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Deep down at the bottom of a clear blue pond, there was a

cozy little village called Ripple Hollow. Soft green weeds

swayed like curtains, and round pebbles made tidy paths

between the shell-shaped houses. In the middle of it all lived

Axel, a plump pink axolotl with six feathery coral gills that

fluttered when he laughed. He loved his peaceful home more

than anything.
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Every morning Axel packed his emerald seaweed satchel with

tiny treasures and swam through the village. He waved to the

snails sweeping their doorsteps and the minnows playing tag

in the reeds. His round dark violet eyes sparkled at every little

thing. 'Good morning, Ripple Hollow!' he called, and the whole

village seemed to smile back at him.
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One day, something new appeared near the lily pads. A small

water beetle named Bella was hiding beneath a wide green

leaf. Her glossy teal-blue shell was covered in faint bronze

speckles, and she wore a little yellow reed shawl. Her amber

eyes were half-lowered, and her two short antennae drooped

with worry. She had come from a faraway pond and felt very

shy.
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Bella had traveled a long, long way on a drifting twig, and now

everything here felt strange. The snails were bigger, the reeds

were taller, and the voices were new. She pulled her yellow

shawl tighter and peeked out from under the leaf. 'Maybe I

should just stay here,' she whispered to herself. 'Nobody

knows me, and I don't know anybody.'
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Axel noticed the tiny visitor right away. He swam closer slowly,

so he would not startle her, his long finned tail swishing gently

behind him. 'Hello!' he said in his warmest voice. 'I'm Axel. You

must be new here. Would you like to explore Ripple Hollow

with me?' Bella blinked her amber eyes and gave a very small

nod.
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First, Axel showed Bella the pebble path, where round stones

of every color made a cheerful mosaic. Bella gasped. 'They're

beautiful!' she said. Axel grinned and tapped his little shell

pendant. 'The villagers made this path together,' he explained.

'Everyone added a stone.' Bella looked at all the colors and felt

a tiny spark of wonder.
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Next they visited the reeds where the minnows were playing

tag. The minnows zoomed and giggled, but when Bella came

near, they grew quiet and curious. Axel introduced her proudly.

'This is Bella! She came all the way from a faraway pond.' The

minnows wiggled their fins in welcome, and Bella's antennae

lifted just a little.
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Then Axel brought Bella to the shell houses, where a slow old

snail was polishing a doorstep. 'Welcome, little one,' the snail

said kindly. Bella tried to say hello, but her voice came out as a

tiny squeak. She ducked behind Axel's gills. 'It's all right,' Axel

whispered. 'Everyone here is friendly. Take your time.'
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Bella wanted to help, but she felt too small. She tried to sweep

a doorstep, but the broom was huge. She tried to carry a

pebble, but it was too heavy. 'I don't think I'm good at anything

here,' she said sadly, and her shy amber eyes filled with worry.

Axel patted her tiny shell. 'Let's keep looking,' he said.
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Around the corner, they found a quiet spot where the village

stored its pebbles and shells for building. It was a messy pile—

gray stones here, pink shells there, all jumbled together. Bella

tilted her small head and looked at the pile for a long moment.

Suddenly her amber eyes grew wide. 'Oh!' she said softly. 'I

know what to do with these.'
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Bella began to arrange the pebbles and shells in beautiful

patterns. She set a row of pink shells in a curve, then tucked in

gray stones like little stars. Her six thin legs moved quickly

and carefully, and her yellow shawl fluttered as she worked.

Soon the messy pile had become a lovely spiral of colors that

sparkled in the water.
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The villagers swam over to see what Bella had made. 'How

wonderful!' said the old snail. 'Our village has never looked so

pretty.' The minnows swam in happy circles around the spiral.

Bella peeked out from behind her reed shawl, and for the first

time, her amber eyes were bright and proud. Axel clapped his

chubby four-toed feet together.
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From that day on, Bella had a very special job in Ripple

Hollow. She arranged pebbles and shells to decorate every

path, every doorstep, and even the big stone arch that

welcomed visitors. The villagers brought her beautiful stones

from all around the pond. 'Thank you, Bella!' they said, and her

antennae wiggled with joy.
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Bella no longer hid under the lily pads. She lived in a cozy

shell house near Axel's, and every morning she and Axel swam

through the village together. 'I'm so glad you came to Ripple

Hollow,' Axel said one day. Bella smiled her shy smile. 'I'm glad

you invited me,' she replied. 'I didn't know I could belong

somewhere new.'
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The whole village noticed how much happier it had become.

Bella's pretty patterns made every path feel cheerful, and her

gentle ways made everyone kinder. When a new family of

tadpoles arrived one day, it was Bella who swam over first.

'Hello!' she said. 'Would you like to explore Ripple Hollow with

me?' And the tadpoles smiled, just like she once had.
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Axel and Bella sat on a smooth stone and watched the

sunbeams dance on the water. 'Welcoming a new friend makes

the whole village stronger,' Axel said. Bella nodded, her teal-

blue shell gleaming. 'Kindness is like a pebble dropped in the

pond,' she said. 'It makes ripples that reach everyone.' And in

Ripple Hollow, the ripples of friendship never stopped

spreading.
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