
    1. The Search

    It was hardly a trail that the she-bear was following, and yet she kept her snout lowered close to the ground, using her keen sense of smell to pick up even the faintest scent. Every now and then she would stop, stand up to her full height, and sniff in all directions. She couldn’t say for certain whether she was on the right path, and yet she never doubted it for a moment.

    “Where do you plan to start your search?” the beaver had asked when she’d said goodbye to him, ready to set out. “I have no idea, but my instinct will guide me.” Her answer had sounded confident, and her confidence remained unchanged, even though she’d already been on her way for a week. She hadn’t yet left her home forest behind. She was amazed at how far it stretched to the north—a direction she’d hardly ever ventured into during her forays around her den.

    The last time she’d set out, the previous year, she’d taken the opposite route. She already knew it, for it had led her family into the forest many years ago, where they’d eventually settled. That was before her mother fell fatally ill and her father never returned from his search for medicinal herbs, leaving Leika to fend for herself as a very young bear. Which—as she saw it—she had managed quite well. Until the fall of last year, when a huge brown bear had destroyed her entire food supply for the winter, forcing her to leave the forest and seek out the distant farm where she knew there was food in abundance.

    And now, barely half a year after her return, she was on the move again to track down the very same bear who had treated her so badly. When she had told the other animals of the forest about her plan, she had been met with incomprehension. “What’s the point of that? Just be glad he’s gone,” they had said. Only the beaver and Kiki, the mouse had understood her motives. Leika wanted answers. For the encounter with the giant—as she secretly called him—had given her a vague sense of what it was like before her parents had set out with her on the long journey that ended in her home forest. She couldn’t really remember that time. She had simply been too young back then. But ever since meeting her fellow bear, images that seemed somehow familiar kept flashing through her dreams. Brief fragments of memory that frightened her. Loud and frantic. And in connection with them, she kept seeing the face of the big bear in her dreams. So close that she could have looked right into his nostrils if she’d wanted to. Sometimes he smiled kindly, but most of the time he glared at her grimly. She often jolted awake at the sight of his enormous canines and the thunder in his voice when he roared at her in her dreams: “You have to remember…,” or “You’ve forgotten what your parents did!” And every time, she felt tired and exhausted after such a dream.

    “What does all this mean?” she had asked her longtime friend Beaver and her relatively new mouse friend Kiki one morning as they sat together on the bank of the stream. “These dreams scare me!” “I understand—I’d feel the same way,” Kiki had replied softly. “But do you know what scares me even more?” “No, what is it?” the beaver had asked, looking at her from the side. “It’s even more frightening not to know the meaning of these dreams.” The beaver had simply nodded. He had immediately understood why Leika wanted to set out in search of the big bear. He knew his friend so well that they hardly needed words to understand each other. Leika and Kiki, on the other hand, had only known each other since the mouse had joined the bear on her way to the hoped-for food source last fall. Together they had spent the winter on the farm with Anna and her family. And when it was time to say goodbye, Kiki had decided on the spot to accompany the bear back to her home forest.

    “And that thing with the roses was really nice of him,” Leika had resumed the conversation. For despite his destructive behavior, the big bear had fulfilled a long-cherished wish of Leika’s. When she had returned home in the spring with her little friend Kiki, the most beautiful roses she had ever seen were blooming around the entrance to her den. Leika had been thrilled, because her own attempts to plant rose bushes had failed time and again. And she loved the scent of roses very much.

    “Is this never going to end?” the bear wondered. For half an hour, Leika had been forcing her way through the dense undergrowth. Thorns from wild blackberries tugged at her fur, and more than once she had to use all her strength to free herself from the supple branches that wrapped around her body like an embrace. Above her, she heard the crows in the treetops. Their agitated caws sounded unpleasant to her ears. Was she imagining things, or were the black birds mocking her: “Look, look, the clever bear has trapped herself .” “Trapped, my foot.” Annoyed, she forced her way through the last few meters of thicket. Then, success at last! She stretched up high and let out a loud, angry roar. It felt good to let her anger go this way. Just like the pesky crows, which hurriedly took flight at the noise. “Peace and quiet at last,” Leika muttered to herself and continued on her way. The trees were no longer so dense, and the forest floor was covered with lush, green moss. Every now and then she came upon small, sun-drenched clearings that invited her to rest. But Leika wanted to keep moving forward. “I can rest once I’ve left the forest behind.” And as if the trees had heard her thoughts, they thinned out, revealing a meadow dotted with flowers in a wide variety of colors. Leika stopped and took in the view.

