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Jonah was born to be a priest. Conceived to be a priest. But there’s always been something wrong with him. For years, he’s managed to keep it hidden—until a many-eyed, many-tongued angel visits him at his church.

Tied to Heaven is a monster romance novella featuring a nonbinary main character and a biblically accurate love interest. Angsty, hurt/comforty, and free to read!

Get a FREE copy of the prequel Tied to Heaven here:
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  Let’s be honest, this one’s for me.








  
  Content Note


This book is meant for a mature audience and contains sensitive material, including but not limited to: 
Bad relationship with parents, graphic sex, mention of internalized racism, mentions of drowning, murder, off-page sexual abuse and rape (not by the love interest), off-page violent death of parents, past suicide attempts, transphobia, use of a slur against a disabled person.
These are listed in alphabetical order and not in order of relevance. Take care!
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Iwas sick of my aunt deadnaming me over the phone, so I agreed to take the fucking ferry back to Brimrey Island. 
I arrived on the last day of June. A sunny, humid day that pasted my dark cotton t-shirt to my skin and drew sparkles from my bracelets. I had thought that maybe I’d be able to keep the memories at bay at least until I got to the house, but the cries of seagulls and the splashing of waves against the port slapped me straight back in time. The way the salt air stung in my throat, it might as well have been water. I might as well have been six again, about to almost drown for the first time and glad for it.
I wasn’t.
With the ghost of sand and broken seashells under my feet, I ground my teeth and turned toward the sea. I’m not playing your game, I told the waves in my mind. I’m playing mine.
That was the promise I’d made to myself before buying the tickets: I was returning to get my aunt off my back, get rid of the house, and quit my job. With the house’s money, I wouldn’t have to hear my asshole of a boss threatening to fire me if I didn’t take extra work and then calling me ‘a true team player’ when I took said work ever again.
I reminded myself of it again and again as I weaved my way through the tourists and the workers handing out leaflets. You’re here on your own terms, Ness. You’re getting the money.
My aunt had mailed me the keys to my parents’ car, but it was in their garage. Luckily, it was always easy to catch a ride from the port during both the summer and the spooky season. Drivers loomed around the tourists like vultures.
Mine wasted no time in trying to sell me a tour around ‘the most haunted spots on the island.’ Bet the Paranormal Investigation Society—or whatever the hell they called themselves now—paid him. Maybe he worked on commission.
“I’m not here for tourism,” I said, “thanks.” The driver was probably aware anyway, unless he was new here: it didn’t take long to tell locals apart from cryptid fans. And once a local, always a local. The way my skin itched in the sea air was confirmation of that. 
It would’ve been too good to end the conversation there. The driver blatantly angled the rearview mirror at me. “You look familiar. Have we met before?”
Yeah, we’re not doing that. “Don’t think so,” I said, and turned toward the window to avoid his gaze.
“First time here, then?” he asked.
I didn’t answer.
“Are you renting a place for the summer? Visiting a friend, maybe?”
Someone can’t take a hint to save his life. “No,” I said.
“A boyfriend, then?”
“Actually.” I cocked my head to the side and met his gaze in the mirror. “Maybe I do look familiar to you.”
I caught a glimpse of his smile. “Oh?”
“Yeah,” I said. “I look a lot like my mother.” Same brown eyes and dark wavy hair, which I always wore in a loose braid. We had similar flat noses, too. The only two things my dad gave me were the genes to make my dark beige skin a shade lighter than my mother’s and way too many moles and freckles. Shit splatter, the kids used to say.
“Rose Barker,” I went on. “Does it ring a bell? She lived here for ages. Last year she and my father went for a boat ride, crashed into a rock at full speed, exploded, and had to be identified by their teeth. Maybe you went to their funeral? It was closed casket.” So my aunt had told me.
The driver finally shut up, likely remembering the whole thing. Brimrey was a small island: my parents’ accident must’ve been church and bar gossip for months.
He dropped me off in front of the white-shingled house I’d grown up in. Other than the dirty driveway and overgrown bushes, it looked as it had all my life: somewhat small and nondescript. Dense trees, mainly pines, and a wooden fence stood between it and the next-door neighbor’s property.
The only reason this building would translate to a healthy amount of money was because the neighborhood traced the line of a sea inlet. My parents had bought it because of the dock behind it, hoping someday they’d be able to afford a small recreational boat. Based on my inheritance, they’d managed to both pay off the house and buy the boat after I left.
Taking a deep breath in, I searched for the keys in my backpack and stepped foot inside for the first time in seven years.
