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  The Wide, Wide Sea
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"lt has to end, Declan. You know this. We’re leaving."

	"Mistress—"

	"Are you going to live here alone? I know you think sixteen is old enough but—"

	"I wouldn’t be alone—"

	"Declan—

	"You never told me to stop. You just said to keep out of everyone’s way—"

	"It was never going to work. I was waiting for you to see that—"

	"Why? Just because Eli Pinchin says-"

	"Eli Pinchin is a racist and hateful man—"

	"So why should I—?"

	"Because there are other reasons than what Eli Pinchin spouts about!"

	She got to her feet and started making the angriest cup of tea Declan might have ever seen.

	"Mistress—"

	“And don’t lie to me, Declan. I can see it in your Noise as clear as day that you’re not listening to a word I’m saying.”


	Declan frowned. “All right, then listen to this.” And he opened his Noise and he showed her.












The last remaining residents of Horizon were loading their carts in the small, sandy town square. Declan walked past them, avoiding eye contact as he headed to the house he shared with his mum.

	Though that isn’t true any more, is it?he thought as he went. His mum had already gone to Haven with the penultimate group this morning, and before she left, she’d yelled at him even worse than Mistress Coyle had just now. They’d exchanged ugly words and hadn’t made them right. It sat on him like an open wound, one that he couldn’t help poking. He didn’t want to be having these disagreements, not with his mother, not with the Mistress, not with the town. He wasn’t the disagreeing sort.

	But he just couldn’t make them see. And if they couldn’t see, then—

	“Declan Lowe.” The voice of Eli Pinchin always sounded like a whisper, even when it boomed across the dunes. Despite himself, Declan turned. Eli was in charge of the final clear-out, loading up the last and most vital of the town’s possessions — its generators, its remaining medicines and supplies — onto the four ox-carts and the fissioncar that shuttled back and forth from here to Haven.

	Eli Pinchin was the disagreeing sort, his face the wrath of God under a hat. The men and women helping him with the work had all stopped, too. A wall of Noise churned from the men, Eli’s own striding along the top, like a general marching his parapet.

	It wasn’t pleasant. Full of Declan and the things they imagined him doing, things they professed to be disgusted by, but which they sure seemed to have fully-fledged pictures of floating around their heads.
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	He spoke out loud. "l have nothing to say to you, Eli.”

	“Your time’s a-coming, boy,” Eli replied.

	“Everybody’s time is coming,” Declan said, his stomach clenched with the nerve of talking back. Eli had twenty kilos and five inches on Declan. A fight, if it came to it, wouldn’t last long. “Even yours.”

	"We leave in the morning, boy,” Eli said. “All of us. You are not the exception you think you are.”

	Eli’s Noise showed a picture of Declan being dragged behind the cart, his hands bound, his mouth gagged.

	Declan shoved his hands into his pockets and turned away. But as he walked along the beach, he swore he could feel the gaze of Eli stabbing into him, like the barrel of a shotgun pressed between his shoulder blades. He forced himself to keep walking, veering towards the slope down to the water.

	Though staying well away from the actual waves.












[image: 2017-04-01 20_24_46-The Wide, Wide Sea_ A Chaos Walking Short Story _ Noise - Waterfox]he could hear the fish saying, see their long black shadows moving through the water like torpedoes. They were the primary reason Horizon was closing itself down. For over ten years, the people of the town had tried to carve out a living as fishermen and -women, providing food not only for themselves but also — they hoped — a vital trading resource to the rest of New World. They’d come here, like all the arriving settlers had, dreaming of a home free of the stains of the Old World they’d left.

	But of course, no one had ever expected the new world to he filled with Noise. Or its oceans to be filled with monsters.

	The fish — if you could really call them that, when they’d look you in the eye and tell you they were going to eat you just before they did — weren’t invincible. They could be caught, they could even he eaten, if you didn’t mind flesh that tasted of iron no matter how much you seasoned it. But there were just too many out there, despite a ten-year war against them, too many to make fishing barely safe, much less viable. Worse, the fish turned out to be farmers themselves, fiercely tending and defending the shoals of the smaller fish they ate, shoals the humans on the beach would like to have eaten, too. Each day out on a boat was like jumping into a lion’s den to catch a frightened lamb.

	The town had started with optimism, moved into defiance, before slowly, slowly, slowly collapsing into defeat. A month ago, Mistress Coyle had finally won her argument that it was time to pack up what they could and move back to Haven, where they could at least count on eating regularly. Fishermen would have to become farmers, that was the way of it. Eli Pinchin, the sole remaining hold-out, had at long last agreed with her, having lost a second son this summer to a fish that had rammed their boat and knocked him into the water, where he didn’t stand a chance.


	The town felt they finally had nothing left to keep them here. In this, they were mostly right.

	But only mostly.












Declan zipped up his jacket as he passed around the back of the church. Winter wasn’t quite here yet, but it promised itself in the icy gusts coming off the sea. A coldness in the air, deeper than usual. All the more reason for the town to leave tomorrow morning, get away before the first hard freeze.

