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1.

There was a ringing sound. Having spent half an hour exchanging rather forced, joking remarks to calm their nerves, the candidates were now silent. In spite of their usual self-control, all of them had experienced the same emotion, the same beating of the heart. The heavy door of the institute was pushed open by an usher in his vestments. They followed him along a dark corridor and then entered the large amphitheatre where the examinations were to take place. There were thirteen of them, ranging in age from thirty-five to fifty.
Fawell was one of the first to enter the arena. Like the others, he was not carrying any documents or instruments. Logarithm tables and even simple calculation rules were prohibited. For this final examination they were only allowed to use the resources of their memory, their culture, their intelligence and their imagination.
This examination, or rather this competition, for it was a matter of selecting the best of the thirteen, was the final round in a serious assessment of their knowledge. It had been going on for three months and included an impressive series of tests, some of which had been eliminatory.
The candidates, who were numerous at the beginning, found themselves presented by turns with problems in higher mathematics, theoretical and experimental physics, chemistry, astronomy, astrophysics, cosmology and questions on diverse branches of biological sciences. In short an impressive range of subjects, requiring in-depth knowledge of the most noble and most diverse fields in which the human mind can be trained.
As the average level was very high (they all came from world-famous schools and many had already distinguished themselves with their important research or original theories), each of the examinations was fraught with difficulties. Not only did they require the solving of challenging problems, but they also demanded a considerable personal contribution, so much so that the compositions were of doctoral thesis standard. Thus they were authorised to make use, at their convenience, of all sorts of tables and calculating machines and could even use the Institute’s computers and consult all the works in the library, which contains almost all human knowledge. It was not a question in any way of cramming. The examination was conceived to emphasise genuine scientific knowledge. The subjects were established by an assembly comprising undisputed world authorities, known as the Nobels, that is to say those who had received the supreme recognition of being awarded the prize.
         
During the three long months of the preliminary examinations, the candidates remained cloistered in the Institute, with access to laboratories, computers and the library, but without any communication with the outside world and sleeping in cells which were monastic in appearance, constructed for this event in the same building.
The examiners were also Nobels. No one else could have replaced them in their functions, given the transcendant nature of the subjects chosen by them. They had judged without leniency, imbued with their immense sense of responsibility. The several thousand candidates who had presented themselves had seen their ranks thin out gradually. The first three compositions, those of mathematics, theoretical physics and chemistry had narrowed the field immediately: any candidate who did not attain the grade of sixteen was eliminated. This was the case for most of them. The rest, about a hundred, were subjected to all the following examinations, and were then given permission to leave the Institute, while the Nobel jury in its turn retired to a cell to discuss its verdicts.
         
The results of these debates were published a few days ago. Only thirteen were fortunate enough to qualify. This had been clear since the beginning of the competition, as there were only thirteen places. Fawell was among the chosen ones.
 

He reached the bench which had been assigned to him. His companions did the same and everyone sat down, silently awaiting the distribution of the envelopes containing the topics. The great amphitheatre, which could hold about a thousand people, seemed to him strangely empty. The thirteen survivors had been placed as far as possible from each other, not to avoid possible copying (the nature of the final examination made such actions pointless and the honesty of the candidates was not in doubt), but to allow them to concentrate. In fact Fawell felt this isolation weighing on his shoulders in an unpleasant way. In spite of his experience of innumerable examinations which he had passed before, and all brilliantly, he felt a sudden attack of nerves, the like of which he had not experienced since he was young. He observed his companions, trying to detect if they felt the same unease.
         
The two nearest to him were two friends of long standing: Yranne and Mrs Betty Han. They had attended the same university previously and had never lost contact with each other. Yranne was a pure mathematician, a Frenchman, who often stayed in the United States. Fawell, an American himself, called on his talents from time to time to resolve certain difficulties in calculation, which he happened to encounter in the course of his research. He always appreciated collaborating with Yranne due to his logical mind and the force of his deductions.
Fawell’s speciality was nuclear physics. On leaving university he had initially worked under the direction of one of the greatest masters, the Nobel called O’Kearn. Then, by his own efforts, he had got himself noticed by the academic world for his interesting discoveries concerning anti-particles. Like Yranne he was a little over forty, the average age for the competition. The regulations fixed strict limits for the candidates: thirty-five and fifty years. The tasks to be carried out by the thirteen chosen ones, and especially the final winner, were not compatible with being too young, nor with the sclerosis of extreme old age.
         
Mrs Betty Han, Betty to those who knew her intimately, was sitting on a lower tier. She was the only woman admitted to the final examination, which did not fail to give rise to several malicious remarks by the other candidates who had been eliminated. But there was scarcely any echo of such things here: the conscience and objectivity of the Nobel jury had never been generally in doubt. Fawell was happy and surprised to see her there because he had been afraid that she had been eliminated. He certainly considered her to be of superior intelligence, but mathematics and physics were not her speciality. Although she had started by undertaking serious scientific studies, she had abandoned them after passing the examinations with flying colours, in order to tackle other fields considered frivolous by certain scholars. Thus she had become infatuated with literature, only to turn soon after to philosophy. Finally she had devoted herself to psychology. She had gained significant honours in this field, but many of her former student friends joked with her about such decadent indulgence. That she had been successful in the pure science examinations, while the specialists had failed, was a new sign of her profound intelligence, and of her diligence too, for she had relearned long-forgotten subjects during the few weeks prior to the competition.
         
Fawell, who had helped her with his advice, was delighted at her success, for he himself did not despise psychology, and considered Betty’s presence among the thirteen to be desirable. When he congratulated her about it, she replied with a smile that her speciality had been useful to her, even for the examinations in mathematics, inspiring her to present her work in a way which would seduce a Nobel jury. Betty was Chinese, having long since separated from an American husband, but had kept her nationality, which had become possible since relations between the countries had been normalised. This imposed no obstacle to the friendly relations she maintained with the scientific world in the United States. In the circles of scholars in which men like Fawell and Yranne moved, questions of nationality, race and religion had lost all significance a long time ago.
         
Fawell, the father of a young girl of eighteen, had no objection to Ruth marrying a Russian, as she had confirmed her intention to do. Her beloved, Nicolas Zarratoff, was the son of a famous astronomer, whom she had got to know during a stay in the Soviet Union, where she was accompanying her father on the occasion of a conference. The physicist would have preferred a young scholar as a son-in-law, but Nicolas seemed to him to be a suitable match. At twenty-six years old he had already had quite a remarkable career in aviation. Having plunged himself recently into astronautics, a second still more brilliant career was opening before him. Moreover his father was a friend of Fawell, and he admired unreservedly the astronomer’s almost mystical passion for science. The parents had no objection whatsoever to their children’s plans. As Ruth was a little young however, they asked them to delay matters for a year or two to think things over.
Zarratoff Senior was also there in the amphitheatre. Turning his head, Fawell could see him perched on the highest tier. He smiled, thinking that it was no doubt a stroke of luck that the astronomer was in the position closest to the sky, the domain he was familiar with. The fact that he had reached the final thirteen had not surprised him, for, being a master of his special field, the Russian possessed extensive scientific knowledge and at the same time a fertile imagination.
It is amazing, the physicist thought with satisfaction, that all four of us have been selected: Betty, Yranne, Zarratoff and me. His own success did not surprise Fawell. He could make a fair evaluation of his own merits and knew that he could compete with the most eminent scholars of his generation for the extent of his knowledge and the keenness of his mind.
He didn’t know the other candidates as well. Among them were two biologists, a chemist and then mostly other physicists like himself. But there wasn’t time to try and read the feelings on their faces. Fawell looked forwards again, towards the masters’ platform, where an usher was introducing three members of the jury: three Nobels.
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The three illustrious scholars were also in their vestments. The first was none other than O’Kearn, the most senior member and the most famous of all the Nobels, and whose laboratory Fawell had been visiting for a long time. He was of a majestic appearance, which matched his reputation, and his eyes shone with an unusual brightness in a face marked with deep wrinkles by study and passionate research. A halo of white unmanageable hair suggested a vague resemblance to certain portraits of Einstein. He managed to accentuate the similarity by deliberately making his hair untidy.
         
When the members of the jury appeared, the thirteen candidates exchanged a furtive glance, and then stood up by common accord, as used to be the practice in the past in certain universities at the entrance of a famous master. Fawell could not prevent himself from smiling in noticing this reflex from their youth. The three scholars appeared to be flattered and O’Kearn made a benevolent gesture, indicating to them that they could sit down again. Then he raised an envelope above his head.
‘Madam, and gentlemen,’ he began, ‘here are the topics. I have ascertained, we have ascertained, my two colleagues and I, that the seal of the envelope is intact, and you can certainly do the same for yourself… In fact,’ he added, with a smile, ‘if there is anyone among you who nurtures the least doubt concerning this point, he can reassure himself by coming forward.’
A murmur of polite protestation greeted this taunt. No one would permit themselves to suspect the honesty of such a jury. Thus there was a murmur coloured by a nuance of surprise and even of disapproval when they saw Mrs Betty Han, doubtless the youngest of all the candidates, rise quietly and make her way with an assured step to the master’s chair. The two Nobels already seated raised their heads, also surprised by this gesture, while O’Kearn, who was standing, and still brandishing the envelope, watched her progress attentively. Betty did not become flustered, mounting the three steps and stopping in front of him. He held out the envelope towards her. She examined it carefully and then returned it to him.
         
‘Are you satisfied?’ the president of the jury asked.
‘It’s perfectly all right, Master.’
‘So you do not completely trust our word?’
‘Master,’ she replied calmly, ‘in circumstances as important as the present ones I do not trust anyone, not even the three Nobels.’
         
O’Kearn stared at her with increasing intensity, and then he shook his head. Fawell, who knew him well, interpreted this gesture as approbation. She was right, he thought. A good point in her favour.
 

Betty had gone back to her seat. In an almost religious silence O’Kearn unsealed the envelope and took the subjects out of it: there were sixteen copies, each containing only two pages. He gave one to each of his colleagues, keeping one for himself, and made a sign to the usher to distribute the rest to the candidates. When each of them had their copy, he cleared his throat and spoke in suitably solemn tones:
‘Madam, gentlemen,’ he said, ‘each of you is now in possession of the topics, or rather the topic, for it is unique, for this final competition. I shall read it to you. You are requested to follow it with the closest attention and to interrupt me if some point does not appear clear to you.’
He made a pause, while the candidates leaned over their papers, and he began:
‘“COMPETITION WITH THE AIM OF APPOINTING THE POST OF PRESIDENT OF THE SCIENTIFIC GOVERNMENT OF THE WORLD…”’
         
Here he interrupted his reading and made this comment:
‘Before coming to the topic itself, you are reminded at this point of the aim and terms of this test.
‘“…The candidates are reminded that this competition, the first of its kind, is open solely to the members already designated for a world government. These have been judged the most worthy to constitute this body as a result of an examination which has made it possible to evaluate the extent and quality of their knowledge of the principal matters concerning the future of our earth and of humanity.
‘“The specific goal of this final test is therefore to select that person among you who appears to be the best qualified to preside over the world government which has already been constituted.
‘“The candidate who, according to the jury of Nobels all present here, shall have provided the best work on the topic set out below, will, ipso facto, be entrusted with the duties of supreme leader.
         
‘“The candidate who, also according to the decisions without appeal of the same jury, shall have submitted the second best composition, will be elected vice-president and will be called upon to replace the first choice in case of the decease or incapacity of the latter.
‘“The other candidates will be appointed to different ministries, to be decided by the president. Each will be given a number however according to their ranking in the present competition, which will serve to determine the order of promotion to vice-president in the case of the decease or incapacity of the latter.
         
‘“The Scientific Government of the World, or SGW, will assume its functions immediately after the proclamation of the results. At that point the provisional administration conducted at the moment by the assembly of Nobels will cease to be. The present SGW will stay in place for nine full years, unless the opinion of an absolute majority of the Nobels is to the contrary. It will also have to make a presentation before them every time a decision of exceptional scope is envisaged and, in any case, at least once a year, for an inspection of its work.”’
         
O’Kearn interrupted his reading for a moment and lowered his paper.
‘Is this all clear?’
After receiving unanimous agreement, he continued:
‘Now here is the topic:
‘“The candidates should explain in broad outline what they consider to be the best programme for the nine years of their term of office, and the direction, impulse and priorities, etc., with which they will imbue this programme if they attain the post of president.
‘“Important note: This topic must of course be treated in a rigorously scientific spirit, but the candidates may, if they judge it useful, include certain extra-scientific considerations, such as the needs and aspirations of the working classes. No rule, nor rigid framework is imposed on them.”’
         
That was all. O’Kearn asked once more if this had been understood and if anyone had a question to ask. Then, looking at the electric clock, he said:
‘Fine. Madam, and gentlemen, the competition starts now. It is the 10th of May and it is ten minutes past nine. As your rule must last nine years, as you know, you have nine full days to write your compositions. On the 19th of May at ten minutes past nine your papers will be collected. I remind you that you have the right to make use of any document and I hope you feel inspired.’
Fawell waited quite a long while before deciding to write, looking at certain other candidates already leaning over their desks. He exchanged a friendly glance with Betty, and then with Yranne. They were also deep in thought, no doubt trying to concentrate before getting down to work. The feeling that there was some communion of minds with his friends gradually dissipated the tension which had been paralysing him since the start of the session. He now felt fresh and sure of himself.
         
He fixed his gaze on the platform where the three Nobels were conversing in low voices, against the backdrop of the busts of famous scholars, who had become the patrons of the scientific era, perched on their pedestals. At first only three busts had been thus arranged in the place of honour in the great amphitheatre: those of Galileo, Newton and Einstein. But this exclusive choice of physicists lead to lively protests on the part Nobel physiologists and it had become necessary to add to them the effigies of several great masters in their special field. But the physicists had however managed to arrange for the bust of Einstein to be placed in the centre and for his pedestal to be raised a little higher than those of the others.
         
In a more modest corner of the area one could also see a smiling portrait of citizen Garry Davis. He could not be ranked as highly as the scientific geniuses, but he had been one of the pioneers of the world government and it would have been a pity for him not to remembered here.
Without understanding especially why, Fawell smiled at them all and concentrated on his topic, confident of the outcome of the competition.
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The revolution of the ‘men of science’, or ‘the conspiracy of the Nobels’ as certain people sometimes called it (wrongly, because the initiative had not come from them), took on its precise form in California, amongst a small group of scholars, in an atomic city, which had been created around a giant betatron and several instruments of that kind, which were at the same time both monstrous and sensitive. Having gone there to pursue their research, which enabled them to penetrate a little further each day into the structure of matter, the physicists from all over the world liked to meet in the evening after work to compare their results with those of their colleagues, to discuss this or that theory or simply to exchange ideas in general. Most of the time these meetings were in small groups and had a truly international character. For several years Soviet and Asian scholars had been able to obtain permission to teach courses in the atomic city, and had developed the habit of doing so, conversing as freely as the others with the most qualified men of science of the New World and with the western world in general.
         
But if the idea arose and matured there, followed immediately by the will to action and to make a plan, it was only the culmination of a slow progression of the scientific mind, which had been happening in every country for a long time. In the course of their meetings and their conversations, which became more and more frequent, the scholars had come to regard themselves as having formed a truly international world organisation, and the only worthwhile one, that of knowledge and intelligence. Science was for them at the same time the soul of the world and the only force in a position to realise its destiny, after having rescued it from the trivial and infantile preoccupations of ignorant and long-winded politicians. Thus, in the course of numerous friendly discussions, which were almost fraternal, there had gradually developed the vision of a triumphant future, of a planet united, and finally governed by learning and wisdom. It was no longer a matter of confused views and imprecise aspirations. Those who tested the ideas out found them to be based on evidence and good sense, but they were a long way from being able to predict ways of putting them into practice.
The spark flared up almost simultaneously, however, in the brains of several relatively young scholars, invited to the bungalow where Fawell lived with his daughter. He had married quite young, but had lost his wife while Ruth was still a child, and becoming more and more absorbed in his research, he had never remarried. Ruth, who had no real taste for her studies but pursued them to please her father, ran the household, which was an easy job, given her father’s lack of concern about material matters.
         
A commonplace incident was the cause of the sudden explosion of minds: a television programme, which managed to unnerve some ordinarily calm colleagues invited to come and have a drink after a long day’s work. Several physicists of various nationalities were present, as well as the mathematician Yranne, who apart from his personal research (which he was able to pursue wherever he was, needing only a pencil and a sheet of paper), provided help to several others with his talent for analysis. Mrs Betty Han was also present. When staying in the region she never missed a chance to catch up with her friends.
After having refilled the glasses and confirmed that the guests’ favourite drinks were at hand, Ruth asked for permission to withdraw, foreseeing that there would be the usual discussions concerning work in progress. But these rather languished after she left and were soon abandoned. It seemed that all of them, without any mutual consultation, were prey to an idée fixe which distracted them that evening from their favourite topics. After glancing at his guests, Fawell switched on the television set. Everyone listened, glass in hand, and watched with curiosity, frowning and with tense expressions on their faces, which seemed to reflect a common feeling of exasperation. It was the usual interview, with a prominent politician giving his opinions with equal confidence on the country’s internal problems as on foreign affairs. It lasted a quarter of an hour. The comments struck Fawell as exceeding the bounds of stupidity, and noticing that his guests had the same feeling, he turned off the programme with a violent gesture and looked at his friends.
         
‘You heard it, just as I did,’ he said. ‘Every day it’s the same, more or less, with very few variations. The same nonsense churned out over the airwaves every day by men who imagine that they are actually running the country.’
         
An Englishman, who was teaching a course for several months at the betatron, interrupted him to reassure him that the same stupid things were common currency in the United Kingdom.
‘And I’ve heard even worse in France,’ confirmed Yranne.
An Italian declared that in his country the comments of politicians were no less childish than those which had just been heard. The same expressions, ‘unbearable’, and ‘intolerable’ were uttered in all corners of the room.
They had heard nothing more than the usual clichés and official or semi-official declarations. The average viewer would not have been offended. Normally they were not concerned very much about it themselves. But this evening all trace of resignation had disappeared. ‘It’s intolerable, you’re right,’ insisted Fawell, in an odd tone which made everyone focus their attention on him.
He remained silent for a moment, and then he continued, rapping out the syllables:
‘In-to-le-ra-ble, we all agree. Is there anyone who will contradict me if I affirm that that which is intolerable must not be tolerated?’
‘Certainly not me,’ said the mathematician Yranne.
‘It is therefore our duty to act –’
He was going to continue, when a new person burst into the room. His rapid entrance, with his hair in a mess, his clothes dishevelled, and in his pyjama jacket, would have surprised them, even among this circle of friends where any kind of ceremony was unknown, if it was not for the fact that it was the astronomer Zarratoff, who was at that time on a visit to the United States, and who had come to spend a few days at the house of Yranne, one of his best friends. He was known for his absent-mindedness, his sudden enthusiasms, the passion which he brought to his profession, a passion finding expression sometimes in lyrical outbursts, and his mastery of the game of chess. Of all enthusiasts, only Yranne was occasionally able to beat him.
         
‘What’s come over you?’ Fawell asked him without very much concern. ‘We were not expecting you this evening. Yranne told me that you were buried in your work. Please don’t consider that a reproach. On the contrary, you could not have come at a better moment.’
In fact Yranne had left the astronomer in his room, in his customary posture: deep in contemplation with a map of the heavens spread out before him, and only pausing to make some hurried notes combined with complex calculations. He knew his friend well enough to know that it was pointless suggesting some distraction when he was absorbed in that way. He had simply warned Fawell that they could not count on Zarratoff that evening.
‘Forgive me, said the astronomer, who seemed to have his mind elsewhere. I couldn’t stand it. I had to talk to someone. I fled my room… It’s the television.’
‘The television?’
He took a swig of alcohol which Fawell had just poured for him and explained.
‘In fact I was working, but it wasn’t going well. I felt myself trapped in a tissue of contradictions. It was then that, to rest my mind, I had the crazy idea of switching on the television set…’
‘I see,’ said Betty. ‘He must have seen the interview.’
‘Not the interview!’ protested Zarratoff. ‘What do you take me for? I’m very wary of such things. I changed the channel after the first few comments. I turned to channel number three. Are you with me?’
‘Well?’
‘Well? If you haven’t tried channel three, you obviously wouldn’t understand.’
‘What does it show?’
         
‘Games!’
‘Games?’
‘Games,’ the astronomer repeated in a plaintive voice.
‘I understand,’ murmured Yranne.
‘I do too,’ said Fawell. ‘I am, unfortunately, familiar with them!’
All the scholars shared the astronomer’s agitation and seemed to be sincere in feeling sorry for him, without it having been necessary to give them any explanation. He tried to do so however, in the same pathetic tone with which he might have asked heaven to bear witness to his misfortune.
‘Games, do you get it? Or what they call games! While there are doubtless thinking beings in the universe who are desperately calling us on an undetected wavelength, these people divide themselves into two groups of a dozen each and play at pulling the ends of a rope, to the applause of a delirious crowd. And when –’
         
‘That’s enough, old friend,’ said Yranne, interrupting him. ‘We told you that we’ve understood it all and that we share your indignation. So, in one word, what’s your conclusion? What do you think of it?’
‘Intolerable!’ yelled Zarratoff.
The guests burst out laughing.
‘So we are all agreed,’ concluded Fawell, ‘Calm down and finish your drink. You arrived just at the right moment.’
They brought him up to date with the project which was taking shape and the discussion continued.
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‘As I was saying,’ continued Fawell, ‘today it is our urgent duty to put a stop to this situation. We do not have the right to let the world go to ruin. In this country all men of science will agree with this.’
‘In France as well,’ declared Yranne, ‘I can guarantee it.’
         
‘And in England also,’ said the British man, ‘but will they be of the same opinion in the Soviet Union?’
Zarratoff made no hesitation in replying: ‘Only about thirty years ago, one would have hesitated to reply to that question. As you know, the fact of being regarded with suspicion by a part of the world, caused us to maintain a dangerous spirit of nationalism, with which even our greatest scholars were infected. Today, now that this mistrust appears to belong to the past, after we have confirmed, as you have done, the incompetence of our leaders, I can guarantee that it does not exist anymore, and that all the men of science who are worthy of the name are supporters of a rational world organisation. I would add that there is nothing surprising about it. Weren’t we the pioneers of internationalism?’
Everyone applauded his words. Without prior consultation they came to a common conclusion: at the current stage of evolution, a scientific government of the world had become a vital necessity for humanity. But objections did occur to them, as was natural for minds trained to analyse objectively all the data relating to a problem.
‘All the world’s scholars desire it. That’s fine,’ said Yranne, ‘but what about the peoples of the world? What about young people?’
‘Ruth would agree,’ asserted Fawell, ‘and all her friends as well.’
‘So would Nicolas,’ said Zarratoff, ‘we have often discussed it.’
‘Ruth and Nicolas may have been influenced by the intellectual milieu in which they have lived… But can we really be sure about all the scholars? The Chinese, for example?’
‘Betty, you can answer that one.’
‘I think I can reassure you on this point,’ said the Chinese woman, screwing up her eyes, so that her eyelids were stretched. ‘I meet the most eminent of my compatriots fairly often, and I have had the opportunity to sound out their opinions cautiously on the appropriateness of such a revolution, for your plan outlined this evening is not new to me. I have anticipated for a long time that you would be inevitably forced to take action some day. The result of my enquiries is that they all think the same as you do, that is to say that an international organisation is indispensable. This is not new, and they also think that the only viable plan is yours. It is their opinion too that the only central government capable of establishing itself and worthy of running the earth is a scientific government. Believe me, they have had enough, like you, of the childishness of their leaders. Stupidity is, I’m afraid, also international.’
         
‘I am delighted to hear you say such things. But what about the peoples? As a psychologist, what is your opinion on the matter? Will they accept this revolution?’
Mrs Betty Han took her time before replying, and she screwed up her eyes even more, which in her was a sign of intense thought.
‘It’s possible,’ she said finally. ‘It will be difficult. I would like to know first what kind of action you envisage. Have you established a practical plan for taking over power?’
They looked at each other, somewhat at a loss. Not even the draft of a plan had seen the light, yet alone a practical plan. But neither Fawell nor the other physicists were particularly worried about it. They knew that they always ended up by finding an application for the right idea, or as they said in their jargon, an experiment always confirms a correct theory sooner or later. Well, their basic idea was irrefutable. The mathematician Yranne set it out once more, condensing it into the pure form of a syllogism, of which the premises were obvious: ‘That which is intolerable must not be tolerated. Well, the disintegration of the world into dust, caused by nations led by asses, is intolerable. Therefore it is necessary to put an end to this situation.’
‘But there are nevertheless practical difficulties,’ Betty insisted.
         
