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“Story! Story! Story!” A chorus of eager voices rang through the hollow tree as a small herd of children encircled Alex the moment she stepped inside. Their laughter and excited cheers bounced off the moss-covered walls, blending into the gentle rustling of the enchanted tree’s leaves.

Alex raised her hands, attempting to calm the group, but their energy was infectious. Her heart swelled as she looked at their bright, expectant faces. Each of these children—an assortment of witches, dwarves, elves, and other magical beings—held a special place in her heart. They were her family in this strange, beautiful world, a world so far removed from her old life.

Before Alex could utter a word, Gaia’s melodic voice cut through the commotion. “Now, now, little ones! Let her breathe! You lot behave, or no stories today,” the witch scolded playfully, her green curls bouncing as she waved her finger at the children.

“But we want a story!” whined Elara, the mischievous elf, her silver hair shining under the soft, golden glow of the tree’s natural lanterns.

“And you’ll get one,” Alex assured them, chuckling. “After I’ve had a chance to sit down, hmm?”

The children reluctantly moved back, giving her just enough space to plop down onto one of the oversized, mushroom-shaped cushions in the center of the hollow. Elara, of course, darted forward to claim her spot on Alex’s lap, giggling as if she’d won a grand prize.

“Alright, alright!” Alex said mockingly, her tone half-serious as she looked around at the expectant faces. “Who wants to hear a story?”

A few shy “me’s” escaped the lips of some of the newer children, their voices barely above whispers.

“Oh, I don’t think I heard that,” Alex teased, cupping her hand around her ear. “Once more! Who wants to hear a story?”

“ME!” The children shouted in unison, their voices so loud it sent a small flock of sprites fluttering out from the treetops above. The group erupted into laughter, their excitement palpable.

“Much better,” Alex grinned, tickling Elara’s sides until the little elf squealed with delight. “Now, let’s all sit down in a nice circle, shall we?”

As the children scrambled to find their places around her, Elara wiggled deeper into Alex’s lap, earning an exaggerated sigh from her.

“YOUR STORY!” they chanted again, their voices overlapping with laughter and excitement.

Alex placed a kiss on Elara’s head and adjusted her position on the cushion. “Alright, alright. Settle down, everyone.” She clasped her hands together, glancing at each of the kids with a playful twinkle in her eye. “So… once upon a time—”

She paused dramatically, spreading her arms as wide as they could go. “A time long, long, long ago…”

The children gasped as if the words themselves were pure magic.

“There lived a young, tiny, timid boy with very mild mannerisms.” Alex pulled her arms back, bringing her hands together to mimic the size of something very small. “Oh, he was just eight years old—smaller than Durrin here, and thinner than Elara.”

“Smaller than Durrin?” a witchling exclaimed in disbelief, pointing at the stocky young dwarf sitting nearby.

“Thinner than me?” Elara giggled, sitting up proudly in Alex’s lap.

Alex poked her playfully in the side, eliciting another squeal. “Oh, yes, even thinner than you.”

Durrin, pretending to be offended, crossed his arms and puffed out his chest. “Ain’t nobody smaller than me!”

The group burst into giggles. Alex leaned in conspiratorially, her voice dropping to a whisper. “And do you know who that little boy was?”

“YOUUUU!” the children cried, some confidently, while a few of the newer ones looked around in confusion.

“That’s right,” Alex said with a grin, her eyes twinkling. “It was me! I was that scrawny little boy, smaller than Durrin, thinner than Elara, and, oh, so very timid.”

Durrin, ever the troublemaker, chose that moment to toss a fake snake onto Alex’s shoulder.

Alex didn’t flinch. She glanced sideways at the wriggly piece of cloth, then turned her gaze on Durrin with a raised brow. “Really, Durrin? A snake? Did you forget I’m not afraid of those anymore? And—” she tapped the back of her head as if revealing a great secret, “—I have eyes back here too, didn’t you know?”

The children gasped, wide-eyed, before bursting into laughter at the absurdity. Durrin, grinning from ear to ear, scurried back to his spot, clearly proud of his mischief.

“Now, where was I?” Alex mused, brushing off her shoulder. “Ah, yes. I was timid, shy, and a little scrawny. And I lived with my mother on a planet called Earth, in a city named… hmm… let’s call it Maplewood Springs. Doesn’t that sound nice?”

The children nodded eagerly, already enchanted by this strange new world Alex was painting for them.

“I went to a school called Riverstone Academy,” Alex continued, “where human children—just like me—attended. Boys and girls learned together, like one big team. Or, at least, that’s what our teacher always said.”

She raised her hands, mimicking air quotes. “But things were a little different. Boys and girls had their own activities—things that were ‘normal’ for them to do. The boys at my school were loud and rowdy. They loved running around, pretending to be warriors or football players. Me?” She gestured to herself, a small smile tugging at her lips. “I wasn’t like that. I preferred quieter things. Graceful things.”

The children leaned in closer, captivated.

“I didn’t fit in,” Alex admitted. “The other boys knew it, and they teased me for it. They called me names and made fun of me for being different.”