	Tomorrow morning, Declan thought, walking up the small pathway to his house.

	He still had no idea what he was going to do. Why him? Why him of all the boys in the town? He was the least likely, the most reserved, the one who was never going to cause a fuss.

	Until the fuss found him, he guessed.

	He opened his front door. “Hello?” he called.

	There was no answer. The house, more of a shack really, the three little rooms marked off by hanging curtains, was mostly bare. His mother had taken her belongings with her this morning, and Declan didn’t have many of his own. Clothes, obviously, a few pictures, his fishing gear, kept clean and polished. He hadn’t packed any of it, but it was all so meagre he could reverse that intention in less than five minutes.

	But he wasn’t going to. No, he wasn’t.

	“Hello?” he asked again, a slight anxiety taking him now. They wouldn’t have done anything...

	Would they?

	He crossed to the back door, pushing it open harder than he’d intended so that it slammed open against the back wall of the house—

	Startling her from, where she sat in a corner of the threadbare garden, wearing the same light lichen clothing as ever, heedless of the frigid breeze. She was reading a book on his pad, he saw, her strange attraction to the written words of his people still unabated, still amazed at how anyone could pack so much of themselves into lines on a page. It was a reduction, as she saw it, when expansion seemed so much more natural. And yet here she was again, spending time decoding a language not her own.

	Maybe she was trying to decode him, he thought.

	If she did, he’d be happy to hear what she discovered.

	Her Noise trilled with warmth at seeing him, but it was followed immediately by sadness. She’d read him in an instant, though it was news they’d known was coming for weeks.

	Tomorrow morning, she showed.

	"We’ll find a way," he said.

	And he opened his Noise for her in an embrace.












“It’s unnatural!” his mother had shouted at him, again, just last night. "She’s an animal.”

	“She’s not an animal!” he’d shouted back. “She thinks. She speaks. She feels—”

	“They only feel things in mimicry of us, you know that.”

	“I don’t know that. That’s what Eli Pinchin says, but since when did you start listening to him—”

	“You have brought shame on yourself, On me—”

	“It has nothing to do with you—”

	“And what small town have you been living in your whole life that you think what you do doesn’t matter? Doesn’t get noticed?”

	“It’s nobody’s business—”

	“There’s no such thing as nobody’s business. Not any more. You’ve got to leave her behind. That’s it, that’s all. There’s no other choice.”

	“I won’t—”

	“What exactly do you think’s going to happen, Declan? Eli Pinchin’s just going to welcome her on board as your equal? Give you his blessing to marry her—”

	“I don’t need his blessing. Or yours—”

	“I would hope you’d want my blessing. Son, the Spackle are dangerous. There’s rumours of attacks coming in from the west, even talk of war—”

	“Rumours from Eli Pinchin. Talk from Eli Pinchin. He’s not even Mayor—”

	“Mistress Coyle isn’t too thrilled about it either.”

	“And who are they to tell me how to live my life? Wasn’t the whole point of flying all the way to this stupid planet was because it was free?”

	“She is not coming to Haven with us.”

	“But they’ve got more of them there. They work side by side—”

	“I will not have her in my house.”

	“Then I’ll get my own house.”

	And this, for some reason, had been the last straw for her. She had used very bad words, very bad names for Spackle, and he had said very strong, very angry things back until she had thrown him out of the house. He’d slept outdoors, neither of them willing to speak to the other, neither of them willing to be the first to try and resolve their argument. This morning, he had watched her drive off from a distance, not waving at her, her not waving back, and he had returned to their empty house.

	Which, for him, wasn’t empty at all.












Her name — a noun that wasn’t even remotely accurate, but they had to find some common ground — was something like Stone Centre or Resolute Intention or Rock Against The Tide, which weren’t the insults in Spackle they might have been in human. “Stone” and “Rock” in their wordless language signified, among a whole bunch of other things, something steadfast. A Rock Against The Tide wasn’t a hard thing, or at least not always; it was something that was strong, something that could withstand.

	But it is still not guite what you think, she had shown. This name, the layers of it, is more encouragement than fact.

	"They think your centre should be stonier?”

	While at the same time already being somewhat stony.

	“Ah,” he’d said, “so kind of like everybody else then.”

	She had laughed at that, one of the rare physical sounds the Spackle made, a kind of joyous clicking. They’d agreed that, as Rock Against The Tide was a bit of a mouthful, he could just call her Ti.

	Spackle-human contact had started with as much optimism as everything else in New World. The natives had been another surprise, not registering in the usual scans from orbit before they landed, or if they did, registering as nothing more than wildlife. Or at least that’s what the settlers had chosen to believe while they dealt with the other surprises of this place.

	Declan was too young to remember the trauma of the Noise when the settler ships had first landed, but by the time his mother had joined the group that moved out to found Horizon, a kind of grudging understanding had taken hold, with many of the settlers spreading out as far as they could to give themselves relative peace and quiet. A few families had always planned on trying their hand at fishing; a few more joined them, Declan’s mother included, and down the river they went to the ocean, growing more and more used to the Noise as the years passed.

