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Chapter 1: The Convenience of the Collapse
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Barnaby was a box turtle of substantial posture, but minor resolve. He possessed four sturdy legs, a beautifully mottled carapace the colour of wet river stones, and a profound distaste for the friction of everyday life.
The world, Barnaby found, was far too loud. It was full of sharp corners, uninvited opinions, and weather that could never quite make up its mind. When a gust of wind blew too fiercely, or a passing crow made an uncalled-for remark about his posture, Barnaby did not argue. He did not scowl. He simply withdrew.

But Barnaby did not merely pull his head into his shell. Anyone can do that. A common box turtle can pull its chin back and wait for a thunderstorm to pass. Barnaby’s retreat was an art form. It was a masterclass in cosmic physics.

Barnaby could tuck himself so far inward that he began to swallow his own existence.

It always started at the collarbone.

First came the chin, folding neatly against his throat like an old letter. Then came the front paws, tucking tightly over his ears to block out the ambient noise of the meadow. Next came the hind legs, pulling up until his knees met his ribcage.

Then came the trick.

With a soft shhhf-wump, Barnaby would exhale the last of his terrestrial oxygen and pull his centre of gravity backward. He would pull his nose past his shoulders. He would pull his shoulders past his lungs. He would turn himself entirely inside out, retreating into a private pocket of the universe that existed only on the absolute interior of his own shell.

From the outside, a spectator would see nothing but an empty, hollow dome resting on the grass. No tail. No toes. No eyes. Just a vacant house.

From the inside, Barnaby was floating.

The interior of the collapse was not black, exactly. It was more the colour of deep velvet or a Tuesday evening after the lamps have been blown out. It smelled faintly of old paper and dried clover. There were no bills to pay here. There were no social obligations. Nobody asked Barnaby how his day was going, or why he hadn't yet cleared the moss off his eastern tiles.

In the void, Barnaby was a sphere. He was a singular point of consciousness. He was perfectly, beautifully, entirely safe.

"Ah," Barnaby’s mind would whisper to itself, though he no longer had a tongue to speak it with. "The luxury of absence."

On this particular Tuesday, the trouble began with a dandelion.

Barnaby had been having a perfectly acceptable morning. He had eaten three clover tops and a very small, remarkably crisp beetle. He was contemplating a patch of sunlight near the old oak tree when a large, brightly coloured bumblebee landed squarely on his left nostril.

The bee was heavy. Its legs were terribly prickly. It smelled aggressively of pollen and ambition.

"Excuse me," the bee said. Its voice sounded like a chainsaw being operated inside a tin can. "Do you happen to know the quickest route to the foxglove patch? I am on a very strict schedule, and the clover here is shockingly sub-par."

Barnaby froze. His left eye twitched.

An ordinary creature would have shaken its head. A bolder reptile might have snapped its jaws. But Barnaby felt a familiar, cold weight settle in the pit of his stomach. A request for directions required engagement. It required dialogue. It required Barnaby to be an active participant in the geography of the meadow.

It was all simply too much.

Shhhf-wump.

Barnaby’s nose retreated past his beak. His eyes slid backward into his neck. His front legs crossed over his chest, and with a gentle, elastic snap, his entire face slid down the dark tunnel of his own oesophagus.

The bumblebee tumbled onto the grass, thoroughly confused. Where a large, solid turtle had been standing a microsecond ago, there was now only a smooth, vacant shell.

"Well," the bee buzzed, thoroughly insulted. "That was incredibly bad manners."

But Barnaby didn't hear him. He was already gone.

Inside the collapse, the bee’s buzzing died away instantly. The wind stopped. The bright, irritating sunlight vanished, replaced by the cool, comforting nothingness of the inner void.

Barnaby stretched his ethereal limbs. In this place, he didn't have to carry his shell; his shell carried him. He floated upside down for a while. Then he floated sideways.

"This is much better," Barnaby thought. "The bumblebee was very loud. The foxgloves are none of my business. Why should I be forced to navigate the logistical nightmares of insects?"

The void agreed with him. It always did. The void was a marvellous conversationalist because it only ever echoed Barnaby's own relief.