The house smelled of dust and humidity—it’d been a year since my aunt had last been here. I opened all the mosquito net-covered windows on the first floor, turned the power and water on, and left for a quick grocery run. If the house hadn’t been broken into yet, it wouldn’t be now.
I was doing fine. The island might not have changed much other than a couple of stores and restaurants, but my parents’ house had. They’d redecorated it into a badly executed beach boho style that read as beige on beige on beige. Wood painted white, some wicker baskets, plants that had withered long ago. My mom must’ve gotten into Pinterest and thought she’d learned something from it.
Bland as it was, it was also easy on me. I might as well have never been there before.
But then I finished sorting out the groceries in the kitchen and saw that I’d placed the rice in the cabinet to the right of the sink, and the paper towels to the left of the stove, and the milk on the upper shelf of the fridge. Just where they’d always been.
This was still the place I used to call home.
I lost it. Bile shot up my throat, and I dashed through the living room toward the stairs to the second floor.
Don’t be stupid, don’t be so fucking stupid, my own voice of reason told me. I tripped on my luggage at the entrance. Don’t do it. You know there’s nothing there. I thundered up the steps, two at a time. I opened and closed the door to my dad’s office with twin bangs. Dark, old-fashioned, same as always. There was only one other room on the second floor: mine.
That is, a home gym.
A treadmill, a yoga mat, a deflated Pilates ball. Stale air and a coat of white paint where my posters used to be. The wall hooks that used to hold my jewelry were gone.
In an effort to stop myself from doing the stupidest thing within the stupidity of being up there, I opened the blinds. The window faced the street, and the sky was pink and orange with sunset. There were no other houses in front of this one, only what remained of the chewed-off hill that many decades ago used to prevent building on the inlet.
“Don’t,” I whispered to myself, eyes following a passing car, heart beating fast.
I did.
I lunged myself at the small closet.
More gym equipment, foam blocks—hell if I cared. Dropping to my knees, I opened the bottom drawer…to only find weights and half-melted together elastic bands. My legs gave out. The heels of my shoes dug painfully into my butt.
Of course the box was gone. Since that night in my first apartment on the mainland when I realized I’d forgotten it here, I’d known I’d never see it again. Those first sea glass jewelry pieces I’d ever made—there was no use trying to find them in this house. They weren’t here.
I wasn’t shocked. I wasn’t anything.
Returning downstairs, I could feel my fingers burning around the handle of one of my two suitcases. The one filled with supplies for my struggling online jewelry shop. I wheeled them both to my parents’ room—I wasn’t sleeping on the couch for however long it took to empty this house for selling. All the furniture in the room was new to me anyway: a queen bed with a wicker headboard, a beige braided rug and some coastal watercolor paintings. Could have been a hotel room.
But it wasn’t.
The air was growing colder outside, the sky dark. I closed all the windows then headed toward the built-in shelves around the TV in the living room. The shelves hadn’t changed at all: they were still stuffed with my mom’s. Late ‘80s and ‘90s romance novels with embracing couples on the covers. I ran my fingers over the age-softened spines and picked one at random.
My thumb wedged itself between the pages again and again on my way to the kitchen, where the back door was. The wood of the back deck, of its stairs, creaked under my feet. The bushes nestled against its side needed help and the small stretch of grass to the inlet was overgrown.
Since my parents’ boat had been totaled, there was nothing waiting for me at the end of the railless dock. Unlike the next-door neighbor’s lights, which the trees made barely visible, the ones from the houses on the other shore of the inlet shone into the night. It was too dark and far away for me to make out the shapes of the buildings and small boats, but I knew the view like the back of my hand.
I stared at the moon’s reflection on the water, thumb still pushing and bending the book’s edges. The memory of my mom reading on the back deck with an iced coffee was clear enough to sting. I wondered where she would’ve wanted her novels to go after she died, and my short nails dug into the cover.
There was no way she’d ever thought seriously about it, so I kicked the book like a football into the sea.
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My weak ankle gave a scream at the kick, but I didn’t care. I ran back into the house to grab as many books as I could and ripped page after page after page. Cut my fingers, hurt my palms, crushed my toes kicking the hardcovers into the water while the neighbor’s dog barked its head off. 
No, there was no way my mom had considered what would happen to her things after she died. Neither her nor my dad ever thought about their deaths—otherwise they would’ve made sure I didn’t inherit the house.
A bitter laugh cracked my throat. Actually, I was acting self-important. It wasn’t like the house would’ve gone to my aunt because my parents had something against me. It would’ve gone to her because they didn’t remember I existed.
My aunt would’ve been happier if there had been a will. Wherever they were now, my parents would’ve been happier. I would’ve been happier, never having to return to this goddamn island. But life chose to screw us all like that.
