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CHAPTER ONE

Kallik



A soft breeze ruffled Kalliks fur, bringing with it the scents of fresh water and strange bears, as she climbed the rocky slope behind Toklo and Ujurak. Scrubby tufts of grass poked through cracks in the boulders, and tiny pebbles rolled under her paws. A faint orange glow lit up the edge of the sky; the night was already ending, although it felt as if theyd been walking for only a short time.

Kallik turned to look for her brother, Taqqiq. He was shambling along several steps behind her, batting small rocks down the hill with a ferocious paw swipe every few paces. He didnt look thrilled to be on this journey with the brown bears. Kallik wondered what he was thinking. Once, long ago, she used to be able to tell just by looking at him. Now, after so many moons apart, he felt like a stranger.

Beyond him, far below the ridge they were climbing, Kallik could see the vast blue shimmer of Great Bear Lake reflecting the rising sun. She spotted several shapes moving on the lakeshore. Bears were steadily leaving the Longest Day Gathering, heading back to their homes in forests, on mountains, and on the vast stretches of ice that would return now that the sun had given up its hold over the sky. There were so many bears that Kalliks keen nose could smell them all the way up herethe mingled scents of damp fur and muddy cubs. All the white bears shed met were going back to the Melting Sea, where Kallik and Taqqiq had been bornwhere their mother, Nisa, had died. From her high position she could see how most of the bears were staying away from one another, deliberately picking out separate paths so they could travel alone.

Not Kallik. She wasnt alone anymore.

A cold black nose nudged her left side, and Kallik swiveled her head around to look down at the tiny black bear cub beside her.

Its strange to be leaving them all behind, isnt it? Lusa said in a hushed voice, matching her tone to the quiet pre-dawn stillness around them. Her eyes were huge in the pale light. I hope they all make it back to their homes. There was a wistful note to her voice as the cub watched every other black bear set off in the opposite direction. She shook herself. But Im glad youre here, Kallik. It feels right having you with us.

Me and Taqqiq, Kallik prompted.

Lusa glanced back at the other big white bear. Kallik followed her gaze and saw that her brother had a tendril of moss hooked around one claw. He was twitching his paw angrily, trying to get rid of it. His teeth were bared, and he muttered something under his breath.


Yeah, you and Taqqiq, Lusa said, but Kallik could hear the drop in enthusiasm in her new friends voice. She decided to change the subject. Hopefully Taqqiq would start acting like her brother again soon, like the cheerful, playful cub he had been when they lived on the ice with Nisa, and then the others would feel friendlier toward him.

I cant believe the sun is coming up already, Kallik said, tilting her head toward the horizon at their flanks. She and Lusa had started walking again, padding over the cold gray stone to catch up to Toklo and Ujurak. I thought that after the Longest Day the nights would be longer. Weve barely had any time to follow the Pathway Star.

Well still be able to see it for a while, Lusa said, raising her nose to the sky where the bright star glittered. And we have Ujurak. He knows where were going.

Kallik blinked, remembering the endless scorching days she had spent traveling to Great Bear Lake, never knowing where she would end up. Its nice to have someone to follow for once, she commented quietly. Ive been lost for so long. She looked up and saw that the two brown bears up ahead had stopped to drink from a small stream that trickled between the rocks. The rising sun tinged their fur a golden color.

But you did what you were trying to do, Lusa reminded her as they quickened their pace, both of them thirsty after the nights walking. You found your brother.

Yes, I did, Kallik said. Although that didnt go quite the way I expected it to.

Toklo swung his shaggy head around to watch them scramble across the rocks toward him. His brown eyes were expressionless, as if he didnt care if they made it or not. Kallik wished she knew how she could make him like her. Maybe if she proved that she could be usefulor if Toklo realized that Taqqiq was not as bad as he thought.

The stream bubbled icy and cold against Kalliks paws. She wished it were deeper so she could lie down in it and cool off.

Brrrrr! Lusa huffed as she dabbed her paw in the water. She lapped up a few drops, her long pink tongue flicking in and out. Its freezing!

