it took him a long time to learn to walk, and he kept falling. Each time it happened he made a funny sound—half growl, half grunt: “Br‑r‑ok!”—and tipped over on his side. Most likely that’s why (though no one could say for sure) the old bear named him Brok.

From the day he was born he slept in the hollow of the fallen cedar. At first the place even seemed big to him, but over time it grew a bit tight. The old bear never let him into her roomy den, so he had to make do in that hollow—through rain and strong winds—like some squirrel. It was an awkward shelter, hardly fit for a bear, small or not. But he’d never known anything better.

Even though Orla had agreed to take him in, she hated him and, from the very first day, made sure Brok knew he was a stranger here and should be grateful to her for being alive at all.

“Wolves would have torn you to pieces long ago if not for me,” she would often say. “I should’ve given you to the eagle-owls and let them peck you to death, you little freak. Imagine being born this vile—and lame on top of it. If it were up to me, I’d have given you to Glutt the Wolf’s pack so they could rid our forest of this white menace once and for all. Just look at you—what a disgusting sight!”

It wasn’t only the color of his fur. His father was one of the white bears—the hated enemies of the South Forest. Every time Orla looked at him, she remembered the ones who had killed her son. In the beginning, she could barely stop herself from tearing his throat out.

Brok was forbidden to stray far from Orla’s lair so he wouldn’t provoke the other forest dwellers. They might simply kill him.

News in the forest faded as fast as it spread. Life moved on: news became rumor, rumor became gossip, and the truth got lost. Although almost everyone had heard that a white cub had been born to a brown she-bear, soon enough hardly anyone remembered.

Brok was used to Orla’s insults; he’d heard them since birth. He wasn’t so much hurt as confused about why he was different. Aunt Orla, as he called her, wouldn’t explain—she only cursed, and sometimes cuffed him hard or tugged his ears. In time he accepted that he was a freak and that it was safer to keep out of sight. On pain of death, she forbade him to leave their place: not past the blackthorn thicket or the ravine beyond it.

The days dragged like a half‑hardened drop of resin sliding down a tall pine. Orla was too old to hunt now and was no longer used to eating meat. She lived on roots and wild berries, her favorites being the small ones that grew on the blackthorn. The shrubs were lush, pretty—and viciously thorny. Orla was too big and clumsy to reach the middle, where the berries grew thickest; or maybe she was just too lazy to pick them one by one all day. Either way, she made Brok do it, as she did most things. He hated the blackthorn, but a beating was worse. The thorns bit so deep into his paws it felt as if the plant were fighting back, snapping at an intruder.

That morning, he was still asleep, curled as usual into a white, fluffy ball, when Aunt Orla’s harsh, rasping voice tore through the quiet:

“Still sleeping, are you!?”

Silence wasn’t an option—it only made her angrier.

“No, I’ve been awake a while,” he said, trying not to provoke her, though it never helped.

“Don’t you lie to me, you little wretch! I could hear your awful snoring from the den. No loafing! I don’t feed idlers here. The sun’s up—get to work!”

Brok scrambled out of the hollow at once. Despite his limp, he’d learned to move quickly and had even figured out how to drop from his perch straight to the ground.

His paws still itched and ached from yesterday’s cuts, but he had to go to war with the wretched blackthorn again. He was used to it now and had learned to ignore the small nicks and scrapes. Besides, it was the one place old Orla never went.

Even if she’d wanted to, she couldn’t have forced her way through those thorns. Brok could, though he often skinned his paws. He’d wedge himself into the thick of the thorny maze, keeping low so he wouldn’t snag on the gnarled black branches. Taking the same route almost every day, he wore a small groove. It led to a bare patch at the blackthorn’s heart, about the size of a grown bear. That little clearing became his hideout. There Brok felt truly free, even with spikes on every side. He could sit there knowing no one would find him, unafraid of the wolves Orla always used to scare him with—and, at last, hidden from the old she‑bear herself, whose cuffs were worse than any thorn.

Weeks slid into months. Now and then Orla grew sick of roots and berries and took him to the pond. She feasted on small fish while Brok helped drive them in—crucian carp, ruffe, and some others — she called them all “wrigglers.” The white cub loved those trips. For all her shouting and cuffs, he dashed to the water with real pleasure.

That day was no different. After noon, when Brok came back with berries, Orla was already waiting by the old cedar.

“Why should I have to wait here all day for you, you little freak?!” she roared. “I’ll starve while you’re off loafing!”

She snatched the half‑moon of cedar bark from his paws—the tray he used for berries—and swallowed his whole haul in one gulp.

“Is that all?” she snorted, tossing the bark aside.

Lucky she didn’t throw it at me, Brok thought.

“You said we were going to the pond today,” he said. “I hurried—that’s why there aren’t many.”

There were actually plenty, but Brok didn’t argue. Arguing would only earn him a couple of hard slaps, and Orla never held back.

“Hurried? You were sleeping in the bushes, you lazy, white‑pelted vermin!” Orla bared her teeth, and the cub stepped back from her fierce, unblinking stare.

Then she looked away and headed for the water.

“Phew,” Brok breathed, and limped after her—scared, but glad they were going to the pond. He longed for the cool water.

Once, there was no pond here at all. Long ago, in a season of heavy rains, the river that skirted the forest’s southern edge burst its banks. The water spread through the lowlands, driving every creature deeper into the woods. Perhaps that is why—not only because of Orla’s temper—few made homes on the eastern edge, fearing it might happen again. In time the river drew back into its channel, but the pond stayed.

Orla stood still by the reeds while Brok splashed, darting side to side to herd the startled fish toward her. She swatted them with a paw and sent them flopping onto the shore. Her sight had dimmed and her reflexes dulled, yet three or four wrigglers usually hit the dirt. Sometimes she had better luck, and five or more lay there twitching. On those days she might even share one with Brok—grudgingly, and only after agonizing over which fish was the smallest and ugliest. She’d flick it his way and look aside. But most days it never came to that. More often Aunt Orla stopped the moment she decided she’d caught enough for herself.

“You thick‑skulled little freak, I didn’t bring you here to bathe—I brought you to work!” Orla barked, watching him splash. “Quit diving like an otter! And listen: if we catch nothing, you’ll spend the night in the blackthorn patch picking berries!”