	Only growing slightly more used to the Spackle, though. Initial relations had been hit and miss, with some early disasters that the settlers never liked to talk about but whose gory details Declan had read in their Noise. Eventually, a sort of distant peace held. The two groups avoided each other for the most part, and by the time the founders of Horizon reached the ocean, the Spackle there knew to keep their distance from a people whose weapons were better, sharper, more effective at killing.

	Except that the Spackle knew how to fish. Knew how to navigate both the ocean waves and the creatures beneath them in flat, small, one-man boats that looked barely substantial enough to withstand a light breeze. While the humans fumbled and drowned and were eaten from their heavy wooden vessels, the Spackle — hunting with intimidatingly sophisticated spear and net combinations — could be seen on the ocean to the north, standing up in their precarious crafts, loading them with enormous catches of fish.

	Horizon had been forced to trade with the Spackle just to survive. Nicola Coyle, the town’s Mayor and only healing Mistress, had set up the first negotiations, offering mostly ironwork and blacksmithing — which the Spackle used with their livestock — in exchange for fish and some fishing expertise that the humans failed badly to master. Still, the two groups had eked out a kind of co-existence, one that had lasted nearly a decade, though one that had always seemed dependent on the clear division between Horizon south of the river-mouth and the Spackle settlements north of it.

	Until Declan was reading a book up on the riverbank six months ago. He had begged off sick from fishing duties that day, as he’d overslept and Eli Pinchin’s was the only boat left to leave that morning. Fishing with Eli was a misery for anyone, but especially Declan, who was perfectly fine at ship duties unless the scornful eye of Eli was on him. When that happened, Declan found he couldn’t tie a knot, couldn’t load a reel, couldn’t hoist a net, his Noise raging pink with embarrassment all the while, so much so it threatened to crowd out everyone else on the boat. His professions of a bad cough had been welcomed possibly too eagerly by Eli and his crew.

	So that morning, he’d snuck back to a place he liked by the river, secluded, quiet, the rush of the water drowning out most of the Noise of the town. His Noise painted his reading in the air, and he was happily lost within it all. Until he reached the end of a chapter and stopped.

	But what happens to the boy? asked a voice through the trees in an accent not human. A Spackle was above him, stretched across the length of the branch, watching him intently. Surely he does not ... starve? Is this the right showing?

	“The right what?” he asked.

	She slid off the branch with an ease and nimbleness he’d never be able to match if he practised for a hundred years. She pointed at his reading pad. This boy, she showed. He is not real. He is a memory-twist. A conduit for meaning.

	“A story,” Declan answered.

	Her Noise had glowed at this word. A story. Yes.

	They stared at one another then, his Noise telling her who knew what, hers in better order, more curious, reaching out but also consulting with itself, assessing the situation. The fact that she was a young female with Noise was enough to Stun him for a moment. Human women didn’t have it, of course, something that had caused no end of difficulty, given how eager humans were to be outraged about difference.

	But here she was, trying to communicate, wanting to connect.

	So what happens next? she showed, and it took him a moment to realize she meant the book.

	What actually happened next was that they met the following day to finish the story. And the day after that to start a new one. And somehow, it was as simple and impossible as that.



	They’d quickly moved through his small library, uploading more and more texts from the town’s reserves. She picked up written language with breathtaking speed, and he eventually let her borrow his reading pad so often he no longer really considered it his own. When their respective days’ work had been accomplished — they were both fishers, which was gruelling enough to make them want to talk about anything else — they would meet at the riverbank and read together, her watching the story unfold in his Noise, or the even more amazing reverse, where her Noise would recast the story through a Spackle’s perspective. It was better than any vid he’d ever seen.

	Faster than he could have ever expected, she grew to mean something to him, something more than just friendship, despite all their differences, despite the simple physical incompatibilities, the vastly different life experiences, the undeniably enormous fact that they weren’t the same species.

	His heart moved when he saw her, that was as far as he could explain it. He could see her heart move when she saw him, too, and if they couldn’t be physical in the way that the whole stupid town seemed to spend far too much time trying to imagine, then there were other ways they could invent. Even better, in their shared Noise, they could be intimate in a way completely different than anything he’d ever known. Enough to stop the world.












What will happen? she asked him now, setting the pad down on a small garden table.

	"I don’t know,” he said. "Are you still willing to try? To strike out on our own?”

	Yes, she said, but the thing about talking to a Spackle was that there was more than just words in the words they said. She said Yes but it contained all the sadness at leaving her own family behind, the worry that things wouldn’t be any easier if they went to Haven or — his preferred option — they found a remote spot, maybe on their own, where they could just be, the two of them. As unlikely as that sounded. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was what they had.

	Because neither side were very happy about Declan and Rock Against The Tide.

