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    To the reader:
Thank you for picking up this book and giving it a chance. I hope you enjoy following Tobi on his adventure as much as I enjoyed writing it. May it bring you a smile, a little wonder, and a fun escape along the way.
Happy reading!
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Chapter One: Breaking Free
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Before there was light, there was sand.

Tobi had never seen anything. He had never heard anything. He had never felt anything except the warm, gentle press of the world around him — soft and dark and close on every side, like being held in the world's quietest, tightest fist.

He did not know his name was Tobi. He did not know what a name was. He did not know what a world was, or a sky, or a wave. He did not know what he was.

All he knew was this: something had to change.

It started with a tap. A tiny, almost accidental movement of his left front flipper — a flipper he had never used before — pressing against the shell of his egg. Then another tap with his beak, harder this time, driven by something deep inside him that had no word, only urgency. Out. Out. Out.

The shell cracked.

It was not like breaking a window. It was slow and hard and exhausting, and each new crack let in a thin needle of something cool and strange against his wet skin. He didn't know what to call it. He would never know the word for it. But if he had known, he might have called it air, and he might have taken a moment to be astonished that such a thing existed — invisible and gentle and everywhere at once.

But Tobi had no time to be astonished.

He kicked. He pushed. He twisted his small body with everything he had, and the shell gave way around him in pieces, and he tumbled forward into darkness.

Darkness, but a different kind.

This darkness was not cosy. It was not close. It pushed back when he moved and swallowed his flippers without complaint and smelled like nothing he had ever — well, he had never smelled anything, so everything smelled new. But this — this was something. Damp and mineral and faintly, impossibly sweet. It was the smell of wet earth and dry heat all at once. It was the smell of deep, secret places.

It was the smell of sand.

He dug.

He did not decide to dig. His body simply knew. His flippers moved in a crawling, reaching rhythm — left front, right back, right front, left back — scooping the sand up and behind him, pulling himself forward and upward through the dark. It was the hardest thing he had ever done, which was also the only thing he had ever done, which made it, in its way, both terrible and ordinary.

He climbed.

He climbed for what felt like forever — though he had no idea what forever meant either. He climbed through fine sand that trickled back over his shell and into his face, through packed sand that barely moved until he shoved it aside with grim, grinding effort. He climbed while the air grew drier and cooler and stranger around him, while sounds began to press through the earth — soft, hissing sounds, rhythmic and distant, like something breathing.

And then —

Light.

Not much of it. Not the blazing, full-throated light that would come later. Just a thin seam of silver-grey at the edge of the world, pressing down from somewhere above him, threading through the last few inches of sand like a secret message written in glow.

Tobi pushed toward it.

When he broke the surface, he stopped. He simply stopped — three inches of wet, blinking, bewildered sea turtle hatchling, half out of the sand and half in it, absolutely still in a way that was not calm but more like overloaded. Everything hit him at once.

The sky was vast. Enormous. Blacker than the sand, dusted with cold, sharp pinpricks of light that did nothing to explain themselves. The moon — he had no word for it — hung above him, full and luminous and impossibly far away, spreading silver light across a world that went on and on and on in every direction without ending.

The sand beneath his flippers was still warm from the day's heat, finer than what he had climbed through, and it shifted when he moved, which made him feel uncertain in a way the packed earth below had not. The air was cool and full of smells. Salt, most of all — something sharp and clean and enormous, blowing in from the direction of a sound so big he felt it before he heard it: whooooosh... rush... whooooosh.

He did not know what the ocean was.

But he turned toward it anyway.

Every creature is born with certain knowledge buried so deep it cannot be unlearned. Tobi did not know he was a turtle. He did not know the name of the beach he had hatched on, or the country it belonged to, or the species that had laid his egg here eighty-three days ago. He did not know that this beach, this very stretch of warm pale sand, was the same beach his mother had been born on decades before him — that she had crawled this same distance, felt this same pull, obeyed this same wordless instruction written into her blood.

He only knew: go toward the sound.

He started moving.