“Aunt Orla, if you keep yelling, the fish won’t come anywhere near you!” Brok shot back.

He’d learned her habits and knew he could talk back only when her paws were busy. The old bear started to answer, then realized he was right. She flashed him a black‑eyed glare and hissed, “Just you wait, whelp. I’ll make sure you have a night to remember.” Then she dropped her gaze to the water, trying to make out the shape of any prey. She was still breathing hard, her crooked fangs bared. After a while she calmed down and focused on the fishing, ignoring the cub.

Brok wasn’t fooling around. He was still small and couldn’t touch bottom, so he had to dive now and then to move side to side. He rattled the reeds and slapped the water, trying to flush the fish hiding there.

On his next dive he saw a flash of bright red fins—rudd. There were clearly more than two; when he came up for air, the reeds ahead were swaying, and one or two fish couldn’t have shaken that many stems.

He inched toward the spot where the water‑weeds still quivered. It was close to Orla. If he was right and there were several fish, he had to spook them all at once; then one or two might bolt straight toward Aunt Orla.

He dove again, approaching under water so he wouldn’t scare them too soon. Holding his breath, he slid down with hardly a splash. Swimming was a joy: in the water he didn’t feel his limp. Pushing off a small stone, he glided without using his paws to stay unseen, then opened his eyes and squinted into the murk.

The outline of a reed‑clump appeared. Brok stretched his paws forward to grab the stems as soon as he was close enough. He couldn’t see the rudd, but he knew they were there. He popped up for a quick breath, saw the reeds shake hard again—close enough now. No more hiding; all he had to do was give the tangle a good jolt. He dove, spread his paws—and before he could grab the stems, the head of a huge fish lunged straight at him.

No doubt the fish had a body—and probably even a tail—but Brok saw none of it behind that enormous head. Its snout wasn’t flat like those of other fish; it was long and wolf-like, and big sharp teeth jutted from its jaws.

The white cub froze in fright. It was too late to dodge. To his own surprise, Brok swung and hit the monster as hard as he could right on the nose. Underwater the blow was weak, and the fish was huge—no kick from a small cub was going to break it. But it paused for a heartbeat, and that was enough. Brok bolted from the reeds, shot out of the water as if shoved, and yelled:

“AUNT OR—”

He didn’t finish: Orla was already there.

She struck the water with her heavy paw, showering Brok with spray and bloodied scales. She struck again, then once more, before finally calming down. Ignoring the terrified cub, the old bear plunged her shaggy black head below the surface and hauled out her catch in her teeth.

Brok had never seen a fish like that. It was nearly his size. Its body hung from Orla’s jaws, and she had to tip her head back to bear the weight.

On shore Orla dropped the fish and gave it a nudge with her paw.

“Hmph. Look at the size of it,” she said. “Could’ve eaten you, brat—done us all a favor!”

“Aunt Orla, I didn’t even grab the reed—it just jumped!” the cub babbled, shaking sand from his fur. “I thought it was rudd…”

“It’s a pike, blockhead,” the old bear cut him off. “I do wonder how one like that got into our pond.” She rolled the fish to its other side, half torn by her claws. “If there’s one, there are others. They’ll gobble all the small fry.”

Brok stepped up to the pike and sniffed it hard. It smelled much like a crucian or a carp, though the blood from the deep gash drowned everything else out. He wanted a closer look at its jaws—he’d never seen a fish with teeth so big and sharp. Then he spotted a small scratch at the very tip of the long snout.

Wow. Did I do that?

Even now, safe on shore, he couldn’t explain how he hadn’t just frozen but had smacked that monster right on the nose. He was proud, but it felt like it had happened by itself—as if his paw decided to strike while he stood locked in fear.

He didn’t get to think about it long—or study the catch. The moment he leaned toward the pike’s head, the old she‑bear cuffed him hard.

“Out!” she roared. “Get away unless you want me to do to you what I did to that fish!”

“Sorry, Aunt Orla. I haven’t eaten since yesterday, and the fish is so big, and I thought…”

“It’s my catch, whelp! Touch it and you’ll take its place!” The she‑bear bared her teeth; bits of fish scale clung to her muzzle. “The blackthorn patch is all yours tonight,” she finished with a nasty grin.

The white cub had no choice but to back off. That morning, picking berries for Aunt Orla, he’d scraped his paws raw; the last thing he wanted was to crawl into the thorns again. But his belly growled like an angry boar. After pacing by the prickly tangle, Brok flattened himself to the ground and crawled in.

The sun began to sink. The sky shifted to purples and pinks, and the day‑dwellers of the South Forest got ready for sleep. Birds flew home to their nests; mice and other rodents scattered to their burrows. Even the big red ants gave up on the rotten plum lying near their mound.

Only the tired white cub kept forcing his way through the blackthorn, now and then snagging his back on the sharp branches.

When will this end? he thought, burrowing deeper to avoid the thorns. Am I really going to spend the rest of my life crawling through these stupid bushes?

He was terribly lonely. Aunt Orla never simply talked to him. She either shouted and hit him, or launched into long speeches about how unfair fate was—to make her care for such an ugly, worthless creature—and how the wolves would tear him apart one day, the way they once did his “traitor of a mother and white‑monster father.” It was unbearable, but she repeated it so often it turned into a kind of patter, and Brok barely listened anymore.

He finally reached the middle of the thicket and straightened up. He wasn’t hungry anymore. He was exhausted; his whole body ached. Worst of all was the emptiness inside—no living soul near him.

At sunset, when mothers and fathers hurry to dens and nests to tuck in their little ones, he wanted to howl from the pain that ate at him. He felt he could have torn his belly open if only that thick, tar‑black loneliness would leave him—would stop raking his insides with its claws night after night.

It hurt more than Orla’s cuffs, worse than any thorn, and was scarier than the stories about wolves who would come and kill him. He could never drive it off. It came with nightfall and sometimes gnawed at him till morning.

He would have traded the world for a single day with his parents—for a moment beside those who truly loved him. Many times, he tried to picture hugging them, closing his eyes and pressing his muzzle to the mossy rim of the hollow where he slept. But not tonight. Tonight he stood in the middle of the blackthorn with his head down.