	You couldn’t keep a thing like that out of your Noise, of course, but Declan had never been a boy the town took much notice of. A few weeks had managed to pass before Eli Pinchin caught him in an idle thought in church. Nothing particularly bad, just that he’d taken her hand for the first time the day before, feeling the somehow surprising warmth of her skin against his own.

	He’d looked up from the pew to find Eli staring at him, the faces around him following suit.

	The pressure had started then. The name-calling. Even the sermons at the church started warning against the dangers of “impurity”. The Mistress, while clearly disapproving herself, had still shielded them some when things threatened to get out of hand, but his mother had just cried, then shouted, then cried some more, despite his protestations that they were “just friends, that’s it, that’s all, nothing’s happened”.

	Which hadn’t been quite true, even then.

	For Ti’s part, she’d convinced her people that she regarded Declan as little more than a pet. She’d laughed when he was insulted at this. But I have seen the way your people love their pets.

	And there had been the word for the first time. Love.

	Do you not wonder sometimes, she showed now, sadly, if in some ways they are correct? That we are asking too much of the world?

	“No,” he said. “They’re the ones who are asking for too Iittle”

	Her Noise warmed, she liked this answer, but there was no disguising her anxiety beneath it.

	And there was something new to it, too.

	“What?” he asked, trying to read her. “What is it?”

	He could sense her fighting with her Noise, wondering how much was safe to reveal.



	“You can tell me,” he said. “You can tell me anything.”









His first indication of how dangerously bad things had got came out on the water one day on Eli Pinchin’s skip. Two of Eli’s Sons — the younger of which would be taken by a monster later that summer — were on lances, guarding against the one large fish who had taken an interest in their boat. Another boy, Andrew, was helping Declan with the nets, and there was a girl called Deborah on the engines and rudder. Declan was clumsily pulling up a heavy line, not coiling it as fast as Eli would have liked.

	“How can you have reached this age and still be so talentless, boy?” Eli said.

	Declan heard the others laugh. He kept pulling in the line.

	“Mind elsewhere?” Eli said. “Mind on your little wench out by the river?”

	Declan paused momentarily, but went back to his work.

	Eli’s hot breath beat against his ear, suddenly close. “You are an abomination.”

	Declan spun around, his back against the low wall of the skip. Eli towered over him, the rest of the crew watching.

	“I’m not sure how I feel about having a pervert on my boat,” Eli said, loud enough for everyone to hear.

	"I’m not a pervert,” Declan said. “She’s just a friend—”

	“Well, now, that’s obviously a lie, isn’t it, boy? We can see it in your Noise. All of us.”

	“What’s it to you, anyway?” Declan said, his face burning.

	Eli leaned down, his breath stinking, his eyes wide. “The Mistress may be fine with it—”

	“She isn’t really—”

	“But out here on the water, it’s the captain who’s in charge. And this captain isn’t sure he wants someone like you stinking up the place for the rest of us.”

	For a moment, there was only the sound of the waves sloshing against the low skip and the Noise of the monster that swam around them. But deep within Eli, Declan could see an intention forming.

	“Don’t—” he started to say, but it was too late. Eli grabbed the front of his tunic, hoisted him up with alarming ease and flung him out of the boat—

	But didn’t let go.

	Declan hung well out over the side of the skip, all his weight above the water, only his feet and ankles still inside. Eli’s brute strength suspended him there, above the monster now saying[image: 2017-04-01 21_04_30-The Wide, Wide Sea_ A Chaos Walking Short Story _ Noise - Waterfox]as it sensed it might be about to be fed.

	“No one would miss you, boy,” Eli said. “Your ma would weep and wail, but in her heart she’d be glad to be free of your stain—”

	“Captain—” one of Eli’s sons said, nervously holding his lance. Eli ignored him. “They’re vermin,” he spat at Declan.

	“They’re slaughtering people out west. War is coming. And you think you have the right to shack up with one of them?”

	Declan struggled in his grasp, the water perilously close now. “She’s not like that—”

	“Dad!” Eli’s son said, louder this time.

	“What is it?” Eli roared.

	“There are two,” the son said.

	“Three,” Deborah said, staring into the water.

	“More will come if you keep hanging him there,” Eli’s son said. “Put him in the water or pull him back in the boat.”

	Eli sneered, but looked down past Declan. Declan twisted to look, too. Indeed, three dark shapes were circling in the deep.

	And now a fourth.

	Eli and Declan looked back at each other. In Eli’s Noise, Declan could see Eli letting him go, could see his plunge into the water, into the mouths of the monsters that awaited— But with a grunt, he pulled Declan back into the boat, dropping him roughly to the wooden bench. “Back to shore!” Eli called, in a tone that brooked no disagreement. Deborah revved the small fission engine, steering them towards Horizon’s docks.

	No one in the boat would meet Declan’s eye as they went.












The moons rose on one horizon, while the sun started its descent on the other.

	Declan couldn’t quite get his Noise around what Ti had just told him.

	"If that’s the way it has to be,” he finally said, not looking at her, feeling the words strain against his throat, "then maybe we should give each other up, maybe—”

	My earlier words remain true, she showed. We will find a way.

