Futility
by Cedric Walker

For the first time in many thousands of years the Council of Elders was in session in the great hall originally built for the purpose. In that vast interval of time, no-one – apart from a few curious sight-seers – had entered the place. Yet there was no dust to be found anywhere. Such petty annoyances were not to be tolerated in this near-perfection of human society.


The faces of those present betrayed a mild distaste at the proximity of so unusually large a number of their fellow-citizens. Such rare gatherings  as were necessary were customarily conducted from the privacy of each citizen’s dwelling.


But this was a unique case.


There was a good deal of debate going on – debate, but no arguments. Such foolish and illogical practices had long since ceased to be. Proposals and counter-proposals were wafted back and forth amongst the many hundreds present, but only two voices were to be heard – and they only occasionally. One of these belonged to a girl of appearance about sixteen who sat alone upon a circular dais in the centre of the assembly; the other to a man of about thirty who stood near the dais. 


The keeper from the Chamber of Births was just finishing his description of the girl’s birth and early years. His thoughts impinged on the minds of the Elders in clear concise pictures.


The gist of his narrative and of the main speakers was translated into speech by the man near the dais for the benefit of the girl.


“––– escaped from her shell unusually prematurely,” went on the Keeper. “Her body was incompletely developed and it was totally impossible to communicate with her mentally. Moreover ​​–––" and here a tremor disturbed the clarity of his thought-waves for a brief space, a tremor which might have been of horror, had such an unreasonable emotion been possible at that distant time. “––– She actually made NOISES! Upon examination her larynx was found to be abnormally developed.”

What were these noises?” came from many of the Elders.


“I foresaw the possibility of such a request,” continued the Keeper, “and consequently I had recordings made on one of the ancient machines from the museum, with which our friend there is so conversant.” His eyes turned in the direction of the man nearest the girl.


There was a stir of amusement in his audience, mingled with some distaste. It was common knowledge that Shelli was an eccentric in these matters and a persistent advocate of a return to more natural conditions. Rumour had it that he even held secret gatherings at which he actually read the ancient poems ALOUD! However, because of his great artistic achievements he was allowed the little extra indulgence of his idiosyncrasies so long as no-one was unduly influenced by him.

“With your permission I will play these sounds so that you may hear for yourselves.”


The Chief Elder inclined his head.


“These were the first noises the girl made,” went on the Keeper. he pressed a switch.

“Gug-gug-ugg-lllul-gug-ll-errr-oooo!” said the machine.


One or two of the Elders rose and left the hall as swiftly as dignity would permit.


“Later on the sounds developed and were mainly thus –––”

“Mamamamama –––”


“And so on, and sometimes –––”


“Dadadadada –––”


The Elders endured it stoically.

“It became manifest to us that the girl was not entirely human. All our attempts at normal telepathic communication failed utterly. It was like coming up against a solid wall when our minds attempted to probe hers It was a most unnerving experience.” The Keeper’s face reflected his thoughts. “Having agreed that telepathy was out of the question, by general consent – as you already know – it was decided to fall back on the crude method employed by our barbaric ancestors – speech. Here our friend Shelli comes on the scene. He was the one person sufficiently acquainted with such matters by reason of his –” His thoughts wavered deliberately – “occult delvings –”. Some of the Elders permitted themselves faint smiles, “– to accept such a task.” Here the Chief Elder interrupted him.

“I think it would be as well if Shelli were to take up the matter from this point.”


Shelli did so with alacrity. He had been hard put to it to restrain himself throughout the Keeper’s long and repetitious discourse. He maintained that despite the girl’s admittedly regrettable inability to telepath she was possessed of an outstanding intelligence, and, moreover, he said, “Her zest for life and insatiable thirst for knowledge are in marked contrast to the apathy and conservatism of her contemporaries.”

He put his case, but the assembly was obviously not impressed.


In the end the Chief Elder, who had grown rather bored with the whole proceedings, announced his decision, which was endorsed by all present.


“The girl is obviously a freak,” he concluded. “She leaves her shell prematurely. She mouths unmeaning words. She cannot communicate in a normal manner, nor – after a reasonable period of time – does she show any signs of ever being able to do so. Our civilization is based upon thousands of years of peace, lack of toil, and tranquillity. We are nearing the ultimate perfection of humanity when not even the few personal actions we perform at present will be necessary for our continued existence. This creature is an atavism. She is a disturbing element and cannot be allowed to remain amongst us. She must be destroyed!”