Why did I crawl in here at all? I should’ve just gone to sleep, he thought. The loneliness and the sense of being left behind surged up again so bitterly that he curled into a ball on the little bare patch at the thicket’s heart and cried, very quietly.

“Why are you crying?” came a thin voice from somewhere.

Brok lifted his head, ears pricked. Tears still streaked his white muzzle. He looked around—no one. He let out a breath and lowered his head again. Must’ve imagined it, he thought.

“Why are you crying?” came the voice again, very close.

“Who are you?!” The cub jumped to his paws and spun around, but saw no one.

“I’m Ivy,” the voice said.

Brok stared around, but there was only blackthorn and its spikes.

“Where are you?” he shouted.

“Right here, silly. Look up!”

He raised his head. On the tip of a crooked branch sat a small jay.

“That’s you?” Brok asked, surprised.

“Of course it is. Do you see anyone else?” she snorted.

“I could barely see you,” he said, wincing and licking away a fat tear.

“There’s no need to be rude!” the uninvited guest chirped. “Go on, keep lying there and bawling as long as you like! I’m late anyway. Bye!”

The branch twitched, and in a blink she was gone.

“Wait!” Brok called. “I didn’t mean to offend you! I just didn’t realize who was talking to me! Hey—are you still here?”

No answer.

“Please don’t be mad! I didn’t do it on purpose! Where are you?”

Silence again. After a moment Brok let out a frustrated breath. Looked like he was alone after all.

“All right,” the thin voice piped up, “but listen: say anything like that again, and you won’t see me here anymore!”

Brok turned, delighted. The little bird was on a different branch now.

“I’m sorry—I truly wasn’t making fun of you,” he said. “Hardly anyone ever talks to me, so I got a little flustered.”

“What are you doing out here alone?” the jay cut in. “Are you lost? Is that why you were crying?”

“I wasn’t crying,” he muttered, turning away.

“Of course not,” she said dryly. “You were just lying on the ground at night in the middle of a thorn patch, howling like a wounded marten.”

“Why a marten?” Brok asked, thrown by the comparison.

“Once a very clumsy marten tried to climb into our nest. The branch snapped and she tumbled down, banging her ribs against, oh, seven branches on the way. She howled about like that. Maybe louder.” Ivy paused, thinking. “I don’t remember it very well—I was little. Anyway, I’ll ask again: are you lost?”

“No,” the cub shook his head. “I live here.”

“Right here? In the blackthorn?” Ivy blinked. “No wonder you cry. If I lived in those thorns, I’d never stop.”

“No, not here,” Brok said with a small smile. “My hollow’s over there, past the bushes.” He pointed toward the big cedar—or what was left of it.

“A hollow? You’re a bear!” the jay goggled.

“Well…” Brok hedged. “I live with my aunt. She’s very old and snores terribly. So I moved out of our den into a hollow nearby so I can sleep. And, um, it’s cozier and warmer anyway.”

He was ashamed to admit the truth: the old she‑bear simply wouldn’t let him inside. The hollow was colder—and not cozy at all.

“Ha!” the little bird chuckled. “My dad snores too. He says it scares off martens. Mom says his snoring could scare off a whole pack of hungry wolves.”

The cub laughed, then stopped at once, afraid his new acquaintance might take offense again.

“Sorry,” he murmured.

“It’s fine—Mom and I laugh about it all the time.”

They both smiled.

“Ivy, what are you doing here? Do you live nearby?” the cub asked.

“Not really. I just happened to stop here. I can’t fly far yet, so I landed on this bush to rest. Besides, Dad won’t let us play here. He says it’s off‑limits because a terrible monster lives nearby.”

She glanced around, wary.

“He’s right,” Brok said, nodding. “The monster is my aunt Orla. She has a nasty temper.” He scratched the spot on his head where the old bear’s heavy paw had landed not long ago.

“I thought nobody lived on the eastern edge. You and your aunt must not have many neighbors,” the jay said.

“We don’t have any,” the cub sighed.

“So you have to cross that big ravine to play with friends?”

Brok’s heart sank again.

“I’m not allowed to go that far from home.”

“Why?”

“Auntie says if anyone sees me…” He hesitated. “They’ll… they’ll be scared.”

He didn’t want to admit that Aunt Orla called him a disgusting freak and a monster. Shame washed over him. She also warned that if he so much as stuck his nose past the ravine, they’d tear him to pieces.

“But why?” The bird hopped off the branch and landed right beside him.

The sun was down, and the thicket threw shadows from every side. But as the jay came close, the soft crescent‑moon light picked out his snow‑white fur.

“Whoa!” slipped from her tiny beak.

“Yes—because of this.” Brok stretched out a paw and turned it so she could have a better look.

She studied his paw, circled him, and said, “So what?”

“What do you mean, so what? I’m white.”

“I can see that. And?”

“Haven’t you heard about the war with the white invaders?!” Brok asked, still baffled.

“Of course. My dad told me our grandpa died fighting those monsters for our forest.”

“There, you see! I’m right. All whites are enemies!” the cub blurted, as if he weren’t talking about himself at all. “And my father is a white bear—an invader and a monster like all of them… I mean, like us… I mean, like me…” He trailed off, realizing he was repeating the old she-bear’s words.

An awkward silence fell. Ivy said nothing, and Brok started to regret talking to her at all.

Ivy gave in first.

“And your father—the white bear—is he alive? Do you see him?”

“I’ve never seen him. He died before I was born. That’s what Aunt says.”

“So… you’ve killed someone yourself?” the jay whispered.

“Me? No,” Brok said, stung. “But I’m telling you—my father, he’s white, he’s a—”

“Then I don’t get it!” Ivy cut in. “How can you answer for what your father did? My brother Tirk is always snapping twigs in our nest, and I’m not taking the blame for that.”

“You don’t understand,” the cub sighed. “I can’t cross the ravine. If the others see me, they’ll… kill me.” He lowered his head.

“That’s nonsense,” the jay snorted. “The war was so long ago no one cares what color anyone’s fur is. As if they’ve got time to inspect another bear’s coat.”

“You really think so?” A little hope stirred in Brok.

“Tomorrow we’ll go past the ravine, and you’ll see there’s nothing to be afraid of,” Ivy said firmly.

Brok wasn’t ready for that. He didn’t dare imagine what the old she‑bear would do if she found out he’d gone beyond the ravine.