	“But, Ti—”

	You think you are the only one who will make a sacrifice. But this is not true.

	Declan kept his face in his hands, not knowing what to do. She would be cast out. That’s what she’d told him. She would become an enemy to Spackle. Her people had been waiting when she docked her fishing craft this afternoon. They no longer believed Declan was anything like a “pet”. They had seen the depth of her feeling in her Noise all along, of course, but had thought it a passing fancy. They tolerated it because the village — and therefore Declan — was meant to be leaving. When they had read in her Noise that the two of them intended to stay together, they had informed her of the consequences in no uncertain terms.

	A war is coming she showed him, between my people and yours.

	“But if that’s true, where could we go? Where could we ever get away from it?”

	Across the sea. There are different lands, with different voices—

	“How would we ever cross the sea?”

	We would do what we must. The world is big. Surely there is space in it for one like you and one like me.

	“You’d think so,” he said. “But it never seems to turn out that way.” He looked around the small back garden, with its tumble-down fence, the weeds that no one had time to remove properly, all at the back of a wood-framed house that leaned more than it should, now emptied after a life in a village they’d all moved to, filled with hope. Of which there was none to be found.

	She read all of this in an instant, and he could already sense her Noise moving to rebuke him.

	“I’ll give you up,” he said again, not meeting her eyes, "if I have to. If it keeps you safe.”

	But what makes you think I will give you up? she showed. Her Noise changed again, and he saw that she had made a space for him inside it. He tried to do the same for her, but he couldn’t get his hope to work strongly enough. He could only lean into her arms and look for an escape for them both in a future that seemed to offer none.












A knock on his front door jolted them both upright. The sun was setting behind the hills, dusk falling with an even stronger chill. Winter was definitely coming, and a bitter one it would be.

	The knock came again.

	"I know you’re in there, Declan,” shouted a voice. “A blind person could see the Noise of you.”

	“Mistress Coyle,” Declan whispered.

	She has been sympathetic, Ti showed back.

	“Up to a point.” Declan got to his feet. Ti followed him inside. They went through and opened the front door. Mistress Coyle took them both in with a glance.

	"I need to talk to you, Declan,” she said. “Alone.”

	“I’ve told you, Mistress. I’m not going anywhere.”

	"That’s not why I’m here.” Her face was hard. She said nothing more.

	Declan tried to outwait her, but no one could do that to Mistress Coyle. He looked to Ti, then back to the Mistress. “Will she be safe here?”

	“As safe as anywhere else,” Mistress Coyle said. Which is not especially safe, is it? Ti showed.

	“If what you two were trying to do wasn’t monumentally stupid,” said the Mistress, “I’d say that you otherwise seem pretty smart.” She turned to Declan. “Come with me.”

	Go, Ti showed. I will be all right.

	He waited a moment, then stepped out of his front door to follow the Mistress— Who turned back before the door shut, reaching a hand round to stop it. She leaned in to address Ti. “Keep out of sight. Just stay inside and do your reading, since I know you like it so much.”

	She ignored the questions rising in Declan’s Noise as she stomped away, before looking back at him. “You coming?”












“Where are we going?” Declan said, as they climbed further up the trail.

	“Where does it look like?” Mistress Coyle grunted, pulling herself up with a tree branch. They had followed a path into the hills that walled the city on the side opposite the ocean. The main road followed the river all the way back into Haven, but there were a number of informal trails into the woods, used for hunting, both by human and Spackle, and the Mistress had taken him nearly all the way up the steepest one until they could look out over the ramshackle buildings of the town — its one store, its church, the sad little town square meant to echo the larger one in Haven — as well as the vast ocean beyond, stretching north, south and east literally as far as the eye could see, as if this one plot of beach was the very last step before eternity.

	“It looks like you’re trying to get me as far from the town as possible,” he said.

	She sat in the nook of a low tree. “I repeat what I said about you being smart if you weren’t also obviously so very, very dumb.”

	"I’m not leaving her, Mistress. I don’t even know if I could.”

	She sighed, angrily. “Do you really think this is the first time this has ever happened, Declan? Do you honestly think in the admittedly short history of this blasted world, a human and a Spackle haven’t found each other more interesting than decent people think is right?”

	“You mean—?”

	“You put people together, no matter how different, and nature sometimes takes surprising courses. But guess how many happy endings I’ve heard about from similar situations, Declan?”

	He didn’t answer, which seemed good enough for her. “I brought you up here because I have something to tell you,” she said, her voice as hard as any tidal rock the Spackle might choose as an example. “And when I do, I don’t want anyone else hearing your Noise.” She hugged herself in the increasing cold. “Things are bad enough as it is.”

	“What things?” he said.

	She sat in shadow and he could see only the smallest of reflections in the wet of her eyes. There was something there to read, he knew it, if only she had Noise— “I’ve got news, Declan,” she said. “Hard news.”

	He swallowed. “Tell me.”