‘But don’t we usually manage to overcome all difficulties?’
‘Where are the difficulties?’ Zarratoff interrupted vehemently. We are faced with ignorant people and we have the power to give them knowledge. All you other physicists, haven’t you invented weapons against which there is no defence?’
‘We have created them, but unfortunately we are no longer in control of them,’ Fawell said with regret. Our discoveries are now in the hands of an army of industrialists, technicians and workers. We would need the total support of all of them to be in control and to impose ourselves by threats. But can we count on their loyal support? And do we want to? For my part I can foresee serious dangers in doing so.’
He was not the only one to nurture this fear. Nothing conflicted so much with the scholars’ way of thinking as industrial technology. After a short debate they all agreed that such an alliance would be dangerous and contrary to the ideal of their revolution, which was that of pure science.
‘If we suppose that we could succeed in that way,’ Yranne concluded, ‘then our enterprise would end up inevitably in the conquest of the world by a mafia of great industrialists, with basic goals and a mechanical administration which would be oriented towards the development of easing material concerns –’
‘Which we do not want at any price,’ Fawell interrupted dramatically, having seen examples of this on a reduced scale in his own country.
‘…or it would end up being a world dictatorship of the proletariat –’
‘A catastrophic prospect in this day and age!’ the Russian Zarratoff now exclaimed.
‘That is also my opinion,’ said Mrs Betty Han with approval.
Fawell expressed his conviction forcibly that technical experts and industrialists would doubtless be useful, but that science should retain absolute control and leadership of the action they envisaged. All were in agreement on this point.
         
‘But we would need the threat of a new unstoppable army, which would be kept secret by the scholars,’ continued Zarratoff. ‘Doesn’t such a thing exist? I am only an astronomical theorist and Yranne is only a mathematician. Neither of us are capable of realising practical things. But the rest of you, you physicists, haven’t you got some little unstoppable death-ray up your sleeve, the mere threat of which would place all those stupid idiots at our mercy?’
‘Impossible,’ replied Fawell. ‘I don’t say that such an invention is inconceivable if we devote ourselves to it seriously, but that’s another case in which the practical realisation would require the assistance of a technical and industrial army. That brings us back to the original problem.’
‘If even your physics is unable to bring about any material action, then it’s scarcely encouraging for our plans.’
‘Listen, Zarratoff,’ said Fawell, ‘I’ll tell you a story which will make you consider the possibilities available to us. It happened a few years ago in the laboratory of O’Kearn, the greatest living physicist, where I am still working. He had already received the Nobel Prize. I was the oldest of his assistants and functioned as the head of the laboratory, with O’Kearn its real spirit.
‘I had been there two years, with a dozen researchers younger than me, but all of them qualified (the boss asked me to fire mercilessly anyone incompetent and even those he suspected of lacking imagination). All of them possessed enviable university degrees and had several years’ practical experience in physics. Important discoveries have emerged from this laboratory.’
‘We know all this.’
‘Fine. In addition to very delicate apparatus, we also had electric motors, some of them ordinary ones, and one in particular which was the most up-to-date model of a synchronous motor, of quite low power, like the ones you find in all workshops. A mechanic took care of these machines.
         
‘One evening I left the laboratory, leaving two of my best researchers there, as they wanted to continue an experiment for a few more hours. I was at home, ready to go to bed, when one of the two knocked at my door. He had a crestfallen look about him.
‘“What’s wrong,” I asked, “has there been an accident?”
‘I was worried because the ongoing experiment involved considerable energy, and there was a risk, if it was poorly conducted, of reducing the laboratory, and with it part of the town, to ashes. But I had confidence in my two assistants. I was right. He reassured me quickly.
‘“No. It’s just a little problem, but it needs to be put right as quickly as possible. I preferred to come and ask your advice.”
‘“You did the right thing. What is it?”
‘“Well… it’s the synchronous motor.”
‘“What’s wrong with the synchronous motor, has it broken down?”
‘“On the contrary.”
‘“What do you mean, on the contrary?”
‘He was looking more and more sheepish.
‘“It’s running,” he said without daring to look at me.
‘“What do you mean? It isn’t running smoothly? Tell me!” I said impatiently.
‘He ended up by confessing to me, blushing with embarrassment:
‘“It’s running and I don’t know how to stop it. When Joë left he forgot to do it. I don’t know anything about the control board, and doing something wrong might cause damage.”
‘Joë was our mechanic. I’ve forgotten his second name, but I can still see him: a serene black man, uneducated, but very conscientious in his work. It was the first time that he had been negligent.
‘I gave a little mocking whistle. “What a nuisance! Is it such a serious problem, that you have to disturb the head of the laboratory, just to turn a lever and press a button? And are you alone over there?”
         
‘“No, there’s the other assistant. Only…”
‘“Only what?”
‘“He’s as embarrassed as me. He has no idea how to stop the motor either. But nevertheless we can’t let it run all night.”
‘He was quite right about that. In spite of being in a rotten mood, I realised that I ought to go over there. I slipped my clothes on over my pyjamas and, grumbling as I did so, I got ready to follow him.
‘I had done all these things without thinking about it, only cursing the fact that it was my responsibility. We made our way to the laboratory, which was fortunately not very far away. A thought suddenly struck me and I slowed down.
‘“All the same,” I said to him, “don’t you think it would have been simpler to go and wake Joë?”
‘He looked up at the sky and replied that he had spent two hours searching for Joë, but that Joë could not be found. That only deepened my bad mood and embarrassment for I must confess to you that, although I had been working there for two years, I had just realised that I had no idea how to go about stopping the motor.’
‘I thought that would be the case,’ said Betty.
‘Yet by then I could not go back, and so we went into the lab. It seemed to me that the motor was running smoothly, under the worried eye of the other assistant, who let out a sigh of relief on seeing me. I had a rather painful moment of indecision in front of the control board, not daring to touch a button for fear of causing an accident. I hesitated, and then decided to confess my embarrassment to the two young men and laugh it off with them.
‘“All the same, we must deal with it,” I said finally. There must be an assembly diagram somewhere that will put us on the right track.”
         
‘We started to rummage around in all the cupboards, and all the drawers. It was a waste of effort. There was not the slightest sign of anything relating to the board whose brass fittings Joë shined every day. The motor continued to run and its purring sounded like a sarcastic comment, only infuriating us.
‘There we were, the three of us trying to trace the cables that disappeared under ebonite, when the door was pushed open, and we were surprised to see O’Kearn himself appear. The boss was returning on foot from the cinema, had seen the light and had come to see what was happening. The humiliation of having to confess to him our incompetence was moderated by our relief at realising that our problems were over. Without further delay I put him in the picture about the situation.
‘He had the same sequence of reactions as I had had. First his eyes lit up with a mocking smile, then he showed signs of being in a bad mood, and then, suddenly, his face darkened. I understood at once. He, the greatest scholar of his time, who had created this research centre, was himself incapable of stopping this ordinary motor. We looked each other in the eye. He had a sense of humour and he burst out laughing.
‘The rest of the story is of no interest. I set up a supervision rota for the two young assistants, who spent the rest of the night taking it in turns by the motor. I don’t know exactly why we did this however, as, if on a whim it had decided not to run smoothly, no one would have known how to fix it. At the very most we could have poured a few drops of oil in a bearing from time to time, as I recalled seeing Joë do. In the end everything went well, and when Joë arrived the next morning, the apparatus stopped quietly as soon as he pressed a button. I have no need to repeat the insults we showered the poor man with… There you are, Zarratoff.’
‘I understand,’ said Yranne, ‘for I have an interesting suggestion to make. You scholars of atomic theory, masters of energy. Haven’t you imagined some procedure to modify the earth’s axis of rotation, wreaking havoc with the climate everywhere? No one would have any resistance against the threat of such a cataclysm. You will tell me that it would be an easy task for you, but that you would need an army of Joës.’
         
‘Probably, but you know very well that it cannot be realised with our current level of knowledge.’
‘I am very much aware of that,’ Yranne insisted, defending his idea. ‘We all know that, but those louts who govern us don’t. Spread the rumour that you have made a discovery of this kind. Spread a little publicity around, and you will stir up a threat. They accepted the miracle of the atomic bomb. They’re perfectly ready to accept the idea of another such feat on your part. They will swallow this mistake like a lozenge and be really scared. I am saying this in all seriousness.’
‘Good God,’ said Zarratoff, interrupting, ‘Just once in my life, I had a conversation with a minister. I noticed after ten minutes that he was very proud of knowing that the earth moved around the sun. His knowledge of the world did not extend much beyond this. He had no idea that the sun is also a star, and as for the idea of a galaxy, that was just a poetic word to him, with no real meaning.’
‘And what do psychologists think about that?’ asked Fawell.
‘I think, actually, that we could make them swallow any kind of nonsense with a bit of skill, but I don’t think it would be good politics. A threat of this kind would discredit us in the eyes of the world, or rather of the people, and we need their support, or at least their benevolent neutrality. They would accuse us of wanting to install a dictatorship. This is not the way we should proceed.’
‘So how then?’
The Chinese woman kept silent, screwing up her beautiful slanting eyes a little.
‘Our strength lies in our reputation for wisdom. We must preserve and reinforce this reputation at all costs… What we need is a revolution supported by everyone. No, don’t protest. I believe that it is extremely easy to achieve, much easier than your ultimatum accompanied by threats. It’s sufficient to persuade all the leaders of government to give up their power.’
         
‘Sufficient! They’ll never agree to it.’
‘They will agree to it,’ Betty asserted, ‘and the people of the world will be on our side if our plan is presented with skill and supported by irreproachable authorities. After the initial surprise and the first bad-tempered reactions, I am convinced that not only will they accept our plan but that they will be grateful to us for freeing them of an unbearable burden, and of duties which have become disproportionate, and only overwhelm them.’
‘It is certainly clear,’ commented Fawell, ‘that a change seems to have taken place during recent years within some political factions. A certain apprehension about power has become apparent and at the same time leaders have become vaguely conscious of their mediocrity and incompetence when faced with the problems of our times. I can recall two cases in different parts of the world where there were difficulties in electing a head of state. Candidates hesitated to put themselves forward, and those who finally did so lacked enthusiasm.’
‘So you see: if we offer them the chance to disappear with dignity, they won’t pass it up. And we will have public opinion on our side. As a result of a long, sad series of experiences, which now appear to them in their true light, as catastrophes, the people of the world are also starting to realise that they have always been governed by incompetent people. However, I repeat that we have to act skilfully and leave nothing to chance.’
‘What do you mean by that?’
‘I consider there to be at least two conditions essential for our success. The first is that the project should be under the patronage of and presented by undisputedly important scientists. Please don’t misunderstand what I’m saying…’ At this point Mrs Betty Han made a pause, and then continued, lowering her voice a little. ‘By this I mean people who are not only scholars but celebrities. Men whose value the world no longer needs to affirm, because both for the peoples of the world and for their leaders, their status is synonymous with knowledge and wisdom… I have no wish to offend you, Fawell, nor you Yranne. I know that you are as bright as those persons I am alluding to, and more so than many of them, but you have no chance of gaining general support if you present the project for a world government as being your own. Only they are capable of succeeding.’
         
Her words were received with a long reflective silence.
‘I understand,’ Zarratoff murmured finally.
‘Me too,’ said Fawell. ‘You are referring to the Nobels.’
         
‘Precisely. We must have them on our side and even persuade them to take the initiative on the project. Without them we can achieve nothing; with them we can achieve everything.’
‘Yes, the Nobels are a condition for its success,’ murmured Fawell pensively. ‘Psychology has its good points.’
         
After a further period of reflection all were of the same opinion. Mrs Betty Han continued, ‘So our course of action is clear. Fawell, you have kept in contact with the most famous and most influential of them. It’s O’Kearn that you must contact and convince first.’
The physicist did not hesitate and got up.
‘I’ll take a plane to New York tonight,’ he said. ‘I’ll see O’Kearn tomorrow morning. But he mustn’t think this is the whim of one isolated individual. You must come with me.’
After some further discussion it was decided that a delegation would present itself to the senior Nobel: Fawell, Yranne, Mrs Betty Han and Zarratoff. These four carried enough weight and represented a sufficiently wide and varied range of the sciences, to be able to speak on behalf of all of them. Having decided this, Fawell asked Betty another question: ‘You spoke to us of two conditions which are essential for success, Betty. What, in your opinion, is the second?’
         
‘Enthusiasm. It will be necessary to create a surge of passion about our plan…’
They all looked at her with curiosity. The reason was that Mrs Betty Han had a rather unique way of speaking about enthusiasm and passion. She did it with the calm of a mathematician demonstrating a geometric theorem. She continued, ‘The competition organised by the Nobels has made a move in the right direction. But I doubt if that will be enough.’
         
‘So?’
‘So later we’ll seek means of provoking it. They are available.’
As they separated to go about their preparations, Fawell noticed the absent-minded expression on the face of the mathematician Yranne, which was in contrast to the animation of his colleagues.
‘Something not right?’ he asked him. ‘Don’t you agree that we should make an appeal to O’Kearn and the Nobels?’
         
The other shook his head.
‘It’s just a simple, bizarre idea. I can make neither head nor tail of it. It’s hardly worth dwelling on.’
‘But?’
‘After listening to your story, I suddenly found myself asking if it wouldn’t be preferable to make an appeal to Joë.’
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It was the fourth day of the competition. The thirteen candidates had taken their seats in the great amphitheatre again, where three Nobels took it in turns to supervise them. Fawell removed some pages full of scribbles from his briefcase and quickly read them again. It was his work from the previous three days. He had two reasons for being satisfied: first the awareness of having dealt with the topic well, and secondly he felt that his mind was freer, having finished a necessary but rather boring stage. Today he would finally be able to tackle the essential points.
         
That first part of his programme dealt with the resolution, as soon as possible, of the material problems which hindered the development of the world by keeping it in a condition of poor health and permanent anxiety. If he gave first priority to these issues, it was just as much because he reckoned that nothing serious could be realised on Earth as long as men were suffering from hunger, sickness and the slavery of work, as because of his quite Machiavellian intention of provoking surprise among the examiners. They no doubt expected that someone like him, a specialist in nuclear physics, would mobilise the world, as a matter of urgency, in favour of an accelerated and finally coherent programme of atomic research. This was in fact what his instinct and his scientific belief suggested to him at first. But on reflection it seemed to him that some preliminary preparation was vital and that to delay was the sign of a mind with lofty and far-reaching views, of the kind which would be suitable for the head of a world state.
In addition he recalled quite a lively argument against the Nobels during a meeting in which the structure of such a state was envisaged. The physicists were only concerned about the progress of their science, that is to say in accessing complete knowledge about inorganic matter by analysis of infinitesimally small particles. They had agreed, when curtly reminded by their colleagues, the physiologists and medical doctors, that planet Earth was itself not a negligible part of what we call the world, and that what they tended to forget was that this was inhabited by beings possessing a certain quality called life. Indeed, there were those beings called humans who were animal organisms subject to all kinds of needs and troubles, and which science should not despise. If the cells of this organism could, in the final analysis, be resolved into atoms and electrons, that was no reason to neglect its individual structure, nor the biological study of it, in order to improve it and ensure the harmonious evolution of our species. Against his instincts, Fawell therefore decided to concern himself first with human beings and their material life.
         
To deal with this problem, he had reasoned that the first fact to be determined was the optimal population of the world, taking into account the resources which one could expect from it. He had discussed this question, calling upon his recollections of various things he had read, which his faultless memory supplied him with. He regretted, however, not having complete documentation to make a more precise evaluation possible. Yet the figure he arrived at seemed to him to be a reasonable approximation, and he estimated it thus: about four billion human beings. He listed very convincing reasons showing that it was imperative to keep to this figure.
However he was careful to emphasise that for him it was a not a question of inaugurating an era of test-tube babies, like that described by Aldous Huxley. It was one of his principal concerns that they should not go to such extremes, and most of the scholars of his age agreed. Birth control would doubtless have to be imposed through strict discipline at the beginning, but in the light of the enormous advantages that it brings, he predicted that the world would submit to it with good grace.
A delay of three years was planned to settle these preliminary problems. Content with enumerating the principal ones, he had gone in depth into the two problems which appeared to him to be the most urgent and most likely to catch people’s imagination: world hunger and cancer.
He demonstrated that the problem of hunger was relatively easy to solve, and if it had not been solved yet, it was due to laziness, ineptitude and the lack of coordination between governments. A provisional solution would be provided right away in the first few months by the mobilisation of all available military transport, and God knows there was plenty of it! The capacity alone of the battle fleets with their giant vessels, their thousands of airplanes and helicopters, which could be freed up by a stroke of the pen, would be more than enough (he provided numerical proof) to transport the enormous surpluses from the countries who have too much to the unfortunate regions, which suffer periodically from famine. At the same time, an in-depth study, taking into account the optimum population density, would make it possible to determine the exact surface areas of the earth which should be cultivated in this or that part of the world, and the quantity and quality of fertilizer that was necessary, the manufacture of which should also be started. Irrigation works, on a scale never before considered seriously, should also be undertaken without delay. According to the plan that he was proposing, a considerable proportion of current desert areas would thus be made fertile and the problem of hunger would, in three years at the most, be settled for good.
         
He granted his future administration the same period of time to eliminate cancer. In this area too, without being a specialist, he possessed certain gifts which were precise enough to enable him to present the following judgement and to justify it with at least approximate figures: ‘Given the advances in research, although it is uncoordinated, without any collaboration between various countries, and conducted most of the time with insufficient funding due to lack of credit, and given above all the quality of the researchers…’ (this was clever flattery right in the faces of the Nobel physiologists, from whom he expected some reluctance to appoint a physicist to the supreme post), ‘…all this leads one to expect that the work of researchers will succeed very quickly when they are coordinated and reasonably well financed. It is my conviction that it is only a question of setting up an organisation like NASA, admittedly not with the same goal, but possessing the same spirit of inevitable victory. This organisation will have as its unique goal to rid humanity of cancer over a period of three years and it will be provided with the means necessary for this task.’
         
Concerning these means and the financing of the enterprises, without giving too many details, which he did not consider necessary within the framework of his study, Fawell demonstrated that he never lost sight of them. He listed in a few paragraphs the enormous resources which his government had at its disposal, by the simple fact that it would be global, and able thus to make impressive savings compared with the wastefulness of previous administrations. One of them was blindingly obvious, admittedly not the most important, but he considered it a good idea to mention it at the beginning, and even with a touch of humour, which some of the Nobels appreciated sometimes: the idea was to get rid of every country’s ministry of foreign affairs immediately.
         
The other savings would be even more important and just as obvious. All ministries of war would also be suppressed. Armies and armaments would be got rid of, except for those which would be at the disposition of the government for maintaining order. Finally all other ministries would be condensed into a few central organisations, which would be infinitely less onerous than when they were broadly scattered in former times.
Many other issues had to be sorted out in order to ensure the planet developed in a suitable way. Fawell had resigned himself to only being able to mention them, providing a simple sketch of possible solutions. In this way he dealt with trade, language and regulations controlling work, proposing the creation of an appropriate organisation for each delicate problem. He cited again the example of NASA, which was proof that almost any result could be obtained by using powerful means and rational methods. If certain of NASA’s achievements were neither as important nor as urgent as many others, from a strictly scientific point of view, the responsibility rested with the politicians who had requested them (Fawell knew that the majority of the Nobels had been opposed at the time to the Apollo project). It would be the job of the government in the future to determine the tasks to be undertaken, with a reasonable order of priority, and it seemed obvious to him that such organisations would bring the most difficult missions to successful conclusions.
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After having dealt with material problems in this way and laid out a plan of measures to be undertaken to create order on a planet which had hitherto been abandoned to anarchy and mismanagement, Fawell started to tackle the spiritual realm, the noble and precious essence, the development of which was at the same time the reason for existence and the ideal goal of a scientific world state. At last he had a subject worthy of him, which greatly excited all his nerves, demanding as much faith and passion as wisdom.
For, at the start of the twenty-first century, the mind held a prominant place among Fawell’s concerns, as was the case also with Yranne, Zarratoff and the majority of the revolutionary scholars, who, in other respects, considered themselves to be materialists. For them science was a philosophy, almost a religion, a religion whose enigmatic and currently inaccessible God was the essence of the universe. The only rites allowed were continuous research, and its dogma, knowledge of the universe, had the strange characteristic of being questioned anew each day, then abandoned, taken up again, revamped, recreated, following constantly repeated experiments and laborious speculation occasionally shot through with a flash of genius.
         
The rigorous positivism of the nineteenth century was long gone. In one short phrase Einstein had defined its limits: ‘A theory can be proved by experiment, but no path leads from experiment to the birth of a theory.’ Later he often talked of ‘cosmic religiosity’ and this formula seduced even astronomers like Zarratoff. After him, since the second half of the twentieth century, metaphysics, which had been despised since Descartes, had started to invade science again. At the very least it started to invaded physics, for, strangely enough, the majority of biologists were not a part of this trend and condemned it in the name of intellectual austerity, continuing to maintain that nothing exists outside experience. But physicists like Fawell and enthusiasts of cosmogony like Zarratoff were immersed in it. Perhaps this was due to the fact that their respective fields, the infinitely small and the infinitely large, often defied all direct observation to the extent that they wanted to penetrate more deeply, which obliged them to use their intellect to compensate for the imperfection of their instruments, and to fill what was invisible with mysteries.
         
If, in the twentieth century, it appeared for a moment that science was being deviated towards soulless industrialisation without a worthy goal, and directed by a staff of robots and computers, then true scholars were not responsible for these heresies, and a reaction was not long in coming. The true object of this science was first affirmed by a small number of thinkers: this was the acquisition of knowledge, the progressive penetration into the secrets of nature. Today, at the dawn of the twenty-first century, there is no doubt about this among civilised minds and they consider this knowledge to be the sole noble goal that could be assigned to humanity. Material progress and technology are scarcely interesting in themselves. They had sworn to always maintain computers and other machines which served as tools, and which were convenient and ingenious and no more. If Fawell admitted, indeed even considered, that the development of the practical applications of science were indispensable, then it was only because this allowed humanity to be relieved of crude and stupefying tasks, thus allowing it to devote an increasingly large part of its time to the only true progress which he recognized: the acquisition of sacred knowledge. This was the way that scholars of this century were thinking. It was because they were fascinated thus by such things that they planned to mobilise all the Earth’s resources in the service of their ideal, those inestimable riches which had been hitherto dissipated, diverted from their natural reasons for existence by the trivial concerns of countries and of ownership, or by outdated beliefs based on superstition, the dreams of false prophets and the general negation of reality.
         
 

There were admittedly certain nuances in the image that the physicists created for themselves of the new God. For some of them it was a matter of imagining an absolute form of the human mind, while for others it was a discovery and a conquest. The first of them talked of a kind of emergence. Among these one could detect the remote influence of Bergson, but they preferred to cite certain formulae of Professor Samuel Alexander to characterise their beliefs. The world strives towards divinity they say and add, as he did, that it is not God who created the world, but on the contrary it is the world which is in the process of creating God, after passing through the intermediate stage of Man.
Others, of a pantheistic tendency, have submitted themselves to various influences, from Thales with his ‘All things are full of gods’ to Teilhard de Chardin, via the dialectic materialism of Professor J.B.S. Haldane and a certain number of philosophical poets from whom Zarratoff liked to quote certain striking phrases, such as ‘the drop of spirit in matter’1. But the physicists in the group claimed to be above all disciples of Father Teilhard, interpreting what they considered his essential idea to be: inert matter does not exist. Evolution obeys a cosmic design. Having been started at the stage of atoms by this vague cosmic consciousness in each infinitesimally small particle, and having continued to scale the heights of humanity through an infinitely more important concentration of means, it must end up in total identification with the Universe, through a complete identification with its mysteries.
         
There were no doubt quite a lot of differences between these simple formulae and the Christian faith of the Jesuit father, which would perhaps have prompted the latter to disown them as disciples, but the scholars regarded these differences as insignificant details. For Fawell, who belonged to this school of thought, even though he rejected almost everything Christian in Teilhard’s credo, this did not diminish at all the admiration that he bore for him. The God, which he pursued in his passionate researches on matter, he described as the essence of the Universe, but whether one called it by the name Universal Christ, and whether evolution was named christogenesis and the limit of total knowledge signifying fusion was called the Omega point, these were for him simple questions of vocabulary without the least importance. This was not always the point of view of his friends with whom he liked to discuss the subject. Yranne and Zaratoff, for example, criticized quite severely the attempt at synthesis which the religious scholar had made between science and faith, even going as far as accusing him of Jesuitism.
Strangely enough, when they got involved in a discussion of this sort, Mrs Betty Han, who always kept at least one foot on the ground and whose mind was probably less inclined towards cosmic religiosity, defended both the scholar and the Jesuit vigorously. She did so moreover in a strange manner which was tinged with ambiguity. This synthesis, she asserted, represented in her eyes as a professional psychologist the most perfect example that she knew of the desperate efforts by the human mind to force in an artificial way disparate and even perfectly contradictory elements into agreement with each other. She could not help but admire unreservedly this passionate attempt which had almost succeeded, and maintained that if it was Jesuitism then it was a brilliant aspect of Jesuitism, which she acknowledged with admiration and which stirred her enthusiasm. But when she went that far, the others looked at her in silence, smiling in their perplexity, for the image of Betty as an ‘enthusiast’ was disconcerting, not to say absurd, in the eyes of those of her friends who knew her well.
         