“That’s not fair!” exclaimed a young witchling, her cheeks puffing up indignantly.

Alex smiled gently at her. “You’re right. It wasn’t. But sometimes people tease what they don’t understand.” She took a breath before continuing. “One day, while I was in the schoolyard, I looked through a window and saw something… something that changed everything.”

The children’s eyes widened. “What? What did you see?”

Alex’s voice dropped to a dramatic whisper. “It was a ballet class. Girls learning to dance, moving so gracefully it was like they were floating on air. Their teacher was amazing. She twirled and leapt, and I remember thinking… I have to do that too. I want to move like that.”

“Awww!” cooed a tiny sprite child, fluttering her wings. “Even I wanna be graceful, like Gaia!”

Gaia chuckled from her spot by the tree trunk, blowing the child a playful kiss.

“But,” Alex paused, drawing out the word, “I couldn’t just join the class. I had seen what happened to a boy who tried before me. They teased him terribly. And I was already being teased enough. I didn’t want more.”

The children frowned, their faces etched with concern.

“What did you do?” asked Durrin, even though he already knew.

Alex grinned, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “I decided to learn on my own. I’d sneak over to the bushes by the ballet classroom window, hiding where no one could see me. And there, I watched. I copied the moves in secret, practicing whenever I could.”

She stood and struck a graceful pose, one arm curving above her head as her feet slid into position.

The children clapped, giggling at her impromptu display.

Alex settled back into her seat as the kids clapped and giggled at her little ballet pose. She smiled at their enthusiasm before continuing.

“Well, as I said, I would sneak near the bushes by the ballet classroom window. The teacher moved so gracefully, like a swan gliding across a still lake. I would peek through the window, memorizing the moves, and then practice in secret whenever I found a quiet space at home. My room, the hallway, the little park near my house—anywhere I could.”

“Why didn’t you just join the class somewhere else?” asked a curious witch child, her head tilted slightly.

Alex sighed dramatically. “Because, my dear, we didn’t have the money.”

“What’s money?” the little elf Elara asked, confusion written all over her face.

Alex chuckled softly and ruffled her silver hair. “Ah, that’s right. Here, you all share magic to get what you need. But back on Earth, in my world, we needed something called money. It was how we paid for everything—our home, food, clothes, and even ballet classes.”

She paused, glancing toward the other end of the hollow tree where the adults were laughing and singing. “And do you see that wonderful woman over there, singing her heart out at karaoke? That’s Alana—my mother.”

The kids all turned to look, some squinting as if they could recognize her from the distance.

“She worked so hard,” Alex continued, her voice tinged with pride and nostalgia. “She had two jobs, sometimes three, just to make sure we had everything we needed. She never let me feel like we were missing out. We’d go to parks, watch fireworks, eat ice cream, and even have our own little rock concerts at home. She’s the coolest mom you could ever imagine.”

The kids gasped in awe.

“Did you ever ask her for the ballet classes?” a tiny sprite asked, her wings fluttering gently.

Alex shook her head. “I didn’t. I knew how hard she was already working. I didn’t want to add to her burdens. I wanted to be the best kid ever for her. So instead, I decided to teach myself. And honestly…”—her voice softened—“…I loved those secret moments of practicing. It was my little dream, my little escape.”

Elara squirmed excitedly in Alex’s lap. “What happened next? Did anyone find out?”

“Well,” Alex said, her eyes twinkling, “that’s a story after the break.”

“Noooo!” the children cried in unison, their laughter and protests filling the air.

“All good stories take time,” Alex teased, tapping the tip of Elara’s nose. “And I promise, you’ll hear the rest soon.”

The children groaned but eventually settled down, already looking forward to the next part of the tale.
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The hollow tree was alive with anticipation as Alex stood before the eager crowd of magical children once more. This time, she began with a playful twirl, finishing with an elegant sweep of her hand, a classic ballet move that left the kids wide-eyed in amazement.

“Did you know how I learned this move?” Alex asked, her voice brimming with intrigue.

“YESS!” the children chorused, clumsily mimicking her movements with their tiny, pudgy hands. Their earnest attempts were as endearing as they were chaotic.

Alex held a finger to her lips. “Shhhhh. It’s a secret,” she whispered dramatically, beckoning the children closer.

Without hesitation, the little ones scurried toward her, forming a tight semi-circle. Their faces were alight with curiosity as they leaned in, eager to hear her next revelation.

“In the beginning,” Alex began in a conspiratorial tone, “I learned ballet secretly. Do you know how? ”
The kids immediately leaned forward, their imaginations sparking.

“Did you sneak in through a magical portal?” one of the littlest ones whispered, eyes wide.

“Or maybe you disguised yourself as a teacher!” another chimed in, waving their arms dramatically.

Alex laughed, shaking her head. “No, no. Nothing that exciting.” She paused for effect, her voice dropping to a playful whisper. “By hiding in the bushes near the dance classroom.”

The group erupted in a mixture of laughter and gasps, the image of Alex crouched in the bushes clearly delighting them. One of the older kids chuckled and said, “So that’s why
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