	He could see her nod in the shadows. “The group that left this morning never arrived in Haven.”

	He waited for more, but that was all she said. And then he knew. “My mother. What happened to my mother?”

	“Things have got very bad, Declan. Even worse than the rantings of Eli Pinchin would have you believe—”

	“What happened to my mother?”

	Mistress Coyle raised her chin, as if to accept an unjust blow. “She’s gone, Declan. I’m sorry. They were attacked. By Spackle.”

	He could say nothing for a moment. There were so many implications here he couldn’t even begin to look at them just yet.

	“War has begun,” she continued. “War is here. And the rights and wrongs of it, who started it and why, well, that’s all just words now. We’re at war. And blows are being struck. This was just one.” She looked down at her hands. “One, I’m afraid, of many more to come.”

	Declan stood there, fists clenched, trying to read her.

	"I don’t believe it,” he said. “I don’t believe they would do that.”

	“They did, Declan,” she said. ‘I’m sorry, but that’s what war is. I’ve been in constant contact with the Mistresses in Haven and we’re in deep discussions about how we might proceed, but things are going to get worse before they get better.”

	“My mother,” Declan said, thinking of how they’d left things, all the last things they never said—

	“We’re sticking to the plan,” Mistress Coyle said. “The rest of us are leaving for Haven at first light. It’ll be dangerous, but less so than staying here.” She leaned forward. “You need to be with us, Declan. Now more than ever. You cannot stay. You can’t stay with her.”

	He shook his head, but more out of confusion than refusal. It was nothing to do with her. I’d have seen something if she was even remotely—”

	“Maybe it wasn’t her particular people,” said the Mistress. “Or maybe they can hide things better than we can. You showed me you loved her. You showed me how much she meant to you. But how well do you really know her, Declan?”

	He looked up at that and thought about the cluestion. How well did he know her? He’d spent more time with her in the past six months than with any other person he’d ever known, save his mother — and the pain of that waited there, almost separate from himself, waiting to be felt, waiting to overwhelm him when he let it — but Ti was so different than him. So different. Maybe there were bridges they could never cross, maybe there was always going to be some distance, some doubt—

	He stopped as a light flashed in Mistress Coyle’s eyes.

	A small dot of bright white in the middle of the growing darkness—

	But the sun was behind her, so where— He spun round and looked down at the town.

	Across the trees and dunes, near the bank of the river, not a hundred metres from the ocean itself—

	His house was on fire.












He ran, without looking back once at the Mistress.

	It was dark and the trail was steep. He had to grab tree trunks several times to keep from falling. He knocked his head on an overhanging branch, but that didn’t stop him. Blood dripped into his eyes. Still he ran.
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	He could see the fire all the way down the trail. The flames lifting into the air from the roof of his house were a lighthouse on the shore, casting long bright stripes across the sea.

	“Declan!” he heard the Mistress yelling behind him, but there was no way he was going to stop. He reached the bottom of the hill and ran down the little lane towards his house.

	He could see it was already gone. The wooden frame, dried and cracked from the sea wind, burnt like so much kindling. The flames reached higher than the tops of the nearby trees. The circle of people around his house were having to stand back from the surprising heat of it.

	The circle of people carrying torches.

	They watched as Declan broke through them, racing up to the house, but it was completely engulfed.

	“Is she inside?!” he screamed, racing frantically back and forth, looking for a way in.

	But there was no way in, the fire too strong, every door burning.

	He ran up to Eli Pinchin. “IS SHE INSIDE?!” he yelled, inches away from Eli’s face.

	Eli didn’t flinch. “You brought this on yourself, boy,” he said in that carrying whisper of his, and though Declan could read shock in the Noise of the rest of the people — gathered all the way around his house, he saw, so she’d have no chance to escape — shock at how high the fire burned, shock at what they had found themselves caught up in, there was also still defiance and anger—

	Anger that wasn’t just the usual at Declan being familiar with a Spackle.

	"You knew,” Declan said. “You knew about the attack on the road to Haven—”

	"Your mother is dead, boy,” Eli said, "and yet your Noise still rages for the vermin that killed her.”

	“She’s not vermin!” Declan said. “And she didn’t attack the travellers. That was—”

	But he was stopped by Eli’s fist clubbing him across the face. He fell backwards into the sandy dirt that made up most of Horizon’s ground. He spat out a bloody tooth and wondered for a moment if his jaw had been broken.

	“You need to pick a side!” Eli said, standing over him, and Eli’s Noise, his hard, unrelenting Noise, roiled, showing the start of the fire— Echoing the shouts of Ti as she was trapped inside— Shouts that died as the fire raged. Declan’s anger forced him to his feet and he flew at Eli,

fists up—

	And was punched aside again, easily, toppling to the ground, his head spinning. The fire burned so heavily behind him he could smell his clothes start to scorch.

	Ti, he thought. Ti.

	But he couldn’t rise this time. He could sense more than actually see the crowd of people withdrawing, melting into the night.