“No no no!” Shelli leapt round to face the Chief Elder – 


“You can’t do that!” It would be murder. She is as human as we are!”


“I regret the necessity for violence, but there is no alternative.”

“There is one.”


A deep silence fell upon the assembly. Even the slight shufflings of feet were stilled. One shuddering thought was blazoned on the minds of all. 


The outside!


“It might be kinder to destroy her at once,” came the thought of the Chief Elder.


“Never!”


“But you know the custom. It is many hundreds of years since anyone was sent out there, as there are no criminals in modern society. And there must be two – one man and one woman.”


“Then I will go!” 


“You!” The amusement in the Chief Elder’s thought was echoed by the rest. The hall was filled with silent mirth.

“My friend, we do not wish you to come to any harm. Do not allow your enthusiasm for the old ways to carry you away.” 


“I will go,” Shelli’s thought was thick with contempt.


“You can keep your precious peace and tranquillity. I’m sick to death of it. if I stayed, I should die of monotony anyway.”


The journey seemed interminable, but at length the taxi alighted, and they stepped out to find themselves confronted by a solid wall which swept up to a mind-numbing height and then curved away over them until it was lost in the sunlit depths of the sky.


“The end of the world.” Shelli smiled. The girl smiled back at him.


 Bur their escort gave them little time to contemplate their surroundings. They showed a strong inclination to finish their business as quickly as possible and get back to the city which had been left far behind. Here there were no signs of habitation save for the single road that led straight to the wall and ceased.

As if by magic an opening appeared in the great wall. The two exiles were ushered through, to find themselves in a small chamber, bare except for a number of dials on the far wall, apparently forming part of the wall itself.

One of the escort checked the dials rapidly then pressed a switch. A door slid open. The leader of the escort turned to Shelli. There was a look almost of pity in his eyes.

“You will find a flitter out there. In it are food and the means to sustain you both for a normal lifetime. But perhaps you will not need them.” He extended his hand.


“Goodbye, Shelli. It was your choice.”


They retreated back through the opening. Suddenly it was a wall again and the two were cut off finally from the world they had known.

Shelli gripped the girl’s hand. Her eyes were shining with wonder and eager anticipation.

Together they stepped into the Outside.

From the videos and the conversations of his friends, Shelli knew what to expect, and he had passed on the information to the girl. Yet, even so, the first few moments left them numb and shaken.

The initial impression was of stepping into near-blackness. Then gradually their eyes lost the image of the glaring artificial sun in the dome behind them, and accepted the new sun.


The true sun. The sun that had cradled life on the earth, nurtured it for countless eons and was now helpless to do anything but enable a few pitiful remnants of life to struggle on to inevitable extinction.

The scene was heart-rending. The thoughts of the two were filled with a mighty sorrow that embraced the earth. The children of the sun had travelled a long and splendid road, but the sun had not kept pace with them. They had fallen back before the advancing deserts and the cooling sun and retreated into the dome their mighty science had created for them – vast, but lost in the vaster desolation of earth. Yet still they endured, and stretched forth their hands to the ultimate perfection.

It was late afternoon for mankind, and for the two Outcasts.


The sun was low in the sky, red and huge. A wind sprang up from nowhere and set their cheeks tingling. 


The girl shivered under his arm. 


“Better get into the flitter,” said Shelli. “If we stop here much longer we’ll freeze to death.”


After the few preparations that were necessary, they sat down to their first meal in the Outside.


They ate for the most part in silence. The all-pervading sense of melancholy stilled their tongues. The sun had gone entirely by this time, but the brilliant stars had taken its place almost immediately, and by their light the two could make out quite clearly the blank monstrous wall of the dome. The home of mankind. Barely a stone’s throw away yet further from them than the faintest star in the heavens. Never to return! The thoughts crept and vanished in their minds.

They turned their backs on the dome and, side by side, stared out across the desert, glinting silver under the stars.

“You are a fool, Shelli,” the girl said softly, “to give up all the comfort and pleasure of the most wonderful civilization the world has ever seen for – this!”

“Comfort and pleasure,” Shelli echoed. “Yes, I gave them up. I tell you –” He turned on her with sudden ferocity “– they have not much longer to run in that dome of theirs. Comfort and pleasure, yes. And decay and apathy and indolence! They and their precious perfection! Each generation their minds become greater until presently they will buzz with all the knowledge of the universe. And each generation their bodies weaken and shrink until eventually they will not be able to support their swollen brains with their puny limbs. I have studied much from the records of the past. They were men indeed in those days. Now look what man has become! Even now!”

