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Once upon a time there lived a small, cheerful girl named Ida. She lived with her grandparents in a cozy little cottage at the edge of the forest. The house was old and lovingly kept.  The garden brimmed with wildflowers, bees hummed in the warm summer air, and almost every morning a blackbird perched on the old fence and sang as if to greet Ida.

Ida was a bright child. She loved to wander the meadows, chat with the wind, and listen to the forest animals—even if no one else understood the language of birds, frogs, and squirrels. For Ida, every day was a new adventure, and every stone she turned could be the doorway to a brand-new story.

Her grandparents were patient with her. Grandfather carved little wooden figures and taught her which mushrooms were good to eat and which ones should be left alone. Grandmother baked the best cakes far and wide and always kept a jug of homemade apple juice in the pantry. She didn’t believe in fairies or talking animals, though she always smiled when Ida told her about them.

One morning, with a cloudless sky and crisp air, Ida and two village children decided to go into the woods to pick berries. It was wild-raspberry time, and the scent of ripe fruit lay sweet and heavy over the paths. Ida carried a small wicker basket lined with a soft cloth so the berries wouldn’t bruise. Light on her feet and humming a happy tune, she set off.

The forest was alive. Leaves whispered in the breeze, birds flickered through the branches, and now and then a deer or fox flashed between the trunks, pausing to stare before slipping back into the thicket. The children picked busily, laughing and calling out whenever someone found the biggest berries. Ida, always hunting for the very best ones, soon wandered farther than she realized.

She followed a narrow path winding through the brambles. The berries there were larger, darker, sweeter—a real treasure for someone like Ida. She picked with both hands, popped one in her mouth now and then, giggled at the juice running over her fingers, and didn’t notice how far she had drifted from the others.

Only when she straightened up and called, “Look what I found!” did she realize no one answered. The forest had gone quiet. No children’s laughter. No footsteps on dry leaves. Only the soft drone of a bumblebee clinging to a blossom.

Ida looked around. Everything looked the same—trees, bushes, shadows. The narrow path she’d followed had melted into moss and leaf litter.

She walked a little back, then forward again. The right way would not show itself.

“I’m not lost,” she said out loud, as if she could push the thought away. “I’m just... taking another loop.”

Even so, her heart beat a little faster. She had never been this deep in the forest on her own.
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Ida went on carefully, trying not to step on twigs that might snap beneath her feet. The forest had grown denser. The crowns of the trees knit close together and let the light fall only in thin, golden stripes. Tall ferns thickened along the ground, and moss made the earth feel like a soft carpet.

Everything was quiet. Almost too quiet.

Just as Ida wondered whether to rest beneath a tree, she spotted something that did not belong among the trunks: a door. A wooden door set in a wall of dark, weathered boards. Above the wall rose a crooked roof whose shingles were patched with moss.

The cabin stood there as if it had sprung from the earth—or as if someone had set it in the forest and then forgotten it. A thin thread of smoke curled from the little chimney, and the air held a faint scent of honey, wood, and warmth.

Ida stepped closer. The door was large—much larger than a normal cottage door—and carved with curious patterns: scrolls, leaves, paw prints. Beside it sat a broad, flat stone with a wooden comb laid on top. Ida touched the comb with one finger. It was so big it looked like a tool for giants.

She hesitated. Maybe someone lived here. Maybe someone kind. Maybe someone who could show her the way. Or—her heart thudded—maybe a forest spirit. Or a hermit. Or... a bear?

“Nonsense,” she muttered. “Bears don’t build cabins.”

Even so, she was careful. She lifted her hand and knocked three times. Knock. Knock. Knock. Nothing.

She listened. No footsteps. No rustle. Only the faint crackle of firewood—and perhaps a low humming? Maybe she was imagining things.

Ida waited a moment longer, then laid her hand on the latch. The door was not locked. It opened with a quiet creak. Ida stepped inside—ready to jump back at any second.

It was warm. The cabin was small and cozy. A fire burned in a brick hearth, and a big armchair sat before it. On the table waited a jug of milk, a bowl of honey, and half a cake. The air held the scent of herbs, smoke, and something wild—something Ida couldn’t name, though it wasn’t unpleasant.

She walked in further. Bundles of dried herbs hung from the walls, and a shelf held jars filled with mysterious things. On a peg hung a huge woolen scarf, thick as a rope. Everything seemed far too large for a person.

No one was in sight. No step, no shadow. Only firelight flickering across the wooden floorboards.

Her stomach growled. The cake looked delicious.

Just a little piece, she thought. A very little one. She sat carefully on a stool—which wobbled a bit under her—and cut a thin slice.

She had barely taken the first bite when the door creaked behind her.

Slowly, very slowly, she turned.

A great shaggy bear stood in the doorway.
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He nearly filled the whole frame. His fur was thick and dark brown, with a few dry leaves and pine needles clinging here and there. His muzzle was broad, his breathing calm, and his amber eyes held surprise—and a glint of curiosity.

No one spoke. Ida sat still on the stool, a crumb of cake in her lap, and stared at the enormous animal. The bear didn’t move, only twitched his nose as he drew in a deep breath.

At last he rumbled in a low, not unfriendly voice, “What are you doing in my house, little girl?”

Ida started, then gathered her courage. She stood, dipped a small curtsy the way Grandmother had taught her, and said, “I lost my way. I went too far while picking berries. And I was hungry. I’m sorry I came in without asking.”

The bear watched her for a moment, then stepped inside and closed the door with a soft grunt. The bar slid into place with a clack.

“Lost, hungry, and then eating my cake,” he grumbled as he lumbered forward. His voice held no anger, only thoughtfulness.

Ida lowered her eyes. “I didn’t want to break anything. I didn’t mean to take what wasn’t mine.”

With a deep sigh the bear settled into the big armchair by the hearth. The wood creaked under his weight. He studied Ida—not angry, simply quiet and attentive.

“You may stay,” he said at last. “Only if you help
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