	As behind him, his house burned, his mother dead, Ti gone.

	That quickly, in less than the course of a day, he had nothing.




*	*	*



He woke to a bandage across his face. It was fully dark, and the fire still burned, though it had lessened in height, if not in the intensity of the heat. He had been pulled away from it, so it didn’t burn him.

	Pulled away by Mistress Coyle.

	“You couldn’t have saved her, Declan,” the Mistress said, kneeling above him, wiping the blood from his face. “There was never a chance to do that.”

	He looked up at her, his jaw almost too sore to speak. But he was figuring things out now, and he would not be silent. “You...” he said. “You brought me up there—”

	“It was the best I could do,” she said, applying another bandage to his forehead. “I could either save one of you or neither of you. That choice had to be made, and I made it.”

	“They knew about the attack on the road. You said they didn’t. You got me away so they could...”

	He turned back to the fire. Ti, he thought, and it felt as if his body would curl in on itself with the grief that punched him.

	“Everything I told you was true,” Mistress Coyle said. “Your mother is dead. We’re at war with the Spackle. Eli Pinchin found out before I could help it, and they were ready to hang you both from the highest tree.” Her face held firm. “I talked him out of that part and let him settle on burning the house down instead.”

	“With her in it,” Declan stared at the Mistress, unbelieving, his eyes watering. “And somehow you think that makes you a hero.”

	Mistress Coyle shook her head. “Sometimes leaders have to do hideous things, Declan, horrible things, inhuman things.”

	He sat up, slower than he’d like, but still, he sat up. Then he dragged himself to his feet. Mistress Coyle stayed kneeling. “She’s gone, Mistress,” he said.

	"I’m very, very sorry about that, Declan.”

	“She’s gone,” he said again, his fists clenching. “And your life is forfeit.”

	Mistress Coyle didn’t move, didn’t even blink. “So be it.”

	And more than anything, it was her certainty that made him move, the rightness even now written across her face. He looked around, finding a short, thick plank that had fallen from the house. It was blackened but not burning. He picked it up.

	He thought he knew what he was going to do with it, and the idea shocked him, but only in a distant way.

	Declan hefted the plank. It was heavy enough to do a lot of damage. He approached the Mistress with it, as if watching himself from a distance. They were alone, the people who had caused the fire hiding in their own houses, awaiting the morning when they would abandon this place for good.

	“What’re you planning, Declan?” the Mistress said, annoyingly calmly. “The choice is yours now.”

	“You took me away so they could kill her,” he said, turning the plank in his hands. “We could have run away. We could have been together—”

	“Her people don’t want you either, Declan. War has started—”

	“You killed her. You as good as set the fire yourself.”

	She was still on the ground before him, and for the first time there was a nervous look in her eye. “Declan,” she said.

	“Stop using my name,” he said. “We no longer know each other.”

	“Declan,” she said again, then looked back to the other houses, seeing the Noise there, reading it, seeing nothing there that would come to her aid. She turned back to him, squaring her shoulders. “Do what you will.”

	He stopped. “Do what I will?”

	She looked up into his eyes, defiant. “Everything you say is true. I have made monstrous choices. They had to be made. I deserve to suffer the consequences of them.”

	He hefted the plank again, looking down on her. His Noise raged around them, tangling itself up in the fire behind him and the still-shocking news of his mother and the terrible, awful, yawning gap that was the loss of Ti.

	And here was the Mistress, offering herself as a release for all that rage.

	She stared back up at him, probably not even afraid.

	He raised the plank— Her eyes squinted shut a little, but that was the only reaction she gave—

	Until he threw the plank down next to her so hard she flinched.

	“There’ll come a day, Mistress,” he said, “when you’ll stop being so sure of everything. And that’ll be the day when you crumble. That’ll be the day you collapse. I only hope I’m there to see it.”

	He turned back to the fire, sank to his knees, and began to weep.




*	*	*



When the rest of the town left the next morning, no one came to get him. He didn’t see anyone, not Eli Pinchin, not even the Mistress, from where he still lay, curled into the ashy grass in front of the remains of his house. He was ready to refuse them, ready to tell them exactly what they could do with themselves and their trip to Haven, but no one even came to ask.

	He wondered if that was the Mistress’s doing.

	Shortly after daybreak, he heard the fissioncar start up in the square, heard the ox-drawn carts begin to creak their way to the river road, heard the Noise of the last townfolk gather itself together in fear of what they might face before they reached Haven.

	He hoped they’d be slaughtered.

	And then he didn’t, as much as he wanted to. There were people he knew in that group, people who might not have been as much a part of it, people who were maybe just weak in the face of Eli Pinchin, someone who — he had to admit — he did wish slaughter on.

	The sounds of the engine and the carts and the Noise all dimmed until only the usual, too familiar crashing of the waves remained.

	He didn’t know what to do. Didn’t know where he could go. Wondered if he could make a life here, by himself.

