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“Do not come any nearer; put off your shoes from your feet, for the place on which you stand is holy ground.”

Exodus 3:3
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To my niece, Ellie. May you never stop dreaming of the sea and mermaids. I pray your kind, wonderous, and adventurous heart keeps growing into its best self.
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Chapter 1: ​A Long-Expected Trip
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“Goodbye, mama!” Aria called over her shoulder. “Natasha and I are leaving!”

Little Aria waved goodbye to her mother, who stood there in the doorway toying with her vivid red hair. All their people had such bright cherry hair.

“Okay. Well...please care for her, Natasha!” her mother, Eden, said to Aria’s little, fluffy, white flying squirrel. 

She was Aria’s Guardian. A Guardian was very much like a pet but also like a best friend that Aria could talk to. It was also a Guardian’s job to protect its caretaker. Like all of Aria’s people, Aria could speak with animals.

Natasha put up her little fists as if to fight. “I’ll bite and scratch them, if I have to!” 

Aria laughed. Although it was a funny thought, Aria knew that Natasha could be brave when she needed to be. That’s when Eden’s Guardian flew in through the window. The blue falcon stretched its neck to survey the room.

“Hi Watcher!” Aria said.

The bird eyed her with piercing intensity. He was so serious.

“Off again, are you?” Watcher said with an intimidating glance.

“Yep,” Aria said. “Natasha and I were getting ready to leave.”

The falcon eyed the squirrel feeling doubtful of her. Aria could tell that his glance made Natasha so nervous.

“I’ll go fly on ahead, Aria,” Natasha said, as she glided from her shoulder and scrambled up some tree.

The falcon was just about as confident in Natasha as her mother. Aria could always tell that about her mother. Aria and her people could feel the emotions of others, so Aria could tell her mother was feeling nervous again right now. Aria could feel the anxiety in her own chest. She knew it wasn’t her own fear because her own fear would affect Aria’s heart on a deeper level.

“Are you sure about this Mar boy? You know that I’ve never very much liked humans.”

Aria and her people at first glance might appear like humans, but they weren’t. They were Ethereal, who were able to do all sorts of things humans couldn’t. Aria’s people could talk to animals, read emotions, heal people, and do many other things through their empathetic connection with the world around them. These abilities were all so normal to Aria that she sometimes forgot humans couldn’t do those things too. 

She had met Mar sometime in the spring when she first got her Guardian. She had seen Mar several times since then and the last time she saw him, she had told him how much she wanted to see the beach. Aria and Mar had decided to go today. After all this time, mama still didn’t trust humans.

“Mar’s face may be similar to our own,” her mother continued. “But I don’t trust the fact that he has no empathy.”

“He has empathy!” Aria defended. “It just looks different from ours.”

“Maybe you’re right. Still... not all humans can be trusted. You know that, right?”

“Yes, I know, mama. Natasha and I will be careful,” Aria said as she turned to leave. “Besides! Mar’s dog Hunter will be there. And Hunter is a sweetheart!” 

“Okay! Well, that’s all right then. Well, just be back by tomorrow, as we talked about. Okay? Just there and back!”

“Okay, mama! See you tomorrow!” 

“See you tomorrow! Have fun, sweetie!” Her mother waved goodbye and let out a deep sigh. “Oh, they never say how hard it is to let a daughter start growing up with her own Guardian!”
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Aria and Natasha started on their journey. When they were some distance from their home, Natasha landed on Aria’s shoulder. As Aria skipped down the path, leaves crackled under her feet and the crisp smell of pine and oak filled the air. The squirrel laid her small fuzzy tail on Aria’s shoulder, tickling her neck just a little. Natasha sighed.

“I feel like Eden doesn’t trust me very much!” Natasha complained.

Aria slowed her skip as her heart felt Natasha’s sadness. Aria exhaled. “Yeah... I think she was hoping I’d take a hawk or an eagle for my Guardian.”

“Like Watcher,” Natasha groaned. “I can help you better than a hawk!”