The beach, he would discover, was not simply flat ground that led to water. It was a gauntlet. Every grain of sand was a tiny obstacle when you were the size of a large strawberry with flippers instead of feet. The surface was unpredictable — sometimes firm, sometimes so soft that his front flippers punched through it up to his elbows, and he had to drag himself forward on sheer stubbornness. There were ridges where the dry sand met the damp, and his shell caught on them and tipped him sideways, and he had to right himself with a panicked scrambling that left him exhausted and facing the wrong direction slightly.

He corrected course. He always corrected course.

The moonlight helped. He couldn't have explained why, but the light reflecting off the water ahead was brighter than the land behind him, and his eyes — barely an hour old and already sharp for the things that mattered — kept finding it, kept using it as his fixed point in a universe that was otherwise enormous and shapeless and full of information he couldn't process yet.

He was fifty metres from the water when he heard the sound.

Not the ocean. Something else. A dry, sideways scuttling, like sticks being dragged across stone, and it came fast — faster than anything Tobi had yet encountered in his entire life, which, to be fair, had not been very long.

He froze.

The crab appeared from his left, emerging from the shadow of a piece of driftwood with a horrible sideways speed that should not have been possible for something with eight legs. It was not especially large, as crabs go — a ghost crab, nearly transparent in the moonlight, so pale it looked like a piece of the beach had stood up and decided to have opinions. But to Tobi, three inches long and exhausted from digging for the better part of an hour, the crab was enormous.

It stopped two flipper-lengths away, raised on its legs in a way that made it look very tall, and regarded him with a pair of black stalked eyes that showed no expression at all.

Tobi did not breathe.

The crab took one sideways step toward him.

Something happened inside Tobi then that was not thought and not decision but was closer to both than pure instinct — a bright, sharp clarity, like a switch being thrown in a dark room. His flippers dug into the sand. He pushed. He lurched forward and to the right, not away from the crab but past it, skirting so close that one of the crab's reaching claws clicked against his shell with a sound like a pebble dropped on tile.

He ran.

He ran in the only way a newborn sea turtle can run, which is not very fast and not very gracefully, but with a desperate whole-body commitment that counts for a great deal. His flippers churned the sand. Behind him, he heard the crab's legs pattering in pursuit for three, four, five frantic seconds — and then nothing.

He didn't look back.

He kept moving. He kept his eyes on the bright water, on the silver line where moonlight lay along the waves, on the sound that was getting louder and more complicated and more wonderful with every lurching, exhausting metre. He passed a line of crushed shells. He climbed over a ridge of darker wet sand that stuck to his plastron and smelled strongly of salt. He navigated around a tangle of dried seaweed that looked, in the low light, like something he didn't want to investigate.

And then the sand changed beneath him.

It became darker, and firmer, and cold, and the hissing sound resolved itself into something textured and specific — a long, low rush that swept up around his flippers in a thin, foaming sheet and then pulled back again, and he stood in the aftermath with the cold water having been and gone and knew, without knowing how he knew, that this was it. That this was the edge of where he was going.

That this was the beginning.

He took three more steps.

The wave came.
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Chapter Two: The Sibling Rush
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The wave did not sweep Tobi away.

It tried.

It hit him with considerably more force than he had expected from something that had looked, from a distance, like a gentle, shining thing, and for a few terrible seconds, he was not a turtle at all but simply a small shell-shaped object at the mercy of a very large amount of water. The wave rolled him. It filled his eyes and his nose and the space around his flippers with cold roaring chaos. His instincts screamed at him to paddle, and he paddled with everything he had, and the wave passed and receded and left him ten inches further up the beach, coughing, dazed, and quite thoroughly upside-down.

He righted himself.

He shook his head — a tiny, furious shake that sent droplets flying — and turned back toward the water.

He took four steps and stopped.

The beach was moving.

It took him a long, confused moment to understand what he was looking at. The sand ahead of him — between him and the retreating wave — was alive with small dark shapes, dozens of them, all moving in the same direction. They emerged from a churned-up area in the sand thirty metres back, small figures breaking the surface in twos and threes, shaking themselves free of the ground with the same urgent scrambling he had used, and they moved immediately, instinctively, in the direction of the sea.