Whether they had a vision of total creation made by one god, or of its discovery and assimilation, the physicists could generally agree about an ideal situated in the future and on a sanctification of knowledge. The biologists also ranked knowledge first among their concerns (this was almost the only philosophical view common to both classes of scholars), but they fought doggedly against all temptation towards metaphysics.
It had not always been like that. During the first half of the twentieth century, some of them even made brilliant efforts to demonstrate with the aid of the mathematics of probability, and citing examples which emphasised the behaviour of monkeys using typewriters, that the emergence of the human brain was such an improbable phenomenon, without some supernatural guidance of evolution, as to be virtually an impossibility. This reasoning has been criticised nowadays, as much, moreover, by contemporary biologists as by physicists. The former objected that if the combination of atoms which would develop into a brain and consciousness were indeed quasi-impossible, then all other combinations would have the same characteristic of being quasi-impossible. All the same, in a lottery comprising billions and billions of billions of numbers, one of these numbers, that is to say a particular number, has of necessity to come out, and the drawing of this particular number thus has, a priori, a quality which is as miraculous as the human brain. There was no intellectual disadvantage for them in admitting this to be the result of chance, which they did, a chance so extraordinary that it was impossible for it to be reproduced in the universe.
         
The physicists, who were convinced materialists in the sense in which this term is usually taken, would no longer accept the idea of there being a ‘supernatural’ power controlling evolution. Fawell quite simply criticised the reasoning of the ancient mathematical biologists for considering atoms to be like marbles and the human body to be like a sack of marbles. Indeed it should be possible to apply calculations of probability to them, illustrated if required by examples of monkeys using typewriters. But all their reflections and experiments on infinitesimally small particles had gradually convinced them that material bodies were in no way like sacks of inert marbles. For them matter was something completely different… They often talked of ‘holy matter’, another expression borrowed from Father Teilhard, passages of whose writings they knew by heart. This matter had by its own nature given birth to spirit, and probably on many planets other than Earth.
         
Scholars of biology and of physics thus had quite a lot of differences. This led to discussions only rarely, for they scarcely met each other, but they were expressed in sarcastic comments made from afar, in quite a paradoxical way: the same terminology was used by both groups, but with different meanings, to stigmatise the misguided philosophical ways of the opposing clan. ‘Anthropocentrists’ was for example the contemptuous expression used by O’Kearn for the Nobel physiologists. He meant by this that they considered Man to be a unique miracle created by chance and reduced all science to observations made by him. ‘Anthropocentrists’ was also the term applied to the neo-materialist physicists by the biologists, who signified thus their scorn at the desire to establish a qualitative relationship between the human brain and the cosmos. However, in the stormy debates which brought them together sometimes, this expression was not uttered, for it was considered by both parties to be the supreme insult, both crude and defamatory, which would require redress.
         
But there remained the ideal of knowledge as a common central concern for all the scientific minds of that period. For the physicists it became a veritable religion; and for the biologists it was a sort of ethic, a gratuitous act, about which they had a confused feeling of imperious necessity, to enable them to escape the despair of nothingness. Both of these groups felt that this total knowledge could only be attained by the combined efforts of the whole of humanity. It is clear how different the world they dreamed of was from Huxley’s ‘Brave New World’.
         
 

Fawell allowed himself some time for reflection before making a start on the second part of his programme, organising the ideas that had obsessed him for part of the night. His conclusion caused him some bitter disappointment, but reason had imposed this upon him as had his realistic view of the current state of the world. Admittedly he had been bothered by the desire to establish a coherent plan for research immediately, especially concerning his own special field, that of infinitesimally small matter about which so little was known still, and to set humanity to work immediately to realise it. But he had to acknowledge that humanity was not ready for such an enterprise. It was necessary to prepare it for this, and the nine years allocated to the first government would be barely sufficient. After putting material concerns in order, it was essential to plan for a long period of spiritual development, or rather, education.
It didn’t require any effort to imagine himself in the supreme post, and this was in the spirit of the competition. He sighed when he thought about the fact that his government would only be a transitional organisation. His task and his duty would only be to prepare the way for the plan to finally take shape, but it was inevitable. This period would require at least four or five years, and he should not pretend to himself otherwise. Following the three years already planned, there would only remain one or two to tackle the major task. He decided to devote only one day of this competition, which he was experiencing now like some scaled down representation of reality, to sketch out a plan of essential research. He should reserve the greater part of his remaining time for the subject of education.
         
So it was this chapter which he tackled straight away: the education of a world freed from miserable cares and capable of rising above its lamentable condition of ignorance, provided that the central organisation did its duty by leading it in the right direction. Father Teilhard provided precious help again in illustrating his way of thinking. At the head of his study he quoted almost in its entirety, without omitting the capital letters, a passage he had read in The Phenomenon of Man, which he had remembered the night before while half asleep:
         
The moment will come, and it is necessary that it should come, when Man… will recognise that Science is not for him an accessory occupation, but an essential form of activity, a natural derivative in fact, open to the excess of forms of energy constantly being set free by Machines.
            
An Earth, on which forms of leisure are always on the increase and interest is always unfulfilled, and which will find their vital resolution in the act of making everything more profound, of attempting everything, of prolonging everything… an Earth on which, not only for the army of researchers which has been brought together and subsidised but also for the man in the street, the problem of the day will be the conquest of a secret and of a greater power, which shall have been snatched from the body’s corpuscles, from the stars or even organised matter.
            

It was to enable the world to attain this great moment that Fawell devoted the greatest part of the time remaining to him. If he managed to lead the world to the point of ‘sublimation of interest’, to use Wells’ phrase2, everything would become possible. To get to that stage in a few years was not going to be easy. Wells had predicted that it would take more than a hundred and fifty years to reach this threshold, but his modern state was not really scientific. From the start he did not have a sufficiently high vision. They should be able to progress much more quickly.
         
After the quotation Fawell allowed himself a few more minutes of reverie, trying hard to conjure up an image of Earth at the end of the nine years. Then he gave some thought to his daughter. It was the first time he had thought about her since the start of the competition, as he was focused on the future with every fibre of his being. Ruth would definitely experience the whole glorious metamorphosis. She would not yet be thirty years old when he would be passing on the torch to another.
He trembled as he thought of what women like her and men like Nicolas Zarratoff would be able to undertake. In order for this to come about it was necessary for the task he was embarking on to be successful. It would be. Fawell swore this to himself and leaned forward on his desk.
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It was O’Kearn’s genius which gave definitive shape to the project for a world government and established the process of selecting its members. He received the delegation of the young scholars with the benevolence that was customary with him, except when he found himself faced with scientific heresy, in which case he could become fierce. Fawell’s three companions were not unknown to him. There was a brief introduction to the matter in hand. Realising that a visit so early in the day could only concern some important matter, he asked his former assistant to get straight to the point in his explanation. When the latter had done this in a few brief words, the great scholar showed no sign of surprise and did not protest.
‘I have often considered this eventuality,’ he said. ‘For my part, I have always thought that a world government would be necessary in the near or distant future. It was Einstein’s opinion and it is that of all wise men. But I visualised it growing out of the ruins of a war, when it would become the only chance for the world to escape death, as Wells had foreseen. You want to bring about a peaceful revolution. I could not ask for anything better. At any rate it is clear that such a government can only be trusted to the best brains, which have been developed by science. But have you anticipated the clamour that will arise as soon as you talk about abolishing separate nations?’
         
‘Science has already suppressed them.’
‘Certainly, but public opinion is not scientific. It’s not the first time, as you well know, that a project of this kind has been proposed. Well, all those people who have used expressions of this kind, such as world administration or world federation, whatever their merit, from Garry Davis to Einstein, all of them, without exception, were immediately regarded as visionaries, as dreamers and utopians. Even in the case of limited attempts at local concentration and coordination, on a modest scale, as was the case with Europe, there was an explosion of critical and sarcastic remarks. What’s it going to be like if you start talking about a world government?… I think that Mrs Han does not agree with me. Don’t hesitate to give me your opinion.’
‘I just want to make the comment,’ said Betty, who had not been able to repress a gesture of protest, ‘that all such criticisms were made in the name of realism. A want of realism is the usual criticism made of those who invoke the natural law of concentration and suggest speeding up the effects. The insult that they were lacking in realism was hurled contemptuously at all the supporters of a European federation. Well, I ask you Master, how could one maintain such an argument when we propose that the central administration should be entrusted to the most obvious realists in our world, that is to say, the scholars?’
         
‘Certain people would maintain that argument all the same, but your reasoning is valid.’
         
‘I think that Betty is right, Master,’ said Yranne. ‘If it is necessary, such theorists as myself could be regarded as visionaries, but not those physicists who spend their lives digging into matter and analysing it, and penetrating as deeply as possible into the very heart of matter.’
‘Nor should those,’ added Betty, ‘who scrutinise the cells of life every day.’
O’Kearn’s face became sombre.
‘Am I to understand that you also want to make an appeal to the specialists of the so-called natural sciences… to biologists and to physiologists?’ he asked with evident disdain.
‘Upon reflection, it seemed indispensable to us.’
It was obvious that the Nobel physicist did not like this prospect.
         
‘I believe, like Pythagoras and Einstein, that truth is independent of Man,’ he said. ‘Well, isn’t truth the purpose of scientific study?’
‘That’s what I think too,’ murmured Zarratoff.
‘And that’s what I believe as well, Master,’ pleaded Fawell. ‘But the conquest of truth is known as knowledge. And at the current stage of evolution and on our Earth at least, this knowledge needs the human brain.’
‘Without Einstein or a man of his genius,’ Betty insisted, ‘the truth which his theories embody would still be hazy.’
‘But it would nevertheless exist,’ grumbled O’Kearn.
Yet, after having thought about it, the scholar admitted half-heartedly that they might well be right and that a government of any kind should also be concerned about mankind. Moreover, with biologists and medical experts their realism would be unassailable.
‘Fine,’ he said. ‘I find your plan reasonable and I am prepared to help you as far as my means allow. But I am old. I am no longer a man of action and I foresee that it will require a lot of energy and authority to govern the world. I feel I am not capable of doing it.’
         
So Fawell explained to him the conclusion which they had reached: that the support of the Nobels was necessary. Only all the Nobels as a body could guarantee the success of the operation.
         
‘Whose idea was this?’ the scholar asked.
It was indicated to him that it was the Chinese psychologist.
‘That doesn’t surprise me,’ he said, leaning forward. ‘It’s an intelligent idea.’
He was nodding his head in an approving way, when suddenly his brow acquired a sombre expression.
‘Among us there are only scholars,’ he said. ‘Assuming that we grant this honour also to physiologists, there are still the literary Nobels. Is it your intention to seek the support of novelists and poets?’
         
The four ambassadors looked at each other in somewhat embarrassed silence.
Finally Fawell said, ‘I confess that we have not yet considered this question. What do you think, Betty?’
‘It is necessary to have the patronage of all the Nobels without exception,’ she replied without hesitation. ‘We have to make an appeal to the literary Nobels, which will reassure the aesthetes, and also to the Nobels for peace, who will provide us with an essential element: peace will be an asset of the first order for us, which we must emphasise.’
         
‘To have a man of letters join a scientific government seems impossible to me,’ murmured Fawell. ‘A man of letters writes in a way imposed on him by contemporary taste. He never makes any innovations in the spiritual realm. Our government, which focuses on the discovery of the unknown, must, by contrast, be indifferent to taste. Wells once expressed it very well: “Aesthetic life is conditioned by the times, science conditions the times.”’3
         
‘There’s no question about it!’ exclaimed O’Kearn, striking his table.
         
The visitors had attained their first goal. The scholar had been won over to their plan, to the point of considering it his own. His brain had been working actively over the past few minutes and started to put together a plan which could be carried out in practical terms.
‘No Nobel must be part of this government,’ he asserted in a peremptory tone. ‘Their support will only have more weight. What is more, most of them, like me, are too old to be men of action.’
         
‘But if they support us, they will demand that they should take part.’
‘It must not happen at any price. Can you really see that incompetent old fool Alex Keene running and leading the world? He would be more certain to lead it into the abyss than the present leaders.’
Sir Alex Keene was the general leader of the Nobels of biology. A specialist in bacteriology, he had made himself famous by his works on micro-organisms. He was O’Kearn’s great rival, with a little less notoriety than him.
         
‘And they will demand nothing at all, if we arrange some honorary functions for them which flatter their pride, while avoiding giving them the least responsibility. I think I may say that I know my colleagues and fellow Nobels.’
         
So O’Kearn developed the plan which he had just conceived and which was finally put into practice along his general lines: the Nobels would lend their moral support to the project. Then they would be the ones to designate the members of the government, after a competition for which they would be the examiners.
         
‘And I give you my word that none of them will have any desire to take this exam,’ the scholar declared, his eyes gleaming with malice.
‘Why is that?’
         
‘Because almost all of them would fail. Just imagine Alex Keene trying to solve the problems of nuclear physics! He doesn’t even know what an atom is!… For it should be generally understood that this exam will be very difficult and will require very extensive scientific knowledge. Only men and women who are still young like you would have the courage and endurance to carry out the work of intense preparation… Ah, my children,’ O’Kearn continued in a more familiar tone, rubbing his hands together, ‘so you aspire to governing the world? You must show yourselves worthy of doing it. For my part, I can already visualise the type of problems which I’m going to compose for you.’
Satisfied at seeing their project taking shape, the four ambassadors took their leave of the scholar with his firm promise. He immediately went and wrote a confidential letter to all living Nobels, making it clear to them the importance of the decisions which were expected of them, and to set up a general meeting.
         
‘I can imagine them already,’ said O’Kearn, whose caustic humour was often applied at the expense of his colleagues. ‘They’ll turn up wriggling with curiosity and inflated with their own importance. The rest is up to me. Let me deal with it.’
As he walked them back, he whispered into Betty’s ear:
‘Mrs Han, you were right a hundred times over. It is necessary to have all the Nobels, especially the peace ones. Do you know why?’
         
‘To inspire confidence in those people who yearn for universal peace.’
‘Certainly, but also to maintain some agreement among my colleagues. Did you think about that?’
‘Sir,’ Betty replied, screwing up her eyes in a smile, ‘that was not my main argument, but this detail had also been considered from a psychological point of view.’
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‘Honoured Presidents…’
Thus began the letter which the Nobels addressed to every head of state on the Earth, after having decided to give their support to the project of a scientific world government during the conference they held at O’Kearn’s instigation.
         
This conference was a success. The great physicist made his colleagues swear themselves to secrecy, and then informed them about the project and explained to them what was expected of their celebrity, authority and ability, if they approved of it. It did not take much to develop arguments which were convincing enough to obtain their unanimous agreement. For a long time they had all deplored the blindness of present governments, which granted derisory funds to their work, whenever they were of no direct interest to national defence. All of them suffered deeply when they saw the Earth’s heritage being squandered on dangerous, frivolous or simply useless expenditure, while pure science had to go begging.
O’Kearn had not finished his address when enthusiastic applause interrupted his words. For once all the Nobels were unanimous and prepared to take action. It only remained to clarify the steps that needed to be followed in order for the scholars to assume power. This was the aim of the discussions which were immediately organised, whether in small groups, or in plenary sessions and which lasted two weeks. After these deliberations, a letter was drafted, addressed to the heads of state of all nations, published the same day in the press all over the world, and broadcast on all wavelengths, creating everywhere a considerable sensation and feverish over-excitement in everybody’s minds. The draft of the letter was as follows:
         

         
Honoured Presidents,
            
Before coming to the essential point of this message, we would like to remind you of the following facts, known to all, and undeniable by any judge with a sense of objectivity:
            
The contemporary world, both the spiritual and the material world, has been shaped by Science. Without it there would be nothing but a jungle providing a habitat for animals. It has provided two essential elements, the radiant poles of all rational human beings:
            
1) Knowledge
            
2) Power
            
Concerning Knowledge: Everything that is known by mankind about the universe as it exists was discovered and taught by us, men of science, a lineage from which we will cite only a few of its especially brilliant stars: Leucippus, Pythagoras, Galileo, Newton, Darwin, Pavlov, Einstein, and others who are still living whose modesty we protect. Thanks to them (and, we dare to assert, thanks to us as well who are their heirs and disciples, and who know at least how to understand and interpret their genius) the world today knows the following facts:
            
That matter consists of atoms.
            
That atoms themselves are composed of particles which behave in a strange way, but whose laws we are beginning to penetrate.
            
That the human body, our bodies, your bodies, Honoured Presidents, is composed of cells.
            
That blood circulates in the body under the influence of a muscle which acts like a pump. That this human heart can be repaired and even replaced when it is out of order.
            
That atoms sometimes combine to form molecules. That these molecules, by a process whose mystery we are beginning to perceive, bind together in their turn to form the cells of organic matter.
            
 That the Earth revolves. That it is not the centre of everything but a minute grain of dust, like the billions of other planets which are satellites of the billions of stars, sisters of our own sun. That these stars are grouped in galaxies, themselves combined in groups of galaxies, forming a spatiotemporal universe, the dimensions of which some of us are beginning to calculate (while others among us maintain that this is not possible), to study its birth (which some deny), how it has aged and to foretell its demise (which others contest)…
            

Each phrase of this paragraph yielded subsequent discussions, as the scholars were not in complete agreement with certain assertions. When she became aware of the letter (the editing of it was conducted by the Nobels alone and it was kept secret until it was distributed), Betty bet the price of a dinner with Fawell that the phrases between parentheses had been added. The psychologist won her bet. As O’Kearn confirmed to her subsequently, they had been demanded by a minority which was fiercely opposed to the generally accepted theories about the nature of the universe.
         
The letter continued as follows:
That mankind is the result of a long evolution via various animal forms, the links between which we have almost reconstructed.
            
That the universe does not obey Euclidean geometry.
            
That the laws of statistics play a dominant role in the organisation of the material universe…
            

In this document composed by the most illustrious scholars in the world, and in which each expression had been weighed and analysed, it was quite remarkable that no logical order had been observed. This long list gave the impression of ideas jotted down on paper rather haphazardly, as they came into their minds.
It was nothing of the sort. This apparent disorder was the effect of meticulous calculation and a desperate attempt on the part of the peace Nobels to satisfy all the different specialists, who insisted that all the acquisitions of their specific scientific field should be mentioned before the others.
         
For, throughout the conference rivalries between the two big classes of scientific Nobels had manifested themselves, on the one hand the physicists and on the other the physiologists and the medical experts. The chemists aligned themselves under the banner of one group or the other, according to their tendencies. Besides their metaphysical differences, as O’Kearn, their acknowledged leader had so eloquently expressed it, the former group were interested in the universe while putting aside mankind and even life itself. The rest, on the other hand, considered the study of the miraculous life on Earth to be the only science worthy of the name. Sir Alex Keene, the famous bacteriologist, the standard-bearer of this group, smiled with derision every time the works of O’Kearn were mentioned in his presence.
         
The physicists, who considered themselves the only valid scientific authorities, had started to draft the first articles in the letter mentioning only knowledge acquired in the field of inorganic matter. At first, a discussion had arisen at the heart of their own clan. One of them, a nuclear specialist, tended to give precedence to the microscopic world of the atom. Another, who only had a passion for huge coordinates, and was the author of an original theory of cosmology, persisted in giving priority to his macroscopic vision of the universe. The retorts became heated. Words like nucleon, meson, neutrino, antiparticle on the one side, and nebulae, spirals, galaxies and quasars on the other were exchanged like bullets, until Sir Alex Keene, indignant and exasperated by this gibberish, interrupted dramatically and hurled out the following remark in a furious tone:
‘And what, gentlemen, of physiology?’ without suspecting that he was thereby parodying a famous reply.
This outburst cast a chill over everyone, until one of the literary Nobels, remembering that he had read a similar phrase in his youth, conducted some research on it, discovered the analogy and informed his colleagues about it. So a good mood was restored for a moment among the scholars, but then it was the turn of the group of biologists, their energy rekindled, to demand priority in the list of humanity’s fundamental scientific advances.
         
Voices were raised. The discussion degenerated into a violent quarrel, during which some thought they heard the supreme insult, anthropocentrist, uttered with contempt by O’Kearn at Sir Alex Keene. The latter went pale with anger, and heaven knows what excesses they might have indulged in if the peace Nobels had not hurriedly intervened. In the face of their entreaties, the physicist swore that he had never uttered the word, and thanks to the peace Nobels, gradually everyone started thinking more calmly. Going from one group to another they strove to think of solutions which would be acceptable to both camps, and finished by obtaining their agreement to a version of this paragraph on fields of knowledge by presenting them with a very slightly modified draft. The result was an awful mishmash, which Fawell deplored and concerning which O’Kearn, always benevolent towards his colleagues, exercised his sarcastic eloquence.
         
What followed was much easier and won general consent straight away.
…These are, Honoured Presidents, very briefly summarised, the results obtained for the section on knowledge. They concern what the world knows thanks to us. Now it is important to emphasise one important observation: in this age-old mental labour, in this uninterrupted sequence of speculations, experiments, methodical reflections, irradited by a few flashes of genius, which constitute in our eyes humanity’s essential task, not one of you, Honoured Presidents, has ever played a part (with the possible exception of Thomas Jefferson).
            
You have not participated, any more than the swarm of collaborators who help you in the functions which you are pleased to call governmental, in the fervour which leads us to the conquest of truth, being, most of the time, more ignorant of the accomplishments listed here than the man in the street, who does read from time to time.
            
Let us add that you were often not only indifferent but also opposed to this development. You were observed impeding with all your might this movement, which is fortunately irresistible, and you refused to give our research laboratories the funds which you squandered on nonsense or on dangerous and criminal enterprises.
            
As a result of your carefree or evil attitude, Honoured Presidents, science has not reached the summits which it ought to and could have done. Hence there is a series of crass omissions in our knowledge, which we want to mention here to our own humiliation and to your shame.
            
At the time of writing we do not know the following:
            
The secret of the primary mechanisms of the central nervous system.
            
Whether the expansion of the universe will continue forever or will be followed by contraction.
            
How to cure the common cold.
            
What is the precise structure of an atom.
            

There followed a list as long as the preceding one, displaying the same absence of logical order, and for the same reasons. The letter concluded with the following passage:
…All these obscure areas and many more as well are far from being inaccessible to penetration by us, but they require for their exploration the mobilisation of all the material and spiritual resources of our Earth, which you are squandering, and a rational world organisation of scientific research, which you are incapable of even conceiving, in peace and freedom, which are fanciful ideas to your minds.
            
This, Honoured Presidents, is what we wish to remind you of concerning knowledge. We made it brief, knowing that such questions are not familiar to you and their range is beyond you. We shall insist further on the second bounty for which the world is indebted to us:
            
Concerning Power: Not to mention the earliest inventions such as fire, which could only have been made by scientific minds, we have given you in the course of recent centuries:
            
Dynamite.
            
Hygiene and Vaccination (the power over death).
            
Electricity.
            
Antibiotics.
            
Atomic Energy, Nuclear Energy, etc.
            

There was another long list and the letter concluded with a warning:
Concerning the conquest of power which has been gradually extracted from Nature, Honoured Presidents, your role counted for nothing, but we have noticed a difference here and a worsening in your case: you accepted these conquests without understanding the essence of them, of course, and without trying to penetrate their significance, but you distorted them in order to make them serve exclusively your own thirst for comfort, your laziness and also, incidentally, the greatest crimes. By that we mean the systematic massacres of those who, in your madness, you identify as strangers.
            
Thus, every time one of our discoveries has fallen into your unintelligent or villainous hands (we apologize for the use of these expressions, but we, the Nobels, have weighed them carefully), you did your utmost to divert it from its true significance, and stifle the scientific spirit in which it was conceived, to substitute it finally with a demonic spirit, which the poet has illustrated as follows:
            

Fall’n Cherub, to be weak is miserable
Doing or suffering: but of this be sure,
To do ought good never will be our task,
But ever to do ill our sole delight,
As being the contrary to his high will
Whom we resist. If then his Providence
Out of our evil seek to bring forth good
Our labour must be to pervert that end,
And out of good still to find means of evil,
Which oft times may succeed…4
            

All the evidence shows that this was a contribution by the literary Nobels. The others had at first frowned and objected to the introduction of poetry into such a document, but they had been determined and up till then they had played such a retiring role, almost a humiliating one, that it was finally agreed to let them have their way. Before the inclusion of this passage indeed, despite their evident good will, and their desire to collaborate, the literary Nobels had had to content themselves with a few rare interventions, and some suggestions which were often dismissed in a bad-tempered way, in order that the common aesthetic ideal might be respected, which they had forged in the course of a life of research. This ideal consisted entirely in the suppression of most attributive adjectives, on the insertion of some elegant simple past tenses where the reader was expecting a present perfect and above all on the replacement of all adverbs ending in ‘-ly’, such as ‘harmoniously’ or ‘exclusively’, by much more satisfactory expressions such as ‘in a harmonious way,’ or ‘in an exclusive fashion’. Innovative minds in this field were even so bold as to suggest replacing the dreadful ‘slowly’ with ‘at a snail’s pace’, but their colleagues had not been willing to go so far.
         