“I told you, I can’t,” he said, almost apologizing.

“I knew it!” She hopped back to a branch. “Coward! You’re just scared, so you made up excuses.”

“I’m not a coward,” he said, wounded.

“Then let’s go,” she broke in.

“…All right,” Brok said after a pause. “Tomorrow morning. Aunt will send me for berries anyway.”

“Perfect,” Ivy said. “You’ll see for yourself. Now I have to go—it’s been dark for ages, and my dad will scold me. See you tomorrow.” She gave a tiny nod and flashed off the thorn.

Brok had never crawled through the thicket so fast—or so happily. He wanted to run and hop, but he had to crawl. He had no idea how he would keep his joy hidden from Aunt Orla until morning, or stop himself from bursting into song right there among the thorns.

Maybe for the first time in his short life he was happier than on any trip to the pond with Aunt Orla. The spikes stung his back again, but it didn’t matter. He’d found a friend. Tomorrow they would go play beyond the ravine. He might even meet other animals and birds.

If Ivy wasn’t afraid of me, maybe Aunt Orla’s wrong. Maybe I’m not such a freak after all, he thought.

“And anyway, the war was ages ago, and no one cares what color anyone’s fur is!”

Buoyed by the thought, he actually stopped and said it out loud. He let out a breath and smiled, as if some heavy weight had finally slid off his back. After a moment he moved on, not so quickly now—the exit was already in sight.

All right. As quiet as possible past the den, he told himself. Aunt’s probably asleep, but better be careful.

He eased out from under the big thorny branch that hid the entrance to the blackthorn thicket. Brok knew every stone in the clearing before the den and exactly how to pass unseen. He lifted and set down his paws slowly, silently, hardly breathing. But after only a few steps from the thorns, something slammed into his right side. It happened so fast he didn’t even squeak—he tumbled head over heels.

In a blink, Brok hurtled across the ground he had meant to creep over and crashed into the trunk of the old cedar. For an instant, he had that awful feeling of knowing he was hurt before the pain arrived. Then it hit. His whole body locked up. The white cub lay with his nose in the dirt, unable to move.

“Stop pretending!” roared old Orla. “Who were you talking to?”

He tried to answer, but no sound came. Shock, pain, fear—he was frozen.

“Who was it?” she barked again. She came up and gave him a careless kick. “I said, you half‑dead little pest, who were you talking to?”

He understood that if he didn’t speak, she’d hit him again—and the next blow might finish him.

“No one,” he moaned.

“So I’m a fool, am I?” she snarled. “I heard you jabbering with my own ears! I’ll give you such a thrashing that even if your shameless mother were alive, she wouldn’t recognize you!”

He had no fight left in him. Fear washed out everything else.

“A bird,” he got out at last.

“A who?”

“A jay. She was there by accident.”

“What do you mean, by accident?” Orla curled her lip as if speaking to a worm.

“She can’t fly far yet. She landed on the bush to rest.”

All at once Orla’s eyes went wide, as if something terrible had clicked into place.

“She saw you,” she hissed.

That blood-red glare filled him with terror. He didn't understand what was so awful about Ivy seeing him—she hadn't been afraid at all; if anything, quite the opposite—but those predator's eyes pinned him like claws.

“She didn’t!” he blurted. “I stood under the branches, and it was already very dark.”

The old she‑bear said nothing, still staring straight at him.

“I know I’m not supposed to show myself,” Brok added for good measure. “You taught me. When she flew in, I hid right away. She didn’t see me. We only talked a little. She asked what I was doing, I said picking berries. Then she flew off, and that’s all.” He stammered, from pain or fear—or both.

After his muddled story, Aunt Orla finally looked away. Brok let out a breath. Did I get away with it? Or is she about to pounce again?

Luck, for once, was on his side. Aunt Orla headed for her den without a word, as though the interrogation and beating were no more than her way of saying good night. Brok, meanwhile, lay by the felled cedar as if lightning had struck him too.

He stayed there for a while, then pulled himself together and crawled into his hollow. On his way through the thorns, he had been sure he was too excited to sleep. But after such a thrashing he was out the moment his head touched the mossy rim—gone, as if he’d dropped into a deep, black pit.

Oddly, that night brought no dreams. No dead parents, no raging Orla, not even the hungry wolves who so often hounded him in sleep—they must have chosen some other cub. He slept curled in a ball, his faint little snore lost under the rolling thunder from Aunt Orla’s den. Even the pain in his side couldn’t wake him. He was too tired.
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CHAPTER 2

THE LAW

The next morning Brok woke when the sun was already fairly high. At first he was surprised—then a little scared—that Aunt Orla hadn’t roared him awake. Hoping she’d let him sleep in would’ve been silly. She always rose early and never missed a chance to yell at him. If he was still snoring after she got up, she called it “terrible disrespect” and Brok knew what “terrible disrespect” usually brought.

Speaking of punishment, he thought. Strange—I don’t feel anything at all.

He tried to stand and dropped straight back down as a sharp, burning pain stabbed his side.

The white cub lay wide‑eyed, panting. He hadn’t expected the pain to be so sudden and so strong. Wow. Last night it didn’t hurt at all, flashed through his head. He’d never been beaten this badly. He must have made the old she‑bear truly angry. The whole thing left him uneasy. He even half regretted meeting Ivy. And today he was supposed to go with her beyond the ravine. Supposed to… had to. Yesterday he’d practically hopped with joy at the thought. Today the idea of breaking Aunt Orla’s rule scared him stiff. Say what you like—nothing works as well as a hard thrashing. And this time Orla had clearly gone too far. She’d almost killed him.

If Aunt finds out I went into the big forest and met anyone else… Brok shut his eyes and exhaled.

No, he told himself. I’m not going anywhere. Next time she’ll tear my head off. I’ve had enough.

But after a bit more thinking, he knew he’d be ashamed if he didn’t show up at all. They’d made plans; Ivy would be waiting. She’d probably think he’d been too afraid to come. He wasn’t a coward. It’s just that his side hurt, and he couldn’t go today. Yes—today he couldn’t. Another time. Maybe in ten days, or later. She’ll understand I’m not scared; I just can’t climb over that big ravine right now, he told himself, still lying in the hollow.