They were like him.

They were him, in a manner of speaking — the same small dark shells, the same four flippers, the same blunt earnest heads swinging slightly side to side as they moved, as if each one was checking, checking, checking that the bright water was still ahead. There were perhaps sixty of them, maybe more, all hatched from the same nest, all breaking free in the same narrow window of the night, drawn upward through the sand by the same deep instruction.

Tobi's siblings had arrived.

He had not known he had siblings. He had not known he had anything. But some recognitions run below knowledge, and when he found himself among them — moving in the same direction, at the same pace, with the same set of problems — something in him settled. The enormous, shapeless fear of the open beach became, if not smaller, then at least shared.

He merged into the group.

They were not organised. They did not travel in a line, a formation, or any arrangement that suggested cooperation. They were sixty individual turtles all pursuing the same destination independently and happening to move together, bumping into one another, veering left and right to avoid obstacles and occasionally into each other, scrambling over slight rises in the sand with enormous effort only to find other small turtles already cresting those same rises and momentarily in the way.

But there was something in it. Something that mattered.

When Tobi had been alone, every shadow on the beach was aimed at him. Every sound was about him. The crab had found him specifically, he'd felt, in that vague pre-logical way of small creatures. Now the shadows had sixty targets. Now the sounds were distributed across sixty sets of scraping flippers. The danger was no smaller — the beach was exactly as dangerous as it had been — but Tobi was a smaller fraction of it, and this was, in its way, a kind of comfort.

He moved faster with the group around him. Or perhaps he only felt faster.

Not all of them moved with equal urgency.

He noticed, after a while, that some of his siblings moved differently from him. One, just to his right — he would think of her as Smaller, because she was — moved in short explosive bursts, rushing forward for several body-lengths and then stopping completely, sides heaving, before rushing forward again. Another, further ahead, moved steadily but had developed a slight leftward drift, as though one front flipper was stronger than the other, so that his path toward the sea was a long, gentle curve. Tobi kept finding this one in his way and having to steer around him.

And some had fallen behind.

He could not turn back. He did not turn back. This was not cruelty — there was nothing in him yet that understood the concept well enough to be cruel or kind. It was simply that the pull forward was stronger than any pull backwards, and the ones behind would either catch up or they wouldn't. This was the beach's only rule, written in the most ancient possible language: forward.

He was perhaps thirty metres from the water when the shadow fell.

It came from above and from behind, which was a direction Tobi had not yet learned to account for, and it came fast — far faster than the crab had come, far faster than the waves, faster than anything that had happened in his extremely eventful first hour of existence. A rush of displaced air. A sound like a sheet being snapped — feathers catching wind.

The seagull hit the group like a stone dropped into shallow water.

Everything scattered.

The tight, loose cluster of hatchlings exploded in every direction as the bird landed in their midst with a startled, angry shriek that was partly surprise and partly the sound of a predator annoyed at having miscalculated its dive. Its beak stabbed the sand once, twice — the second time finding purchase on a hatchling that had frozen, which was the worst possible response to a diving seagull, and the hatchling was lifted, kicking, and Tobi did not watch what came next because his body had made a decision for him.

He ran. They all ran. The group fractured into a dozen smaller groups and some solitary individuals, all moving again but differently now — no longer the purposeful forward momentum of creatures following instinct but the ragged, desperate scrambling of creatures trying to still be alive in ten seconds. Two hatchlings collided with each other and bounced apart. Several veered far left or right, moving parallel to the water instead of toward it, and would have to correct course.

Tobi went straight.

He could not have told you why. Perhaps the wave of fear was pointed, and the only direction it pointed was forward. Perhaps the ocean's pull was simply stronger than the seagull's terror. He went straight, low, as fast as his flippers would carry him, with the wet sand appearing under him in expanding patches as he got closer to the surf.

Behind him, the seagull rose again. He heard the wingbeats — that enormous, dismissive beat of something that does not have to hurry. He heard it turn. Heard it approach again.