No, not life.
The sea.
“What do you want from me?!” I yelled at the water, hurling a paperback at it. I didn’t care about putting on a show or about anyone hearing.
That wasn’t why my voice broke.
“You don’t want me, but you won’t fucking let me go. You—” I stopped dead.
The moon was no longer a perfect circle on the surface of the water. Something had split it, and it should’ve taken me a minute to understand what it was. I should’ve asked myself if it was a fallen tree branch, but because I’d been thinking about death, I recognized it the moment I saw it.
A spine.
A back bent in the relaxed curve of someone who’d stopped fighting for air.
I was out of my shoes and in the water before I knew it.
The taste of salt in my mouth after so many years numbed all my senses. And the dawning realization that there was something…off about the body I was swimming toward made it worse.
I reached to grab the person’s arms, and my leg hit something under the water. My instincts screamed at me to back off and, when I pulled the person’s head out of the water, I realized I should’ve listened to the warnings.
It wasn’t a person at all.
It wasn’t human.
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There was no air in my lungs to gasp when I saw the gills, saw the ears, saw the blood—thick black dripping over the creature’s features in the color-bleached night. I would’ve frozen in shock if it hadn’t been for the shrill lap dog barks from the other side of the fence. 
“Fuck,” I babbled, head swiveling to check if there were other people around. Had anyone else seen this? “Fuck.”
I hooked an arm around the creature’s torso and swam for the cover of the trees. My head was reeling. I let go of the creature and scrambled onto the dock—I needed more air to think. The unconscious body didn’t sink. It also didn’t move.
It was still alive—I’d seen its gills flutter—but for how long, with that ghastly cut on its forehead? If I left it here, it’d either bleed to death or drift to another dock, scare someone, and get shot.
“Hell,” I breathed. Freak Island wasn’t just a tourist-attracting hoax after all.
For the briefest moment, I considered calling the Paranormal Investigation Society. The house would sell itself if it became known for a cryptid sighting.
Then I remembered I was thinking about a living creature that was bleeding out and sprinted to the house. Wet socks skidding at every corner, I grabbed two plastic buckets from under the kitchen sink, flinging the cleaning supplies living inside them.
The creature was still where I’d left it when I ran back to the dock—it had only drifted a bit. Without checking if it was still alive, I plunged the buckets into the sea. I was going to bring this thing inside before someone else saw it and did what I’d considered doing.
It took me too many trips to fill the bathtub with salt water, and the neighbor’s dog would not stop barking. Short, high-pitched barks that poked my head like needles. I jumped out of my skin when I heard the neighbor scream at it to shut up. I felt like I was running out of time.
Panting from running back and forth, I knelt on the wooden dock and hooked the creature by its underarms. My muscles burned as I fought to pull it out of the water. I fell to the side from its weight and barely avoided getting trapped under its body. I scrambled to my feet and grabbed the creature again to drag it to the house.
“Holy fuck.”
A scaled tail emerged out of the water. Was this…some kind of mermaid? Five, six feet of scaled tail glistened in the moonlight. The sight of the fin at its end made my stomach lurch—it looked mangled. Torn to shreds.
I shook the feeling off. There was no time to waste.
Getting the creature up the deck stairs was muscle- and gut-wrenching. The sound of scales snapping like nails against wood pinched my skin, as painful as the trail of blood-stained water left on the kitchen floor. I made my way backward to my parents’ en suite: the only bathtub in the house, cramped against the back wall under a small rectangular window.
There was too much water and too much creature for both to be in the tub. A wave gushed out and flooded the tiled floor, splashing my shorts and rushing toward the door…and the hardwood flooring outside.
With a choked curse, I dashed out and tripped around the house for a mop. Ruined flooring ruined sales ruined chances at fixing my life. My soaked clothes and I dripped even more water while trying to fight it from slipping through the cracks between the boards.
Once the floor was safe, I let the mop fall with a crack beside the bed. My socked feet sloshed on the pooled tiles of the bathroom, and my heart skipped a beat. The tub had turned murky with blood. I almost tripped on the creature’s tail to get to the under-sink cabinet. I searched for gauze pads, Band-Aids, even scissors to cut a towel into strips. A bandage roll slipped out of my hands and got soaked on the floor. At that point, I felt like I’d been spilling out ten curse words per minute for the last twenty.
I found rubbing alcohol and cotton balls, and knelt on the bath mat to inspect the creature’s forehead injury. Fuck, I don’t wanna see a brain tonight. Let me not see a brain tonight. I brushed its black hair out of the way. Gingerly, I put the alcohol-soaked cotton to the wound and cleaned the edges.