    A rustling sound could be heard in the distance. “Like the wind in the trees,” flashed through Leika’s mind. “Only more regular.” She squinted, but all she could see was a vast, colorfully speckled expanse of grass . No clusters of trees in the distance, no mountain range in the background, not even the tiniest hill. The blue of the sky blended seamlessly and perfectly straight with the green of the meadow. “It looks as if the world ends here. If my mother hadn’t told me over and over again that the Earth is a sphere…”

    “That’s unbelievable,” Leika blurted out as she crossed the meadow and, a short time later, looked over the edge of a rocky precipice. She had never seen so much water before. “That must be the sea my father told me about.” Fascinated, she stared at the endless blue, for the water and the sky were indistinguishable from one another. Directly below her, enormous masses of water crashed against the rocks, each impact sending billions of tiny droplets flying into the air. Then the water would recede, only to crash against the rock again a moment later, as if trying to force it to get out of the way. The bear stood stock-still and took in the spectacle of the sea. Only her eyes followed the rhythmic movements of the waves.

    “Pretty impressive, isn’t it?” Leika spun around. The roar of the water had drowned out all other sounds, so she hadn’t noticed that a huge brown bear had approached her from behind… the fellow bear she’d been searching for. But it wasn’t her who had found him—it was the other way around. Leika felt taken by surprise and was annoyed at her own distraction. He would have only had to reach out his arm to… “Close enough to send me plummeting into the precipice with a quick shove,” Leika thought, looking around frantically for an escape route. “If I’d wanted to push you into the precipice, I would have done so by now,” he explained, as if she’d spoken her thoughts aloud. “How gracious of you not to have done so,” Leika growled, glaring at him angrily. “I can still do it,” he retorted with a broad grin. Then he grew serious again. “Come on, let’s go,” he commanded, but Leika stood rooted to the spot. Just as during their last encounter, his massive presence frightened her a little. To buy some time, she asked, “Why should I?” “Well, you were looking for me, weren’t you? Now you’ve found me. So get a move on,” he said brusquely. Leika frowned. Yes, it was true that she’d been looking for him, but she didn’t like it one little bit that he could read her thoughts like an open book. And she liked being bossed around even less. “Okay, you have questions, don’t you?” he said in a more conciliatory tone, “it’s just too loud here. And too dangerous.” He looked at her expectantly, but when she still didn’t respond, he turned around and stomped off toward the forest. “Fine, if you don’t want to, then don’t. If you change your mind, you’ll find me by the three beech trees that stand so close together you’d think they were one,” he called back to her without turning around. “…unless you’ve already put down roots by then.” He snorted contemptuously.

    Leika watched him go and relaxed a little. She’d find those three beech trees—after all, she was an excellent tracker. But not until tomorrow. Today, she was still too shocked. Besides, she was tired and in no mood to talk. She sat down at the edge of the cliffs and enjoyed the view. The evening sun was setting on the horizon, casting a golden trail across the water. But all too soon, only a few rays of light remained. Her stomach began to rumble. “It’s about time I looked for something to eat.” Now she was suddenly in a great hurry to reach the forest to find a few more mushrooms and berries.

  
    2. The Dream

    Leika had slept soundly. Her bed on the soft forest moss was very cozy, and she stretched with pleasure. The nights weren’t cold—not yet, anyway. In a few weeks, however, that would change. “By then,” she hoped, “I’ll have been back home for ages.” After first satisfying her hunger, she returned to the meadow and picked up the trail of the large bear. It first followed the edge of the forest and then led through the trees to the three beech trees. There was no one to be seen. Leika sat down and leaned against one of the trunks. A few rays of light filtered through the dense foliage and fell on her face. The bear closed her eyes, and it wasn’t long before she had fallen asleep.

    In Leika’s dream, a very small bear cub was rolling across a meadow and laughing loudly with every somersault. “Again, again!” it called out cheerfully, and a strong paw pushed it so hard that it somersaulted several times. “Be careful, or she’ll end up in the rose bushes, and I’ll have to spend hours pulling thorns out of her fur tonight,” a worried voice said. “Don’t worry, nothing will happen to her. You know I always take good care of her,” replied the young bear with the strong paw. “I know that, Prado. But you also know she doesn’t have to be able to do all that yet. She’s still in her period of grace.” “The sooner she starts, the easier it’ll be for her later on,” Prado replied, turning back to the bear cub. “Want to go around again?” “Yes, yes,” the little one cheered. He gave her a push that, unfortunately, was a bit too strong. The little one shot like a cannonball between the rose bushes. His strong arm tried to pull her back out, but she laughed and struggled. “No, no, stay. It smells goood.” “Didn’t I tell you to be careful? Now I have to…” The rest of her scolding was drowned out by a shrill whistle, followed by the loud, metallic clang of a chain.

