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King of the World


By Paul Martin 


 

 

The sky shifts from overcast grey to the gloom of evening. Sitting on the front step of the shack he has called home for a third of his life, Billy Feltham remains motionless, watching the dying of the meagre light. 

 

He holds a single sheet of paper in his hands. 

 

Evening turns to night without Billy budging. Not long afterwards, a heavy downpour begins, rain drumming loudly on the rows of corrugated plastic and aluminium roofs. Billy watches the falling water flicker past the weak lamps of the camp.  

 

He thinks about the day he first arrived, the settlement then numbering tens of thousands of shelters rather than the sorry few hundred still standing some twelve years later. Nervous about the frenzied atmosphere he was walking into, Billy had melted into the smiling pandemonium with surprising ease. Back in those early days he felt like he and all those around him were riding some universal wave, such was the truly extraordinary nature of the thing which had lured them to that corner of the country.   

 


And make no mistake, it was extraordinary. As difficult as it is to believe now that the Turtle has been dismissed as a stubbornly non-performing curiosity, its sudden appearance all those years ago was agreed to be just about the most remarkable event in the history of all humanity; a happening of such dramatic and wide-ranging consequence as to instantly render insignificant everything which had gone before it in fifty centuries of civilisation. 


 

The first images from the scene were immediately iconic, seemingly destined to resonate longer and louder than the Dealey Plaza motorcade of ’63 or Manhattan office workers tumbling in 2001. A gently sloping dome of unblemished smoothness, nearly a full kilometre in diameter and made from unknown metals, gleaming under the gaze of the summer morning sun. Four struts situated at equidistant points around the perimeter kept the colossal construct raised above ground level, mercifully preserving the local wildlife. Its silhouette made the thing’s nickname inevitable; it was first publicly referred to as the Turtle by a television reporter describing the astonishing scene for American viewers during one of those early, fevered newscasts. 

 


Within hours of the Turtle’s discovery, the site had been swamped by an incredible movement of humanity. Representatives of every conceivable caste arrived en masse, and continued arriving in increasing multitudes, all linked by the belief this revelation represented something incredible for the future of the planet. It was into this new world that a twenty-one-year-old Billy Feltham had stepped, like so many others possessed by a desire to witness the wonder in person. The zone around the Turtle swiftly degenerated into a carnival of chaos as journalists, physicists, engineers, astronomers, mediums, UFO nuts, religious gurus and the simply curious all joined the jostling for prime vantage points, every one of them certain that exceptional events were about to unfold. 


 

Back in those crazy days, Billy’s consideration of the Turtle had fixated on the same three questions that dominated just about every conversation between him and his fellow pilgrims. First: what was it? Second: where had it come from? And third: now that it was here, what was it going to do?

 

The hours, effort and pure hot air expended in attempting to answer those questions probably remain equal to any outpouring of energy the planet has ever seen or ever will see. And yet in spite of all that toil, convincing solutions proved as slippery as a carnival escapologist. Repeated disappointments forced the supposed cream of human intellect to admit to glaring gaps in their expertise. Experiment after experiment and contact attempt after contact attempt were all discarded as poisonous failures.    

 

The second question was swiftly dismissed as insoluble. The mass of satellites, radio telescopes and radars at the world’s disposal were unable to offer any reading that might even speculatively connect to the Turtle’s cryptic arrival. The mass of data produced failed to deliver a scrap of evidence which could refute the initial impression that it had simply poofed into existence from thin air.   

 


Resolving the matter of what the Turtle was also proved contentious. A thorough examination of its shell revealed nothing. Whatever material its surface was constructed of stubbornly refused to give up its secrets under testing, defying the battery of learned minds perched delicately atop it on their observation platforms. As it became clear that the most qualified thinkers had no answers, the door was opened to a multitude of competing hypotheses from those with much less in the way of credentials. 
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