	Or if he should just walk down into the surf, arms open, and greet with relief the creatures who wanted to[image: 2017-04-01 21_04_30-The Wide, Wide Sea_ A Chaos Walking Short Story _ Noise - Waterfox]him—

	Then all of our trouble would be for nothing, Ti showed, placing an arm around his hunched shoulders and wrapping him in her Noise.




*	*	*



He lay, still stunned, in the bow of her terrifyingly shallow fishing craft. She’d uncovered it near the river mouth, encouraging him in, encouraging him to hurry, encouraging him to please lie flatter and stiller as she pushed the boat out into the waves.

	He turned the old communicator over and over in his hands. “I didn’t think these even worked any more.”

	Stay inside and do your reading, Mistress Coyle had said as she led Declan away. And that was because she’d managed to send both a warning and a possibility of escape straight to Declan’s pad for Ti to read.

	She wrote that there was no time, Ti showed, feet planted on either side of the vessel in the way of Spackle fishers. She guided them with a single long paddle, pushing them towards the coral reel that acted as a breakwater to the deeper waters beyond. And that I would have to be convincing.

	Mistress Coyle had left Ti two communicators underneath a brick out by the front door to Declan’s house, one to leave inside the house as it burned, one to speak into from a safe distance. When the fire started, Ti was to scream into the one she held, and the one in the house was set to broadcast her cries, as if she was burning to death.

	She did not think it would work, but that it was worth a try. She looked down to Declan. In this, she was correct.

	“And she couldn’t tell me, because it would be in my Noise for everyone to hear. I had to believe it.” He looked up at Ti in wonder. "I was threatening her. I was ready to kill her.” He turned the communicator over again. “She was willing to die rather than risk the town finding out and lynching us both.”

	They had to believe I was dead. You had to believe it. This was very difficult.

	“Yes,” Declan said, quietly. “Yes, it was.” He set the communicator down. “Tough old bird, isn’t she?”

	Yes. Even though she is mute, the poor thing.

	They crossed over the coral reef. Larger fish began to circle, but warily, recognizing a Spackle boat with tricks up its sleeve.

	I am sorry for your mother, Ti showed.

	Declan said nothing, but his Noise curled in grief again.

	Not all of us want this war, she said. Not all of us want the pain that it will bring.

	Her settlement, for example, were peaceable and as the calls to war had remained voluntary, they had held back, hoping it would pass. Nevertheless, they had cursed her for wanting to leave with him, telling her of the atrocities committed by his people out in the west. They had turned their backs on her in disgust when she told them he was a person, not a whole people.



	He read the pain of separation in her as she paddled them into the deeper waters.

	So we’re both grieving, he thought.

	We are, she answered, reading his thought. But at least we grieve together.

	They pushed out further and further from shore. The monstrous fish kept their distance for now, but the boat still felt amazingly flimsy beneath Declan.

	"Tell me again where we’re going,” he said.

	To a place where we can be, she showed, paddling still. Across the water.

	“But that’s impossibly far.”

	Far, she showed, but not impossible.

	Declan turned back, watching Horizon shrink in the distance. It looked so small. Ahead of them, towards the other horizon, there was just water, an eternity of it, water they were somehow going to cross in their tiny, tiny boat, with monsters raging beneath it.

	But for now, they remained together, alive and afloat, plunging ever further across the wide, wide sea.
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"We are convinced that this is a major achievement in the making.”

Costa Book Awards Judges




“I would press the Chaos Walking trilogy urgently on anyone, anyone at all. It is extraordinary.”

Guardian




“Chaos Walking is remarkable.”

The Times




“Gripping, thrilling, hurtling stories .“

Independent on Sunday




“One of the outstanding literary achievements of the present century.”

Irish Times




“Powerful and provocative.”

Daily Mail



OEBPS/Images/2017-04-01 19_56_08-The Wide, Wide Sea_ A Chaos Walking Short Story _ Noise - Waterfox.png
CHAOS WALKING
SHORT STORY

PATRICK
NESS

WALKER
BOOKS





OEBPS/Images/1-6fb1348709.jpg
A

THE
WIDE,






OEBPS/Images/2017-04-01 21_52_07-The Wide, Wide Sea_ A Chaos Walking Short Story _ Noise - Waterfox.png





OEBPS/Images/2017-04-01 20_24_46-The Wide, Wide Sea_ A Chaos Walking Short Story _ Noise - Waterfox.png
€af,





OEBPS/Images/2017-04-01 21_27_12-The Wide, Wide Sea_ A Chaos Walking Short Story _ Noise - Waterfox.png





OEBPS/Images/2017-04-01 20_18_57-The Wide, Wide Sea_ A Chaos Walking Short Story _ Noise - Waterfox.png
THorotlikethat atall.





OEBPS/Images/2017-04-01 20_09_19-The Wide, Wide Sea_ A Chaos Walking Short Story _ Noise - Waterfox.png
THrothing ke that,





OEBPS/Images/2017-04-01 21_04_30-The Wide, Wide Sea_ A Chaos Walking Short Story _ Noise - Waterfox.png
fat