Its perfect, Kallik said. She buried her nose in the water and then shook her head as Taqqiq caught up to her, spraying him with icy droplets. Taqqiq, it feels like snow, doesnt it?

Not really, Taqqiq growled. You told me we were going to find real snow. How do we even know there will be any in this direction? At least back at the Melting Sea we know there was snow, once.

Itll snow again here sometime, Ujurak said. He looked up at the cloudless pink-and-gray sky. I mean, maybe not soon. But I know it will, once fishleap is over.

Fishleap? Taqqiq curled his lip. What is that?

Black bears call it leaftime, Lusa jumped in. When the days are long and hot.

Ohthey mean burn-sky, Kallik said to Taqqiq. We just have to wait for snow-sky to return.

If it returns, Taqqiq muttered. He raked his claws across the bare rocks with a harsh grating sound. Kallik winced.

Why dont we just keep going? Toklo suggested, and Kallik could hear the forced patience in his voice. Lusa, theres a tree up ahead. Maybe you could climb it and tell us whats in front of us. He jerked his head at a tall, scraggly tree that stood on its own among the rocks. The rocky slope of the hill kept going up beyond it, covered in patches of yellow grass and a few leafy green bushes.

Sure! Lusa agreed. She bounded across the stream and trotted over to the tree. Her paws flashed as she leaped onto the trunk. In a few moments, she was racing up through the branches.

Wow, Kallik said. She climbs fast!

Doesnt she? Toklo said, giving Taqqiq a faintly smug look.

Taqqiq snorted. I guess black bears have to be good at somethingtheyre useless otherwise.

Kallik could see the fur rising on Toklos shoulders. Taqqiq, she said quickly, do you smell any prey? It would be great to eat before we move on.

Her brother sniffed the air. His eyes narrowed. Maybe He began pacing up the stream toward a clump of bushes.

Toklo, Ujurak said in a low voice, I could have changed into a bird and scouted ahead for us.

I know, Toklo said, glancing at Kallik. But I figured Lusa would like to be useful. Kallik saw his eyes go to Taqqiq, and she realized that the real reason was that Toklo didnt want her brother to know that Ujurak could change shapeat least, not yet. She sighed. There wasnt anything she could say; Taqqiq hadnt exactly given them a reason to trust him, not after he and his friends had stolen a black bear cub at the Longest Day Gathering. It would take time, that was allthat and for Taqqiq to stop being so difficult.

Toklo splashed across the stream and headed for Lusas tree, with Ujurak a few pawsteps behind him. Kallik let the water bubble around her paws for a few more moments before she waded out onto the rocks. She took a deep breath and noticed a faint scent on the air. Prey!

Dropping into a crouch, she crept forward on silent paws, her nose twitching. There was a dip in the rocks downstream surrounded by tall, dry grass. Something could be hiding in that grasssomething edible.

If I could catch some prey for us, wouldnt Toklo be pleased! Kallik held her breath, trying to edge forward without scraping her claws against the rocks. Her stomach growled, and scratchy thistles tickled her belly fur. For a moment it seemed like the world went still, just as out on the ice when Nisa had waited for seals to pop out of their breathing holes.

Kallik inhaled again, and this time she recognized the scent: It was a bird, the kind that built their nests on the ground. Now she could see the flutter of brown feathers behind the tall grass. It hadnt noticed her yet. She crept forward another pawstep.

Suddenly she felt vibrations in the rocks under her paws. With a bellow, Taqqiq shot past her and threw himself at the patch of grass. His mouth was open and his claws outstretched. There was an explosion of squawks, and the bird burst out of the grass, scattering feathers in all directions. With an outraged shriek, it shot away into the sky. In despair, Kallik watched the bird flapping away into the distance. It was plump and young looking, and would have made the best meal shed had in a while. Now she was even hungrier.

Stupid birds, Taqqiq said. He shook himself and backed out of the tall grass. Salik was really good at catching those.

