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Lina and the Fox
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At the edge of a wide, dense forest—where trees lifted their rustling crowns high into the sky and birdsong threaded the morning air—stood a small cottage. Its roof was thatched, and the shutters were painted green, as if someone had carried the color out of the deep woods. A wooden fence, twined with wild grapevines and sweet roses, circled the house, and a bright flower garden bloomed by the door, with bees humming and butterflies dancing.

Here lived little Lina with her mother. Lina was a cheerful, lively girl with wild curls that fell to her shoulders and eyes as bright and curious as the summer sky. She loved to run barefoot through the dewy grass at first light, cool and soft beneath her feet. The meadows around the house were her favorite playground—full of colorful flowers, humming beetles, and bustling ant trails. When the wind rocked the blossoms and the sun scattered small golden dots across the ground, Lina felt as if she had stepped into a land of magic.

Most of all, she loved her mother’s stories. When dusk drifted over the fields and the sky turned warm orange and deep purple, Lina climbed into her mother’s lap, nestled in her arms, and listened wide-eyed. Her mother told of hidden paths in the forest that only the woodland creatures traveled, of ancient trees so old they knew every secret in the world, and of beings who kept to the shadows of the trunks and met only the bravest.

“The forest is full of wonders,” her mother would say softly, her fingers sliding through Lina’s curls. “It is full of riddles as well. Anyone who wants to understand it must be clever and brave—and must never lose respect for its secrets.”

Lina always nodded eagerly. One thing she knew for certain: one day she would have an adventure of her own. And perhaps—just perhaps—she would meet one of those secrets face to face.
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One morning, as the sun rose over the treetops and the birds began their cheerful song, Lina’s mother stepped out the front door. In her hands she held a small wooden pail, its rim gleaming as if freshly polished.
“Lina, please fetch fresh water from the river,” she said softly. “Stay on the path.”
Lina stood barefoot in the dewy grass, drawing patterns in the earth with her toes. Her eyes lit up. She loved fetching water from the river. The way there was lined with wildflowers, and sometimes you could see fish leaping in the clear current.
“Yes, Mama!” she called, took the pail, and set off.
Warm sunlight fell across her shoulders, and Lina hummed a quiet tune as she moved through the tall grass. Bright butterflies danced overhead, and the hum of bees filled the air. The world held small wonders everywhere, and Lina wanted to discover each one.

She was planning a daisy chain for her mother, at least in her mind, when something blue fluttered past. A butterfly—what a butterfly! Its wings shone like the summer sky, and when Lina looked closer she saw fine silver patterns that glimmered in the light.
“Oh, you’re so pretty,” Lina whispered, reaching out her hand. The butterfly kept going—first a little to the left, then to the right, then deeper into the forest.
Lina ran after it. She laughed softly as it kept veering away, as if it wanted to play. Joy beat fast in her chest.

Only when the butterfly lifted into the canopy and vanished did she stop.

The forest had grown quiet. The birds no longer sang so brightly, and the air felt cooler.

Lina turned around.

Where was the path?

Just moments ago she had seen the meadow and the familiar bushes that ringed her house. Now tall trees stood all around, their leaves woven into a tight roof that let little sunlight through. The soft ground was carpeted with moss, and small beetles she had never seen before crawled between the roots.

Her heart thudded faster.
“Hello?” she called, careful and small.
No answer.

The forest stretched wide and full of secrets, and Lina no longer knew which way to go. She was lost.
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Lina wrapped her arms around herself. The forest’s silence had changed. No bird sang, no twig cracked, not even the wind whispered through the leaves. It was a strange, expectant quiet, as if the whole wood held its breath.

Then—

“Skritch-scratch!”

The sound made Lina jump. It came from somewhere behind her, not far away. Something moved between the trees, slipping through the undergrowth.

Lina turned slowly.

There, between the mossy roots of an old oak, two bright eyes appeared—clever, watchful, full of mischief. With a quick bound, a slim shape sprang out of the shadow.

A fox!

His coat was red-brown like autumn leaves, a white bib on his chest, and a brush of a tail tipped as if dipped in fresh cream. He was not large; his long legs looked strong, and his pointed ears twitched.

The fox settled in one smooth motion on a moss-covered stone. He curled his tail over his paws and studied Lina with an expression she could not quite read.

Then he smiled—yes, really. Not an ordinary animal smile; a smile edged with impish cunning.

“You’re lost, aren’t you?” he asked in a voice smooth and friendly, a little playful as well.

Lina blinked. Had the fox just spoken?

Her heart beat faster. She remembered her mother’s stories. “Foxes are clever,” her mother had said. “You must take care when you meet one.”

Lina stepped back. The moss felt soft under her feet while her thoughts raced.

“I...” She swallowed. “Maybe.”

The fox tipped his head. His eyes gleamed.

“Maybe?” he echoed, amused. “I think you know the answer.”

Lina said nothing. Her fingers locked around the handle of her little pail.

What should she do? Alone she would not find the way.

She needed help. And perhaps—only perhaps—the fox could help her.
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The fox took his time. He looked Lina up and down, his bushy tail flicking as if a particularly amusing idea had just arrived. Then he sat back on his haunches, lifted his chest with pride, and let his gaze sweep the forest as though he were king of this secret realm.

“I could show you the way,” he said, tilting his head. “Not for free.”

Lina felt her stomach tighten a little. “Not for free?”

The fox closed his eyes as if weighing the matter, opened them again, and grinned.

“I will ask you a question,” he said. “If you cannot answer it... you stay here.”

Lina bit her lip. She was not sure whether the fox was joking or serious. One thing she knew: if she stood here and did nothing, she would not find the path.

She planted her hands on her hips, stood tall, and said bravely, “All right. Ask your question.”

The fox waggled his ears, pleased, as if her resolve impressed him. He sprang in a neat leap onto an old stump soft with green moss.

“Listen closely,” he began. “What has many legs and cannot run?”

Lina blinked. She frowned and studied the forest floor.

Many legs... and it cannot run?

Her gaze drifted over the soft moss, the tree roots, and the little twigs crisscrossing the ground. By chance she noticed a gnarled log, and on
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