“Okay,” I sighed. No brain. Not even bone. It had looked worse than it was with the blood trickling down the creature’s face. I bandaged it up as best as I could and fell on my ass from pure relief.
Which was stupid, because the creature was still unconscious. Even if there were nothing else wrong, concussions were no joke. And it wasn’t the only thing that was wrong. I whirled around.
Its tail took quite a lot of space in the rectangular bathroom, and its fin looked even worse under the bright ceiling lights. From its base fanned out a sort of fine boning, like a corset’s. Each hard strip was connected to the next by a dark green membrane, but it was ripped, punctured and…gnawed off. Something had tried to eat this creature.
One of the hard strips of the fin was cracked and bent at an angle that made my stomach squeeze. I reached to straighten it, grimacing at how the friction between the two halves felt. The membrane shimmered like a dragonfly’s wings at the movement. It was soft and yielding under my fingertips.
I had no clue what to do.
My head turned to look at the creature once more. Without the pressure of urgency, I took in its appearance for the first time. Despite its pale green skin, its facial features were…It was as if someone had described a human to an alien and then asked for a drawing. Two eyes, but too far apart and too big. A nose too flat to support proper air breathing, peppered with lighter specks of white, blue and yellow. Freckles, paint splatters. They ran up the bridge into the bloodied bandages.
My eyes dropped to its neck, where three vertical gill slits opened and closed slowly underwater. I’d already noticed another pair of gills on each side of its waist while dragging the creature inside the house. Their unhurried movements were hypnotic enough to distract me from its belly button, and realization only hit me when similar light spots to its nose brought my attention to its flat chest. It had nipples.
My mind went skidding in two directions:
This thing’s a mammal?
And,
I’ve been calling them an it.
It made me shoot to my feet, startled enough to remember I had a body too. One that was soaked and cold and bound to get a thigh rash if I didn’t dry off and change.
After grabbing some crusty towels from the linen closet, I opened my suitcase on my parents’ bedroom floor and fished for my pajamas. I shot an instinctive look at the open bathroom door before undressing.
My sports bra fell with a wet thud on the braided rug. I was grateful I’d decided against binding that morning—it would’ve killed me through all that physical effort. I didn’t usually bind, anyway. My chest was small on its own and, most days, I was fine with how my body looked in the mirror. It was other people’s gazes on me that could make me sick. And that was why I’d been tempted that morning: because I was coming back to a place where they knew me as my parents’ daughter.
I’d ultimately decided against it. No piece of fabric was going to stop me from being misgendered—not here, not anywhere—with my long hair and delicate bracelets. The pain of trying and failing was never worth it.
Once I was mostly dry, I rebraided my hair and refilled the seawater buckets just in case. I left them outside the bathroom, where the creature’s tail wouldn’t knock them over if they moved.
Then I got to cleaning the mess inside the en suite. My eyes cut to the creature again and again as I mopped the puddles around their tail.
Which was why I was looking when they blinked.
My heart skipped a beat. The creature looked lazily at me with eyes that had no whites. Silvery irises and large, pitch dark pupils were all that was between their eyelids. Their two sets of eyelids—one skin, one membrane, which slid across the creature’s eyes from the side before slowly retracting.
Though I had no way to judge for sure, the creature seemed…sleepy as their gaze tracked up and down my body, stiff around the mop stick. The hair on my arms stood on end at the parting of their lips, which revealed a line of sharp teeth. A few sounds scraped past them, high-pitched, slightly metallic. I was frozen in place.
The creature blinked again, just as sluggishly. Then gave a hint of a smile and shut their eyes. They didn’t open them again.
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The creature was confirmation. Undeniable, unbreathable, gut-punching confirmation that all those years I’d been right. As a child, lying awake at night wondering what I would’ve become if my dad hadn’t stopped the sea from swallowing me whole. As a teenager, begging the waves to tell me there was more than what I had. 
There was.
And they laid in my dead parents’ bathtub, unconscious and beaten to a pulp. All the anger toward the sea that had been bubbling inside me since I arrived had vanished.
Despite their injuries, the creature looked peaceful—dark hair floating in the water over their shoulders, a delicate, fin-like ear peeking through the strands. Their wet skin glowed in the artificial light.
My gaze slid down the ripples of their breathing, down the tail that meandered like a dark green river across the beige floor tiles. Raw spots of flesh cried where the scales had snapped against the deck stairs.
The creature was a weird, beautiful thing.

      [image: ]I couldn’t remember going to sleep, but I must have, because a shriek woke me up.
Jumping out of bed with my eyes still closed, I hit the nightstand and cursed. My toes bumped against the water buckets and didn’t spill them by some miracle. Grabbing the doorframe, I swung into the en-suite bathroom and froze.
