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    Welcome back.
If you're reading this, it means one of two things:
You enjoyed the first book enough to return.You accidentally picked up the second one and decided to commit anyway.Either way, I'm glad you're here.
Second books are strange creatures. The characters have already made their introductions, the world has stopped pretending to be normal, and things tend to get… complicated. 
But that's part of the fun.
So settle in, turn the page, and prepare to spend a little more time with Tobi the turtle. I hope this next part of the journey makes you laugh, gasp, and occasionally whisper, "Oh no… don't do that."
Thanks for coming back for round two.
— Steve Kendrick
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Chapter One: The Weed World
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The first morning Tobi woke up without scanning for threats, he didn't notice he'd done it.

He surfaced slowly, in the easy, rolling way of something that had been properly asleep rather than the hair-trigger, one-eye-open surface-watch he had been performing every night for fifty-seven days. He breathed. He looked at the sky — blue, warm, the particular dense blue of a tropical morning with the sun already generous in it. He looked at the water around him.

The water was full of weed.

He had known this. He had fallen asleep in it, four days ago, when the current had delivered him to the Sargasso's interior and his body had simply stopped — not with the sudden failure of exhaustion but with the quiet, conclusive stopping of something that had been running hard for a very long time and had finally, recognisably, arrived somewhere. He had known the weed was there. But sleeping in a thing and seeing it in the morning were different experiences, and what he saw in the morning was extraordinary.

The Sargassum stretched in every direction — not a solid mass, not the dense, impenetrable tangle he had threaded through at the Sargasso's edge, but a landscape. That was the word his body reached for, though he had no words, only the physical sensation of a word's meaning: landscape. It was varied. It had geography. Large mats of weed drifted in loose archipelagos, connected by trailing fronds and separated by channels of open water that ran between them in the amber-filtered light. Some mats were the size of a dining table. Some were the size of a room. Some were so large that their far edges were lost in the morning haze, and the weed on them moved in the mild surface current like the slow breathing of something much bigger than itself.

The light was the thing.

He had been in tropical waters for weeks, and he knew tropical light — the flat, revealing brightness of noon, the long gold of afternoon, the specific night-clarity of equatorial stars. But the light in the Sargasso had been modified by the weed in a way he had not anticipated. The amber of the Sargassum itself filtered the morning sun into something warmer and slower than ordinary light, and where the fronds were dense enough to layer, the water below them ran in deep, shifting shades of gold and brown and green that made the whole interior of the ocean feel more intimate than any ocean had a right to feel. Like being inside something rather than on top of it.

He dove into it.

Not deep — the Sargasso's peculiar beauty was in its upper layers, where the light came through and the weed floated and the extraordinary, invisible community it sheltered went about its business. He moved below the largest mat and looked up through it.

The Sargassum from below was a ceiling of amber stained glass.

He stopped moving and simply looked.

The fronds, backlit by the morning sun, were translucent at their edges — thin enough that the light came through them as colour rather than illumination, amber-brown at the thicker stipes and a pale, luminous gold where the weed was finest. The air bladders — small, round, buoyant balls that kept the whole mass floating — were scattered through this amber ceiling like planets, each one catching the light and holding it in a small, perfect sphere. Between the fronds, tiny creatures moved: things so small he had to stay completely still to separate their motion from the weed's gentle sway. Things that were, he was increasingly certain, not tiny creatures at all but larger creatures that simply looked tiny because they had made themselves look exactly like the weed.

He watched a piece of Sargassum move sideways.

He watched it again. He followed it with his eyes, noting the direction and the speed and the quality of the motion, and what he concluded was that this particular piece of Sargassum was not a piece of Sargassum at all but a fish. A Sargassum fish — not more than three inches long, its body the precise amber-brown of the weed, its fins elaborated into frond-shaped projections that completed the disguise so perfectly that even knowing it was a fish, he kept losing it against the background.

He understood, watching the Sargassum fish hold its position in the weed with tiny, invisible fin movements, that he had just received a lesson about looking. That the Sargasso's richness was not the obvious, abundant richness of a bait ball or a plankton bloom. It was a hidden richness. A richness that revealed itself only to something that had stopped moving and started seeing.

He started seeing.

Over the next hour, moving slowly through the mat's underside, he found what the weed contained. There were pipefish — long, thin, improbable, hovering vertically among the fronds with the casual, unconcerned ease of creatures who have never needed to hurry anywhere. There were seahorses: tiny, armoured, gripping the weed with their curled tails and regarding him with the small, precise, rotating eyes of something that had been in the ocean longer than almost anything else and had developed, over that time, a comprehensive indifference to being regarded in return. There were nudibranchs — sea slugs, crawling along the fronds with a deliberate, unhurried grace, their bodies extravagantly coloured in yellows and oranges and purples that seemed, in the amber-filtered light, to glow from the inside.