Good at catching birds and harmless black bears, you mean, Kallik thought bitterly. She blamed Taqqiqs friend Salik for turning her brother into this unfriendly, arrogant monster. Salik had acted like he was the leader of a group of young white bears who had insulted every bear at the gathering and tried to provoke war against the black bears. They had been nothing but trouble, and Kallik had been horrified when she realized one of them was her brother, whom she had been looking for ever since their mother was killed by orcas, out on the ice.

Taqqiq sat down in the grass and began scratching an itch behind his ears. Kallik turned away and saw Toklo watching them from under the tree. He must have seen the bird escape. She padded up to him. Sorry, she whispered.

Toklo pawed at the tree roots. Its all right, he said gruffly.

Lusa scrambled down from the upper branches and dropped to the ground beside them. It looks like this hill keeps going up to a ridge pretty far ahead of us. I think I saw trees off to the left. And I saw lots of bears leaving the lake behind us. Theres a white bear several bearlengths to our right, going kind of in the same direction as us, but heading that way. She pointed with her nose to where the stream came from, between two large boulders higher up the hill to their right.

A white bear? Kallik said uneasily. Had one of Taqqiqs friends decided to follow them?

Not one I recognized, Lusa told her, and Kallik knew she was thinking of Salik, too. I think it was a female. There was a cub with her.

Well, we dont want to run into them, Toklo said. We cant afford to share any prey in this area. We should stay away from other bears if we can.

Its going to be hard enough to feed five of us traveling together, Kallik thought. Especially if Taqqiq and I are such useless hunters. She was grateful that Toklo didnt say so out loud, but she was afraid he was thinking the same thing.

We keep going up, Ujurak said, pacing around the tree. Taqqiq gave him a suspicious look, his massive shoulders hunched. But as the small brown bear scrambled over the rocks, Taqqiq followed him. Ujurak glanced back when he heard the white bears claws clicking against the boulders. His gaze was questioning, as if he wasnt sure why Taqqiq was there.

Kallik dropped back to walk beside Lusa again. It was strange how she felt so much more comfortable with this little black bear than with her own brother.

Im sure Taqqiq just needs time to get used to us, Kallik blurted out after theyd walked for a moment in silence. A bird trilled from somewhere nearby, as if mocking them for losing their prey earlier.


Lusa looked surprised. Well, sure, she said. I mean, hes been traveling with thoseother bears for so long. He probably misses them.

Kallik stepped over a tuft of sharp-looking grass. How could he miss those awful bears? she said. You all are much nicer.

I bet Toklo would be surprised to hear you call him nice, Lusa barked with amusement. But he really is, deep down.

So is Taqqiq, Kallik insisted. Lusa dipped her head, not arguing. But as they kept going up the slope, feeling the sun warm the cold rocks under their paws, Kallik wondered. Was it too late for Taqqiq? Had it been a good idea to make him come with them? Or had he changed too much to ever again be the brother she had known on the ice?








CHAPTER TWO

Toklo



Toklo was glad to be traveling once more, away from Great Bear Lake and the gathering of bears. He had felt trapped on the lakeshore, with too many bears telling him how to act and what he had to believe in. The only time he had felt free and strong was when he had swum to Paw Print Island, to prove to the Great Bear in the sky that brown bears deserved to have fish in the rivers and territories of their own. He had fought Shoteka there, and won. He was equal to any brown bear; he had nothing more to prove.

The sun rose higher in the sky as they climbed the rocky ridge. They hadnt passed a tree since the one Lusa had climbed; nor had they seen any more streams. There was no shade up here, and the plants were dry and withered. But it felt good to be with his companions again. It even felt good to be following the strange brown cub Ujurak.

I dont think he knows where hes going, Taqqiq muttered.

Toklo shot a sideways glance at Taqqiq. The white bears shoulders rolled as he paced forward, his eyes narrowed against the bright sun.

Yes, he does, Toklo corrected him. This was one companion he could happily have left behind at the lake, he thought.

Lusa let out a little sigh, and Kallik looked anxiously at Toklo.