The creature froze too, mid scream with their sharp mouth open.
For a moment, we both stood motionless. The creature had visibly tried to fit more of their tail inside the small tub, to curl onto themself, making a new wet mess on the floor. They stared at me with wide silver eyes.
I instinctively put my hands up. “I don’t want to hurt you,” I said. Only after I did, I realized they wouldn’t understand me. I got no reaction from them, of course.
They were impossibly still, like a statue street performer. Even their neck gills were tight and unmoving. Their mouth remained wide open, saliva slowly trickling from their palate to their tongue as the only movement of their body. The inhumanness, the uncanniness of it, made my skin prickle.
A shudder ran through me when the creature closed their mouth and their shoulders relaxed. Every action had a liquid quality to it, winding and slippery. Their torso twisted toward me in the cramped bathtub. “You’re real,” they said. “I thought I dreamed you.”
I stuttered. “You understand me?”
The creature made a soft sound, something that seemed like a close-mouthed laugh, and their lips curled a little. Then their entire face scrunched up, and the next sound was pained. Their hands shot to their head, and I jumped over their tail to stop them. “Wait, don’t touch it.”
Both of us stopped cold again when my hand wrapped around their wrist. A shaking breath escaped me at the sight of their hand. It had four long fingers and a thumb, like a human’s, but they were webbed. A shimmery tissue joined them at the middle knuckles—and then they turned into claws. Bone white claws that curved slightly into themselves and would cut my skin like butter.
For a split second, as I watched their hand and they watched mine, I thought they’d lash out and kill me. You don’t grab a wounded animal without warning. You don’t move fast around a wounded animal, Ness.
They didn’t lash out. On pins and needles, I let go and put some space between us. The creature’s eyes remained glued to my fingers, even though I was no longer touching them.
“You hurt your head,” I said. “Let me look at it first.”
After a moment, the creature nodded. The bandage had an ugly bloodstain on it. Grabbing a pair of nail scissors from the bathroom cabinet, I cut it loose. I grimaced at the wet sound of fabric peeling off the wound and felt the creature wince too.
The injury didn’t look worse than…I looked up at the small window above the tub. It was already morning, then. I’d completely passed out during the night.
The cut didn’t look worse than the night before, which was something. It was swollen, though. I got the alcohol and cotton balls from where I’d abandoned them in the sink hours ago and showed them to the creature.
“It’s gonna hurt, but I need to clean it.”
I carefully pressed the cotton to the cut, and they flinched again. Fortunately, the creature seemed more in control of their animal instincts than I’d given them credit for. No lashing out at the pain. Still, my heart beat like crazy.
“My name’s Ness.” Once the wound seemed sludge-free enough, I prepared to bandage it up again. “Yours?”
They didn’t reply. I was starting to think I’d imagined their faintly metallic voice.
“I’m gonna go get some ice,” I said after sticking a gauze pad to their forehead.
I returned with a bag of frozen peas wrapped in a kitchen cloth. The creature was studying the soiled bandage, and their head snapped up when I came in. They let out a pained whimper, shrinking. Their bones shifted so oddly under their skin with each liquid motion.
Kneeling on the damp bath mat, I said, “It’s gonna be very cold,” and carefully pressed the bag to the injury. They didn’t flinch this time; instead, they looked up at me. Their silver eyes traced every inch of my face and neck. Slowly, meticulously.
I couldn’t help looking back. I was close enough to tell each of the creature’s lashes apart, each hair of their dark brows and each speck of white and yellow on their damp skin. The gills on their neck opened and closed above the water, sipping on air. The flesh peeking from under them was as dark and glistening wet as the inside of a mouth.
My nose filled with the smell of salt, fingers hurting from the cold.
“You are real,” the creature said. The membrane in their eyes blinked slowly, polishing them. “You look like you would be a dream.”
Heat bloomed in my chest.
I got the creature to hold the ice for me. Because of the webbing between their thumb and index finger, they couldn’t wrap their fingers around it like I’d done.
“I am real.” I grabbed the first aid supplies from the floor to put them back. “I found you unconscious in the water and brought you inside. What happened to you?”
“I…” The creature shifted, calling my attention to them. “I don’t know. I think I hit my head against a rock. I don’t remember…” The color drained from their face, swallowed by fear. The way they looked at me, desperate for an answer I couldn’t give, made my heart squeeze. “It was a shark. I was attacked by…”
I acted on instinct and stood between them and their mangled fin. I could tell they hadn’t seen it yet and doing it now wouldn’t help their increasing panic. At least it seemed like they didn’t feel pain down there.