Much to their great fury, the literary Nobels had not always managed to win their case and it would have been inhuman to refuse them this innocent satisfaction. Besides, when the meaning of the passage from Milton had been explained to the scientists and they had thought about it, they admitted that the quotation was very relevant: Science could be considered as symbolising the spirit of Goodness, and political forces that of Satan.
         
Examples illustrating this point were easy to find.
…We have given you fire. It was intended to keep you warm in the winter and cook your food. You used it to forge swords and burn down villages.
            
We have invented machines to bring relief to humanity. You have transformed them into engines of death, on the earth, the sea and in the air.
            
We have given you energy in all its forms. You have used it to raze whole cities to the ground…
            
At the conclusion of this warning, Honoured Presidents, we take as proven that you are the least qualified to hold the reins of power in this world or in any of its parts. The depressing outcome of your reigns was that you have worn yourselves out with puerile jealousies, in sterile discussions and wretched quarrels, before destroying whole peoples in deadly wars which were contrary to the scientific spirit, wars which you regarded as being impossible to avoid, after you had done everything to provoke them by your blindness, your ignorance and your recklessness.
            
Thus we have arrived at the purpose of this message. Having met in a plenary session, all of us Nobels, the Nobels of science, Nobels of peace, and Nobels of literature, are unanimous in judging that our duty is to terminate a bizarre and dangerous situation.
            
We demand of you that you carry out the only action by which you can be of some use to the world: resign, relinquish all your functions and hand them over to Science, which will take on the task of running the Earth in the best interests of all. According to our judgment in fact, Science alone is qualified for this task. The clumsy experiments carried out in the past by other international organisations have all ended in failure, and it was inevitable that it should be so, for their delegates, designated by insane governments, could not help being devoid of intellect and reason.
            
Honoured Presidents, we, the Nobels, do not demand power for ourselves. We will make sure that it is entrusted to people who are young enough to demonstrate their dynamism and authority and who have shown signs of their wisdom and scientific knowledge, which we alone are qualified to judge.
            
After your resignation, which we would like to happen immediately on receipt of this letter, and while we wait for the government which the world feels it urgently needs, we shall play the roles of provisional guardians of the administrative organisations as they exist at present, and which you should kindly leave in place. Those chosen by us will then take charge of concentrating the present hotchpotch into a few central coherent ministries.
            
We have only a few further remarks to add. Though we are convinced that your conscience will have been touched by these truths and that you are prepared to retire, we have however anticipated a contrary outcome and have made the following arrangements:
            
1. With no consideration of our respective nationalities, we have all exchanged the results of our most recent research in our various fields. We would like to emphasise that some   of the results would be of special interest to you in the improvement of your offensive and defensive armaments. In addition we have vowed that everything discovered by one of us would be immediately communicated to all the others.
            
2. Please be aware also of the following fact, which will probably concern you more for the time being: that a large number of little-known scholars, enlisted by you in the service of your so-called national defence and also a considerable number of technical experts working secretly with the same goals were released by us, the Nobels, from their oaths of secrecy and they have agreed to follow us.
            
The following, Honoured Presidents, is the state of affairs at the time of writing:
            
Soviet scholars and technical experts not only know about the latest scientific theories developed in the United States, concerning antimatter and cosmic radiation, but also about the practical procedures for the industrial manufacture of our most secret nuclear weapons, their precise range, the precision of the most recently developed American rockets, as well as the number, extent and coordinates, almost to a metre, of their stocks.
            
In return, American scholars and technical experts are no less well informed about the military secrets of the Russians, even about the locations of underground shelters for the general staff and the government.
            
The same is true (and here we are quoting some random examples discovered by our own initiatives) of mathematicians who are specialists in Chinese numerals, who have complete knowledge of the confidential codes developed by their colleagues in other nations. Elsewhere, Israeli experts in this field are able to decipher in a few minutes the most secret Chinese messages.
            
Lastly, as a final sample of the measures we, the Nobels, have taken, to assure the triumph of the scientific revolution and to safeguard the Earth, we wish to inform you that all the studies conducted concerning chemical and bacteriological warfare have now been distributed to laboratories all over the world.
            
We have enclosed as attachments to this letter copies of documents considered by you to be top secret (concerning the process of industrial manufacture, the location of various stocks, confidential figures, etc.) which will show you that our assertions are in no way idle boasts.
            
We hope, Honoured Presidents, that both reason and our reasons will convince you at the same time of your unworthiness and of the necessity of carrying out the action which we expect, with the least possible delay.
            

There followed, in alphabetical order, the signatures of all living Nobels.
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The date of the world festival was fixed for 1st August, after consultation with meteorological experts, who promised that day would bring sufficiently fine weather conditions on all the continents and glorious weather in New York, where the festival would be celebrated with the greatest pomp, in the presence of the President. Such a festival should obviously be celebrated on the same date in all the towns and villages in the world. The only problem for the scholars was that they would not be able to be everywhere at the same moment, due to the time difference.
The experts had not been mistaken. A clear sky lit up the former United Nations building when Fawell, the leader of the first world government, came out of it, escorted by several officials, and after a pause in front of the photographers, he took his seat in his car, to go and join the parade.
The world government had been operating for several months, and had at first found itself facing the problem of residence. After a few hesitations, the United Nations building, which had been emptied in a matter of days of its incompetent occupants and its unusable dusty archives, was chosen as provisional accommodation, while they were waiting for the construction of an imposing centre, worthy of providing a home for the brain and the heart of the world, and for which Fawell was preparing the plans. The choice of New York had not been criticised, as the city provided obvious facilities for communicating with the rest of the world and had long possessed quite an international character, in its population and lifestyle.
         
What was perhaps most surprising about the scientific revolution was the ease and rapidity of its success, to such an extent that its developers found themselves confronted sooner than expected with a mass of details which had not yet been studied. Mrs Betty Han’s prediction had been correct: at the start of the twenty-first century, more or less all over our planet, the leaders had become tired of governing, exhausted by their sterile efforts to resolve problems which were beyond their competence, and all the peoples of the world had a vague awareness of the situation. The letter from the Nobels arrived just at the right moment and the evidence contained in it impressed everybody. Their prestige and the weight carried by their unanimity (the internal divisions had been carefully hidden from the public) made an enormous impression. Finally, their initiative in doing away with the concept of essential secrets by bringing down scientific barriers made the positions of heads of state untenable. Almost all of them gave in and handed in their resignation immediately. A few rare ones who resisted were obliged to do the same when they were swept aside by the torrent of public opinion which imperiously demanded that they depart.
         
Fawell had won the competition brilliantly. Yranne and Mrs Han tied for second place. In fact the mathematician’s composition raised him a fraction of a point above the psychologist, but the jury agreed with O’Kearn’s opinion: the psychologist deserved to have her mark raised by the same fraction, due to her decision to check herself the integrity of the envelope containing the exam topic, not trusting anyone, not even the Nobels. Such audacity revealed that she had character, and one should take that into account in a test intended to judge suitability to govern. With Zarratoff coming third, the promoters of the scientific world government became its principal members, which was only fair. It was left to Fawell himself to designate his vice-president. After hesitating a little, he chose Yranne, whose clarity of thought and mathematical ability to simplify things he appreciated. These qualities would be valuable in putting the world in order. He reserved the right to seek the advice of Betty often, concerning problems requiring subtlety and a keen psychological sense.
         
As soon as he was elected, he started to put into practice the programme which he had outlined in general terms. This started off quite well, but more slowly than he had foreseen. There was no avowed opposition but there was a certain listlessness in carrying out the plans, which worried him. As Yranne could not suggest any remedy for this apathy, he asked Betty for her opinion.
‘Lack of enthusiasm,’ she said without hesitation. ‘If you remember, I predicted it. The people certainly respect science, but they don’t have the same feeling for it as we do. The conception they have of it is not sufficient to fire their spirit momentarily and make them increase their efforts. It is necessary to excite their senses.’
‘I agree with you completely. We will never achieve anything great without passion, and that is what seems to be lacking. But do you know of any means of arousing such fervour?’
‘There are very simple means.’
And she mentioned several initiatives which, from her experience, ought to be effective. She thought that enthusiasm for a world state could be provoked by a world anthem, a world flag and a world festival of music, a parade and a fireworks display. These measures were discussed during a council of ministers and adopted after a long debate, despite opposition by Zarratoff who disapproved of such childishness.
         
As the festival was to be celebrated in all the cities of the world, the members of the government had gone to the main ones to preside over the ceremonies. In New York, the official procession with Fawell at its head made its way first towards Science Square. Washington Square, at the end of Fifth Avenue, had been renamed thus, and it was here that the parade was to take place.
Almost all over the world other Science Squares had appeared, at famous sites whose famous names had been mercilessly sacrificed: Red Square in Moscow, Place Charles de Gaulle in Paris, and Trafalgar Square in London. They were the starting places for all of the events. On each of them a grandiose monument was to be set up, in memory of the great victories of the human mind. The plans had been drawn up but, as the festival could not be postponed, provisional installations had been put in their place, an archway of greenery, made of intertwined olive branches, at the request of the peace Nobels. The procession stopped at the base of this arch. Flanked by O’Kearn and Sir Alex Keene, who had insisted on keeping close to the President, Fawell placed a simple crown of laurel in front of a column dedicated to the martyrs of science. Betty had suggested this ceremony, which would create an atmosphere of reverence, suitable for preparing the crowd for the emotions which would be skilfully evoked at intervals throughout the day. Then he withdrew while the orchestra struck up the world anthem.
         
 

The composition of this anthem had caused quite a lot of discussion among the members of the government. Some of them were of the opinion that there was already an international song, and that it was only necessary to adapt this ‘Internationale’, modifying a few phrases to make them express the glory of science. But the opposing opinion prevailed. The majority were of the opinion that the spirit of revolution was not that of the proletariat, and that, even if some passages could be made use of, by adopting it they would be tactlessly reawakening political feelings which no longer made sense and which, on the contrary, the scholars wanted to stifle.
         
It was therefore decided to compose a new song, but so as not to puzzle people too much, who could still remember having their own national tones in their ears, and again on Betty’s advice, it was to be inspired just as much by the music as by the words of the national anthems of the now defunct countries.
It was the first time for it to be played in public and Fawell listened to it with curiosity and a little apprehension. The greatest composers of the time had worked on the music. They had succeeded quite well in the exceptional achievement of blending together into an almost harmonious whole rhythms in which, by turns, one could recognise ‘God Save the King’, ‘La Marseillaise’, ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’, ‘The Internationale’, and not forgetting Thailand’s ‘Sansoen Phra Barami’, Turkey’s ‘Istiklal Marsi’, India’s ‘Jana Gana Mana’, and many other former national melodies.
The words provided the greatest difficulty. The government scholars had at first come to an agreement about having a text to the glory of science according to their own instructions but the Nobels, who considered this to be an extremely important decision, demanded that they be consulted. When they were shown the rough draft, many of them considered it far from satisfactory. The peace Nobels demanded that the emphasis should be more on their speciality. The literary Nobels saw before them nothing more than the work of a versifier. So each of them set about proposing corrections, only to end up finally with a composition in which there was no mention of the scientific ideal and which was unanimously turned down. The need to match the words with the variations in rhythm only added to the difficulty of the task.
         
Finally however a text appeared with which everyone could agree. It started in the following way, based on a melody inspired by God Save The King, and which was selected as a solemn overture by the musical experts for its almost religious quality:
         
Ra-di-ant un-i-verse,
            
We are your chil-dren
            
All your chil-dren.
            

The music then followed the rhythm of the former ‘Internationale,’ with the following words:
We’re thirst-ing after much know-ledge,
            
We want to pe-netrate its laws,
            
And find the se-cret of its birth,
            
And the cen-tre of our faith.
            

Then suddenly the tones of La Marseillaise burst forth:
         
Oh sac-red love of Sci-ence,
            
You alone shall guide our minds,
            
You alone can make us live in hope
            
For but one world full of peace,
            
For but one world full of peace…
            

However this text was not deemed satisfactory by everyone, and a commission was appointed to perfect it. On that day of the first world festival, the music was satisfactory and suitable. This was Fawell’s opinion, who, after giving a fleeting glance at the crowd, felt that there was an impression of harmony becoming manifest, which was giving rise to a certain emotion.
He got back into his car, and, still standing, and making a gesture of response to the cheering, he slowly drove up part of Fifth Avenue, to take his place on the official platform set up at Madison Square.
         
While twice smiling and gesturing benevolently at the crowd, he looked with a critical eye at the double line of new banners which decorated the avenue.
The matter of world banners had been the subject of debates just as lively as those about the anthem. The usual loud colours of the flags of former days were excluded, as being too evocative of the nationalist past. A plain white material symbolising peace was judged to be too simplistic and unsuitable for exciting the least emotion. So someone suggested that the banner should bear the portrait of a scholar who personified the greatest development in ideas. The idea seemed to be an interesting one, and the clan of physicists very quickly agreed on Einstein. Fawell approved of this choice, and it seemed to him no serious scientific objection could be made to it. What is more, the great scholar had the advantage of being known to people due to innumerable images of him. His face, with its deeply marked features, framed by the famous halo of untidy hair, was well suited to arouse a romantic enthusiasm, if the image was created by a talented artist.
Alas, this proposal immediately rekindled the rivalry between the physicists and the physiologists among the Nobels. After furious protests the plan had to be abandoned, and as none of the names proposed subsequently could satisfy all the scholars, Fawell had to give up the idea and look for another emblem.
         
This time it was Yranne who found, with the perfect logic of a mathematician, a solution acceptable to all.
‘We are quarrelling about our differences,’ he said, ‘but we should do the opposite. You know, there is one point on which all the scientists agree. We essentially have the same ideal. The central focus of all our efforts, our research, is the truth.’
A murmur of approval greeted his words, as hopes arose of getting out of the tricky situation which they had got bogged down in.
         
‘Therefore the world banner should symbolise truth. What’s more, the minds of ordinary people should be able to understand it clearly.’
‘We are agreed on these general points,’ the scholars responded, ‘but how can we devise a symbol of truth which is understandable to ordinary minds?’
‘We don’t have to devise it at all,’ cut in Yranne. ‘It already exists. The symbol of truth, for everyone in the world, is a naked woman coming out of a well.’
Quite a long silence greeted this conclusion. Matured by years of patient studies, and frequently reaching the point where they had to consider apparently crazy things, (the results of their experiments), it was not the scholars’ practice to reject a priori an unusual proposition, however bizarre it might appear at first sight. They always made it a rule to analyse the content. So they reflected before expressing their opinion. And having thought about it, they felt forced to conclude that it was the only suggestion which would get them out of an awkward situation.
         
‘It’s an idea which is brilliant in its marvellous simplicity, and I can recognise in it the force of mathematical reasoning,’ was O’Kearn’s comment when he was informed of it.
They consulted the Nobels again, who followed the same intellectual train of thought and all finally agreed. A prototype of the banner was immediately created by a renowned painter. An actress famed for her beauty allowed her body to be used as a model, and the first version was accepted with unanimous enthusiasm.
         
Thus it came about that Fawell went up Fifth Avenue between two lines of banners representing Truth, completely naked, to which a light breeze lent graceful and at times sensual undulations. At the same time in Moscow, Yranne, whose task was to preside over the ceremony there, was studying Red Square, which was decorated with the same emblems, while Mrs Betty Han, who was in Paris for the same purpose, was assessing the effect produced on the Champs-Elysées. Fawell was trying to read in the eyes of the crowd their reactions to the symbol on the new flag. To tell the truth, it seemed to him that he could detect a feeling that resembled more astonishment than emotion. He was upset, but consoled himself with the thought that some time was needed to become accustomed to the innovations of progress.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    10.

The departure of the main parades was signalled by the setting off of giant rockets, the bases for which were sufficiently near the cities for their roar to be audible and even deafening and suitable therefore for awakening in the people the collective enthusiasm necessary for the display of important audio-visual processes.
Some of the peace Nobels had protested about a din which was reminiscent of the deadly machines of former times. It was easy to appease them by pointing out to them their actual symbolic meaning. In fact, while these rockets were certainly missiles bearing death, they were not intended to fall back to earth. Once they had reached the height of their trajectory, beyond the atmosphere, they were made to disintegrate by a remotely fired explosion. All that remained was a harmless dust, which was gradually diluted in the immensity of space, while our planet was kept clean, freed from so many evil germs.
         
About a hundred of these devices were launched in this way in the area around New York, from where one could see the network of their white trails losing themselves in the sky, while their roars made the earth tremble and some hearts began to beat hard. Then the din quietened down and the first sections of the parade appeared, and were soon passing in front of the official platform, where Fawell was sitting beside his daughter, who had come to join him there, and the majority of the Nobels.
         
The first groups consisted of the former national academies, who were here presenting themselves separately, in the expectation of being unified into one world organisation. At the head was the French Institute, which had made a great success of itself and for which people were not sparing with their applause. For the French Institute was taking part in the ceremonies in New York along with many other scientific bodies from distant regions. In the same way the most famous American associations went on parade in Moscow and Beijing, the English in Ireland and the Israeli ones in the former Arabic states. Fawell had decreed this to confirm the truly international character of the festival and the definitive abolition of frontiers. The French notables were moreover flattered and honoured to present themselves before the leader of the government.
Their participation was very important, involving not only the scientists but also the entire Académie Française and others. The Académie Française had protested furiously against the authorities’ initial intention to keep them out of the event. The Nobels of literature had supported them and the organisers had finally admitted that men of letters and of the arts could, if it was deemed necessary, play a role in the festival as they had played a modest part in the spiritual development of the world.
         
Listening to the cheers which greeted the French academicians as they passed by, Fawell did not regret this decision. They were distinguishable by their mode of dress, their beautiful green uniforms decorated with embroidery, their hairstyles, and their swords (which they had fiercely retained despite certain protests) provided a colourful touch, which warmed the hearts of those nostalgic for military parades. They marched in serried ranks, with their secretary always at the head, who tipped his cocked hat with unrivalled grace as they passed in front of the platform. Music accompanied them in their progress, including melodies reminiscent of the warlike marches of former times. They were clearly trying very hard to follow the rhythm, vaguely following a sort of rhythmic pace, and if their efforts were not always crowned with success, the people paid tribute to them for trying, by giving lots of encouragement to them with shouts of ‘Well done!’
         
Fawell, who was silently observing many things, noticed moreover that throughout the ceremony the crowd paid much more attention to the uniformed notables than to the others.
 

The procession continued thus for several hours. After the most famous academies there came the provincial ones, and then various associations, the staff of the research laboratories, and finally various groups of technical experts who had a close relationship with scientific matters, and among whom were also cosmonauts from several countries, especially from the Soviet Union. In the very front rows Ruth, with a surge of affection, noticed Nicolas Zarratoff, who had arrived just the night before, and whom she had not yet seen. She smiled at him and sent him a furtive kiss.
Each group observed an important rite, which was obviously intended to have an important symbolic impact. Before passing in front of the platform, it was preceded by two standard-bearers, one brandishing the new banner and the other the former national flag. The second one left his position a little before arriving in front of the officials and went to throw the deposed emblem into a pit, which, almost full, was situated at the end of the procession. And a further ceremony had been planned.
A steward made the crowd draw back. The pit was sprayed with petrol and Fawell moved forward on his own to throw onto it a torch which had just been handed to him. Then he moved back briskly as the flames began to shoot up. He then took his place on the platform again and stayed still. The carriers of the world banners formed a large circle around the bonfire, raising the naked women very high above the crowd. The world anthem sounded out again and in a low voice the President hummed the words of which he was still uncertain.
         
When the inferno went out there was a moment of indecision until Fawell gave the signal for applause, which the Nobels took up, as did the surrounding crowd, after a brief hesitation.
         
Before leaving the stage the President gave a short address, which was broadcast throughout the whole world. Full of emotion, he sketched the history of the scientific revolution and reminded people of the government’s great plans. He conjured up the glorious future which one could already foresee for humanity, and in the service of which he considered himself to be, as were all his ministers. He described the ceremony which they had just attended as marking the definitive abolition of the shameful national barriers. His speech was greeted by cheering which was polite and respectful but lacking in passion.
He then became more informal and apologised for speaking to the world about a private matter, but he could not stop himself from announcing to them an event of that very day, as he saw it as a significant symbol. So he announced the engagement of his daughter Ruth to Nicolas Zarratoff, a former subject of the Soviet Union, but now they were both citizens of the same world and, having just invited the cosmonaut to join them on the platform, the President raised up high the hands of the two young people, who greeted the crowd. And it seemed that at this point the crowd applauded with more warmth.
 

But it was only at nightfall that the enthusiasm predicted by Mrs Betty Han became evident around the world. For the festival had not finished. The procession was only the prelude and the psychologist was very much looking forward to the ceremonies which were to follow. The fireworks display was the high point. A series of fireworks were set off simultaneously in the dark regions of our planet, with an abundance and variety of rockets hitherto unknown, which gradually illuminated the atmosphere in an enchanting way.
         
The final flourish of the display surpassed in its magnificence and beauty everything that one could have imagined possible. It was on a scale that was truly global and scientific, which the whole of humanity, warned only to expect a surprise, awaited with bated breath.
It started in New York with a roar which surpassed that which had marked the start of the procession. It involved the setting off of rockets again, but these rockets were much more powerful and carried their loads well beyond the atmosphere, out of Earth’s gravity. And the loads which shot off in this way into the night were the most formidable nuclear bombs manufactured so far. The Americans and the Russians had provided the biggest quota, but every nation which had acquired atomic power had wanted to make their own small contribution, thereby getting rid of a part of their deadly stocks. Almost to the second all of them had reached the same altitude, making thus a great dotted outline of a spherical area which covered the dark part of the Earth, visible in its entirety only to the angels. When it was confirmed that none of them could fall back down again in a harmful way, Fawell pressed the button which set off the ‘flourish’ in his area.
A violent burst of light, caused by the simultaneous explosion of hundreds of blazing suns, irradiated the sky, creating a marvellous aurora borealis, while a new deafening noise announced a second wave, and then a third one of similar rockets soaring upwards to prolong this thrilling finale.
 

At that moment, Nicolas and Ruth, who were having dinner in a restaurant at the top of a skyscraper, where the lights were quickly extinguished as they were all over the city so as not to disturb the majestic sight of a cosmos ablaze, embraced each other passionately and in tears which were a mixture of joy and deep emotion. Thus it was that popular feelings which had been restrained until that moment burst forth throughout the city and spread throughout the world as fast as the Earth itself turned. Everywhere similar final flourishes were gradually being set off as it became night-time in a new zone. Frenzied yells made the Earth’s atmosphere vibrate. Some groups of people started running through the streets singing, and rummaged in cellars and lofts to find the old national flags which were still there. Countless pyres arose in the towns and in the countryside, prolonging the triumphant firework display, heralding a new era. Thus men, women and children, aware of being joined together in one family as citizens of the Earth, governed by wisdom and reason, and with an incredible destiny ahead of them, danced till dawn in all the squares, to the sound of improvised bands, while the bonfires, fuelled endlessly by new flags, made the nude figures on the world banners come alive in gleaming waves.
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Mrs Betty Han had not been mistaken, either in her calculations, based on her experience of the human mind, or in her predictions of the results. Due to her skilful organisation, using rather artificial methods which were actually condemned by a small opposing group, the festival on the first of August achieved its purpose, which was to touch the very nerves of humanity. The emotion thus aroused was effective and lasting. People were suddenly possessed by a strange fervour for the Earth’s development, now that it was their only country, and their enthusiastic efforts enabled Fawell’s programme to progress at a rapid pace. It is also true that the members of the government, chosen according to their scientific merits, also revealed themselves to be as skilful in the art of organising things on the surface of the world as they had been expert in penetrating its deeper layers, as realistic in their decisions and in their actions as in their speculations, contrary to the predictions made at the beginning by the anxious opposition. Vice-president Yranne, in particular, revealed remarkable qualities in undertaking his new duties. This was for the most part thanks to his brilliant intelligence, which was able to isolate instinctively what was essential in a problem from the mass of weighty details which smothered it, so that getting the world into practical order was more or less accomplished within the period intended, that is to say three years.
         