Everything here was either camouflaged or coloured so loudly that it had given up on camouflage entirely and committed to being unmistakable. There was no middle position. The Sargasso, it seemed, did not reward half-measures.

The pilot fish found him approximately twenty minutes into his inspection of the weed's underside.

It arrived from the east at its characteristic cruise speed, registered his position, and immediately began investigating the mat's underside with the focused, rapid-fire curiosity of something that had been in the open ocean for two months and had therefore spent two months being approximately the smallest creature in any given patch of water. Here, surrounded by pipefish and seahorses and the invisible Sargassum fish and small crabs no larger than his eye, the pilot fish was not the smallest creature in the water. Not by a considerable margin. And it appeared, from the way it moved through the weed's underside — the slight acceleration, the increased frequency of its directional changes, the quality of its attention — to find this novel situation entirely agreeable.

It investigated a seahorse.

The seahorse gripped its frond and rotated one eye toward the pilot fish and did not move.

The pilot fish investigated it from three angles.

The seahorse gripped its frond and rotated its other eye and continued to not move.

The pilot fish returned to Tobi's flank with the air of something that had made a thorough investigation and reached a definitive conclusion, though what the conclusion was it declined to share.

He watched all of this and felt something he had not felt in the course of a very eventful fifty-seven days: the specific, quiet pleasure of watching something else engage with the world without any immediate consequence attached. No assessment of threat. No calculation of distance and direction. Just observation, with nothing to do at the end of it except note what had been seen.

He was safe.

He tested this word — or rather, his body tested the sensation the word would have described, probing it the way a tongue probes for a sore tooth that has, it emerges, stopped aching. The water around him held no tension. The weed offered concealment without requiring him to use it. The sounds of the Sargasso — the mild slap of surface chop against the mats, the faint, continuous rustle of the fronds moving against each other, the occasional sound of something small being something in the middle distance — were the sounds of a place at ease with itself. Not the loaded silence that had preceded the shark. Not the wrong-kind-of-still that had meant something was clearing the water below him.

Just the Sargasso, being itself, with nothing in its immediate vicinity that was specifically interested in him.

He floated in this sensation for a while. It had been fifty-seven days since anything had felt like this. He had not quite realised, until its absence was no longer the condition, how completely the alertness had been running. How much of every day had been allocated to the ongoing, automatic project of assessing, registering, cataloguing, deciding. The exhaustion he felt was not the exhaustion of rest — he had been in the Sargasso four days and had slept better in those four days than in the entire previous eight weeks. It was the exhaustion of after, of a system that had been running at full load setting down its load and discovering, in the setting down, how much it had been carrying.

He was tired in a way that was somehow also fine.

He surfaced, breathed the warm, humid air — different from the open Atlantic air, thicker, carrying the specific smell of the weed and the life in it, green and marine and unlike anything he had previously catalogued — and dove back down to continue his inspection of the mat.

The afternoon brought the other turtles.

They had been here all along, distributed through the Sargasso's interior in the loose, unorganised way of creatures that occupy the same habitat without constituting a group. He had seen them at the edges of his attention without fully processing them — shapes at the periphery, present but not signalling threat, filed under same kind, different individual, not currently relevant. But in the long, amber, unhurried afternoon, with his alertness set to something considerably below its usual operating level, he found himself actually looking at them.

There were at least a dozen in the section of Sargasso he could see from a central position at the surface. Various sizes — some clearly smaller than him, recent arrivals from their own crossing, thin and watchful with the specific watchfulness he recognised as his own state from six weeks ago. Some his approximate size. And one, perhaps thirty metres to the southeast, that was noticeably, substantially larger than the rest.

He watched the large one for a while.

It was feeding — working through a weed mat with a methodical patience that was different from his own exploratory investigation. Not looking for new things. Moving through familiar territory with the economy of something that had done this before and knew how to do it efficiently. Its flippers moved with a minimum of wasted motion. Its breathing was timed to its movement in a way that his was not — he still surfaced when he felt the need, which was often; this one surfaced in a rhythm that suggested the breathing had been integrated into the work rather than interrupting it.

He watched for ten more minutes.

Then he began swimming, slowly, in the larger turtle's general direction.

He arrived at the edge of the mat it was working without quite having decided to arrive. He stopped. The large turtle continued feeding, methodically, without acknowledging him. He noted this — not the threat-assessment non-acknowledgement of a predator that had registered him and chosen not to react, but the simple, complete non-acknowledgement of something that had noted his arrival, found it unremarkable, and returned its attention to what it had been doing.

He began feeding from the same mat, on the other side.

They worked their respective sections until the light went low. They did not interact. They did not communicate. But by the time the amber afternoon deepened to the amber of early evening and the mat had given them both what it had to give, they were perhaps fifteen metres apart, and neither of them had moved away from the other, and this — Tobi understood, in the wordless but completely accurate way he understood all the things that mattered — was something.
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Chapter Two: Old Bigger
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The name was not a name.