He spread out his arms and looked down at his own slight frame.


“Their knowledge is boundless, but as their bodies shrivel so does the spirit within them, the spirit that drove men out to the stars. In a little while they will be dust.”


He ended quietly. The girl put a hand on his arm. “Out here there is new hope,” she said. “Somewhere there are others. You said yourself there were. People who live and speak as we do. Who feel as we do. We will find them. We will search the world until we find them.”


“And if we don’t?”


She moved closer to him. In the starlight her face was calm and beautiful. 

He took her in his arms and kissed her with a passion that had not been known on earth for many thousands of years.


In the morning they flew far out over the desert.


Shelli was anxious to leave the shadow of the dome as quickly as possible. 


Noon came and still they sped on, chasing the slowly-descending red orb. Not a flicker of habitation had they seen. Not even the ruin of a building. Only a few sparse shrubs, and once a tiny, furry animal that popped out of a hole, surveyed them for an instant, then scampered madly into hiding again.

The day was almost gone when they found it. The girl glimpsed it first. She touched Shelli on the shoulder and he turned the nose of the flitter in the direction she indicated. They landed a dozen yards from it, almost tumbling over each other in their eagerness to reach it.


It was a huge cylindrical thing. By comparison the flitter looked almost toy-like. Its shining hull reflected redly the last feeble rays of the sun. It rested at an angle upon a mighty ramp, its nose pointed to the stars.

“A space-ship!” Shelli yelled.  “It’s a space-ship!”


A space-ship! The first time he had seen one except on the video and in the ancient books. Such things were not to be found anywhere in the dome. They belonged to the time long past when men were imperfect and fought to reach the stars.


Shelli was speechless with wonder. It must have lain there for who knew how many years. Yet there was not a scar or a blemish anywhere on the polished skin. it was poised as if ready for flight. To where? And who had been its crew in that forgotten age?


They gained access to it without difficulty. From stem to stern there was no sign of life. The creations of man endured, but even the bones of man crumbled to dust and vanished.

It was disappointing. When they had first sighted the space-ship the possibility of meeting others of their kind out here in the wilderness had been the thought that leapt instantly to their minds.

The sight of the cactus-like growth that had sprung up round the base of the ship had acted as a cold douche. The subsequent exploration of the interior had confirmed their suspicions.


“Well, that’s it” said Shelli. “Nothing of man left at all. Only the bare ship.” He sneezed suddenly. “Hello, must be some dust or something in the air.”

“The desert is not the sterile world of the dome,” the girl said. The former eagerness was completely gone. The ghosts of the hardy adventurers of the past swarmed all over them. The sadness of lost glory returned. In silence they returned to the flitter.


They did not take off. Something held them to the ship. It was their only link.


That night, back in the dust-free flitter, Shelli had a further attack of sneezing. The girl came back from the rear of the flitter to find him collapsed in the bunk, his eyes red and feverish and his breath rasping in his throat. He was bathed in sweat. He didn’t seem to recognize her as she bent over him.

She was completely at a loss. Illness was unknown in the dome. She bathed his forehead with cold water and sat beside him throughout the night, listening to his incoherent ramblings and wishing she had studied physiology a little more. Fear was a thing unknown to her, as indeed it was to all mankind in those distant days, yet there was a strange fluttering in her stomach which defied analysis.


In the morning he was dead.


She sat by him for a long time, her chin cupped in her hands, watching the face of the man who was to have been her life-long partner. The redness had gone from his eyes, she noted, and his expression was peaceful now.


She recalled the long hours of study they had spent together, friendly, rewarding hours. His sympathy had been a wonder to her. His eloquence at the meeting. His astounding decision to accompany her into exile.

What was she to do? What would HE have her do?


She took him up in her arms, noting without surprise the ease with which she did so.


A little distance from the flitter she dug a grave in the sand and placed him into it.


When she left the spot there was nothing to show that the desert had ever been disturbed.


She did not return to the flitter. The shining bulk of the space-ship beckoned her. She made her way to the pilot room in the nose. Sitting in the control-chair she examined the maze of dials and studs, and in particular the red-painted main firing button nearest to the right hand.


Beyond the nose the stars were already shining.


She glanced momentarily at them, then her hand swept down to the little red stud...

THE END