In fact, after three years, when it presented its report before the assembly of the Nobels, the government could pride itself on the following accomplishments:
         
The idea of being a citizen of the world had been planted in everyone’s minds. The harmful fantasies of nationalism had been dispelled.
There was no question of there being any more war. The only armed force was the police which was under the control of the government. It was only used, and then with discernment, to maintain public order. Its use became increasingly rare.
The world population was stabilised at a density which allowed for the rational use of resources, without waste or shortage.
Concerning famine, it can be said that pure hunger had become a thing of the past. As Fawell had foreseen, the abundance of surplus goods in certain regions and the large number of usable forms of transport had provided solutions to emergency problems within a few weeks. His programme for cultivation had brought about a definitive solution to all problems of this kind. The Sahara was now partly irrigated and fertile, as were some deserts in Asia.
Everyone was reasonably well housed, in conditions of perfect hygiene and with all the comforts they could desire.
         
Economic crises had become impossible, as production, business and commerce were in the hands of a central organisation, which maintained a balanced state of affairs everywhere, taking into account everybody’s interests.
Finally, what was probably the most important result, and essential for the eventual success of the operation, the total amount of work required of humanity had been reduced by a considerable proportion, thanks to centralisation and the coherent organisation of industry and agriculture, and also thanks to increased scientific and technical aid, which revealed itself in the use of machines to carry out all menial chores. The average daily working period was two hours, which was sufficient to guarantee everyone an easy life. And the trend was for it to become even less.
Having thereby settled these material problems, and after having been congratulated by the Nobels, Fawell judged that it was time to devote himself to the second part of his programme, the spiritual realm, a task which had not yet been tackled seriously. A preliminary stage would have to be what Wells called the ‘sublimation of interest’, the first levels of ascension, while waiting for the glorious flight towards the noosphere of Father Teilhard.
         
Being a realist, not trying to conceal the difficulties on the path he had chosen for humanity, and having decided to conquer them at a reasonable pace, Fawell called this stage the scientific realisation of the world. For he thought more than ever that it was necessary for the whole world to collaborate to achieve the final goal, which was for science to fathom all the mysteries of the universe. More than ever he wanted to avoid the dangerous pitfall, pointed out sarcastically by the science-fiction writers of former times: the division of humanity into two classes, scholars and the others, the latter condemned to rough practical work, and the former enclosed in an ivory tower too cramped to allow a full development of the mind.
 

His first concern was to create a central organisation, designed to guarantee education for all, another enterprise that had never been attempted, except in a restricted and horribly imperfect way, and always favouring a very small elite to the detriment of the masses.
         
The government, which was unanimously behind its head on matters of general principle, was invited to discuss what to call this organisation. The majority of the ministers suggested calling it the World Ministry of Education. And this title was about to be adopted when Mrs Betty Han asked to speak.
‘It would be cleverer,’ she said, ‘to call it the World Ministry of Leisure Activities. We want to educate humanity, but we should do it tactfully. Admittedly we have liberated it from slavery, and it is aware of this progress and appreciates it. And admittedly it ought to devote part of its precious time snatched from practical work in this way to the study of science. But should we give it the impression that our sole aim, in winning for it some hours of freedom, was to direct it towards other forms of work? Education must be made to look attractive.’
‘But it is our goal,’ Zarratoff protested, ‘to devote these leisure hours to Science.’
Yranne was of the same opinion, but Fawell supported Betty, whose advice in the subtle field of psychology he always appreciated.
‘I think she is right,’ he said. The world must first become aware of its freedom. It must approach Science gradually with a sense of freedom. I vote for “World Ministry of Leisure Activities”.’
When the others finally approved of this title, the World Ministry of Leisure Activities was created, and it was decided to divide it simply into two departments: Education and Games. And it was Betty again who proposed the latter title and brought about its acceptance, in opposition to the wishes of Yranne and above all Zarratoff, who had felt physically tortured by the term ‘games’ since he had unwisely watched some televised entertainments one evening. Both he and Yranne maintained that a scientific government which was worthy of the name should, on the contrary, set about progressively suppressing such infantile amusements for which humanity had only too many natural weaknesses.
         
‘Games,’ replied Betty, ‘are indispensable. The ludic instinct is still very much alive in the world, as you yourselves realise, so that we cannot neglect it and must provide it with some forms of satisfaction. Don’t you play chess?’
The astronomer shrugged his shoulders and grumbled that no comparison could be made between the arduous combinations in chess, which activated the highest intellectual faculties, and the trivial activities involved in ordinary entertainments. But here again Fawell supported Betty and the government went along with this opinion.
Thus the two departments of the Ministry of Leisure Activities were created. Huge resources were allocated at once to Education, in proportion to its mission, which was not very broad in scope. As for Games, which was in any case considered secondary by all the scholars, it was only granted limited personnel and few funds. Concerning this last point Mrs Betty Han had different ideas, which she wanted to outline to the assembly. But her warnings were not recognised on this occasion. She was not annoyed, but declared simply that one day they would probably regret not having listened to the advice of a psychologist. 
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1.

That morning Fawell found in his post the report that Zarratoff had sent to him from France. He immediately entrusted all the other letters to a secretary, and, alone in his presidential office, he started to read the document which he had been waiting for impatiently.
It was almost two years since the Ministry of Leisure Activities had undertaken the education of humanity, but the scope of the task was such that this period of time was not sufficient to assess the results.
An immense network of scientific culture embraced the world. Almost everywhere grand institutions had been set up, with amphitheatres which were sufficiently numerous and vast, that, by a skilfully organized rota, entire populations of towns and country areas could be seated in them in the course of one day. And they had libraries containing, in thousands of copies of books, everything that was needed to elevate the mind, from the rudiments of the sciences to the most up-to-date and most complex theories.
These centres were equally endowed with a considerable number of study rooms, micro-films, projection equipment and televisions, which allowed everyone to become familiar with infinite aspects of the universe. In laboratories equipped with the most modern instruments, each student could do their own experiments on atoms, causing them to split, follow the magic whirling of particles through betatrons and cyclotrons, and measure with extremely sensitive pieces of apparatus the periods of several billionths of a second which separate the birth and death of certain mesons.
The material funds required by the education department were truly gigantic. Even with the world’s wealth at their disposal, the government had had to work new wonders of ingenuity and rationalisation to find the necessary resources. But the goal was worth the effort and the best brains had been successfully employed in the task.
         
The essential thing, of course, had not been neglected: an army of professors, masters and assistants, all highly qualified, had been mobilised and put at the disposal of the world’s students. Many of them had therefore to interrupt important research. They resigned themselves to the fact, when Fawell convinced them that there was no more urgent task and no higher duty than to pass on their knowledge to all, so that humanity, transformed into a breeding-ground for scholars, could realize its destiny. As the most qualified ones, the members of the government, could not, however, leave their posts, the President had decided that they would visit the new centres periodically, as advisers and inspectors, and could take advantage of their stay to hold high-level conferences in their special fields.
This is what Zarratoff, who was still in France, was doing, at one of the most important centres of astronomical studies. Fawell had asked him to convey his first impressions to him personally as soon as possible. He read the first report eagerly.
The first part concerned the setting up of the centre and the organisation of studies. Zarratoff found nothing in particular to criticise about these. Considerable effort had been taken, as everywhere, to make working conditions easier for the multitude of students, who flocked there each day, and sometimes came from remote regions. Networks of trains, airplanes and helicopters ensured fast and regular transport. All this functioned without a hitch. There was a large amount of equipment of the best quality. Several observatories with powerful telescopes and the most modern optical instruments allowed everyone to view distant worlds, photograph them and analyse the spectra and concentration of waves which mysterious and sometimes obscure bodies are constantly emitting into space. Both masters and their assistants were competent and dedicated.
Fawell passed rapidly over these achievements, which he already knew about, and his face grew sombre as he read what followed. Zarratoff expressed it in the following way:
         
…But, since the first hours after my arrival, it did not seem to me that the results anticipated by us were being satisfied. Passionate feelings for scientific questions do not exist. Ordinary interest is only weak. A thirst for knowledge has not yet revealed itself. The people come to the centre. They listen to the lectures. They go and sit in the libraries and leaf through some books. They attend film showings. And they put their eyes close to a telescope, but they seem to do this as though they are carrying out an order, as if they were afraid that if they did not do it they would be noticed or even attract reprimands, rather than doing it out of a passionate desire to learn. Several of the masters have the same impression I do. So I questioned the students and I noticed that they had not assimilated the spirit of the lessons. Some had managed to learn entire sections of what they were taught by heart, without appearing to be able to evaluate their implications or great significance. There’s often an absence of simple curiosity…
            

‘“A lack of enthusiasm.” Betty would say,’ Fawell murmured bitterly, ‘Our worst enemy.’
…So I wanted to respond in some way and try myself to arouse this spirit of scientific curiosity. Perhaps the masters did not know how to come down to the level of their new pupils? Or perhaps, on the other hand, as often happened in former times, they did not deal with the questions at a sufficiently high level to catch their attention from the start of the course, ignoring if need be certain details to bring them face to face straight away with what was essential? So  I decided that I myself would give two lectures and I chose a topic which I think is suitable for arousing everyone’s passions: the Universe, the Universe considered as a whole, its birth, its probable nature, and its eventual death.
            
I have just finished the first of these lectures. Having kept the most important topics for the subsequent lecture, I had first to apply myself to fill in many gaps and to destroy quite a lot of incorrect ideas among my listeners. I therefore started with an illustrative tableau of the cosmos, as it has been almost understood by us for more than a century, with the aid of crude instruments and elementary reasoning.
            
I started out with the planet Earth, showing its place in the solar system. Then I defined our sun as a star among billions of other stars. Next I described how stars were grouped into a nebula, which is our galaxy. By the use of simple examples suitable for making an impression on their minds I illustrated the average distances inside a stellar system and the distances between the stars. I gave them a general idea of the form and principal dimensions of this galaxy. I am giving you a summary of all this to show you the general outlines of my plan and help you to be aware of my situation: I had in fact noticed that they had very confused ideas about these simple concepts. I can assure you that I spared neither effort nor eloquence in clarifying these ideas.
            
When I had the impression that they finally had a sufficiently clear vision of our immediate environment, I was able to present our nebula as a simple unity among billions of galaxies which were more or less similar, and which had formerly been regarded as cells of the universe. I went one step further in showing them that these were grouped in interdependent wholes, which themselves were nowadays regarded as cells of the cosmos.
            
Then, and only when I was sure that all this had been absorbed by their minds, I outlined a picture of the relative   movements of these cells, thereby suggesting how the universe was expanding. It was with this image that I came to the end of my first lecture, showing how these worlds were moving away from each other, flying off at increasing speeds, and I left my students with this grandiose vision, which was sufficiently mysterious and suitable for captivating their minds. I think I can flatter myself that I was persuasive and eloquent enough to stimulate their imagination and arouse in them the desire to know more…
            

‘At least one person will be satisfied with this lecture,’ Fawell commented in a low voice.
But the end of the report seemed to demonstrate that Zarratoff was not the only one to be pleased with his account, and the President’s forehead gradually cleared when he read the optimistic conclusion.
…When I finished, my listeners applauded warmly and admiring whispers informed me that I had not taken so much trouble in vain. I am also sure that I could detect in the expressions of many of them the birth of that curiosity and fervour, the absence of which had worried me. Questions were put when I ajsked for them, which showed that they had grasped at least the importance and the majesty of these problems, even if they had not yet assimilated all the details.
            
My dear friend, I wish to state to you this evening, that, concerning astronomy, I believe that we are on the right path and that we will reach our goal. But it will be necessary to insist that our other masters also introduce some passion into their courses and do them justice, as I myself attempted to do. The first result is encouraging. I shall attempt to excel myself in the second lecture, next week, after which I will send you another report.
            

Fawell put the letter down again and remained pensive for a long time.
         
‘Passion and doing it justice,’ he murmured. ‘He’s right, as far as teaching is concerned. Zarratoff can do it, but few masters can. Far too many tend to present a very narrow view of their subject.
After having thought about the matter again, he judged that the moment had arrived when the highest scientific authorities should make their contributions. Yranne had just left for China for a tour like that of the astronomer. Absorbed with his duties and his presidential responsibilities, Fawell had not yet been able to plan any programme for himself. He reproached himself for neglecting it, and decided straight away to visit a centre for physics which had been established near New York and to deliver a lecture there. Postponing all his presidential duties, he began to prepare his topic immediately.
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‘Read it,’ said Fawell.
An hour before, he had received the second report from Zarratoff and had asked Betty to come to his office, feeling the need to discuss it with her.
‘What’s the matter, Fawell?’ she asked, looking at him. ‘You look worried. Is it not as encouraging as the first?’
‘Read it,’ the President repeated, with a gloomy expression.
Betty read obediently, in a low voice.
‘“…I started with the vision with which I finished my previous lecture: the expanding universe, a body in which every molecule is moving away from every other molecule, and every galaxy from every other galaxy at a speed which is proportional to the distance which separates them. I thought it was a good idea to stress, in a way which I hope was striking, the paradoxical, wonderful character, almost like a miracle, of this phenomenon.
         
‘“Well, feeling that they had a correct view of reality before them, I was able to tackle the problems which concern us, to enable them to have a sense of their importance and scale. First, going backwards against the flow of time, I talked to them in the following way, using the language of logic, which is the mother of creative imagination:
‘“If these galaxies are moving away from each other in this way today, it is clear that in a period before ours, they were closer together. If we go back far into the past, we will discover a body whose molecules have not yet been separated by great abysses of space. And if we go back even further in time, as far as our imagination will take us, we shall see these archipelagos very near to each other, pressed up close to each other, stars crashing against stars, atoms against atoms, in a universe which is strangely limited, with a remarkable concentration of matter, and of a density such that a cubic centimetre of this primitive magma could weigh some hundred million metric tons!
‘“In this way I attempted, by the use of suggestive images, to make the magic of our origins come alive again. It seems to me that no one can remain insensitive to the evocation of such phenomena. In fact no one breathed a word. This silence, which I interpreted as a sign of reverence, seemed to me to augur well, and, with my forehead bathed in sweat from my own emotion and from my efforts at communicating it to them, I was now convinced that the sublimation of interest predicted by Wells was being produced before my very eyes.
‘“I had taken them back in this way to the beginning of time. So I allowed myself to develop somewhat some of the theories which have been influenced by this hypothesis. I brought up Lemaître’s primitive atom, about which I quoted several phrases, suitable to encourage enthusiasm by virtue of its poetry, such as the following: ‘The evolution of the world can be compared to a firework that has just died out. A few red fuses, ashes and some puffs of smoke. Standing on a little bit of grit which has cooled down a little bit more, we watch suns gently fading away and try to reconstruct the vanished splendour of worlds being formed.’5 With this I noticed a kind of tremor in the amphitheatre, which managed to convince me that I had succeeded in stimulating their minds. So I mentioned briefly the improvements made by modern cosmologists which supported Lemaître’s hypothesis.
         
‘“After following the flow of time back to its source, I invited them to let themselves be carried along by it, to overtake it and direct their imagination towards the future. I showed them how galaxies were moving away from each other, more and more, faster and faster, so much so that the speed of this flight makes it impossible for us to receive the faintest signal from those galaxies which reach the final point: the speed of radiation. I pointed out to them that, in all probability, this had already happened to about ninety-nine per cent of galaxies, so that, even if techniques of astronomical observation had been perfected to an ideal degree, and even if our instruments lacked any defects, we could only observe one per cent of the total volume of the Universe, and this proportion was diminishing with each passing second. At this point I remained silent, feeling anxious myself at what I had evoked, as I wished them to be too when faced with the dramatic urgency of our situation: if we do not hurry, if science and technology do not progress by giant leaps, then we shall only be able to contemplate an infinitesimally small part of creation!
‘“Of course I related this expansion, this instability, to the brilliant ideas of Einstein and enabled them to perceive something of the majestic spatio-temporal edifice constructed by him, as well as the proliferation of theories based on his concepts. I concluded with a spectacular tableau of a pulsating universe, with contraction following dilation, until it returns to a state of phenomenal concentration, followed by a new explosion marking the origin of another period of time and giving birth to another cycle…
         
‘“The sighs of a mythical heart, the heart of Divinity!… The comparison is to be found in Poe’s Eureka, the last pages of which I read to them. Perhaps I should apologise, but this cosmological poem has always inspired intense emotion in me. This has not been weakened by the dreadful commentaries made on the topic of Poe’s work by asses and one she-ass, and which I tried hard to communicate to them. Basing his ideas on inaccurate observations of his time, and being ignorant of all Einstein’s theories and of the expansion of the universe, as well as invoking laws of physics which were partially false, and using a sequence of imperfect reasoning, by what magic spell could Poe have come to a conception of creation which seems probable today to some of our greatest scholars? I let them reflect on this paradox.
         
‘“I can assure you, my dear friend, that I did everything I could to inspire them a little with the passion that animates us. I finished with a final quotation, the words of Einstein himself, ‘The cosmic religious feeling is the strongest and noblest motive for scientific research.’
‘“This is what I did. I finished exhausted, but confident and full of hope. And yet…”’
‘So far,’ Betty commented, ‘I don’t see what makes you so sullen. It seems to me that his lecture was skilful, magisterial in the best sense of the word, imbued certainly with a certain mysticism, but we know Zarratoff: he has the soul of a poet. For the goal that we are pursuing, that does not seem to me to be a failing. What do you find fault with in it?’
‘Me? Nothing at all. Like you I consider his account to be excellent, even very fine. In fact I was enthusiastic about it from start to finish, although I knew the essential ideas in advance. As would many of our colleagues.’
‘But that would not have been the case for the others, would it?’
‘Finish reading,’ Fawell murmured, in a deeply despondent way.
         
‘“And yet, my dear friend,”’ continued Zarratoff, ‘“I have to report quite a painful incident, which left me with a rather unpleasant impression.
‘“I had left the amphitheatre, which was full to bursting, and where I had been received by applause, which, I can assure you, had nothing obligatory about it. Everyone looked at me with a bright expression. In two lectures, each three hours in length, I was pleased to have revived the atmosphere in the centre. I was even more hopeful when, half an hour later, after resting because I was out of breath, I had gone to the reception room, where I found a delegation of members of my audience. I had in fact told them that I would be there, ready to answer any questions that they might have for me.
‘“As I could not receive a large crowd, I asked them to collect their questions together and to send one or several delegates. There were about a dozen, who were probably representative of all the students. All seemed impatient to see me.
‘“I observed them closely, while congratulating them on their enthusiasm. As far as I could judge, they belonged to classes which were very different from those of the former society: workers, bosses, housewives, women of the world, ranging in age from sixteen to sixty. I rubbed my hands in appreciation of their diversity. Their faces seemed to me to be imbued with a fervour tinged with a kind of anxiety, which I attributed to mental tension due to being confronted by the new perspectives that I had shown them, and to the fear of letting some important detail escape them or of inadvertently going down the path of error…’”
‘I came to know that state of mind when I was a student,’ Betty commented.
‘Zarratoff knew it also. If he hadn’t known it, he wouldn’t have talked of it in that way. I have also known it, as have many others among us,’ Fawell said in a dull voice. ‘Even nowadays I sometimes spend sleepless nights, bothered by such anxiety. Continue.’
         
‘“The first to speak must have been about fifty years old. He had the vigorous manner of a man used to having responsibilities. In fact, as I found out later, he used to belong to the class of directors, and, even after the revolution, he was considered worthy of holding an important post. He had a clear, practical mind, and he has been very useful to us in coordinating transport between different remote regions.
‘“However he started to speak to me with the timidity of a young schoolboy.
‘“‘Master,’ he said, ‘my question is probably evidence of great ignorance, but… I would like to know.’
‘“At that point his voice trembled and he paused for a moment. I asked him to continue quite openly, saying that curiosity and the thirst for knowledge would absolve him of any kind of stupidity in advance. So he continued with greater confidence:
‘“‘It’s like this. It’s a question which has been worrying me for a long time and the answer to it is probably quite clear to you, Master. I’d like to know if the reigning planet…’
‘“‘The reigning planet?’ I interrupted, taken aback.
         
‘“‘Sometimes it’s called ruling,’ he said. ‘I would like to know if the influence of the ruling planet when it’s in the ascendant can be affected when it is in conjunction with one of the galaxies which fill the sky and which you sketched out in such a wonderful tableau.’
         
‘“I leave you to imagine, my dear friend, my concern, when, after a few moments of astonishment, I realised what he was thinking about: horoscopes and astrology. It was the only aspect of the subject which had fascinated him. I had no time to reply to him. There was already a woman, a woman this time from a humble background, who was pushing her way through the rows of people. She prostrated herself in front of me before nervously spreading out on the floor a sheet of paper covered with diagrams. She begged me to examine it and tell her if the horoscope of her birth was correct. She had had it made by a renowned astrologist, but she guessed, after having listened to me, that there must be more things in the heavens than astrologers were aware of, and that a scholar like me could predict her fate with greater certainty and in more detail.
         
‘“And all the others were in the same state of mind, that is to say that their brains were crammed full to bursting, infested with ‘houses’, ‘luminaries’, ‘ascendants’, ‘themes’ and with ‘signs’ of good or bad fortune. Horoscopes were the only topic which, without the word ever being mentioned, they considered worthy of deeper explanation by me. They all started talking at once, waving diagrams around and subjecting me to a mass of crazy and anxious questions concerning shameless tall stories with which charlatans used to nurture the hopes of the people in former times. They used these stories to acquire considerable influence over the masses, an influence which, my experience seems to prove, has not diminished since the scientific revolution. That was the reason for the bright expressions and the trembling that I had noticed. They were expecting me to complement or correct the predictions of sorcerers!
‘“I leave it to you, my dear friend, to interpret this incident in a suitable way. I am too disturbed this evening to do it myself.
‘“There are only a few things left for me to add. I tried to regain my calm and make them aware of their folly. I invoked the arguments which you know and which we know to be irrefutable. They listened to me politely, without interrupting me, but it was clear that I was gradually losing the prestige that my eloquence might have gained for me. Personally, as I became aware of the abyss that separated us, I did not feel very persuasive. When I stopped speaking, the man who had spoken first said to me, shaking his head:
‘“‘Anyway, such a person probably died in the third month of the year, as his horoscope predicted.’
         
‘“There was no point in citing calculations concerning probability to him. I finished by leaving the group and they withdrew with their heads down, leaving me disheartened…”’
‘And there you have it,’ said Fawell. ‘Do you understand now why you do not find me in a triumphant mood?’
He seemed to be so confused that she avoided all criticism and tried to comfort him.
‘Don’t you think that perhaps diversions of this sort are necessary?’ she said.
And she quoted some remarks by Kepler: ‘If someone had not had the credulous hope of being able to read the future in the heavens, would you have ever been wise enough to study astronomy for its own sake?’ But Fawell’s disappointment was so great that nothing was able to dispel his bad mood.
‘An abyss between them and us, is what Zarratoff wrote!’
‘It’s only one point of view though. Another sounding could yield a more encouraging result.’
‘I myself have made another sounding,’ said Fawell, becoming even grimmer. ‘I also gave a lecture. I chose a very broad topic: the structure and unity of matter. I don’t want to repeat what I said in my class to you, but I can assure you that, like Zarratoff, I called on all my resources to stimulate at least some interest, not to say passion… It was a classic class, but I tried to spice it up, showing them the great divisions in matter, molecules, atoms and finally its unity, matter being made up, in the final analysis, solely of particles which are completely alike… They understood the last point well enough, oh they understood it all right!
‘Again like Zarratoff I made myself available after the class. And like him, I was glad to see quite a large number come to me as a delegation. And do you know the one question which they put to me? All of them, the same one?’
‘Depressing, I’m sure.’
‘How does one go about making gold!’ Fawell yelled out. ‘Do you get it? Since, in the final analysis, all bodies are composed of the same materials, I must possess a simple recipe they could use, which would only require a retort and a stove, probably so that they could transmute pebbles from the beach or the stones that clutter up their gardens into gold!’
         