A shark—that explained their chewed body. There had never been any sharks close to the island: the creature must’ve swum a lot before hitting the rock and passing out. For how long had they been unconscious, carried by the tide? Lucky they hadn’t gotten killed.
“What’s your name?” I insisted to distract them, still blocking their view.
After another slow blink, the creature made a sound so high-pitched I almost flinched, then stared at me curiously.
“That’s your name?” I said.
“Yeah.” They smiled, showing me their sharp top teeth. “You can call me Echo, if it’s easier.”
“Is that what it means?”
They looked at me like I’d said something really funny. “No.” Changing the frozen peas from one hand to the other, they studied their cold palm. The green had darkened on it. “That’s just my favorite word in English.”
How come you speak English, anyway? My head felt full to the brim. I had too many questions and no reasonable order in which to ask them. Because how the fuck did you reasonably talk to a supernatural creature?
Echo tentatively sank their cold hand into the water and shuddered.
“Are you a he?” I asked. Maybe an odd thing to choose as a priority. Would they even have a concept of gender? “A she? Or…?”
Echo perked up at the question, then winced again at the pain. For their own good, they really should stop reacting so physically to stuff.
“A he. What about you?”
“A they.”
Echo’s brow furrowed, visibly granting him a stab of pain. “Oh,” he said. “That’s weird.”
I stared at him for a split second before deciding to dump him back into the sea.
I was already gazing out of the bathroom to see if the bedroom door was open to drag him through when he added, “It’s like somehow I already knew that.”
“You what?”
Echo was looking at me. “That you would say that. You aren’t a man or a woman, right?” He blinked, face brightening up. “You think I can do that with all humans? Or is it just you? I’ve never been this close to a human before.”
My mouth had gone dry. I turned toward the inlet behind the house, breathing through parted lips. Memories flooded my head: seawater caressing my thighs, teenage lips mouthing words, spilling secrets and truths. It can’t be.
Not knowing what to do with the way my heart was beating, I shook it off.
I was hungry from not having either dinner or breakfast and felt slightly sick. But I couldn’t do anything about it while I was still hiding his injuries from him.
“Your fin’s messed up,” I said, dragging him out of his still-continuing rambling about my gender. “Don’t freak out. It’s not worth it.”
Stepping to the side, I let Echo look.
He did freak out.
His tail swiped across the bathroom, almost tripping me up. The gills on his neck started flapping fast, and his face lost all color as he got a closer look at the disaster. The ripped edges of the membrane had dried up during the night—crisp and brittle as burned paper.
Judging by the goosebumps I got from seeing him touch it, my fingers still remembered the feeling of the broken boning. The sound that escaped his lips was jagged and high. His clawed hands desperately patted every inch of his injured fin. He was shaking.
“Hey,” I said.
“I—I—” he stuttered.
“Hey.”
“I can’t—like this—”
“Hey!” I snapped my fingers, and Echo snapped out of it too. His silver eyes were gigantic and full of fear. “You’re fine,” I said. “It doesn’t hurt, does it?”
Slowly, he shook his head. “But…” But he couldn’t swim like that. Yeah, I’d already reached that conclusion in the brief moments when I considered kicking him out. In the sea, he’d get eaten alive or die of hunger.
“We’re fixing it,” I cut in. “You’re staying here until you’re healed.”
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Other than tourism, fishing was what kept Brimrey’s economy afloat, which meant that, as a child, at least four nights out of seven there would be fish for dinner. Which meant that, as an adult, I hated fish with a passion. The smell of it, the taste of it, the sight of fat trapped between scaly skin and flaky flesh. 
For seven years since I escaped this wasteland, the closest I’d been to it had been fish fingers dipped in ungodly amounts of hot sauce once every few months. Because of Echo, however, I was now handling raw sea carcasses on the daily.
“How often do you eat? And what?” I’d asked him on the first day. “You don’t eat humans, do you?”
He’d given me a little smirk, showing me his carnivore teeth. “Only if they try to eat me first.” His smile grew big enough to consume his silver eyes. “I could hunt a human, but I would only eat one if I was really desperate.”
He told me he ate fish, crabs, and…octopuses if he got lucky. I supplied him with whatever wasn’t ridiculously expensive at the store and tried hard not to involve myself in his eating habits any further. Never saw him swallow once.
Even during the hottest times of the day, I kept all the windows in the house open to ward off the smell of fish. The water in Echo’s tub I drained and replaced more often than was probably necessary—though, to his credit, he was extremely clean about his food. I could tell he was embarrassed by my having to clean around him.