Or maybe I just won’t go at all? She’s probably forgotten. Her parents don’t even let her fly here. Strange she ended up in these thorns at all. Needed a rest—couldn’t she pick another bush? Now I’m the one in trouble because of her, he snorted.

Stranger still: he hadn’t heard Orla’s roar, though morning was well under way.

Where did she go? he wondered. What if, for once, she’s… ashamed? What if she felt sorry for me and decided not to wake me early, at least today? Maybe she realized she went too far—she really did nearly kill me last night.

The thought hadn’t even settled when Brok knew it was nonsense. Pity? She probably doesn’t even know the word. More likely she went out at dawn to pick berries herself.

For a moment the idea that the old she‑bear might have changed amused him. He even pictured her bringing a fresh‑caught fish to his hollow. Now that would be the life, he smirked.

Then his heart sank.

What if she left me? What if she was so angry about the jay that she abandoned me? Found another den? What about me? I can’t survive alone. Only she can look after me, protect me. What if she… died? What am I supposed to do?

His paws began to shake. Strange as it sounded, he couldn’t imagine life without Aunt Orla. He didn’t love her and he feared her—but she was the only living soul near him for as long as he could remember. As much as he sometimes wished to be rid of her, he was just as afraid of losing her.

The forest folk had a saying: “Pain begets fear, and fear beats pain.” That morning it proved true. Frightened by his own thoughts that Aunt Orla might have left him for good, Brok dragged himself out of the hollow, almost ignoring the stab in his side.

Limping, he went to the old bear’s den. In all the time they’d lived together, he had never once gone inside. That was strictly forbidden.

“Aunt Orla…” he called at the entrance. No answer. “Aunt, are you there?” His voice was louder now, still a little shaky. Nothing. “Aunt!” he finally shouted.

Silence. He hesitated, then took a few timid steps in.

“If you take one more step, you little wretch, I’ll make your other side match,” came Orla’s roar from right behind him.

Brok had never been so glad to hear that rasping voice.

“Aunt, you’re alive!” he cried, and lurched toward her.

She sidestepped, stared at him as if he were mad, then bared her yellow fangs.

“So—you can’t wait for me to die?” She shouldered past him into the den. “Don’t hope for it, freak. I’ll live long enough to watch the wolves tear you to shreds.”

The last words reached him as she vanished into the den’s dark.

Brok let out a breath. For all her nastiness, his spirits lifted a little. With the sudden good mood came a sharp hunger. Limping more than usual from the pain in his ribs, he set off for the sunchoke patch—the one that grew not far from the pond where they went fishing.

Brok dug until the pale roots showed through the dirt. Then he gripped a long green stem in his teeth and pulled them free. He bit off the shoots and began chewing the sweet tubers.

Bears can eat just about anything, but when it comes to roots, nothing beats the sunchoke. It was like a chestnut, only sweeter—the kind of sweetness Brok loved. He carefully bit each root into two or three pieces and chewed them with his eyes half closed in delight. After all the fear and two full days without food, the taste felt like pure happiness.

When he was full, he grew sad again. He still had to face Ivy. By now he’d decided for sure: he wouldn’t anger Aunt Orla again, and he wasn’t going beyond the ravine. All that was left was to find the courage to tell the little jay.

Before long he was back on the small patch in the middle of the blackthorn. Once his secret refuge, it no longer felt safe. The tiny bird had found her way in, and now he was angry with her for taking away his feeling of peace.

“Hi!” came the thin, familiar voice.

“Hi,” Brok said quietly. “Could you talk a little softer? I got in big trouble yesterday because of you.”

He frowned and rubbed his side, which didn’t hurt quite as much as in the morning.

“Because of me?” the jay gasped, lowering her voice.

“Yeah. I told you my aunt doesn’t let me talk to strangers.”

“Then why did you talk to me?”

Brok hadn’t expected that. For a moment he was thrown, then bristled again.

“You came here! You spoke first! I didn’t ask for any of this. I just wanted to be alone.”

Ivy looked at him, wide-eyed. She hadn’t expected him to be angry.

“You were crying. I thought you needed help,” she said softly.

“I wasn’t crying. I was just lying there,” he muttered. “Then you flew in and started chirping so loudly that my aunt… well, she got mad—and I got punished.”

Ivy was proud and a little stubborn, though she liked to think of herself as fair. So even though Brok’s tone was sharp, she didn’t snap back. It didn’t seem right that he’d been hurt because of her.

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I didn’t know your aunt was so strict.”

Brok suddenly felt awkward for making her apologize.

“It’s fine,” he grumbled. “I’ve had worse.”

He looked away, unsure what else to say. Her apology had caught him off guard. He’d hoped she’d get angry, fly off, and spare him from explaining why he couldn’t go past the ravine.

“All right,” Ivy said, changing the subject. “Come on—I’ll show you our pine. We’re not the only ones living there. I’ll introduce you to all my friends.”

Brok’s heart sank. He didn’t even know why he was so nervous, or why it was so hard to tell her no. But he’d decided he wasn’t going anywhere, and there was no backing down.

“Sorry, Ivy. I can’t go with you today,” he said, staring at the ground.

“Why?” she asked, honestly surprised.

Saying his side hurt felt silly—he’d managed to crawl here, after all. He scrambled for something, anything, to buy a day or two, long enough for everything to settle—and maybe for the jay to forget.

“See… I promised Aunt I’d go fishing with her,” Brok blurted, surprising even himself.

“But we made plans only yesterday,” Ivy said, still puzzled.

“I know. It’s just… well… Aunt was upset when she found out I talked to you. And if I go beyond the ravine now, she’ll probably… I mean, she might… well, she’ll be really mad,” he finished weakly.

“I see,” Ivy sniffed, turning away.

“What do you see?”

“That you’re just a coward,” she said, no longer keeping her voice down.

“I’m not a coward,” Brok whispered back.

“Sure you’re not,” the bird smirked. “Auntie scolded you and you got scared.”

“I’m not scared, I just—” he began, but the jay cut him off.

“You’re a pathetic wimp! Sorry—must’ve mixed you up with an otter or a beaver. I didn’t know bears could be so timid. Ask your dear aunt—maybe she lied, and you’re no bear at all. Maybe a hare. Or a badger.”