Once again the psychologist tried to respond and to find some encouraging arguments:
‘That shows nevertheless that they had understood something about the unity of matter. In this case as well, perhaps the stage of superstition is necessary. I think that –’
She was interrupted by a telephone ringing. It was Yranne calling the President from Beijing. Fawell listened for some time without interrupting. He made no comment when the other had finished.
‘Fine,’ he said simply. ‘We’ll discuss all that at a council meeting.’
But when he turned towards Betty, his face had become even more hollow. He remained silent for a considerable length of time.
‘May I know how my former compatriots are behaving?’ the Chinese woman asked finally.
‘He dealt with statistics and probabilities,’ Fawell said slowly, ‘highlighting the role these notions play in both everyday life and in the Universe.’
‘And?’
‘In this case too, after the class, just one question was asked. Can you guess what it was?’
‘By looking at your expression and trying as best I can, I could at least guess the nature of it,’ Betty replied calmly.
Fawell struck the table in a sudden burst of rage.
‘They asked him… they begged him on their knees to provide them with an infallible winning formula for roulette!’
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Several inspections carried out all over the world did not provide any more encouraging results, so that the education of humanity became a serious matter of worry and anxiety for the government of Earth. Soon it was to have other concerns, relating, paradoxically, to those people who appeared to want to get involved along the right lines, who appreciated the progress made by science for its true value, and who, realising that they had been freed from rough menial tasks, used this freedom for their own benefit and their leisure time to educate their mind. They were taking the very same path that the world administration was trying to open up. It was among these people that the symptoms of a strange illness were detected one day.
The first person affected by it whom they could put under observation to study the illness was Nicolas Zarratoff, Fawell’s own son-in-law, who was now an experienced cosmonaut and had rejoiced at the scientific revolution and appreciated its effects. But before his case, two fatal accidents alerted the authorities. The two victims were also space pilots, and the conditions were identical and inexplicable. The first accident happened to a man named Jim Barley, when he was piloting his private plane while on leave. An apparently absurd conversation had taken place between him and the control tower of the airport where he was to land. Unfortunately this conversation had not been recorded and it seemed to be so incoherent that many suspected a memory lapse on the part of the employee who had reported it. According to him, Barley had announced that he was incapable of carrying out the landing manoeuvres by himself, although his controls were working well and the visibility was perfect. The employee was incapable of specifying the reason, as the pilot’s feverish attempts at explanation were incomprehensible. The matter ended in tragedy. The aircraft suddenly seemed to go completely out of control and crashed on the ground. Barley’s dead body was found among the shapeless debris and the inquest yielded nothing.
         
The WAO (World Astronautic Organisation) concluded that he must have suffered from a sudden illness, and nothing would have come of the affair if a second accident of the same nature had not occurred a few days later to another cosmonaut, while he was also piloting a tourist plane. Like Barley, he had started to make incoherent comments and died in similar circumstances. The nature of the illness which had attacked these unfortunate men baffled the WAO doctors, and none of the psychologists who were consulted could come to a satisfactory diagnosis. These two successive accidents had seemed sufficiently unusual for a confidential report on them to be sent to the government.
 

Nicolas Zarratoff felt happy to be alive that morning, with the prospect of three months’ holiday which had just been granted to him. He had certainly earned it and he and Ruth were finally going to go on the long honeymoon journey which they had been planning for a long time. They had constantly had to put it off since their marriage due to the urgency of the missions which were entrusted to him.
On coming out of his office where he had just received the good news, Nicolas jumped into his car and dashed off to his bungalow, without any thought of speed limits. He found Ruth cutting flowers in the garden and embraced her passionately.
‘I’ve got it!’ he exclaimed. ‘Three months.’
‘Darling, three months! I thought that –’
‘Three whole months. The two due after the mission and one extra month because –’
‘Because?’
When Ruth looked at him there was suddenly anxiety in her eyes. It seemed to her that there was a dark shadow over her husband’s brow. The cloud quickly disappeared and he replied with a cheerfulness which was perhaps a little forced, ‘It’s the WAO medical examination which has given me this gift. It was very nice of them.’
         
‘Darling, are you ill?’
‘I have never felt so good. But after doing the whole range of analyses and tests they think… I didn’t understand exactly what it was, and neither do they, I think… in short, they think they have detected some element which could mean there’s a vague trace of mental imbalance… So you can see how precise they are! Finally they all came to the agreement that an extra month of leave could only be good for my health. And there you are!’
‘You’re not worried?’
‘Worried!’
He burst out laughing, lifted her up in his arms and twirled her round.
‘Don’t you see that it’s just a pretext to reward me, after my work over the last few years! The quack who read the report to me shrugged his shoulders and laughed. Who knows whether your president of a father didn’t give secret orders to the WAO so that we could at last have a long honeymoon? Worried! I tell you again that I have never been in such a good mood, never have I been so happy. When are we leaving?’
‘The day after tomorrow, if you want to. I need at least forty-eight hours to get our luggage ready… We’ve known the route for a long time.’
‘Excellent! I’ll just pop down to the airfield, to get the old Icarus ready.’
         
That was his nickname for his private airplane. He was a former test pilot and the companies he had worked for in the past had made him a gift of it when he gave up this job to undertake interplanetary flights. Every time he was staying on Earth he used it to make quick excursions with Ruth. The airplane was also kept ready for a long journey around the world.
He examined Icarus and found that she was in perfect condition. He gave some final instructions to the mechanics and went back to help his wife.
         
He was going to put his car away, when a trivial incident caused him to frown. Like the bungalow complex, the garage was equipped with the latest technical refinements intended to save its occupants any superfluous effort. Nicolas had carefully supervised the installation of various automatic gadgets, amusing himself by inventing and fixing up some of them himself. An electric eye controlled the metal shutter of the garage. As the car approached, it cut through a ray of light and the shutter went up. For a long time he had been in the habit of always moving the car forward at the same speed, having calculated the exact speed required some time ago. This had become second nature to him, so that the bonnet reached the entrance at the precise moment when the way was clear.
But this time the mechanism did not work. The shutter stayed down and Nicolas behaved strangely. He sat there, his eyes fixed on the entrance, his hands clenching the steering wheel, his tense foot maintaining the same pressure on the accelerator, and the car continuing to move forward at the same pace. His mind felt empty as he watched the obstacle approaching and he was paralysed with a sort of anxiety. The reflex action of letting the accelerator go did not occur. This state of torpor lasted three or four seconds and did not disappear until just as the bonnet was about to hit the shutter, when he felt suddenly free again and able to slam on the brake sharply.
He got out of the vehicle, and at first was disturbed by the strange turn which had come over him, and then he was racked by a violent feeling of irritation at the failure of the mechanism, a kind of rage out of all proportion to the trivial nature of the incident. He needed several minutes to calm down before he was able to operate the control by hand and park his car. Even now he did not seem to be sure of his movements and he had to make several attempts to get it exactly into its usual place, which was next to Ruth’s car.
         
Having finally pulled himself together, he stayed still for a long time, and could not help thinking reluctantly about the confused conclusions of the medical report. Then he shrugged his shoulders and forced himself to think of nothing but the preparations for the journey, and his face was serene again when he joined his wife.
 

The WAO differed from its predecessor NASA, and similar associations included within it, not only in the tenfold increase in the size of its resources, but also in its choice of objectives, which were always selected according to rigorous scientific criteria. It was no longer a question nowadays of winning a race or a bet and of sending two or three men to spend a few hours on the moon to collect a small pile of pebbles. In this field, as in others, it was a matter of making real scientific progress. A rational exploration of space should allow teams of qualified scholars, provided with the necessary equipment, to settle on accessible celestial bodies and to conduct methodical research there.
As a corollary to this policy, the first results obtained concerning astronomical matters, even if they were of profound importance, were not spectacular. It had taken a long time to coordinate the enterprises of the former nations, which had been very different in their objectives and in the means they employed. A satellite base as large as a small town was now going round the Earth, thanks to which journeys to the moon had become routine operations. The moon was the only celestial body to have been conquered thus far and the aim was to develop it and establish permanent observatories and laboratories there. The satellite base would also serve as a point of departure for future flights to the planets. The exploration of Mars was planned for the near future. For the present a few crews had only flown around it, reporting back with a mass of information to use for a future expedition.
         
Nicolas Zarratoff was in command of one of the most recent flights of this kind, which had stayed in space for several months. Ruth had urged him to accept this mission, which was one of the most important of his career, and for which he had been specially chosen. He deserved to be chosen, as much for his experience of space as for his ability to keep his cool and his quick-wittedness and excellent reflexes. In a period when automatic equipment was still subject to failure, he had managed to take control himself, as the first pioneers to the moon had done, and sort out a dangerous situation, which exceeded the capability of computers.
It is true that he had not had the chance to act in this way for a very long time, and that he would probably never have to do it again. Equipment failures had become more and more rare in the course of the last three years, so much so that they could nowadays be considered almost impossible miraculous events. The WAO had established the principle that an accident was unacceptable, given the status of the passengers, such as all the famous scholars, that vessels now carried. The reliability required of equipment did not just have to be more than ninety-eight or ninety-nine per cent, as people were content to accept in the past, but over 99.999999… per cent with a sequence of nines taking up a whole line. For Nicolas Zarratoff and other former cosmonauts, these equipment failures were distant memories. As for the young ones, if one brought up the possibility of the onboard computer breaking down for example, they took it as a great joke and burst out laughing. Even less likely for them was the possibility of the enormous organisation being wrong, as it followed their flights on the Earth, watched everything, predicted everything and gave them orders at every turn.
During the last flight around Mars the equipment had functioned impeccably as usual and, as commander, Nicolas had not encountered a single danger warning during the long months. The trajectory was directed and controlled every single moment by the computers. When an urgent decision had to be taken, of the order of a second or a fraction of a second, the onboard computers took care of it. They had greater sensitivity and quicker reflexes than any pilot, registering the data related to the problem, finding a solution and giving the order for the right reaction well before the human brain could start thinking about it. The heavy and powerful earthbound computers could not intervene in such cases, as communications between the vessel in the vicinity of Mars and the Earth required several minutes. They never got a look in, although with their soundness of judgment and incomparable effectiveness they would have been superior if it were not for the time delay required to solve the problems.
         
With time Nicolas had become accustomed to trusting them completely, with the result that he also spent long hours of leisure inside the spacecraft. He used it to study and perfect his scientific knowledge, taking advantage of the passengers on board, who were eminent scholars. These scholars willingly and with good grace became teachers and organised a series of classes for the benefit of the commander and some members of the crew, which also relieved the scholars themselves of the constant tension that used to be imposed on them by their responsibilities. During this period, the spacecraft, entrusted to the impeccable electronic brains, made its way to the precise point it was due to reach, without ever diverging more than an inch from its correct trajectory.
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Ruth finished fastening her luggage within the time they had planned and they set off on board Icarus on a sunny morning, which boded well for an enjoyable holiday.
         
They shook hands with the mechanics and several friends who had come to see them off, and then they got into the aircraft. Nicolas settled himself at the controls. He had not piloted his airplane for several months. Just the day before he had driven it round the runway to get used to handling it again. It was easy: guiding this tourist aircraft was child’s play for a former test pilot. But Icarus was equipped with very modern equipment, which allowed constant contact with the ground and blind landing.
         
Nicolas’ first concern before taking off was to make contact with various staging posts. At his request they confirmed that all was in order and that the weather was fine everywhere on his route. Then he smiled at Ruth, embraced her tenderly and guided the aircraft to the end of the runway, fired up the engines and took off.
The astronautical base from where they took off was situated in the Sahara, which experts had considered to be ideal for launching large rockets. Nicolas had been posted there since it was first developed, shortly after the establishment of the world government. Ruth had come to join him there two years after their engagement and they got married there. He had therefore been involved in both the birth and the growth of the centre, until it became one of the leading ones in the world, and he also witnessed at the same time with some curiosity the creation of the canals and lakes, fundamental changes which gradually changed the climate around him. He knew the region like the back of his hand, having often flown over it in an airplane or driven through it by car during his periods of leave.
The journey was due to start by crossing the former desert with a long stopover in Morocco, and after that the Atlantic, for which Icarus had been modified to give it sufficient range. Then, by short stages, they would travel the length of the American continent. A stop of a few days was planned to visit their parents, Fawell and Zarratoff, in the area around New York, where the government was situated at that time. After that they would continue their journey to Canada, Asia and the European continent.
         
The first part of the flight passed without incident. This stage must have lasted about three hours. They admired the Sahara, which had now been transformed, with its large areas of green growth criss-crossed with small canals, and then they flew over a straight railway track, following a central canal which was larger than the others, cutting the plain with two parallel lines which met at the horizon. They had only to follow this landmark to reach a small town which had recently been built, their first stopover, where friends were waiting for them. Ruth found the flight delightful. She had not had the opportunity to make such a long journey for a long time.
For no apparent reason, she felt suddenly that the atmosphere in the airplane had changed. The weather was still glorious. The aircraft was gliding along in a cloudless sky, but her sense of peace had vanished. It took her a moment to realise that the unpleasant feeling that she was experiencing was caused by a change in her husband’s attitude. Oh, there was nothing all that abnormal about it. But at the beginning he spoke to her from time to time… and above all, every few moments he turned his head towards her and smiled. He had not done anything like this for… for probably several minutes, perhaps longer. It was this absence of contact which was worrying her.
She looked at him. The way he was sitting at the controls was normal… though not entirely so. Looking at him more closely, she thought she could make out an unusual stiffness… He was tense, that was it, though he usually enjoyed flying this airplane.
‘Darling, are you all right? You’re not tired?’
She had asked the question almost in spite of herself. He replied, but with a slight delay and without turning his head towards her. The tone of his voice betrayed the fact that he was strangely preoccupied.
‘No, no. Everything’s fine. Only… Excuse me.’
He interrupted himself to call a station that they were due to fly over without stopping. When contact was established, he asked a question and she could not help noticing the tone of anxiety in his voice.
         
‘Has your radar located me?’
‘Just a minute, Mr Zarratoff,’ said the voice, in a respectful tone.
He was well known in all aeronautical circles, both for his exploits as a cosmonaut and as the son-in-law of the President of the world.
‘…Yes, there you are. You must be over the railway, coming directly towards us.’
When the pilot asked him, the employee informed him of his approximate distance from the station and his speed, insofar as these could be calculated from the ground.
‘Could you give me more precise figures for the distance?’ Nicolas asked in an imperious tone.
‘Eleven kilometres, three hundred and fifty metres,’ the voice replied with a touch of surprise. ‘You must be almost directly above the stone bridge.’
‘Almost –!’ the cosmonaut began to say.
Ruth started. There was an angry tone in his voice, for which there was no justification. He calmed down just as suddenly, and said with obvious relief, ‘That’s right, that must be right. I’m flying over the stone bridge. I recognise it.’
‘I don’t think there’s any way you could miss it,’ the voice said, now with a touch of irony.
This bridge was in fact the only one of its kind in the whole of Africa. It had been constructed by an engineer who was somewhat mentally disturbed, and who had had an ancient European bridge, several centuries old, transported stone by stone. When the authorities noticed this fantastic thing, they decided at first to demolish it, but finally let it remain as a curiosity, contenting themselves with having another more modern and sturdier bridge built some way away. Nobody could mistake its appearance.
         
‘Is there any other way we can be of service, Mr Zarratoff?’
‘Just a moment, I beg you… Don’t leave me alone!’
Ruth became panic-stricken. He had almost shouted, and his voice betrayed real anxiety. She had never heard him speak like that.
‘Is there something wrong on board?’ asked air-traffic control in surprise.
‘No, everything’s fine. I just want to check… Can you give me my exact altitude?’
‘Is your altimeter broken?’
‘I don’t know… and also this type of equipment lacks precision. I have more confidence in your radar.’
‘Two thousand, three hundred metres.’
It was the figure indicated by the instrument on board. Once again the pilot seemed to be relieved. But it seemed to Ruth that he continued to speak in the same way, as if he could not resign himself to cutting off communication.
‘Can you give me my exact course?’
When this was done, he asked a question which was very strange in the circumstances.
‘Could you take over by radio control?’
This time the man’s voice sounded astonished. He asked for the phrase to be repeated, which Nicolas did with another burst of impatience.
‘Listen, Mr Zarratoff, you are asking us to take over by radio control? Correct? Of course it’s possible. But you are flying at an altitude of more than two thousand metres. And I can confirm that the weather is gorgeous, and visibility excellent. There’s no cloud as far as your stopover point and your route is indicated straight ahead by the railway line and the canal.’
‘It’s true,’ murmured Nicolas, ‘it’s true, there’s the railway line and the canal.’
He had almost mumbled these last few words. The other person asked again:
         
‘Are you sure that everything is all right on board?’
‘Everything’s all right. Everything’s all right, with both the airplane and the pilot.’
‘And you still want us to take over by radio control?’
‘No. You’re right. I just have to follow the railway.’
‘Okay, goodbye then, Mr Zarratoff, and have a good trip.’
‘Goodbye.’
He put down the telephone and smiled more calmly at Ruth, who had not uttered a single word during the whole exchange.
‘Why these questions, darling?’ she ventured to ask after a period of silence. ‘There’s no risk of our getting lost in weather like this. I recognise the countryside below us. There’s the old village with the motorway passing close by. We came here by car just after our marriage. There’s the hotel where we slept, with its swimming pool.’
It was true, and Nicolas knew the area even better than she did.
‘You can never take enough precautions,’ he said gravely.
He was not himself any more. At that moment she also remembered the hesitations of the medical unit and asked herself whether he wasn’t seriously ill. Without revealing her anxiety, she adopted a lighter tone when she said: ‘We will be arriving in twenty minutes. I’m sure the Hudsons will already be waiting for us.’
They were the friends in whose home they were going to spend the evening and who would put them up for the night. Hudson was the director of the airfield.
He did not reply. For a few moments he had been trying to make contact with this airfield, and, not being able to do it, he started to show signs of nervousness again.
‘It’s insane to let an airplane get lost in the sky without permanent contact,’ he murmured. ‘I’m going to make a complaint about it.’
The airplane was still flying in a clear sky. She dared not make any comment, and they remained silent for a long while. It seemed however that he was becoming more and more anxious as they approached their goal.
         
‘We must be quite close,’ she said finally.
He did not reply. He was staring fixedly straight in front of him, without ever glancing even once towards the ground. He had maintained the same altitude, and that was another thing which surprised her. She was no novice when it came to aviation and knew very well that he should already have commenced the descent some time ago. She was about to point this out to him when he finally made contact with the station. He immediately asked a series of crazy questions: how far away were they? At what altitude were they? Could he start his descent? And at what angle? There was some delay before there was any response, and it was his friend Hudson himself who spoke:
‘It’s fine! I’m sure you recognised my voice. If it had been anyone else, he would have taken you for a right idiot.’
‘I’m not joking,’ said Nicolas, ‘can I make the descent?’
The other man could tell by his voice that he was truly not joking.
‘Of course you can. At least, if you want to have dinner with us tonight. But you’ll have to complete several circles before landing. I can see you clearly. You’re right above us.’
‘Right above?’
‘Can’t you see the runways?’
‘Right above, right above,’ Nicolas repeated like an automaton.
It was true. Ruth could clearly make out all the details of the airfield, the runways, the control tower and the hangars. But her husband had still not glanced at the ground even once. He seemed to be distracted.
‘Fine, I’m going to descend,’ he murmured in a hesitant voice.
But as the other man remained silent, he immediately became furious.
         
‘So what are you waiting for, for Heaven’s sake? Give me the coordinates, the angle, the course, the altitude, every second, every second, d’you hear me? Can’t you take over by radio control?’
‘If it weren’t you,’ the other man said, ‘I would think that the pilot was dead drunk. The sun’s lighting up the runway.’
‘The sun… the sun.’
Hudson finally realised that an extremely serious incident was taking place.
‘Nicolas, are you ill? Tell me!’
But the latter was now in no fit state to do so. His only reaction was to look at his wife and murmur, ‘Darling, they’re abandoning us. I don’t know what to do any more.’


  
  
    

  
    
      
    5.

That day Fawell had sent for his vice-president, Yranne, to take stock of a situation that was upsetting him. He asked Betty to join them, as he was aware that psychological expertise was becoming increasingly necessary to cope with the setbacks they were encountering with world education.
Progress on this was only being made with a very small number of people. The vast majority showed only evidence of indifference, reluctance or even of irrelevant interests, which was the opposite of the scientific ideal.
‘We would be guilty of deluding ourselves,’ the President began in a solemn tone. ‘We are not following the right path. In spite of all our efforts the masses remain cut off from all basic knowledge. If this continues, it will bring about what we want to avoid. Humanity will tend to split into two different categories: one will be the class of scholars, the leaders, the privileged, us in fact; and the other will consist of indifferent plebs, whom we shall have to keep busy with rough work, interchangeable individuals, happy in their way perhaps, but who will never know the pleasures of the mind and will be so much dead weight in the march towards progress. And the rift will become wider.’
         
‘If you will allow me to say something,’ Mrs Betty Han interrupted, ‘I’m even more pessimistic than you. If I’m analysing the present situation correctly, not only is there no sublimation of interest, but there is deviation, and it is a dangerous form of deviation, in that the masses risk becoming a powerful impediment which will be even worse than a dead weight.’
‘I’m very much aware of it,’ Fawell grumbled. ‘Do you think I haven’t noticed it?’
 

What Betty meant by this disturbing analysis was that although the people were not trying to enrich their minds by penetrating the secrets of science, they were becoming more and more interested in the material results of the discoveries made by science, to the point where they were demanding more important and more sophisticated practical findings all the time. These demands were growing daily and although they were sometimes crazy, they were becoming more and more insistent, so much so that they would distract the scientific government from its noble plans.
‘Eskimos are demanding larks these days!’ Yranne sighed.
Now that the problem of hunger was under control, people who had previously been decimated by dreadful famine were no longer satisfied with rations which been scientifically calculated to guarantee them a sufficiently calorific diet. They needed to have food which was more and more original, and the government did its utmost to satisfy their requests. In a world state with egalitarian ideals, it actually seemed unjust and illogical that rare and succulent fresh delicacies should be reserved for a few regions with fortunate climates, while the others had to be satisfied with deep-frozen products. Exceptional efforts had been undertaken in this field, testing the knowledge of scholars specialising in the natural sciences. In the lakes of the former deserts of Asia and Africa they had acclimatised species of salmon and trout with exquisite flesh, and a varied population of pheasants and ortolans had been acclimatised in the new forests and in recently cultivated lands. After the patient work of selection, biologists had even managed to raise different species of sturgeon almost everywhere, in sufficient quantity to provide the world with the caviar it required. Somewhere else specialist institutes were training thousands of student chefs every month in the art of preparing delicate sauces, which in former times established the reputations of tiny elites.
         
Housing also gave rise to pressing recriminations. Slums, which had long disappeared, had been replaced by modern forms of accommodation, which were clean, practical and provided with what were once called modern conveniences. This was not enough for the former inhabitants of the slums, who demanded air conditioning everywhere, a telephone and television in every room, windows and automatically controlled blinds, which could be operated from the bed. As a rule they wanted more mechanical and electrical equipment, and an electronic network which was designed to avoid the need for any effort.
Every family wanted to have its own private house with a swimming pool. This thirst for luxuries, everyone’s desire to acquire the products of science and technology without understanding the spirit of them and without having participated in the intellectual effort to discover them, was not confined to forms of accommodation. To satisfy the people new towns had to be built, in which the streets and squares were heated in winter and cooled down in summer. These cities were to be connected by a communications network large enough to avoid all congestion, even at very busy times, and by a service of flying machines which made it possible to go anywhere at any time of the day or night, with enough landing areas in the towns themselves to save time.
         
This involved an enormous industrial effort, and the creation of large factories, more productive power stations and the discovery of new sources of energy. This time it was the physicists who had had to set to work, for in this case too the government had yielded: if certain people had a high level of comfort, then it could not be denied to the others. Unfortunately this programme required the use of a sizeable part of the Earth’s material resources.
‘…And not a negligible degree of alienation of its spiritual resources,’ Betty insisted during a discussion between the three leaders.
It was true and this observation started to inspire a kind of terror in Fawell. Scholars, those valuable minds, had to interrupt or slow down their work on fundamental research, directed towards real progress, in order to dedicate themselves to worldly matters and to satisfy the world’s excessive desire for comfort, luxury and material refinements.
This was the point their discussion had reached when the telephone in the President’s own office rang. He was surprised and alarmed, having given instructions that he should not be disturbed, unless it was for an urgent and extremely important matter.
 
Thrown into a state of panic by the incoherence of Nicolas’ comments, which were now punctuated by Ruth’s pleas, Hudson had warned the highest authorities of the WAO, who saw a connection with the previous two accidents. The medical unit was immediately alerted. An exceptional telephone discussion was then undertaken all over the world between the various scholars, medical experts, physiologists and psychologists who had looked into the case of Jim Barley and that of the other cosmonaut without being able to prescribe a remedy. Given the status of the passengers involved, the Head of the WAO took it upon himself to disturb the President.
         