I learned he was embarrassed about a lot of things. He was shier than I’d initially pegged him as, and an open book. Every emotion was painted on his body in wide smiles, wide eyes, wide fidgeting with his hands. He had a habit of pushing his hair behind his right ear to fill silences, and another one of blinking—regular eyelids first, reptile eyelids second—when something confused him. It almost unnerved me how easy he was to read. He did nothing to hide his thoughts.
He also asked a lot of questions.
Like, a lot of questions.
About what I ate, where I got his food from, how a car worked, where his water went when I pulled the plug, how big my parents’ house was and what I did with all that space.
I gave him every answer I had, except when it came to me. I had no interest in being someone you could poke at to understand, though sometimes his claw found tender spots to prod.
It was the third of July when he said, “Your bracelets are beautiful.” A raspy, faint statement, uttered through closed eyes.
He lay in the empty bathtub with his head resting on the ledge. In his water-deprived moments, his body didn’t hold an ounce of tension, as if it deemed it a waste of energy. Arm falling off the side of the tub, eyelids smooth as clouds.
“You’re not looking,” I said, steadying the heavy water bucket on the lip of the bathtub before slowly pouring it over his body, careful not to splash. Echo had explained to me that his gills both absorbed and expelled water, and he could breathe as long as one pair was covered in it. He took in air through his mouth only to speak.
While I replied to a lot of Echo’s questions, I tried to keep mine to a minimum. I wanted to know everything about what he was, where he came from, but that careful voice inside of me stopped me. I had dreamed of the depths for too long. Finding out the truth about them seemed too good a thing for it to happen to me.
The water poured over Echo’s waist, hitting his gills directly, and his sprawled arm twitched. His calm face did too, and he shifted slightly to the side so it would fall over his stomach instead. He was visibly, demonstrably strong—the mere weight of his tail proved it, if his apparent arm muscles weren’t enough—and yet his belly always looked invitingly soft. A small pouch of skin puffed up over the first line of dark green scales of his tail. My attention was always divided between that spot and the perpetually wet and blinking insides of his gill slits. 
“But I always look,” Echo said, eyes still closed. “You change them every day.”
I felt a prick between my ribs. Said nothing while I picked up a second bucket. I was only wearing one bracelet that day: translucent beads of baby pink, baby blue, and pearl.
“My favorite is the one with the starfish,” Echo said.
Starfish. “It’s just a star,” I replied tightly.
Echo opened one eye, blinked, and then opened the other. “A star.” He looked up at the ceiling. I’d quickly grown used to filling in the blanks in his knowledge. Normally, I’d explain to him that humans imagined that the bright dots in the sky had points like starfish, but him talking about my bracelets had ruffled me.
“I make them myself,” I said. It sounded like a dare. “And sell them.”
Echo’s silver gaze shifted to me, a droplet from the bucket I was pouring landing on his cheek. “I could tell.” He sank his arm in the growing water level. “The making them part, I mean. The way you move…You have a jeweler’s hands. And eyes.”
His words climbed up every bone in my spine, made my skin react.  A jeweler’s hands. I thought of my lost box, that my parents had tossed, of how regularly I had to close my shop because I didn’t have enough time to keep it open.
It made me want to leave, so I grabbed the last full bucket and poured it into the tub.
“My people—we make a lot of jewelry.” Echo seemed to stop mid thought. “Did I upset you? I meant it as a compliment.”
My guts twisted. What remained in the bucket fell with a splash.
“I’m gonna go get more water.”

      [image: ]The rest of the day, I focused on going through my parents’ things in search of sellable stuff and tried to avoid Echo. It should’ve been easy, given that he couldn’t leave the tub, but I still had to feed him and check on his wounds. The cut on his forehead had a healthy crust now. His fin, however, wasn’t recovering nearly as fast. The membrane was doing a poor job at stitching itself together, and the broken strip remained broken.
Although Echo tried to talk to me every time I went into the en suite, he got little from me until the next day, when the fireworks started.
I had given little thought to the Fourth of July until the first too early bangs shook the twilight sky and the neighbor’s dog started barking. Continuous, anxious barking that only stopped after that first round was done. I felt bad for the thing—it was gonna have a night.
By the time it was fully dark, the moments of silence were brief and not too silent at all. Some house across the inlet was having a party. Through the open window in the kitchen, I could smell the barbecue and hear the firecrackers and the children screaming while I made myself a late dinner. The faint, hot smell of gunpowder filled the night air.
I left my pasta on the turned off stove and rummaged through the fridge for Echo’s dinner. I’d rather get it over with while the smell of my food could mask his. A round of fireworks lit up the sky in red, white, and blue while I averted my eyes from the cold wet flounder fillets. The blasts vibrated through my ribcage and made the dogs cry all along the inlet.