Truth be told, Brok had seen badgers only once, from far away. Hares—never, though he knew them from Orla’s stories. But one thing he knew for certain: he was a real bear, white or not, and he had always been proud of it. It was safe to say that this was just about the only thing the little cub had to be proud of. Even Aunt Orla, who hated him, grudgingly admitted he was her kind. That made the jab cut deep.

“Enough!” Brok burst out. “Fine—I’ll go!”

“Go wherever you want,” Ivy snapped. “Don’t do me any favors.”

Before he could blink, she flicked off the thorny branch and was gone. He was alone again.

Brok was angry with himself for letting it go like this. He should’ve said Aunt Orla was sick and needed care—but it was too late. Now Ivy thought he was a coward and probably a liar. Why would she come back to chat? As for friendship—forget it.

So be it. Let her think what she wants. I know I’m not a coward, he decided, turning away from the branch where the jay had just been.

He sat for a while, settling down. But something kept nagging at him. What if Ivy was right? No—he didn’t think he was a wimp. But he was afraid of what the old she‑bear might do if she learned he’d gone far from home. Trying to sort out the feeling, Brok realized something: if he knew exactly what punishment was coming, he wouldn’t be half so scared.

Brok decided he had to prove to himself he wasn’t a coward. Otherwise, that shame would gnaw at him for a long time—maybe for life. There was only one way out: cross the ravine, take a quick look at the forbidden ground, and hurry back. Then he’d know he wasn’t afraid, and the she‑bear would likely never miss him.

Convinced his plan was sound, the white cub carefully worked his way through the blackthorn toward the ravine. His right side still ached—he had to keep bending like a snake—but the need to prove himself hurt more than the thorns. At last the ravine he’d only ever seen from afar opened before him.

“Whoa,” he breathed, peering down.

It wasn’t so much big as deep, with steep sides. It must have formed after the river flooded—the same flood that made the pond he loved. One channel had washed the ground away right beside the blackthorn, politely leaving the prickly neighbor standing, and when it dried, it left a crooked, ugly scar. That was long ago; now the scar was grown over with grass, ferns, and even a couple of thin young trees with green bark. It impressed him. No wonder—he’d never seen such a large hole up close.

Brok drew a deep breath, gathered himself, and began to climb down. Hanging to the rim, he felt around with his hind paws for a ledge. After pawing the air he seemed to find something solid and let go. The “ledge” shifted at once and slid, taking him with it. Only then did he realize it was a small stone sticking out of the wall.

The rock slid down fast. Brok clawed at the grass on the slope. Perhaps that helped him stay on the stone all the way to the bottom—or perhaps the slope was simply gentler here. When his accidental ride came to a stop, he pitched forward, and for an instant the world turned upside down.

“Phew,” he said, once he knew the worst was past. He glanced up at the slope he’d just come down, then at the stone. How am I getting back up? flashed through his head.

It was too late to turn back—he was already halfway there. Brok knew that if he gave up now, he’d never return. He had to finish, so he set off along the ravine floor toward the far side.

Passing two young trees, he noticed the bark on one was scored with claw marks. Odd—he’d never thought anyone walked down here on the bottom. He didn’t linger; Aunt Orla might start to worry.

There and back, he told himself. One quick look, then straight home.

Soon he reached the opposite slope. It was much higher than the one he’d slid down. Grabbing grass was useless—it was too thin to hold a whole bear. Maybe half a bear, or a quarter—but Brok planned to arrive at the top in one piece. So he followed the green wall, hoping for a gentler pitch or a bush to grab. He walked a long while and was about to turn back when he spotted a black hole in the unbroken green. It sat almost at the base—impossible to miss.

This was clearly someone’s burrow—probably a badger’s or something similar. Brok crept closer and peered inside. The burrow seemed empty, though the darkness made it hard to be sure. Squinting, he tried to figure out how deep the tunnel went.

This is definitely someone’s home, Brok thought. Maybe the one who scratched the bark of that young tree. If it’s a badger or raccoon, they’d know the way up—there’s nothing to eat down here in the ravine. That means they can show me the way. Maybe this burrow is deeper than it looks, and the owner’s sleeping down there, not hearing anything outside.

Of course, if Brok had been older and more experienced, he would have known that any creature could catch the scent of someone moving around near their home. But Brok was still young, and with only Aunt Orla and, recently, a small bird for company, he didn’t know the habits of other creatures in the forest.

The burrow was wide enough, so Brok didn’t even have to duck to get inside.

“Hello, is anyone here?” he called as he entered, but there was no answer.

He took a few more steps, then thought it rude to intrude without introducing himself.

“My name’s Brok! I was wondering if you could show me a shortcut to the top!”

Still silence.

What’s going on? Is whoever’s in there deaf or something? Brok thought, his irritation growing. Maybe there’s no one in here at all, and I’m just wasting my time. With that, he walked farther in.

The burrow was much bigger than it looked from the outside. Brok, who lived in a hollow, had no idea why anyone would need such a deep den. As his eyes adjusted to the dark, he noticed a slight incline ahead. The walls narrowed, and he had to duck down.

He’d completely forgotten about being cautious by now, his only goal to reach the end of this long tunnel. The air was thick and musty, smelling of damp earth and clay. The steeper the climb, the tighter the walls became. It was unsettling, but it kept him from sliding back down, so he didn’t mind much. At one point, he even thought that if he just kept going like this, he could climb any slope.

Just as that thought crossed his mind, a cool breeze brushed against him. That’s when Brok realized: this wasn’t a burrow at all—it was a tunnel leading to the top of the ravine. He was so happy that he started climbing twice as fast. Within moments, he saw a patch of sunlight ahead.

He emerged and collapsed on the grass from exhaustion.

Finally! he thought, letting out a deep breath. His journey was over. No one could call him a coward now.

After lying on the fragrant green grass for a while and breathing in the fresh air, Brok decided to get up and look around.

Before him lay a beautiful little glade with a few maple trees in the center and dense ferns near where he’d just emerged.

Whoever dug this long tunnel was no fool, Brok thought. The ferns perfectly concealed the entrance, and their long leaves shielded it from the rain.

Although Brok had decided not to stray far into the forbidden land and head back quickly, his curiosity got the better of him. He couldn’t resist spending a little time here. He carefully passed through the soft fern leaves and made his way toward the trees.