A flipper hit his left side — another hatchling, running alongside him, close enough that their shells scraped. This one was large, one of the bigger ones from the nest, moving with a powerful, urgent rhythm, and somehow the contact helped — not as cooperation, exactly, but as confirmation. Two targets. Two different trajectories. The bird, recalculating, banked to the right.

The wave took them both at the same time.

It was different from the first wave. This time Tobi was ready — or not ready, exactly, but already moving in the right direction, his flippers already working, already churning water instead of sand. The cold hit him, but the cold was familiar now, and the roar was familiar, and what hit him felt less like destruction and more like the beginning of something he half-recognised.

He swam.

Not well. Not gracefully. His technique would have horrified an observer who knew anything about sea turtle locomotion, but the form would come later. What he had right now was effort and direction and the wordless, absolute conviction that the water was where he was supposed to be.

He looked back once.

The beach, from here, was a strip of pale gold and grey, shrinking with every stroke. The seagull stood at the water's edge, watching, too clever to follow them into the surf. He could see other small shapes reaching the water behind him — his siblings, the fast and the slow and the drifting ones, the frozen ones who had unfrozen, the ones who had scattered coming back to the line — coming into the sea one or two at a time, tumbled and righted and tumbled again by the breaking waves.

Some would not make it.

He knew this in the way you can know something without having words for it, without having context for it, without fully understanding what not making it means. He knew it the way the wave knew to pull back, the way his flippers knew to keep moving. Some would not make it, and the sea was large enough to hold all the ones that did.

He turned back toward the open water.

Ahead of him, the ocean floor sloped downward into deeper dark. The waves that had been trying to knock him over became, as he swam past the break line, something larger and more rolling — long swells that lifted him gently and let him down again, rhythmic as breathing. The water was darker here, and colder, and full of moving shapes that were mostly shadows and currents and things he couldn't yet name.

The large hatchling — the one who had hit him, whose shell had scraped his — surfaced briefly two body-lengths to his left. They looked at each other for a moment. Then both turned forward, into the deep, and swam.

The beach was behind them now.

The ocean was everything.

And Tobi, three inches long and already old in the ways that mattered on a night like this, swam on into it with his eyes open and his flippers moving and some small, unnameable thing in his chest that was not yet courage but was, perhaps, the earliest, most fragile seed of it — the knowledge that he had been afraid and he had moved anyway, and that the moving was what counted.

The sea received him. The sea received them all.

And the great journey, which had barely begun, continued.
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Chapter Three: The Hot Sand Gauntlet
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The ocean, it turned out, had its own opinions about where Tobi was supposed to be.

He had swum perhaps twenty metres past the break line — twenty of the hardest, most exhilarating metres of his life — when the wave came. Not the small, hissing waves that had received him at the shore, but something deeper and older and far more patient: a groundswell that had been travelling for five hundred miles before it thought of Tobi at all, rolling in from the open Atlantic with the slow, unstoppable confidence of something that has never needed to hurry.

It picked him up.

For one extraordinary second, Tobi was weightless. He was tumbling in bright cold chaos — water in every direction, no up, no down, no forward — and then the wave deposited him with blunt, impersonal force onto the sand. Not in the surf where the water still reached. Not on the dark, damp sand that smelled of salt and possibility.

On the dry beach. Twenty metres from the water's edge.

He lay still for a moment, blinking.

The sky, which had been dark and spangled with cold light when he had first pushed his head above the sand, was different now. The stars had faded. The moon had dropped toward the western horizon, pale and tired-looking, giving way to the first announcement of dawn — a thin line of gold and deep rose along the east, spreading upward like a slow fire, the kind that does not hurry because it knows it will win.

It was beautiful. Tobi did not think it was beautiful, because Tobi did not yet have thoughts about beauty. But something in him responded to it anyway, to the warmth already pressing down from that direction, to the light that made the beach suddenly, sharply real after a night of silver and shadow.

And then the sand, which had been merely warm the night before, introduced itself properly.

It was hot.