Fish plate in hand, I strode to the bathroom to find Echo fully immersed in the water. It wasn’t the first time I had caught him with his head underwater, so I wouldn’t have thought anything of it if it hadn’t been for the spasms running through his tail.
“Are you okay?” I said, setting the plate on the toilet lid with a clink.
Echo’s eyes were closed tight, his hands pressed over his ears in the black cloud of his hair. His whole body jerked with the boom of a firework in the sky.
He opened one trembling eye and said, “I’m fine, it’s just—” he yelped and shrank again with the next explosion.
“Yeah, fine as hell.” He was clearly in distress, if not physical pain. My head snapped to the small rectangular window above the tub, which was open a crack as usual. Shaking my flip-flops off, I tested my weight on the tub ledge—more like, I tested I wasn’t going to slip and crack my head open—and got up to close it.
I caught him staring at me from below and held onto the towel rack to leap off.
I threw a towel at him. “Cover your head.”
In the cacophony of fireworks and dog barks, I rushed to close every window in the house. Why the fuck didn’t he tell me? I could still feel the blasts in my bones. Was he not used to loud bangs and scared? Or were his ears more sensitive than mine?
“Ness?” Echo called from the en suite.
“Hold on.”
I flung the closet wide open and hopped to get a box tucked away on the top shelf. It made my stomach turn that it was that easy for me to find my mom’s winter hats and gloves. That in my absence her habits hadn’t changed. That I still knew her, and she would never know me.
Her white earmuffs were fluffy and smelled of humidity. I felt sick and heavy when I went into the bathroom with them and called Echo. He emerged, water streaming down the towel he’d covered his head with. I knelt on the beige bath mat and replaced it with the earmuffs, flinging the wet towel into the sink and pushing his hair out of the way. I was careful his delicate, fin-like ears didn’t get folded.
With both hands still over the earmuffs, I watched his slow blinking. “Too tight?” I said. His eyes, wide and full as the moon, traced a path from my wrist to my face. Fireworks blurrily went off past the window over the tub.
He shook his head, and I let my arms fall. He felt the earmuffs with unsure claws, and his face filled with wonder. From the way he petted them, it was because of how soft they were.
“Feel better?” I asked. Echo nodded, and I got up. “Don’t make me guess what you need and call me next time. I—”
“Can you stay?”
I looked at him. His hair seemed even darker against the white of the earmuffs, and his irises shone more inhumanly.
I stayed.
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The phone ringing woke me up on the fifth. I reached blindly for it with a grunt and held it to my ear. 
“Has the agent looked at the house yet?”
My aunt’s voice shot through me like electricity, waking me up and instantly making my blood boil. I wasn’t surprised she didn’t open with a ‘hello.’ We were long past pleasantries.
“Why,” I deadpanned. My voice was raspy from sleep.
“Because I want to know.”
I didn’t answer because she technically hadn’t either. 
Jaw clenched, I turned to look at the window of my parents’ room behind me. The night before, I’d closed the curtains in an attempt to muffle the firework blasts. Now, morning light seeped through the translucent fabric.
“Vanessa, are you even in Brimrey?” she said. It was like a slap.
I sat up. “I sent you a picture of the fucking ferry ticket. What, I missed it just to piss you off?”
“Honestly? I wouldn’t put it past you at this point. It’s like you enjoy being impossible.”
I was out of bed now. I flung the curtains open, the metal rail squealing. My aunt and I had never had much of a relationship growing up. Before my grandparents died, I would see her during Christmas break, when we’d go visit my dad’s family on the mainland. After they passed, my aunt would come around for Thanksgiving and take my room, forcing me to sleep on the couch. She would send a card on my birthday, but otherwise pretended I was just a feature of the landscape.
That was until my parents’ death, which turned her into the sweetest person for miles around…for the solid two weeks it took to confirm they didn’t have a will and I was inheriting everything.
“How much are you gonna sell it for, then?”
I ground my teeth, staring at the trees through the window. That was why she wouldn’t get off my back until I came here: she wanted to buy the house. And if she’d stopped deadnaming me the first five times I asked, I would’ve given it to her. She did this to herself. Like I’d let her treat me like a doormat and still think I owed her just because she handled the funeral for me.
“It’s none of your business.”
She made a sound like she couldn’t believe me. “It’s my brother’s house. I have a right to know what you’re doing with it.”
“It’s my house. They left it to me and I can do whatever I want with—”
“No, they didn’t,” she snapped. The words shouldn’t have knifed through me the way they did, when I already knew. “You only got it because—”
“Well, too fucking bad your brother knocked his wife up. Maybe go donate to some abortion funds to cope.”
‘Screech’ was the most accurate way
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