At least Kallik wasnt so bad. She had walked all night without a single complaint, though her paws had turned brown with dirt and her fur was matted and dusty. Toklo figured his pelt was equally stained, but it didnt show as much against his russet-brown coat.

Lusa padded beside Kallik as if theyd known each other since their Birth Dens. Theyd been chattering nonstop since leaving Great Bear Lake, as far as Toklo could tell. There had been a lot more peace and quiet when it was just Toklo and Ujurak traveling together.

You really flew? Lusa was saying. In the sky?

Well, I wasnt flying, Kallik explained. I was being carried by a giant metal bird.

Lusas eyes were enormous. That must have been the biggest bird in the world!

It was like a flying firebeast, Kallik said. It had the same kind of smell, of burning and no-claws.

Ive seen lots of no-clawsI mean flat-faces, Lusa said. Flat-faces were the ones who brought us food and let us live in the Bear Bowl.

And they never hurt you?

No, never, Lusa said, shaking her head. Then she paused, and something darkened in her gaze. She looked at Toklo, and he knew she was thinking about his mother, Oka, who was taken away by the flat-faces after she attacked one of them. Theythey fed us and gave us somewhere to live, she repeated.

Toklos muscles ached from all his swimming the day before in Great Bear Lake. Oka had come to him in a vision during the swim, Oka and his little brother, Tobi, who had died before they reached the Great Salmon River. They had saved Toklo from drowning in the waves and given him the courage to make it all the way to the island. After moons of believing that if he went out of his depth in water, his mother and brother would drown him so that his spirit could join theirs, they had shown that they loved him and wanted him to stay alive. He missed them even more now.

As he climbed, listening to the chatter of the she-bears, he let his head hang and stared down at his paws. He felt tired, though he would never let the others know that, especially Taqqiq.

Oomph! He walked right into the white bear, who had stopped on a wide, flat boulder.

Hey, Taqqiq snarled, flexing his claws. Watch where youre going. Are brown bears blind as well as stupid?

Toklo took a step back, swallowing a snarl. The rocks here leveled off into a shallow ridge cresting the top of the hill before it began to slope down again. Ujurak was standing on one of the tall gray boulders, staring down at the landscape spread out before them. Toklo scrambled up to join him.


A rocky plain rolled out below them, shifting from gray stone to rippling green grass farther out to the edge of the sky. Narrowing his eyes against the wind, Toklo spotted a few small lakes and darker green patches, which were probably trees, in the distance.

Ujurak lifted his black nose and sniffed the wind. A hawk soared overhead, far up in the thin trail of clouds that stretched across the bright blue sky. Toklo saw Ujurak watching it and felt a stab of alarm. What if the bear cub suddenly transformed and flew away? Please dont do that, Toklo prayed. Then Ujurak lowered his muzzle, and Toklo let out a sigh of relief.

The other bears clambered up beside them. Toklo glanced at each onea brown bear who wasnt always a brown bear, black and white she-bears who couldnt stop talking, and a white bear with wasps for brains. He watched Taqqiq out of the corner of his eye. What would he make of Ujurak turning into a bird, or a frog, or a mouse? Who knew? It was probably best Taqqiq didnt find out.

Toklo shook his head to clear his thoughts and stared down at the landscape below. Ujurak was no doubt trying to read the signs he kept talking about. One direction seemed more obvious to Toklo, since it led to a small lake surrounded by trees at the bottom of the hill, but in his experience that usually meant Ujurak would choose to go the opposite way.

That way, Ujurak announced at last. Sure enough, he pointed with his nose at the craggy rocks that led down to the open plain, which stretched far into the distance before reaching any water.

What? Taqqiq objected as Ujurak took a step forward. Are you as dumb as a seal? Theres nothing in that direction for skylengths!

Taqqiq! Kallik said, hunching her shoulders. Dont be rude.

Whats a seal? Is it like a flat-face? Lusa asked curiously. Whats a skylength?

Its the distance from here to the edge of the sky, Kallik said, nodding at the horizon ahead of them. And a seal isumlike a big, blubbery squirrel. Only better tasting. And without any fur.