He curled deeper into the dark. It was cozy. It was addictive. The air inside the collapse felt like a warm, thick blanket made of wool and forgetfulness. When you are inside your own shell, everything else is just a rumour. The meadow was a rumour. The sky was a rumour. Even the passage of time became incredibly slippery.

Barnaby closed his eyes - the eyes that were no longer physically anywhere - and let himself dissolve a little bit more.

It was just so easy. It was the most convenient thing in the world. Appearing required effort. Standing up required bones. Answering questions required a voice. But disappearing? Disappearing was as effortless as water sliding down a drain.

He decided he would stay inside for an hour. Or perhaps a week. It was difficult to tell the difference when you had successfully swallowed your own geography.

A long time later, or perhaps two minutes later, a dull thump reverberated through the velvet dark.

Barnaby blinked. The sound was distant, muffled by layers of cosmic wool, but it was definitely a thump.

Thump. Thump. Tap.

"Is anybody home?" a voice called out. It was a high, bouncy sort of voice. It sounded like it belonged to someone who did a great deal of jumping and very little thinking. "Hello? I see the house, but I don't see the tenant! Did you leave the door unlocked?"

Barnaby sighed. A deep, internal sigh that rippled through the nothingness like a wave in black ink.

The outer world was scratching at his roof again. It was always doing that. The problem with being a turtle who disappears is that you leave your luggage behind. Your shell remains in the mud, a blank invitation for the curious, the bored, and the hyperactive.

Barnaby looked at the dark walls of his private infinity. He didn't want to go back out. Out there, things were sharp. Out there, people asked you questions.

But the tapping was getting louder. Tap-tap-tap. It felt like someone was using his spine as a xylophone.

"If I don't look," Barnaby told himself, snuggling deeper into the velvet, "it isn't really happening."

But the void felt a fraction less cozy than it had a moment ago. The edges of the dark were beginning to taste slightly stale. Barnaby realized, with a small pang of dread, that if he didn't push his head back out soon, the tunnel might get too narrow for him to find his way back.

Slowly, reluctantly, Barnaby prepared for the reverse mechanics. He braced his imaginary feet against the inside of his own throat. He pushed. He grunted. He extended his neck like a telescope being cranked through thick mud.

Wump-shhhf.

His nose broke the surface of reality first. The air was shockingly cold. The light was blindingly bright.

Barnaby squinted, his eyes watering as the meadow rushed back into existence. He blinked once. He blinked twice.

Sitting directly in front of his nose was a pair of enormously long, incredibly twitchy pink ears.
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Chapter 2: The Soft Echoes of Nothing
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The pink ears belonged to a creature of terrifying velocity, but Barnaby did not have the stamina to process her just yet. Almost as soon as his nose tasted the crisp meadow air, the weight of being perceived became too heavy. The ears twitched. Barnaby panicked.
Shhhf-wump.

He went right back under. It was an involuntary reflex this time, like a hiccup or a sneeze, only instead of expelling air, Barnaby expelled himself from the visible universe.

He tumbled backward down his own throat, landing with a soft, familiar splash into the velvet dark.

"Oh, dear," Barnaby murmured to the gloom. "That was far too fast. My blood pressure cannot handle the sudden reintroduction of geometry."

The void did not answer, but it offered its usual comforting embrace. It felt like sinking into a deep bath of lukewarm ink. Here, Barnaby did not have to worry about the pink-eared creature, or the prickly bumblebee, or the fact that his left hind leg had a slight cramp from standing on a sharp pebble.

He decided to move further in. Usually, Barnaby stayed in the shallow end of his non-existence - just past the tonsils, so to speak. But today had been an exhausting three minutes of reality. He needed the deep stuff. He needed the absolute, unadulterated middle of nowhere.

He pulled his consciousness backward, tucking his thoughts inside his memories, and his memories inside his instincts, until he was nothing but a tiny, glowing spark of am floating in a

































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
T\‘xﬁ Turtle

ho Kept e 7
Tuck lng In
\\\X\gj 65






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