It’s funny—these bushes aren’t prickly at all. In fact, they’re kind of pleasant, he smiled to himself.

The glade was empty. Approaching the tall maple, Brok decided that he wouldn’t go any further, past the edge where the forest grew thicker. It was just too dangerous. Besides, for his first time out, the adventure was enough. He still had to make his way back after all.

Just a little longer here—then I’ll head back, Brok thought.

He closed his eyes, trying to catch new smells, when suddenly he heard a loud pounding in the distance. Brok’s eyes snapped open, and he listened intently. The sound was coming from the thicket, and it was getting louder. Someone was running toward him.

Panicking, the white cub darted back toward the bushes. He ran so fast that he almost forgot about the pain in his side. Jumping into the ferns for cover, Brok turned and lifted his head. The glade was still empty. But he couldn’t have imagined it: the pounding was so strong and clear that he was sure he’d soon see the owner of those powerful feet.

And he did. Before the bushes even stopped shaking from his leap, a large, full-grown stag burst into the clearing. His hooves slammed into the ground so hard that dirt and small pieces of grass flew in the air. His twisting antlers swayed from side to side, and his frightened eyes stayed fixed straight ahead. The stag ran past the trees where Brok had just been standing, so fast he nearly crashed into one.

Brok watched in astonishment, wondering why such a large creature was running so fast. Aunt Orla, for example, never ran. She always scolded him when he dashed around her den.

The deer veered off, making a wide turn and running straight along the edge of the ravine.

It looks like he’s really scared, Brok thought. What could scare him so much—he’s huge, with those things on his head? He’s at least as big as a grown bear…

Then it hit him—he understood who could scare the poor deer so badly. Grunting and snapping their sharp teeth, a whole pack of wolves emerged from the thicket: six large males and two females. They scattered across the glade from different sides, as if they were driving their prey straight to the ravine. Finally, they formed a group and charged after the stag. The leader was obvious—a much bigger wolf with a thick, bear‑like head and fur as black as coal. His packmates were mostly grey, some even reddish, so the black wolf stood out sharply against them.

Brok was so terrified that he instinctively pressed himself flat to the ground. His entire life, Aunt Orla had frightened him with stories of wolves, warning him about how vicious and merciless they were. Though he’d never encountered one, he recognized them instantly. Without a doubt, these were the same monsters from Orla’s tales.

For a moment, Brok froze, holding his breath, calming only when he saw that the wolves had turned and were running in the opposite direction.

I need to get out of here fast! Now, now! the thought pounded in Brok’s head.

He sprang to his paws, but they were shaking and refused to obey. It took all his strength to get them moving. Now he just needed to find the same tunnel he had used to get in. But, as luck would have it, Brok couldn’t remember exactly where it was. Somewhere in the ferns—but where? Their broad, densely packed leaves hid everything behind them.

No, this tunnel was definitely dug by some fool! Brok thought to himself as he desperately pushed apart the branches, trying to find the hidden entrance.

“Wait!” a voice suddenly called from behind.

Brok’s whole body went rigid with fear, and his paws started tingling as if from the inside.

He quickly spun around. Right next to the fern bushes stood a grey pup. It was a real wolf, but a very small one, about Brok’s age. The wolf was a little shorter than the bear cub. His coat had not fully grown in yet, and his fur grew in uneven patches. His ears did not stand fully upright either; they flopped over halfway up. But what immediately caught Brok’s attention were his eyes. They were a bright blue, almost like two pieces of the sky.

The pup stared at the bushes, right at the spot where Brok was hiding, but seemed hesitant to get closer.

“Who are you?” he called loudly, trying to see through the thick undergrowth.

Brok quickly realized that his white fur was hidden behind the broad leaves, which gave him some confidence. But he couldn’t stay silent for long.

“I’m a bear,” Brok said cautiously.

Upon hearing this, the blue-eyed pup took a step back. But after a moment of thinking, he seemed to realize that the voice didn’t sound very grown-up, so he didn’t retreat further.

“What are you doing here?” the pup asked just as cautiously.

Brok wasn’t sure how to answer, since bears didn’t belong in fern bushes. But showing his white fur to a strange wolf wasn’t exactly safe either.

“I’m waiting for my aunt,” Brok lied. “She went off for a bit and told me to wait here and not move.”

Even though the pup was small and seemed friendly, Brok knew he was still a real wolf. He decided not to take any chances and stayed where he was.

“My name’s Torion,” the pup said suddenly. “That was my father’s name. But everyone calls me Tori. What’s your name?”

“Brok,” the bear cub answered shortly.

“Brok, listen—have you seen any other wolves around here?” Torion asked. “I was running after them, but I lost their trail, and now I can’t catch up.”

“The ones chasing the big horned creature?” Brok asked to clarify.

“The big… horned… oh! The deer!” Torion said, after a short pause.

The bear cub realized that the pup might grow suspicious if he found out Brok had never seen a deer. Ignoring the confused tone, he quickly added:

“They all ran along the ravine, away from those three trees,” Brok said, making sure not to stick his nose out from behind the wide leaves to point out the path.

“Thanks so much!” Torion smiled. “I was worried I lost them for good.” After hesitating a moment, since he still hadn’t seen who he was talking to, he added, “Well, I guess I’ll go. Thanks again!”

“No problem,” Brok said carefully, a moment later. He didn’t want to say anything that might raise even a small suspicion.

The wolf pup nodded toward the green bushes in farewell and scampered off to the trees. But then he stopped, turned around, and shouted:

“Hey, Brok! If you’re ever near the Flat Stone, come visit! It’s right nearby!”

“All right!” Brok called after him, though he had no idea what “Flat Stone” was. Right away he thought how silly it had been to fear him. The little wolf turned out polite and friendly—and far less hot‑tempered than Ivy. Maybe they could even be friends.

Brok watched the pup trot away from the ferns and felt a pang of regret that he hadn’t stepped out and met him properly. He probably wouldn’t have been afraid of my fur, he thought.

Suddenly three more wolves burst from the thicket. They weren’t as big as the ones chasing the deer, but clearly larger and older than his new acquaintance. Two looked alike—grey backs with a reddish wash along the sides—and the third had big black patches on his back and chest. They ran straight for the blue‑eyed pup, who plainly wasn’t happy to see them. He stopped, wheeled, and dashed back toward the ferns, but too late—they caught him before he could disappear into the leaves.