“I know that,” Aria said, comforting her with a smile. “Don’t worry about what my mother thinks. I trust you, Natasha. That’s what counts. Besides, I love Watcher, but I wouldn’t want a stiff falcon as my Guardian anyways!”

They both laughed. But Aria could tell Natasha was feeling afraid and in doubt.

“But you need to trust yourself, Natasha,” Aria encouraged her. “Here. Why don’t you start out by scouting ahead for dangers? Can you do that?”

“Of course!” Natasha exclaimed. “I’ll look ahead, Aria!”

Natasha jumped from her shoulder and climbed up a tree gliding from branch to branch. They were getting close to the village of Tal, where they would meet Mar and his dog Hunter. Aria could already feel the emotions of the village. Suddenly, a branch snapped underneath her foot. It released a net which wrapped around her entire body as it yanked her into the air. 

It was a trap!
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Chapter 2: Race to the Beach
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Aria dangled in the air. Natasha flew back from tree to tree and landed on a nearby branch. 

“Aria!” Natasha cried. “I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry! I should have seen that.”

Aria’s body became more and more contorted as she tried to get free. She reached for her foot to get free, but then her arm got stuck. Then she tried to push out from that and her other foot got stuck. Her limbs felt like they were tangled in a crazy mess. Her entire body felt so silly as she rocked back and forth in the tree. Slowly she started to laugh.

“Oh no!” Natasha cried. “Are you crying?”

Then Aria’s head popped through a hole in the net. She must look so silly.

“No!” Aria chuckled. “I just can’t seem to get free.”

“What should I do?” Natasha asked anxiously.

Aria probably should be more concerned than she was. But it felt so funny. 

“Can you bite the rope?” Aria asked.

“Oh, right!” Natasha said. “Of course! Let me try!”

Natasha was gone for several minutes to search for a rope to cut. When she finally found it she began nibbling at it. After a minute of Natasha biting into the rope, it snapped. But the net only shifted slightly and, if it was possible, Aria became even more contorted and now hung sideways. Aria started laughing again. 

“I can’t find the right rope,” Natasha said.

“It’s okay. Go get Mar and Hunter. They’ll be able to help.”

“Okay!” Natasha said. “I’ll be quick. Don’t worry.”

Natasha shot off towards the village. Aria tried her best to break free on her own, but nothing seemed to work. When she was thoroughly convinced that she couldn’t move anymore she gave up.

“Look what we caught, boy?” Mar said with a grin. 
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Aria saw a boy with brown hair and a mocking smirk on his face glance up at her. A smiling black dog with his tongue hanging out stood next to the boy.

“Very funny, Mar!” Aria said, suppressing a smile. “Is this your trap?”

“No, not mine. My traps are smaller. I don’t know who left this one. Maybe it was someone else from my village.”

“Well, in any case, get me down!”

“I don’t know,” Mar said with a smile. “My mother always used to tell me: Mar someday you’re going to like a girl and you’re going to need to know how to catch her.”

“Somehow, I don’t think that this was what she had in mind,” Aria said, hiding her grin with a glare that was as serious as she could manage.

Mar’s comment made her smile. And it made her a little sad. Aria sighed. She heaved a sigh not for herself, but for Mar. Aria knew they’d never be able to be more than just friends. It’d never be possible.

“You better release her!” Natasha flew down and threatened him, putting up her fists again.

Mar laughed. He held up his hands in defeat. He couldn’t understand the little squirrel, but he probably got the idea of what she was saying when she was putting up her fists.

“Relax, Natasha! I am only kidding.” Mar inspected the tree closer. “Here, let’s find the cord that’s holding her up.” 

When at last he found it, Mar took out a knife to cut it.

“I could have found that!” Natasha complained to Mar, but he didn’t understand her. 

Mar slowly sliced into the rope. Aria heard the twine snap. Her heart went into her throat as she fell and she crashed to the ground.

“Ow!” Aria groaned as she tried to get up. 

The net was around her in a mess. Then Hunter ran up to her and started licking her face.
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