Taqqiq was looking scornfully at his sister. Look down there. He jerked his head at the woods below. Theres a lake and trees. We could probably find prey. Im starving.

No, Toklo said, although his belly was rumbling, too. He was irritated that Taqqiq had the same instinct hed had himself. He was nothing like this white bear! Ujurak says we go this way.

Who made him chief bear? Taqqiq snarled. Why should I listen to a scrawny pile of brown fur like him?

Toklos claws sank into the hard earth as he pictured slashing at this white bears tiny ears. If you want to go your own way, thats fine with me.

Taqqiqs eyes were like burning black stones as he glared back at Toklo. Toklo tried not to look at Taqqiqs giant paws or think about how the cub was already bigger than him. He needed to teach this fish-smelling cub a lesson.

I told you they wouldnt want me! Taqqiq snapped at Kallik.

Well, stop being so disagreeable! she said. Theyve been traveling together for moonswe should listen to them.

I have been! Taqqiq growled. But its past sunhigh, and we havent had anything to eat since we left the lake!

I guess the legends about the strength of white bears arent true, then, Toklo muttered.

Do you want to find out exactly how strong I am? Taqqiq snarled.

Toklo bunched his muscles and rooted his hind paws more firmly on the rock. A fight was just what he needed to show Taqqiq who was really in charge. Im not scared of you, fish-breath, Toklo growled.

You should be, tiny paws!

Ill claw your face off!

Stop it! Ujurak barked.

Toklo shuffled his paws on the ground, a growl rumbling in his throat. Taqqiqs fur bristled on his neck.

Hes a stupid badger-face, Toklo huffed.

Listen, Ujurak said before Taqqiq could snarl a retort, it does make sense to rest before we go on. Lets go down to the lake. He turned and began padding away down the rocks. And after weve rested we can keep following the signs, he called.

Toklo couldnt believe what hed just heard. Ujurak never agreed to leave the path when he suggested it. Not even if theyd been traveling for a whole day without stopping.

Taqqiq lifted his head and looked smugly at Toklo. Then he swung around and took off down the hill toward the lake. He was moving a lot faster now that he was getting his own way, Toklo noticed grumpily.

Come on, Kallik! Taqqiq called over his shoulder. Race you there!

Not fair! she cried. You got a head start! She took a step forward, then turned and lowered her head at Ujurak. Thanks, she murmured. With a swish of her stubby tail, she began running down the hill with Lusa close on her heels.

It wont take long, Ujurak said to Toklo. It does make sense to eat something while we can. I always forget to look for that practical stuff when Im figuring out where to go.

Oh, thats reassuring. Toklo snorted. He followed the other bears down into the shade of the small woods. He could see Lusa with her head stretched up toward the branches, flexing her claws in a little dance. He guessed she was happy to be among trees again. The leaves whispered softly overhead, casting rippling puddles of shade and sunlight on the ground and across their backs.

It was much cooler once they were under the trees. Toklo made sure to check the bark of the trees for signs of any other grizzlies, but there were no clawmarks that he could see. No other bears lived here. He wasnt surprised: The woods were too small to feed a full-grown brown bear for more than a half moon, and there was nothing else around.

Twigs and fallen leaves crunched gently under his paws. The soft sound of water lapping called to him from the lake ahead, so he pushed his way through the undergrowth and padded down to the shore. Compared with Great Bear Lake, it was hardly more than a puddle: He could easily see to the far side, and the surface of the water was flat and shiny, not whipped into waves. Taqqiq and Kallik were already up to their bellies, splashing and rolling in the water. Kallik cuffed a sparkling wave at her brother and he pounced on her.

Look out, Im going to get you! he yelped.

He knocked her backward into the water and she wrapped her paws around him, rolling until she was on top and could pin him down.

I win! she cried.

Never! he spluttered, surging up out of the water and throwing her off. She landed with a splash, her mouth wide open with amusement.