    Leika woke up. Everything around her was quiet. Only a few birds were chirping in the branches above her. “Well? Do you know now why you like the scent of roses?” she heard a voice behind her and jumped. The giant had crept up on her very quietly. She didn’t like the fact that she hadn’t heard him coming, and she was annoyed once again at her own carelessness. “What are you talking about? Why would I suddenly know why I like roses?” Leika’s voice sounded irritated. Instinctively, she had taken a few steps back and now stood facing him defiantly. But he wasn’t fazed and leaned casually against one of the beech trees. “Well, you just saw it in your dream.” Leika stared at him in disbelief. “How do you know what I dreamed?” “Maybe I can look inside your head,” he replied with a broad grin. “Nonsense. You can’t!” In her mind, she added, ‘At least, I hope not.’ The huge bear laughed heartily. “No, I really can’t! But you were talking in your sleep. That’s how I know what you dreamed.” Leika grumbled, “And that’s why you know now that I like roses? So what? Who cares?” “No, I already knew that. And who cares? Well, maybe you.” He had lowered his voice and was looking down at her seriously.

    Leika had fallen silent. Her mind was racing. The bear cub from her dream liked the smell of roses just as much as she did. And she’d often dreamed of a big meadow and other bears in the past. “Are you Prado, by any chance?” she finally asked, after she’d sorted through her thoughts and put two and two together. “Well, you finally got it. But that took you quite a while. You used to be quicker on the uptake.” Leika felt waves of anger rise within her. “Do you even realize how arrogant you are?” she hissed through clenched lips. “Just because I can’t remember what happened so long ago doesn’t mean I have to put up with you insulting me. You know what? I’m not listening to your nonsense anymore. It’s just annoying. Go ahead and say whatever you want—I don’t care…” Leika had worked herself into a rage. She was about to speak up again to vent her anger, but he beat her to it. “You’re just like your mother,” he remarked, “her tongue-lashings were legendary.” He grinned from ear to ear. Leika was aghast. Was he making fun of her? Or perhaps of her mother? “Leave my mother out of this. You don’t know anything about her.” Leika had turned to leave. She didn’t want to listen to his know-it-all talk any longer. “Maybe more than you think,” he called after her. “And anyway… where is she, anyway?” Leika didn’t turn around, but stomped angrily out of the forest toward the meadow. “You always know everything,” she called back to him as she ran, “so I guess I don’t need to tell you that now.” “You’ll be back tomorrow anyway, Leika! Because you still have a lot of questions,” she heard him call from a distance. “Oh really, do I?” she thought coolly and quickened her pace. “Just get away from here.” She knew full well that she still had plenty of questions. And yes, she would probably go see him again tomorrow. But she’d had enough for today. She wanted to be alone now and think in peace about everything she’d heard—assuming it was true and he hadn’t fed her some tall tale. She wasn’t so sure about that.

    Leika had reached the sea again. She ran along the cliffs, the sound of the sea in her ears. She let her thoughts run free. So she’d known the giant since childhood, even if she couldn’t remember him. And he’d taught her how to do somersaults. Why? Just because it was fun? And who was the she-bear who had complained about possible thorns in her fur? Her mother, perhaps? Her parents had never mentioned anything about a Prado. But then again, they had hardly ever spoken about the time before their long journey. And certainly not about the reason for it. Leika now knew at least why the big bear had seemed so familiar to her right from their very first meeting. Still, so much remained a mystery.

    Leika ran, keeping a respectful distance from the cliffs, further and further along the rocky, narrow path beside the steep drop. The roar of the sea enveloped her, so that she barely noticed the rest of her surroundings. Again and again, the wind carried whole clouds of the finest droplets from the sea up to her, which fell on her like drizzle and soaked her fur. The air was cool and clear and tasted salty. She hadn’t noticed how far she’d walked. The three beech trees were already many kilometers behind her when she slowed her pace. If she didn’t want to spend the night on hard rock and dangerously close to the steep drop, she would have to turn back or at least head inland. Dusk was already falling, and a place to sleep at the edge of the forest in the soft leaves was definitely preferable to the rocky ground.

    With the last rays of the sun, she reached the sheltering forest near the three beech trees. She quickly dug out a hollow for the night and lined it with fresh grass. Exhausted, she sank down onto her bed and began to loosen her fur, which had become matted by the sea air, with her teeth. It tasted salty, and Leika realized how thirsty she was. “What a pain,” she thought grumpily. “Now I have to get up again and look for water.” She knew there was a small trickle of water winding through the forest nearby, but she didn’t want to leave her cozy hollow. It was already pitch dark when she approached her sleeping spot again. From a few meters away, she suddenly caught the sweet scent of fresh fruit and was quite surprised when she saw a whole pile of juicy apples lying next to where she slept. “Well, that’s a nice gesture, Prado,” she thought, and dug into the food. Then she curled up, closed her eyes, and was fast asleep before a single thought could stop her.

    “Hey, you sleepyhead,” a voice boomed in her ear, and she opened her eyes, blinking. “Of course—who else?” she thought as she looked up at Prado’s broad face. How she would have loved to wake up in her own den, make
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