Brok lay flat, frozen, and watched. The young wolves ringed the pup.

“Well, what have we here?” the spotted one said with a sly grin—the leader, clearly.

“It’s baby Tori,” his grey buddy smirked.

“Must’ve lost his mommy,” the third added.

The poor pup drew his head down between his shoulders, his eyes darting from one wolf to the next.

“What do you want? Leave me alone!” he said at last.

That only egged them on.

“Just don’t cry, please,” the spotted one cooed with the same nasty grin. “Out hunting too, are we?”

The pup kept silent.

“Go on, answer. Don’t be scared—we’re your friends,” the spotted one went on, all mock‑sweetness.

“Yes,” Tori said quietly—and the three burst out laughing.

“You do know little runts like you aren’t allowed out of the den?” the spotted one said when he’d finished laughing. “All kinds of things can happen in the forest.” His smile turned mean.

From his hiding place, Brok heard every word and knew they wouldn’t let Tori go. Aunt Orla had mocked and humiliated him often enough for him to know when insults were just words—and when she was working herself up to give him a beating. This was the second kind.

“What scared you so much?” the spotted one pressed. “Why did you try to hide in the bushes?”

“I… I didn’t,” the pup muttered.

“We saw you bolt for them the moment you spotted us,” one grey snorted.

“Maybe he just doesn’t like us,” the other said with a nasty curl of the lip.

“Or maybe he doesn’t respect us,” the spotted one bared his teeth. “Maybe the son of the great Torion finds us common wolves beneath him. Answer!”

Brok could feel their malice, that itch for blood. Their tone was horribly like the old she‑bear’s, and he knew where this was going. With questions asked like that, the answer didn’t matter.

“Cat got your tongue, little Tori?” one grey wolf jeered. “Think that because your daddy used to lead the whole forest, we’re not worth your attention?”

“No… I…” the pup mumbled.

“Why are we even listening?” the spotted one snapped. “Time to teach this brat a lesson.”

At once his two pals slid forward, fangs bared.

They’re going to kill him! flashed through Brok’s mind. He feared wolves—maybe more than Tori did. Aunt Orla had scared him with them almost every day. But to watch them tear apart a pup who’d done nothing—it was unbearable. His heart pounded, yet fear pinned his paws. They’ll kill him anyway. And if I step out, they’ll kill me too. What can I do against three wolves? They’ll laugh at us both and then kill us… laugh and kill us.

By now the blue‑eyed pup had drawn into himself, bracing for the attack. He glanced back toward the bushes with a flicker of hope—no leaf stirred.

The jay was right. I am a coward, Brok thought. Enough. Whatever happens, at least I won’t die as one.

He stood up to his full height and, as if walking to an execution, stepped slowly from his cover, trying not to limp. He was so afraid it seemed the moment he poked his nose past the ferns he would die on the spot. He thought only of beating the fear, not of what would come next. He was sure he had only a few heartbeats left.

Yet he came out—and nothing. He walked up to the wolves and stopped beside the pup—and still nothing. Time seemed to stop. Everyone was waiting for something.

Brok waited for death, half fainting. The wolves—Tori included—stood frozen, eyes wide, staring at the white cub.

“White!” one of the young predators blurted.

All of them edged back—Tori too, as if he feared Brok more than the rest, now retreating with his bullies.

The sight surprised Brok and steadied him. He remembered why he’d stepped out. Puffing his chest to look bigger, he said as firmly as he could:

“Leave him alone.”

At once the spell broke. The pup remembered whom he really had to fear and edged back toward Brok. The wolves realized that, white or not, this was only a small cub. They bared their teeth and began to circle the two of them.

“You’ve found yourself an interesting bodyguard, whelp,” the spotted leader hissed. “We’ll get plenty of praise if we bring home his hide!”

He didn’t wait. He launched himself at Brok. The cub managed only to throw up his paws and squeeze his eyes shut. He heard the impact.

He braced for pain. It didn’t come. For a moment he thought he must be dead—that was why he felt nothing. Then he dared to look.

The spotted wolf lay on the ground. Beside him loomed a huge brown bear. His broad back was cross‑hatched with scars, and his shaggy head was the size of a cub.

“You’ll get a good beating first,” the bear thundered at the two grey wolves still standing, “and then you’ll be executed for breaking the Law.”

Terror stamped itself across the young predators’ muzzles.

“Forgive us, Dangart,” one whimpered. “We thought, since he’s white…”

“Take your friend—and I never want to see you attack a youngster again. And as for the white one… you’d be wise to keep quiet about seeing him. Otherwise you’re in for serious trouble. All three of you. Understood?!” the bear roared.

“Of course—of course,” the second yelped. “We’ll never… we won’t tell anyone…”

The young wolf struggled to stand with his packmates’ help. A deep gash marked his snout. He seemed about to speak, but his friends quickly turned him around and hurried him down the ravine, supporting him as they went.

Brok stood frozen, taking in the scene. The entire encounter had shaken him deeply. He knew the immediate danger was over—he should still be wary of the big brown bear—but, oddly, he felt nothing. It was as though he had used up all his fear and had none left to feel.

“Are you all right?” the big brown bear suddenly asked them.

“Yes, thank you!” Tori stammered, then turned to Brok. “And thank you. You’re Brok, right?” the pup asked cautiously.

“Yeah,” Brok mumbled, still a little dazed.

“Thanks for stepping in, Brok.”

“It’s nothing,” Brok muttered with a faint smile. He felt as though he was in a fog, unable to think properly, still not quite believing he was alive.

The bear interrupted their conversation.

“Alright, little Tori, you’d better head home now. I need to talk to your friend. Don’t worry, no one else will harm you. And try not to talk about what happened here, alright?”

“Yes,” Tori nodded, then turned to Brok with a smile. “See you later!”

Brok could only nod in response. Tori dashed into the woods, leaving Brok alone with the bear.

For a long time, the huge, shaggy creature watched him in silence. It wasn’t the terrifying, unblinking stare Orla often gave him. The bear seemed to be examining the cub’s paws, his back, and even his nose.

Though Brok didn’t feel any aggression coming from him, he still feared how the adult predator might react to his
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