Tobi did not have names. He had identifiers — the way he had identified the notched-flipper sibling in Book One, and the pilot fish, and the large storm-wave, each one a specific, recognisable particular distinguished from all other examples of its category. The large turtle in the Sargasso was distinguishable from all the other turtles in the Sargasso in several ways: size, most obviously, but also the specific shade of his shell, which was darker than Tobi's own and had a smoothness at the leading edges that spoke of time in the water, and the particular set of his head on his neck, which was lower and more level than Tobi's own slightly forward-tilted posture.

The larger turtle was, in every physical sense that could be measured, simply bigger.

This was, as identifiers went, entirely sufficient.

Tobi spent the first three days after their shared mat observation in a state of curious, cautious orbit. Not following — following would have required a commitment to proximity that neither of them had established. But consistently ending up in the same general section of the Sargasso, feeding from adjacent mats, surfacing at roughly similar intervals, and gradually, incrementally, covering less and less distance between each surface stop and the next.

He watched Bigger the way he had learned to watch the heron, and the raccoon, and the gull's patrol patterns, and the shark's banking curves. With the full, patient, non-committal attention of something that understood that observation was not passive — that watching carefully enough and long enough produced, reliably, information that could not be obtained any other way.

What he observed was instructive.

Bigger was three years old — or something in the range of three years old, which was close enough. Tobi could not calculate this in any way that involved numbers, but his body could read the evidence the way it read water temperature: the smoothness of Bigger's shell leading edges, worn by years of forward motion through resistance; the density of the barnacle-beginning at his shell's rear section, which took time to develop; the particular, unhurried quality of his movements, which was not the slowness of age or exhaustion but the deliberate, energy-conserving pace of something that had learned the cost of effort and was now managing its expenditure with the care of an experienced accountant.

Bigger was, in every observable physical sense, better at being a turtle than Tobi was.

This was not a discouraging observation. It was simply accurate, and Tobi processed it in the flat, useful way he processed all accurate observations — as information about the shape of things, relevant to how he would move through them. Bigger was better at being a turtle because Bigger had been a turtle for longer, and this was a situation that would, with time, resolve in Tobi's favour. He was already better at being a turtle than he had been in Book One. The direction of travel was correct. The gap was the work.

He watched Bigger eat.

Bigger's feeding technique in the seagrass and zooplankton of the Sargasso had a precision he had not yet developed. Where Tobi moved through a food patch in a way that was enthusiastic and thorough, Bigger moved through a patch with a selectivity that was harder to see but demonstrably more efficient — taking the highest-density areas first, returning to worked areas only when the patch had had time to recover, never depleting a section so completely that it required significant recovery time before it could be fed from again. He managed the Sargasso's resources the way the Sargasso itself managed them: with a long-term perspective that was entirely instinctive and entirely effective.

Tobi watched this and filed it.

He was watching Bigger manage a dense weed mat on the morning of their fifth day of approximate proximity when the triggerfish appeared.

It arrived from the north at a confident, lateral angle that announced immediately that it considered the weed mat in question to be part of its territory rather than a resource it was negotiating access to. The triggerfish was large — larger than either turtle's head, which made it considerable — and it moved through the water with the compressed, powerful efficiency of something that had a high opinion of itself and had not yet been given persuasive reason to revise it. It hit the edge of the weed mat and began working through it, not feeding exactly, more raiding — disrupting the mat's structure, disturbing the small creatures hidden in it, eating whatever was slow enough to be caught in the resulting chaos.

Tobi's response was immediate and reflexive: he retreated. Not panicked, not far, just a few body-lengths back from the mat's edge, putting distance between himself and the newcomer while he assessed. The triggerfish registered him, dismissed him, and continued its raid. This was, in his experience, the appropriate response from something whose relationship with turtles was broadly one of irrelevance in both directions. He held his position outside the mat and waited for the fish to finish.

Bigger did not retreat.

He did not advance, either. He simply stopped moving — the specific, deliberate stillness that Tobi recognised as a choice rather than a freeze. He was at the mat's centre when the triggerfish arrived, and he remained at the mat's centre while the fish worked its way through the outer section, and his stillness was not the stillness of something hoping not to be noticed but the stillness of something that had calculated the geometry of the situation and found it straightforwardly in its favour.

The triggerfish reached Bigger's section of the mat.

It stopped.

It regarded Bigger with the flat, lateral eyes of a fish that has not previously considered a turtle as an obstacle and is now doing so for the first time and finding the consideration somewhat inconvenient. Bigger regarded it in return with his low, level, entirely unimpressed gaze. Between them, the weed mat continued to sway in the mild current, and the small
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