From the very first words the expression on Fawell’s face changed.
‘A third case,’ he said in a low voice. ‘This time it’s Nicolas, and Ruth is with him.’
He pressed a button and the voice of the person he was speaking to echoed throughout the room. All three of them listened to the summary of what had happened. Fawell, incapable of any response, cast despairing glances at his two friends, as if imploring them for help. Yranne remained silent. Having studied the two previous cases in her professional capacity, the psychologist retained her composure, as she was so used to doing, and considered the matter.
‘What is he doing at the moment?’ she asked, as soon as the person speaking had stopped.
The head of the WAO recognised the voice of Mrs Betty Han and replied at once, ‘He’s doing circles round the airfield, and we can’t persuade him to land. Every five minutes he is directed to change his course, which causes him to circle round.’
‘And he carries out these instructions?’
‘To the letter, but it is all he is capable of doing.’
‘And what if he is ordered to descend at a specific angle?’
‘We’ve tried. It won’t work. He had no sooner started to make the manoeuvre than he abandoned it, saying that he’d lost confidence and adding that he wanted a no visibility landing. Well, visibility is excellent…’
‘It doesn’t matter,’ Betty interrupted impatiently, ‘they must make him do it.’
‘They thought of that… As I told you, they tried everything. That doesn’t work either.’
‘Why not? He gave a reason for it. I’d like to know the exact words he uttered, even if they seem to be incoherent. It’s very important. Have them repeated to you,’ Betty continued, pressing her point.
         
‘Consider that an order from the President,’ Fawell interrupted, seeming to be hanging on his colleague’s every word.
There was a silence, and then came the reply: ‘They could only make out the following: “I can’t, I can’t… It’s the view of the runway… I tell you I can see the runway…” Then there are just incomprehensible mumblings.’
‘Does he still have fuel?’
‘Yes, lots. His aircraft has an extensive range, and he filled up before leaving.’
‘Stay on the line,’ Betty said. ‘Give me a couple of minutes. I’ll think about it.’
She put her head in her hands while Fawell watched her anxiously in silence, not wanting to disturb her meditation. After a moment she stood up.
‘I have an idea, Fawell. He is at a station at the edge of the Sahara, isn’t he? Tell me quickly. It can’t be far from the first chains of the Atlas Mountains in Morocco?’
‘Scarcely more than two hundred kilometres,’ Yranne interrupted. ‘I know that area.’
‘And close to these mountains, there must occasionally be some mists, fogs?’
Yranne looked her straight in the eye for a moment, then uttered an exclamation. His sharp mind had grasped what she was thinking.
‘And if there isn’t, we can create it when we need it,’ he exclaimed. ‘We have a meteorological station there, where some conclusive tests were carried out recently… Fawell, let me give the order. There’s not a second to lose.’
Without waiting for the President’s reply, he rushed to a second telephone, and alerted other services, issuing feverish instructions.
‘What’s the name of your station? Is there an airfield nearby? Can you give me the precise coordinates?’ Betty asked.
         
Yranne replied in the affirmative and showed her the data while he was waiting for a reply from the station. Betty picked up the first telephone again. Fawell was too overcome to do anything himself, and made a sign to indicate that he gave them a free hand.
‘This is what you’re to do,’ she said.
While Yranne was ordering the relevant services to induce the largest possible concentration of dense clouds and to launch storms over the area, Betty sent urgent instructions to Hudson.
After these measures had been taken, Nicolas was given a precise course, which he followed obediently, and it led him into thick fog in less than hour. There the station could take charge of the situation by radio control and guide him over the airfield, where the visibility was nil due to a storm which had been induced.
Following the mobilisation of the various services, all communications, including the conversations between the airplane and the ground, were retransmitted via the President’s office, so he and his two friends were able to follow the drama’s happy ending in real time.
Thus they were able to observe, with great relief, a quite remarkable fact, which did not seem to surprise the psychologist. The cosmonaut’s voice became more confident and more distinct as soon as he went into the fog. When he was in complete darkness and only being directed via the radio waves, he regained his usual calm and reacted with his customary skill to the directives issued to him by the automatic equipment.
‘Congratulations, Betty,’ Yranne said. ‘That was a great idea of yours.’
Fawell was happy just to embrace her without saying a word. He had also understood.
The no visibility landing was accomplished without any difficulty in the thickest of pea souper fogs. When Nicolas and a tearful Ruth were greeted by the station officials on the ground, he could give no explanation for his strange behaviour. His only reply to all the questions was:
         
‘I don’t know what came over me.’
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Other cases of this strange illness were reported and initially so many cosmonauts were affected that for some time it was believed that the illness was peculiar to spacemen. The signs could take very varied forms, from the benign to the occasional delirious frenzy. One such person for example, sitting dumbstruck at the driving wheel of his car, was seen to stop suddenly, when he had got himself into a position to park between two vehicles, and to stay there motionless, holding up the traffic. Then he alerted passers-by with his angry cries, imploring someone to telephone the WAO, to have someone show him the sequence of maneouvres necessary. He had become incapable of doing it by himself.
This anxiety started to spread throughout the world, adding to the present worries of the government, and then it appeared that the illness was spreading to other types of individuals and that in fact it could happen to anyone. Despite the different ways in which it manifested itself, all the cases had a common character. And after analysing one case after another with veritable professional passion, Mrs Betty Han defined it as follows: a loss of confidence in the ego. It soon became common to refer to the condition by its initials only, LCE.
         
Thus LCE started to wreak havoc in all classes of society and sometimes the disorder appeared farcical, but at other times it led to dreadful tragedies. In the telephone exchange of a large hotel for example, there was only one employee in charge, as all communications were carried out automatically by computer. One day this machine was put out of order by a short circuit, after functioning perfectly for several months. The employee in question, who had formerly been an expert, was observed to be incapable of putting a plug in the hole corresponding to a room number and he called urgently, shouting hysterically, for the help of a backup computer.
         
In a building where, as everywhere, a constant temperature was maintained with the aid of a thermostat, the caretaker could not bring himself to perform the simple action of pressing a button to start the boilers working when an accident had caused the equipment to break down one day when it was very cold. An accountant, while travelling without the calculators he was accustomed to use, was observed to be completely incapable of settling his hotel bill because he could not count his bank notes.
One extremely strange case which gave rise to some amusement was that of a famous writer, who, after finishing an important book, a saga of more than a thousand pages, found that he could not sign the contract presented to him by his editor. He had worked for years using a dictaphone, relying only on this and on a secretary who served him as a typist. He had thus lost all confidence in his capacity to write. His editor had to be satisfied with his verbal agreement and his marking it with a cross.
         
Finally, as examples of cases in which LCE ended in tragedy, apart from the first two cosmonauts, one could cite the many sick people suffering from polio. Strangely enough, it had not been eliminated like many other illnesses. The vaccine had actually lost its efficacy and there was quite a large number of people who were affected by it. Fortunately, a cure for it was now known which did not leave any trace, but the treatment was long and meant keeping the patient in an iron lung for several months. The number of specialist hospitals as well as the perfection of the equipment made it possible to care for all sick people, so that complete success could be attained in more than ninety per cent of cases.
         
Some patients, who had been given this treatment and then released completely cured, found themselves suddenly incapable of breathing independently. It was not a matter of a virus, neither was it an injury to the spinal cord. Their bodies were perfectly healthy: medical examinations left no room for doubt on this point. They were identified as having an acute form of LCE. They had lost confidence in their ability to breathe without mechanical aid. It was as though many of them had been struck by lightning and they could not be revived. In other cases it was possible to put them back into the iron lung just in time, where they immediately regained the peace of mind and sense of normality which had eluded them.
 

Finally, while the scientific government was suffering from distressing setbacks and found itself confronted with problems which left it baffled, another scourge soon overwhelmed the whole world, causing Fawell to be extremely anxious and inflicting horrible nightmares on him every night. This was the considerable increase in the number of suicides.
The merciless truth of the statistics made him shudder. If the curve continued the upward trend it had been on for several weeks (and it was the mathematician Yranne’s opinion that it would inevitably do so, unless the data changed drastically), then humanity was racing towards systematic and rapid self-destruction. It was necessary to set about suppressing the causes of the affliction, but they were difficult to identify because the suicides were almost always people who had been enjoying perfect affluence, thriving health and had no material worries for themselves or their families.
A commission of scholars who had been given the responsibility of studying the problem foresaw at one time that there would be an epidemic of unhappy or thwarted love affairs. All enquiries proved the inaccuracy of this hypothesis. Out of a thousand cases of suicide, only one or two could be attributed to the harsh suffering caused by an unhappy love affair. The others had to be put in a mysterious category of those with causes that could not be explained by scientific methods.
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Considering the outcomes of what his government had undertaken, with the awareness and absence of complacency that he always brought to such examinations, Fawell found himself forced to draw the following conclusion:
Even though it had managed to organise the planet in a rational way, and had achieved indisputable successes in the practical sphere, the Scientific Government of the World seemed to encounter nothing but failure on the spiritual plain.
Having formulated this observation for himself, he sank into gloomy despair, for this was the complete opposite of his ideal.
Other concerns assailed him. Bitter criticisms were raised every day in the very heart of the cabinet, in the light of the turn which events had taken. Rivalries which had been held under control during the initial period of success now divided the ministers and the two large groups of scholars opposed each other again. The often acrimonious discussions were almost all about the same issue, which was of vital importance to them. They felt completely indifferent to the political problems of previous times, such as capitalism, fascism, the proletariat, the class struggle, communism, democracy, and even socialism, but not to the question of knowing whether the Universe could be considered and studied independently of Mankind. Physicists such as O’Kearn or Fawell himself implicitly and even openly avowed that this was possible, whereas all the biologists maintained that Mankind’s role in it should be considered. The latter found it easy to blame the present failures on the inhumanity of the former. There were only two of this opinion in the government, but they made their voices heard frequently and more and more loudly.
         
While it was possible to accept, they claimed, that the head of the government was a physicist, it could not be regarded as normal that the vice-president should be a mathematician, in other words, someone in a related field. What’s more this means the two main leaders have no practical knowledge about human beings, as they live in a fantasy world of inert particles and figures. It was not surprising, according to them, that things had come to the present impasse, not least because the majority of the ministers, who were also physicists, allowed themselves to be influenced by their decisions. The biologists were supported behind the scenes by the Nobels in their clan who were spreading the rumour that the nature of the tests for the selection competition gave an outrageous advantage to the physicists. Some of them even went so far as to propose that the present government be dissolved, so that they could carry out new, more balanced tests.
         
In the face of such a campaign, orchestrated in secret by Sir Alex Keene, O’Kearn reacted strongly, and it was as much his reputation as his authority which saved the cabinet by keeping Fawell at its head, who, feeling despondent, had been considering presenting his resignation.
During a meeting of the Nobels who were studying this eventuality, O’Kearn had no difficulty in demonstrating the catastrophic effect that an admission of defeat would have on everyone in the world.
         
‘Not only their hierarchy,’ he declared forcefully, ‘but the choice of ministers itself is not the result of drawing lots or of some random election. It is the result of a very strict competition, which we organised, the Nobels as one group, and for which we were the impartial judges. We cannot accuse them of incompetence today without seriously undermining our own prestige, that is to say that of science, which we need now more than ever.’
         
It was the very evidence they needed and the majority of his colleagues agreed. Reminding them of the successes they had achieved during the first few years, he declared that neither the government nor its leader had in any way proved themselves unworthy. Admittedly, he recognised that certain problems did not appear to have been foreseen.
‘But I see no reason,’ he said, ‘why these cases which preoccupy and torment us should be more suited to the competence of biology scholars than to that of physicists and mathematicians.’
At this point Sir Alex Keene let out a snigger and a murmur of protest arose from the benches of the physiologist Nobels but this did not stop O’Kearn from continuing passionately.
         
‘I repeat: they are not within the field of competence of either the one or the other group. It is not a question of an illness like cancer, for the extermination of which, we know, gentlemen, you have worked wonders. It’s not a matter of microbes, viruses or bacteria. It is a question, we are all convinced, of a mental illness. Well, such an illness is the province of psychology. We were certainly wrong, and we the Nobels most of all, in not attaching enough importance to the adaptive possibilities of the human mind. We should certainly have included tests of this kind in our initial examinations. There is no point in pouring out vain regrets now. We must find a remedy. If the mind is sick, then we must call upon specialists of the mind, on medical experts, that is to say on psychologists and psychiatrists. It is possible for us to do this and even easy to do so, without changing the government’s constitution in any way and without going back on our decisions, as we are fortunate to have amongst us one of the most brilliant authorities on such matters.’
         
He then reminded them that Mrs Betty Han had taken second place in the final competition, tying with Yranne. The latter, chosen at first as vice-president by Fawell, had shown the measure of his intelligence and his spirit of organisation. He should be and must be thanked for this. But today the psychologist was designated by circumstances to occupy this post with increased powers and responsibilities.
         
The scholar concluded by expressing the wish that Fawell should be discreetly approached to ensure that he reshuffle his ministry in this way, which was all in all a small modification in agreement with the rules established at the time of the selection of ministers.
The Nobels could not reject such a wise proposal. Fawell decided to put the decision into practice, after a friendly conversation with Yranne, who made no protest whatsoever. He himself had been thinking for some time of calling for a closer collaboration with the Chinese woman. And Betty accepted the post of vice-president.
         
‘Do you think you can find a remedy to our present situation?’ he asked her anxiously.
She declared that she thought she could, after having thought it over for a long time, but on condition that she was provided with the means and the power to do so, including suitable staff.
‘Like all forms of science,’ she said, ‘psychology cannot do without study rooms, laboratories and many qualified specialists.’
‘You shall have everything you require. I shall make a formal commitment to do so,’ the President assured her. She was his only hope of getting over the impasse. ‘I give you a completely free hand.’
The first thing that Mrs Betty Han asked for was the setting up of a new organisation, of which she would be the director at the same time as carrying out the duties of vice-president. Thus the Ministry of Psychology was created. 
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The stadium could hold five hundred thousand people, and each seat beyond a certain distance was provided with special telescopic viewers, which allowed the audience member to see the details of the spectacle as well as the people sitting in the front rows. But the stadium was still too small to accommodate the masses who had a passion for the games. All of the television networks had also been mobilised for this event, with relays allowing the broadcasts to be distributed to all corners of the world. All the citizens of the world were therefore able to watch live the finale of the world super-wrestling team championship, which was taking place that evening.
In fact, the whole of humanity was there, or almost all of it. Those who were not among the five hundred thousand privileged ones had abandoned their occupations, their usual hobbies, to settle in front of their television sets before the start of the match, anxious at the thought of missing an exceptional part if they arrived late, or even missing the end, if it concluded with the extremely rapid victory of one team, as had happened once in the course of the semi-finals.
Mrs Betty Han had insisted on presiding over the event herself, and her entrance had prompted a show of warm sympathy for her. As soon as she appeared, surrounded by some important personalities from her ministry, the five hundred thousand spectators, who were already in their seats, stood up and applauded. Betty’s popularity was now immense. The world paid tribute to her as the woman who had dispelled their depressing melancholy, curbed the epidemic of suicides and who, gradually, by judicious means, by audacious innovations and thanks to the brainwaves of the ministry which she ran, managed to restore confidence in their egos to those unfortunate people who had lost it.
         
Many of her colleagues were jealous of her and did not attend this finale. But Fawell did not think in that way, as he appreciated the excellent results she had obtained, but he had refrained from attending to leave all the glory of the evening to the vice-president. Yranne was present however, together with his friend Zarratoff. He had managed to drag Zarratoff along, in spite of his hatred of all forms of games.
         
He had been to visit the astronomer that same morning and had found him in the familiar posture he adopted when he was not preoccupied with some problem of government. Leaning on his work table, with a sky map spread out before him, Zarratoff enjoyed speculating about the birth of other worlds and the nature of the universe. Yranne did not let himself be put off by the indignant protests which first greeted his invitation to attend the games.
‘You should be ashamed of disturbing me with that when I’m working. I refuse to devote even a minute to such a trivial spectacle.’
‘I can assure you it will be extraordinary. You must see it, if only to have good empirical reasons to criticise it.’
 
This argument finally convinced the astronomer, who let himself be taken to the stadium, grumbling all the way.
Many Nobels could also be seen in attendance and they seemed no less excited than the rest of the agitated crowd, waiting tensely for entertainment of exceptional quality.
         
Mrs Betty Han went to her seat and remained standing, motionless, facing the orchestra. The crowd copied her and the musicians launched into the world anthem, the words of which were now known perfectly by everyone but which was hummed however by many of those present.
In the form of a truncated cone, the stadium was in fact an enormous circus, the floor of which was covered with sand and formed a ring, like that used in boxing, but perfectly circular and not the usual size, which was separated from the spectators by a row of high iron bars, instead of the traditional ropes. The two teams, as well as the three referees, were now standing in the centre of the ring. Each team consisted of two men and two women and all of them wore robes. They were listening motionless to the world anthem. The circumference of the stadium was decorated with banners depicting naked truth, the shapes of which were illuminated by spotlights.
         
The music stopped. A few whispers arose on the terraces, and then stopped when Mrs Betty Han started to speak. She said simply:
‘I declare the final of the world championship of mixed-team super-wrestling open. My good wishes and those of my ministry go out to all the combatants. Commence, and may the best teams win.’
Then she gave the world salute, in the manner recently decreed by the government, that is by raising both arms parallel over the head, a gesture which symbolised the eternal ascent of science towards progress.
The eight wrestlers responded to her by saluting in their turn. Then Betty sat down, and the spectators did likewise. The lights on the terraces went out, leaving only the ring brightly illuminated. One of the referees introduced the teams.
‘On my right, the Alpha team, representing quantum theory. On my right, the Beta team, which champions Neo-Darwinism.’
Each team saluted again when its name was mentioned and the crowd responded with shouts and cheers. There followed the introduction of the individual athletes.
‘In the Alpha team, Miss Lovely, student of physical sciences.’
The male and female wrestlers were applauded one by one. But the cheering was most enthusiastic for Miss Lovely, a young woman who could not have been more than twenty years old. She had won the public’s hearts for several reasons: she had distinguished herself during the qualifying rounds and the semi-final as a formidable catcher, a marvel of flexibility, agility and courage. What is more there is no doubt that she deserved her pseudonym ‘Lovely’, which she had adopted, according to custom, after the crowd had nicknamed her thus. She was graceful and had a pleasant face, despite the fact that her hair was cut very short, and when she took off her robe, her body was perfectly proportioned, making a pleasing contrast with the rough and coarse figures of the other combatants. These qualities appeared to even greater advantage, for, like the other combatants, both male and female, Miss Lovely was almost nude, clothed only in the smallest of shorts.
         
The burst of applause which greeted the way she took off her robe, in both a noble and provocative manner, a sort of preliminary striptease which lent a little spice to the game, was as much in homage to her reputation as an athlete as her glorious breasts. It seemed as though she were offering them to everyone present when she raised both arms to the sky, saluting the world again, and turning around several times on the spot to face the five hundred thousand spectators.
‘The bout consists of one round only and ends only when one of the teams is annihilated,’ the referee added.
There was the sound of a gong being struck, and a religious silence descended all over the stadium as the champions prepared themselves for combat: from the sheathes which they wore on the belts of their shorts, they drew their daggers.
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The game started in an unusual way. Normally in these sorts of matches, men fought with men first and women with women. This time, one of the most famous wrestlers, a hairy giant with the torso of a gorilla called The Killer, would be grappling with Miss Lovely, whom he dominated due to his monstrous size. He and his teammates had been seen to manoeuvre themselves to make this possible, and a part of the crowd protested vigorously against what they considered an unfair tactic. Miss Lovely would have been the favourite in a fight against any of the women from the Beta team, but if she were eliminated from the start (and what chance did she have against this athlete of a hundred and twenty kilos?), then the Alphas would find themselves in an inferior position straight away. A volley of whistles and boos rose from the terraces. But the main referee raised his hand to call for silence, shaking his head to indicate that none of this was against the rules. Miss Lovely accepted the challenge with a smile and turned to face her opponent.
         
In fact, the rules of the game stipulated that nothing was forbidden, except leaving the ring or using an weapon other than their dagger, which had to be the model specified by the super-wrestling federation. Apart from these restrictions, everything was allowed: punches, biting, fingers in the eyes, strangulation, and of course, stabbing with their daggers. The whistles gradually faded away and the spectators focused their attention breathlessly on the unequal battle.
The Killer wanted to finish it as quickly as possible, for one of his female teammates was inevitably fighting a man in the Alpha team, and even though her adversary had been chosen as the least formidable, she could scarcely hope to defend herself against him until The Killer could come to her aid after eliminating Miss Lovely.
With his left arm folded over his chest to protect his heart area, he pounced on the young woman with his dagger raised. She waited for him without moving but closely watched his every gesture. His first attack failed. Miss Lovely dodged the blade by twisting her supple body. There was a crackle of applause when, immediately after this evasive move, she twirled around the wrestler who had lost his balance and managed to be the first to draw blood. The point of her weapon hit him on the shoulder. But she could not be sure of her blow, which had neither force nor precision. It was only an insignificant prick for the gorilla, and his limbs covered with scars proved that he was used to receiving many such blows. However there was a red patch growing on his shoulder, which prompted the audience to stamp its feet enthusiastically.
         
But in addition to his stature and his strength, The Killer possessed quick reflexes. He launched a second attack without leaving the young woman time to catch her breath. At the very moment when she spun around and turned to face him again, she was hit full in the chest by the giant’s hundred and twenty kilos, as in one bound he catapulted himself at her feet first, true to the genuine traditions of the ancient sport, which the super-wrestlers had embraced.
She seemed to stagger under the impact, swayed, let go of her dagger, and collapsed onto the ground. The crowd emitted a roar of anger when they saw the other wrestler, who had got up again quickly, take off with another bound and land on her again, brandishing his weapon.
What happened next occurred so quickly that many spectators were given the wrong impression. Later the television had to show this much admired sequence in the battle again in slow motion, in order for everyone to appreciate Miss Lovely’s composure and masterful strategy. She was much less affected than it appeared, and when, stretched out on her back with her left hand clenched, she fiddled with the sand of the arena, it was not due to spasms of pain, as her adversary and the crowd believed. Seeing her at his mercy and keen to finish her off, The Killer did not take any precautions. As he raised his arm, he got the fistful of fine sand she had picked up right in the face, and momentarily blinded, his fatal reflex was to put his hands to his eyes. At the same moment the dagger, which she had taken care to keep within reach of her right hand at the moment when she collapsed, was plunged into the spot on his hairy chest where his heart was.
He fell down dead onto the young woman’s body and, before she had time to push him off by twisting the lower part of her body, her own chest was covered with the blood of her victim. So much so that part of the audience believed that she was fatally wounded and the stadium was filled with a distressed silence, heavy with disappointment.
         
It was only when she leaped up again, alert and triumphant, while the body of her opponent contracted in a final spasm, that the spectators understood. Then the concrete stadium was shaken by a storm of applause and incredible howls, celebrating the success of their favourite, who within moments had become their idol. Those on the official stand also joined in the general euphoria, and Mrs Betty Han saluted in recognition of the victory of intelligence and cunning over brute force, while five hundred thousand mouths chanted the name Lovely. The Nobels who were present were no less enthusiastic, at least those who belonged to the clan of the physicists, for they all supported the Alpha team which represented quantum theory. Their cheeks burning with pride, and considering the victory their own, they behaved in a noticeably frenetic way, waving their arms, tapping their feet, drooling, belching and uttering threatening shouts, not a single word of which could be discerned clearly.
         
‘What do you make of it?’ Yranne asked Zarratoff ironically.
The latter had followed the fight in silence, but with bated breath like the rest of the spectators. His friend’s question surprised him just as he was opening his hands in an instinctive gesture to join in the applause. He started, and seemed to be ashamed of himself. He put down his arms and shrugged his shoulders. He made no reply.
 

The crowd turned their attention to the other fights, from which they had been distracted by the dramatic intensity of the star bout. One of them was in the process of finishing tragically: it was between a male Alpha wrestler and a female Beta. The latter had at first defended herself courageously, but after being wounded on two occasions it was obvious that she would not be able to last much longer. As her adversary approached her to finish her off, her attitude changed suddenly. With no strength left, and feeling that she was lost, she looked at him imploringly. She dropped to her knees in front of the man and lowered her head, crossing her arms over her blood-spattered breast.
         
The audience showed immediately how indignant this made them, and all kinds of projectiles were thrown over the bars, overwhelming the miserable woman. It was against the rules of the game: the athletes should fight to the death. The audience did not calm down again until a referee intervened, who made the woman get up again, threatening her with his revolver. She stumbled to her feet. The crowd reacted violently again when they saw the male wrestler throw his dagger aside. The referee was going to intervene again, but, like the spectators, he had not understood the meaning of this gesture. There was no question of him showing mercy. It was simply that his hands were sufficient to finish the job. He knocked the woman out with one blow of his fist, and then, sitting astride her, he strangled her.
Having calmed down again, the crowd applauded, for even though the bout had not been an artistic masterpiece like the previous one, it always appreciated players who introduced some variety into their style.
The Alpha team’s victory could scarcely be in doubt any more. However, while this bout had been going on, they had lost another of the two final bouts. It was between two men. The Alpha wrestler was under the other man. Stretched out on his back, with one arm broken by a brutal armlock, he could no longer defend himself except by trying to dodge the blows by contorting his body. He managed to avoid some in this way, but the last one was fatal. However the Beta wrestler’s triumph was short-lived. Kneeling down by his adversary, he kept up the momentum as he was about to deal the death blow, and the crowd was just about to applaud, for it was only fair to acknowledge his achievement, even if he was not one of the favourites. But then he suddenly stopped and held his breath. Miss Lovely, who had just freed herself from the body of her first victim, was approaching him stealthily. After a few moments of oppressed silence, a new wave of cheers greeted the glint of a dagger as she plunged it between the shoulders of the short-lived victor. The steel penetrated so deeply that she had to use all her strength to pull it out again, pressing the corpse down with her knee, causing it to fall back on top of that of the Alpha wrestler.
         