Not simply warm — not the comfortable-close warmth of the nest, not even the mild heat that had pressed up through his plastron on his first crawl to the ocean. This was different. The sun was barely above the horizon, and already the surface of the beach had been absorbing heat since before dawn, the pale sand reflecting and concentrating it in ways that Tobi's small, wet, very recently ocean-chilled flippers were not prepared for.

He moved. He had to move.

But the beach he was returning to in daylight was a completely different place from the smooth silver expanse he had crossed by moonlight. Night had hidden most of its complications. Dawn revealed all of them at once.

The upper beach was crossed and re-crossed with obstacles. A long piece of driftwood — ancient and salt-bleached, probably older than the beach itself — lay directly across his most obvious path to the water, too tall to climb and too long to immediately navigate around. On the other side of it, he could see the dark wet line of the waterline, could hear the familiar rush of the surf, could smell the ocean which had promised to take him and then changed its mind.

He turned left and began to make his way around the driftwood.

The sand here was loose and deep. Each step forward required him to push through it rather than over it, his front flippers plunging in up to his wrist with every stroke, and the work was entirely different from the packed, yielding sand he had crawled across in the dark. It was like trying to run through something that actively refused to cooperate — the kind of tired that settles not in one muscle but in all of them simultaneously, a widespread, democratic exhaustion.

He had gone perhaps five metres when his right front flipper found nothing.

Not loose sand. Not packed sand. Nothing. He lurched forward and to the right and the sand gave way beneath him in a sudden, startling rush — a hollow, a depression, some collapsed tunnel left by a ghost crab or washed out by an underground seep of rainwater — and he dropped into it up to his neck, his plastron grinding against the lip of the hole, his flippers scrabbling at crumbling walls that fell away with every frantic pawing.

He sank.

The sand closed around his sides. Around his flippers. He could feel it pressing against his shell, not with the gentle, purposeful resistance of the egg-sand that had guided him upward, but with a loose, indifferent weight, and there was a terrible moment — three seconds, maybe four, though they felt considerably longer — where the thought, wordless and pure and absolute, moved through him like a cold current:

This is where I stop.

But Tobi did not stop.

Something shifted. Some calculation ran in the deepest part of him, below thought and below fear, in the same ancient place that had known to dig upward and known to face the bright water and known to dodge the crab rather than freeze before it. His flippers changed their motion. Instead of pushing against the crumbling walls of the hole, they pressed downward — down against the firmer sand beneath him, using it as a platform, pushing his body upward in the same motion he had used to escape the nest.

Dig up. Always dig up.

He rose.

It was not fast, and it was not graceful, and by the time he had hauled himself back onto the surface of the beach, he was coated in fine sand from beak to the tip of his tail and breathing in the quick, shallow way of something that has just understood, at a level below language, how close things can get. He lay on the surface for ten full seconds, sides heaving, and then he oriented himself toward the water and began moving again.

He had learned something. He filed it away in the only filing system available to him — the body's memory, the kind that does not forget.

Test the ground before you commit your weight.

The sun climbed. This was not a metaphor or a gentle description — the sun on this beach, on this morning, climbed with what felt like personal intent, and with every degree it rose, the surface temperature of the sand increased in ways that made Tobi's flippers increasingly unhappy. The heat pressed up from below and down from above simultaneously. The air itself seemed thicker, more resistant, as if it had decided to take the sand's side in things.

He learned something else: pace.

He did not know the word pace. He had never been told about it and would never be lectured on it. But his body taught it to him on that beach, through the pure and efficient language of consequences. The first time he sprinted — drove his flippers as fast as they would go across a stretch of hot open sand — he covered ground quickly and arrived at the next obstacle (a cluster of round, black rocks, sun-warmed to a temperature that made contact unpleasant) breathless, trembling, his flippers burning at the base where skin met the superheated surface.

He stopped. He breathed. He waited in the small shadow cast by one of the rocks — barely large enough to cover half of him, but cooler by a perceptible degree — until something in him settled back to something like functional.

Then he moved again. Slower this time. Deliberate. Testing each step before committing, moving around the rocks in a long, patient arc rather than attempting the
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