Toklo watched them playing. He wished his brother, Tobi, had been strong and that they could have played like this. Then his mother would have loved them both the same, and they would all still be together. For a moment he could see why Kallik had traveled so far and for so long, looking for her brother. If he thought Tobi was still alive, hed have kept on searching for him, too.

Then Taqqiq noticed Toklo watching them and he abruptly stood up, shaking his fur so that droplets rained down on the water around him. He pawed at his nose and waded back to shore. Kallik floundered in the lake for a moment, waiting for him to jump on her again. Finally she sat up and noticed he was gone. Blinking as water streamed off her muzzle, she stared after her brother with a confused look.

Lusa barreled up to the lake and leaped in with all paws. Whee! she yelped, disappearing in a glittering wave of water. Its amazing! Its perfect! Its really cold! Brrr! Im getting out! She charged back onto the shore and shook herself vigorously. Drops of water spattered Ujurak and Toklo.

Hey, Toklo growled.

Lusa bounced around him like a jackrabbit. Try it, Toklo! Your paws will feel so much better! And then so much colder! Brrr!

Are there fish in there? Toklo called to Kallik. Or did you great lumbering beasts scare them all off?

Oops. Kallik looked worried. I didnt even think of that. Sorry! She lifted her front paws one at a time as if there might be a fish hiding under one of them.

Fish, Taqqiq scoffed. He lay down on a patch of grass under a tree, gazing at them all with narrow eyes. Theyre barely a mouthful for a real bear. What we need is a fat seal.

Why dont you go get one, then? Toklo snapped. If youre such a great hunter, surely you can find one.

Taqqiq bared his teeth at Toklo, but Lusa nudged in between them, trying to draw Toklos attention back to the lake and Kallik.

Tell me more about seals, Lusa said to Kallik, who was wading back to the shore. Do they taste like squirrels?

Not really. A seal is like a great big fish, only much better. Kallik padded onto the stones and let the water stream from her fur, which was noticeably whiter. Theyre crunchy and chewy and delicious, and I could eat nothing but seals for the rest of my life and be perfectly happy. I wish I could catch one for you! I bet youd love the taste even more than blueberries.

More than blueberries! Lusa echoed. Wow, they must be really tasty. Do you think there will be seals at the Place of Everlasting Ice?

Of course, Kallik said. Thats why itll be the perfect home for us.

Trying to block out the nattering, Toklo took a long drink. He stared at the pebbles wavering below the surface, wishing he could see a flash of silver. Catching a fish right now would make Taqqiq look like a dopey squirrel for chasing away that bird. And maybe it would make everyone shut up about stupid seals.

But all he could see were tiny darting shapes no bigger than a claw, and the swirls of sand the other bears had kicked up as they jumped around in the lake. Hed have to sniff around the trees to see if he could find prey there instead.

His sharp ears caught a new soundsomething nearly lost under the growling and babbling of his noisy companions. He lifted his head and froze.

What is it, Toklo? Kallik asked.

Lusa had been dabbling one of her paws in the water, but she stopped moving. Her ears, the biggest of any of the bears, went up. Beside her, Ujurak glanced around, searching the bushes.


Shh, Toklo hissed.

Why? Taqqiq grunted. I dont hear anything.

Anything but yourself, Toklo muttered. There it was againa low moan, deep and guttural. This time Lusa heard it, too. She gave Toklo a wide-eyed look. He nodded at a large clump of prickly bushes not far from the edge of the lake. He was sure that was where the sound had come from.

Lusa took a step back, her fur bristling along her back. Should we run? she whispered.

It could be anything, Toklo thought. It could be a wolf like the ones that had chased them on the Sky Ridge. Or another enormous grizzly like Shoteka, waiting to attack them.

Then again, it could also be prey.

Taqqiq leaped to his paws. Well, Im not a frightened mouse, like the rest of you. He stomped over to the thicket and swatted aside the branches in his way.

Wait! Toklo barked, but it was too late. With his broad shoulders and sharp claws, Taqqiq cleared a path straight to the middle of the thicket.

And there, lying in a tangle of brambles, was an enormous white bear.
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