The show was drawing to a close, or at least most of the audience thought so: with two Alpha players unharmed and now available to help their partner, as was permitted by the rules of the game, the outcome of the world championship was no longer in doubt and the last bout was scarcely of interest.
This one was between two women, who had inflicted only light wounds on each other. But when the last female Beta wrestler saw that Miss Lovely was also coming towards her with her victorious companion, she was so sure of the fate which awaited her at the hands of three opponents, that she panicked and behaved in a despicable way, which prompted more booing and a torrent of insults. She threw aside her dagger and sought salvation in vain by fleeing. She had gone completely out of her mind. She rushed towards the edge of the ring, ran around it, clinging onto the bars and in her madness shook them violently. But they were solid and had been erected to prevent all attempts at escape. The staff of the stadium kept a watchful guard around the ring and were quick to force the miserable woman back towards the centre, where her opponents were waiting for her, by striking her with lances. There she stopped, wild-eyed, and waited without even looking at the male Alpha wrestler and her former opponent, who were preparing to attack her from different directions.
‘Leave her to me!’ Miss Lovely, who had not taken part in this maneouvre, shouted suddenly.
The crowd understood her intention at once and uttered howls of approval.
         
‘Yes. Yes. Lovely! Lovely!’
Her intervention introduced some unexpected suspense, for which all were grateful to her. The spectators who were getting ready to leave their seats sat down again. The male and female wrestlers from the Alpha team hesitated and exchanged meaningful looks with each other, for there was a special bonus for each individual victory and Miss Lovely had already had her fair share of those.
‘Lo-ve-ly!’ the crowd roared. ‘Lo-ve-ly! Lo-ve-ly!’
‘Leave her to me,’ the young woman insisted. ‘Leave her to me, please, and I’ll give all my bonuses to you.’
Smiling at her, the man and woman bowed. They were no doubt interested in her generous offer, but also they were concerned not to disappoint their public, and perhaps they were also touched by the mischievous charm with which she had entreated them.
They separated. There was scarcely any danger for the woman champion. The Beta woman, although much heavier than her, was far from being in the same class. What is more she was out of breath and too distraught to offer any serious resistance.
Miss Lovely also threw her dagger aside and faced her last opponent with her bare hands. For several minutes it was a classic celebration of wrestling, achieving at times the greatness of ancient times, and not one of the spectators present ever forgot it. There was an enchanting quality about it which filled the old enthusiasts with wonder. She was intoxicated, and transported to the highest summits of her art by the encouragements of five hundred thousand admirers, and the young woman deployed, in her range of infinite variations, her knowledge of wrestling, her feline suppleness and her strength, transcending herself every moment in order to deserve and win from the crowd ever more intense roars.
 
It started with a series of forearm blows, rapid blows to which she was able to impart as much grace as violence, and which shot out like bolts of lightning with sudden, unprecedented force from her whole body. In the face of this onslaught, the numbed woman, who was stunned and incapable of predicting the moment and angle of the attack, was soon unable to do anything but bury her head in her tightly closed arms, swaying unsteadily on her legs at each new blow.
         
Seeing her like this, like a bull dazzled and thrown into a panic by the whirl of capes and the banderillas, Miss Lovely adopted another technique. She withdrew a little, taking a new run at her and throwing her marvellous athletic body like a projectile. As though struck by a battering ram her opponent fell to the ground and could only get up again with difficulty, to be kicked again, once in the pit of her stomach and again full in the face, by the goddess’ two feet, which had been catapulted through the air again. This happened five or six times and every time the woman got up again but with increasing difficulty. Each time she was a little more wobbly, her vision a little more blurred, and each time she was brutally knocked down again.
Miss Lovely raged tirelessly. With all its muscles powerfully extended, her much admired naked body, red with the blood of previous victims and taut as a bow, literally flew through the air. Then, having hit her target, she landed smoothly on her hands, did a pirouette on the sand, and without even pausing to draw breath, launched into flight once more. It defied the laws of gravity, an almost supernatural demonstration of strength and beauty. The crowd, the three referees and the surviving wrestlers followed each of her movements as though in a dream, holding their breath with a religious fervour. Everyone adored her at that moment for the free gift that she was offering as a bonus to her admirers. They all curbed their shouts of congratulation. In the huge stadium nothing could be heard but the increasing breathlessness of the victim and the light rustling of the body flying through the air as it lightly brushed the sand which floated up around her. Emotions reached a climax which could not be maintained for very long. The silent stadium seemed ready to explode. It was time to bring things to a close. And Miss Lovely did so with the mastery of a great artiste. When, finally knocked senseless, the woman had collapsed onto the ground, the young woman bent down, grabbed hold of her, one hand between her legs, the other under her breasts, and, quickly stretching her own loins which revealed the harmonious form of her musculature, she raised the flabby body that seemed to be more than twice as big as hers above her head. Amidst the bursts of applause prompted by this gesture, she whirled it round, offering it as a sacrifice to her public, twice, three times, ten times, until she herself became dizzy, exhilarated by this triumphal waltz. Then she let the inert body of the woman fall to the ground, turned her onto her stomach, placed one of her divine legs on her back, and, grabbing hold of her neck, broke her cervical vertebrae.
         
With perfect coordination and spontaneity, the crowd became silent one last time, for a brief moment, to hear the bones cracking. When this was done, it felt finally free to go wild to the point of ecstasy. Grasped by her two partners, who carried her in triumph, Miss Lovely raised her arms and arced her gleaming body towards a public that had gone mad, and was incapable of restraining its passion, smashing the seats and the telescopic viewers and breaking everything around them, uttering wild cries to the glory of their idol all the while.
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A few months before, Mrs Betty Han had obtained the agreement of the government, which was in desperate straits, to put a certain programme into practice that had been prepared by her collaborators, a team of psychologists and psychiatrists, with a view to curing the world of the ills which were devastating it and threatened to ruin it completely.
         
The report which she presented to the Council included a minute scientific analysis of the scourges which psychology had been called upon to combat. The entire conclusion of this first section, translated into ordinary language, could be expressed in these few points:
The world was suffering from melancholy. And the suicides were a direct consequence of this condition. The enormous amount of leisure time, which was the consequence of the rationalisation of work, had not itself been properly organised.
Education, which had been granted such a large role, had proved itself incapable of filling the void of empty hours and satisfying the thirst for entertainment and for occupying the mind that was inherent in human nature. Contrary to Betty’s advice, the Ministry for Leisure had neglected the Department of Games, which, with only derisory means at its disposal, had not taken any worthwhile initiative. In fact the opposite was true, and the former sport competitions between national teams, which had previously aroused general enthusiasm, had disappeared with the demise of nations. Nothing replaced them. The instinct for play, which psychology considered to be one of the most powerful ones in human beings, had thus been despised.
Concerning the matter of LCE, the world had lost confidence in itself, because it trusted instead the perfect automatic equipment that science had provided. The case of the cosmonauts was typical. During the long periods they spent in space, they had become used to relying on their computers completely, which never did anything wrong. So much so that they got to the point where they weren’t able to make even a basic move without instructions and approval from the machines.
After having developed and analysed these points in depth, the report came to possible solutions to the problems that had been created in this way. They were based on very simple principles.
         
As the situation was very serious, it was necessary to resort to a shock remedy capable of provoking passionate and violent interest in order to bring the world out of its melancholy state. It was necessary to conceive some entertainments which would be sufficiently sensational, in the literal sense of the word, to enthrall the mind during its interminable leisure time.
These entertainments, which the Ministry of Psychology envisaged in the form of games, should be of such a nature as to restore confidence in human value to the individual who practiced them and to the spectator who watched them, and in such a way as to fire the imagination and the senses. Thus, by a sequence of logical argument, they arrived at the concept of competitions, which were brutal and violent, and brought into play all the energy of the participants.
The report then went on to deal with questions of pure psychology, and cited innumerable experiments conducted in ordinary life or carried out under laboratory conditions, and mentioned also that aggression was a very important factor. It was composed with such skill that it gradually led the reader to admit that it was logical, and almost natural, to propose the inauguration of a series of popular spectacles, in which players would confront each other in murderous combat. A start could be made immediately, by way of a trial with bouts between only two opponents, for example, two experienced fencers.
The experts predicted that the emotion created by these duels would lead to a relatively rapid improvement, but that it would not be sufficient to keep the world in a condition of mental health. Mrs Betty Han could see further ahead, and, even before the principle of the games was approved, her staff of specialists were working on varying the programme both in terms of its scope and its quality.
When Fawell and the ministers were informed of this conclusion, after letting themselves be convinced for a moment by the insidious temptations of logic, they were nevertheless overcome with indignation and swore that they would never agree to these barbaric measures. However, as they were all men of science, used to using their reason, they soon regained their composure and thought the matter over, which led to great confusion in their minds. It was in this state of mind that they attended the council convened by the President, to discuss the project and listen to its author’s explanations.
         
Fawell arrived at the meeting depressed and demoralized. The decision that was to be taken was so important that the Nobels had appointed an important delegation to represent them. It was presided over by O’Kearn, who had put pressure on the government to reserve an important role for psychology.
         
It was a long and lively debate. Several ministers had criticised the project at the beginning in the name of morality and simple humanity. Mrs Betty Han listened to them calmly, and then replied. Playing with the meaning of words, she commented first on the fact that so-called ‘humanity’ was at that moment on a path which would lead to it disappearing completely. Then appealing to their rational minds, she had no difficulty in demonstrating that the death of a few was an insignificant evil compared with the self-massacre of suicides. For her, this remedy was by contrast deeply humane, if it managed to put an end to the deadly epidemic. The most well informed psychologists were convinced of this. Even meticulous scholars could not help being swayed by this reasoning, and criticisms became less incisive. Zarratoff, however, remained fiercely opposed, but for him it was not a question of morality or humanity. He was against the idea of games as such, because of their childish nature. But his voice was barely listened to.
Then, turning towards Fawell, Betty asked him with a smile if he had the latest statistics concerning suicides. He did not attempt to conceal the truth: they were worse than the most pessimistic predictions. A sense of tragedy hung silently over the council, faced with such responsibilities.
         
‘Assuming that we decide to try out this experiment, we still need to find some volunteers for these sorts of games.’
Betty reassured him on this point. With the help of her reputation as a psychologist, she declared that she was certain of finding as many volunteers as necessary and even many more. It would be necessary to reject some and to conduct a selection process to ensure that they would keep only the most deserving people. Apart from the material advantages which would be granted to the survivors (even in a world in which prosperity reigns everywhere, it is always possible to invent refinements to reward people for their merits, such as giving them works of art, for example, which, justifiably, cannot be priced), the simple prospect of triumphal victory, orchestrated and celebrated of course over the airwaves and in the press, would tempt a mass of enthusiasts. Even the possibility of a glorious demise in front of thousands of spectators would attract all those who, unable to put up with their present way of life, would prefer it to a lonely and miserable end hanging from a rope or in the murky waters of a river.
‘Amongst other ills the world was also suffering from a lack of star personalities,’ Betty maintained, ‘and it is far from unimportant for our programme that it will lead to the emergence of such stars. I advised you previously to create a world anthem and world banners. Experience has proved me right. I am telling you today, that a world state cannot do without world stars.’
         
Some of the ministers still hesitated. O’Kearn put the weight of his authority behind Mrs Betty Han in a few decisive phrases:
‘We are realists,’ he said. ‘We cannot refuse to accept a realistic solution. It is my opinion that we should try the experiment.’
To utter the word ‘experiment’ in a gathering of scholars was to lure them irresistibly with something that dazzled their eyes. The government decided to proceed with the plan, and were unanimous, except for one voice, that of Zarratoff.
         
 

The games were inaugurated immediately. At first it was of course simple individual sword fights, with the duellists not being made to follow the rules of fencing. They could move around, run and jump just as they wanted to and use their fists when they had the chance. It resulted in attacks which were quite like those seen in former times in swashbuckler films, with the difference that the weapons did not have foils, the wounds were real, and the fight ended in the death of one of the combatants.
The first competitions were a great success. The crowd went wild about each armed sequence and the victors were raised to the rank of world stars, as Betty had hoped. By a fortnight after the start of the shows, which were put on almost everywhere in the world and broadcast widely by all audio-visual media, the number of suicides had gone down by twenty-five per cent. Fawell had to admit that the psychologist’s prediction was right, yet again. He did so with good grace and Mrs Betty Han was given a free hand to pursue her programme and perfect it.
For knowing that the duels would end up becoming boring, she maintained feverish enthusiasm among her staff. Several teams of researchers worked relentlessly in laboratories specialising in putting together a range of games which became more and more stimulating, and more and more thrilling, in order to maintain and stir up the enthusiasm provoked by the first experiments even more. In this way the formula for super-wrestling with mixed teams was discovered. The world championship, with keenly contested knock-out rounds in various regions, had been an enormous success. The finale surpassed all expectations.
 

It was quite strange that the first idea for super-wrestling was born not in the mind of a professional psychologist but in that of the mathematician Yranne.
He had in no way taken offence at the promotion of Mrs Betty Han. On the contrary he was happy to find himself relieved of part of his responsibilities. After producing an enormous amount of work during the last few years, he also found himself now with some leisure time. He used it not to pursue his analytical research, but, following a strange inclination which he sensed in advance that he would not be able to resist, to think about the Chinese psychologist’s projects. He found them very interesting and allowed his logical and subtle mind to indulge itself quite naturally in imagining some innovation in the programme of games, to the great fury of his friend Zarratoff, who could no longer persuade him to play a game of chess, so absorbed was he in his daydreams tinged with speculation.
         
After pursuing a series of fruitless deductions, it came to Yranne one evening that wrestling, if pushed to its extreme, that is to say to a mortal end, would be a good way to fulfill all the conditions necessary to arouse the passions of crowds. He shared his idea with Betty, masking his shyness with a joking manner.
She did not smile, as he feared she would, but on the contrary remained serious and pensive. Then she thanked her friend warmly, and went off with this fresh idea to one of her laboratories straight away, where it was immediately considered, dissected, analysed and finally improved upon till it gave birth to the actual show decided upon. The last touch of spice was added by a very young male student of psychology, by the name of Rousseau, whom she had found to be very imaginative, and had recruited into her research department, judging that youth was a good qualification for work of this kind. It was he who had the idea of introducing women into the teams and having them fight naked or almost so, like the men, adding thereby the spice of striptease to the pepper of violence. Mrs Betty Han congratulated him on his brainwave and predicted a brilliant future for him.
As for the suggestion that the rival teams should bear the names of various scientific theories, this came from Betty herself. She thought that in this way they could replace the passionate element provided in the past by the confrontation between two groups of different nationalities. Fawell had approved of this point without reservation. He hoped to arouse in an indirect way, by means of the games, some interest in the theories themselves, which would ultimately be beneficial to science.
         
Although it was not imposed by any rule, it happened that the Alpha team almost always chose to represent a theory of physics, while the Beta team wore the colours of a hypothesis dear to the hearts of biologists.
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After the world championships, the Ministry of Psychology seemed to rest on its laurels and did not make any innovations in the realm of games for quite a long time. Research continued, but none of the proposals submitted to Mrs Betty Han satisfied her. In her opinion, no doubt with reason, super-wrestling was a kind of masterpiece and she was afraid that innovations would appear dull in comparison.
There were some interesting proposals however, which she studied attentively: a kind of rugby, in which the players wore helmets fitted with sharp points; a charge on horseback by two teams, brandishing lances as in the tournaments of yesteryear, and dashing towards each other at top speed. Another project was inspired by Roman games and pitched retiarii against murmillones or gladiators against wild animals.
Just in case, she put these proposals away in a cupboard, but she hoped that her collaborators would come up with better ones. For the present, super-wrestling satisfied humanity’s desires completely. The suicide tendency curve was constantly downward towards the base and was close to reaching a normal level. President Fawell was regaining confidence. The time would come when an additional effort of the imagination would be required of the researchers, on the day when the game fashionable at that time was no longer sufficient. That day would come, Betty had no illusions about it, but she hoped it was far off.
         
 

In the meantime, the fireworks display of the world championship had not gone out, far from it. It continued for several months, inspired by the simple memory of that marvellous finale, in which Miss Lovely had revealed herself in all her glory. She was now revered as the equivalent of a goddess, in a way no star of former times had ever been. Every day all the broadcasting media praised her merits and beauty, both of which were incomparable. Her admirers could be counted in their billions and hideous crimes were committed with the sole object of gaining her attention. Mrs Betty Han and the psychologists who collaborated with her judged this unrest to be healthy and did everything possible, with much publicity, to keep the world in this feverish and passionate state to dispel the dreadful melancholy of the previous year. The statistics proved them right. Miss Lovely was a powerful healing force, and Fawell realised this. He decided to add to the young woman’s glory by personally hanging on her valorous breast the medal of world merit.
After several triumphant months, however, the world champion team had to defend their title, due to a challenge from some little known opponents who had been trained in secret. They were beaten this time. All four players had their throats cut and this time it was Miss Lovely’s blood which stained the arena sand red, while her victorious rival, even younger than her, uttered ecstatic cries as she danced on the corpse. The whole world wept and moaned, but to the great satisfaction of the Ministry of Psychology, the rival had in her turn become an idol within days and the public’s enthusiasm for her was even greater than for the former champion, both in its loudness and frenzy. One of Mrs Betty Han’s collaborators, Rousseau, the young man of whom she expected so much after his participation in perfecting super-wrestling, said to her one day, with a smile, that this sort of star did not run a very great risk of wearing themselves out and ending up destitute and forgotten, for their occupation only left them a very small chance of surviving more than a few months. In this way the world’s interest and passion was constantly renewed and rejuvenated.
         
 

The psychological programme had another success: LCE, or loss of confidence in the ego, had shown a net decrease, as had the epidemic of suicides, and was becoming just a memory of something in the past. In general it was only necessary for sufferers of the illness to attend one or two sessions of super-wrestling and their self-confidence would almost miraculously reappear. And the simple experience of watching the show on television led to a notable improvement in many cases.
         
But not for everybody: for some patients the cure was not effective. This was the case for quite a lot of cosmonauts, the first to have experienced it and certainly the most deeply affected. This was especially the case with Nicolas Zarratoff, whose condition had not improved and who suffered horrible crises of LCE at fairly frequent intervals. After taking him to several sessions of the games, however remarkable they were, Ruth noticed in despair that there was no noticeable progress at all and Nicolas himself realised it too.
In face of the powerlessness of all the doctors and psychiatrists, Fawell and Zaratoff’s father, overcome by grief and foreseeing the collapse of their marriage, decided to seek Betty’s advice. Fawell now regarded her as Providence itself in such desperate situations, and the astronomer started to forgive him for his initiative in setting up the games, since the finale of the championship had captured his interest. The Chinese woman screwed up her eyes, as she usually did in such moments of critical reflection.
         
‘I see only one remedy,’ she said finally, ‘but I cannot reveal it to either you or Ruth. I promise you that I will talk to him privately.’
They could not get anything else out of her, but she kept her word. She discussed the matter with Nicolas in one of his lucid moments and pointed out to him that his sole chance of being cured was to take part in one of the matches, not as a spectator but as a player.
Nicolas was strong and in the past he had played a large number of sports. She managed to convince him, and he trained secretly for a month and then entered a particularly brilliant competition, without Ruth or those close to him knowing about it. He felt that the psychologist was right. It was his last lifeline, his final hope of recovering his mental health and of escaping a torment which had become unbearable, and which would have finished by driving him to suicide.
He was lucky to prevail, stabbing two opponents, a man and a woman, to death with his own hands after attacks which won him applause. He felt an immediate change in himself, and after numerous examinations the medical unit confirmed that there was no trace of the illness any longer. He now had no difficulty at all in driving a car or piloting an airplane and was considered capable again of leading missions into space. On the day when he revealed to Ruth the details of both the treatment he had followed and the complete cure, she embraced him sobbing, and made him swear never to do it again, and then, her heart bursting with gratitude, she took an enormous bouquet of the rarest flowers to the tomb of his victims.
Certain cosmonauts, who were indifferent to the shows, copied his example and took part in the games. They were either cured or died after the first session. In this way LCE was quickly eliminated from the planet.
 
As for the third obstacle which the government had come up against – the fact that the world showed little interest in pure science, despite having so much leisure time – it was difficult to claim that the Ministry of Psychology had made equal progress in this direction, although Betty sometimes did so. If there was some improvement in this area, then it only seemed to concern scientists themselves. The world had in fact become less demanding in the matter of progress in material goods, and scholars, who were no longer the object of constant complaints, would certainly be able to tear themselves away from the monstrous requirements of industrial technology and take up their fundamental research again. They would at last be able to devote themselves in a disinterested manner, as in the past, to the pursuit of truth and to make real progress in science, which had tended to slow down since the advent of world government.
         
It was not the future which Fawell had dreamed of. In fact he had the feeling that the world was marching directly towards that division into two classes which he had dreaded in the past, and which he might find himself obliged to accept as a lesser evil. In moments of melancholy, he began to repeat to himself the predictions of Father Teilhard that had inspired his initial programme: ‘The moment will come, and it is necessary that it should come, when man… will recognise that science is not for him an accessory occupation, but an essential form of activity, a natural derivative in fact, open to the excess of forms of energy constantly being set free by machines.’
For the moment the derivative was artificial and took the form of barbaric and deadly games. In his conversations with Betty, the latter accepted that this was so with good grace, but claimed that they had successfully made the first step. In one sense the world was beginning to become interested in science through the teams of players who presented themselves as the champions of this or that theory. Thanks to this initiative words such as atoms, molecules, cells and others were recurring quite frequently in everyday conversations whenever there were competitions. She would never give up hope, for it was the very basis of her thinking, her great plan, to transfer this passion for the symbolic representatives of an idea onto the idea itself. It had to be admitted that they had had a remarkable result: psychology had triumphed and crowned the marvellous successes already achieved through super-wrestling.
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The day foreseen by Mrs Betty Han, when super-wrestling was no longer enough to satisfy the world’s passionate avidity, came very soon. And it quickly became obvious that it would not be long before everyone became bored.
One morning Fawell went to the psychologist’s home to have a confidential talk with her. What he had to tell her was still a secret and he did not want it spread around. No sooner had he entered her home than he put before her the table of suicides, the real one, which he was provided with personally by a special department every day. Betty hardly glanced at it and shrugged her shoulders.
‘I know the situation,’ she said. ‘Don’t you think I’ve got my own statistics? And it all makes sense. The last games were disappointing. Even if I didn’t have accurate equipment at every session to show me to the nearest decibel the intensity of the cheers, I could tell by the attitude of the spectators.’
‘Melancholy?’ Fawell asked gloomily.
‘Not openly, but there’s certainly the threat of it.’
In fact the crowd was not yet showing this dreaded gloominess openly at all. There was still some applause, and sometimes some yells, when the wrestlers excelled themselves or when some weakling managed to overcome an unpleasant brute, rather as Miss Lovely had done. But for an observer with sharpened senses like the psychologist, these cheers did not have the same resonance. The fire of enthusiasm was missing. The players themselves noticed this deficiency and the show suffered because of it. Like the actor who starts to suspect that the cheering is the result of ordinary politeness and who thus starts to go to pieces somewhat, the wrestler could no longer, or only in exceptional circumstances, manage to raise himself to the summit of his art. Previously unimaginable behaviour had even been observed in one of these athletes: discouraged and stretched out on the ground, yet without any serious wound, he obstinately refused to get up and waited for the pistol shot in the nape of the neck by the referee, without lifting a finger to save his own life. And this was simply because the public’s attitude had disappointed him.
         
It was these disturbing symptoms and the table of suicides that Fawell laid out before Betty, representing the gravity of the situation in the language of geometry. After a long even sequence, there was now a tendency to curve upwards. It was still scarcely perceptible, just a slight tendency, but Yranne, who studied it every day at the President’s request, could predict its future rate: they were entering an ascendant phase again. There was no possible doubt about it for a specialist in analytic geometry.
‘It’s alarming,’ said Fawell.
‘I know.’
‘We must do something.’
         
‘Yes, of course we must. Don’t you think that I’m convinced of that too? I’ve got hundreds of specialists working on the problem in my laboratories. Believe me, I don’t give them a moment’s respite. And they themselves are obsessed with the importance and urgency of the problem. Night and day they are racking their brains to invent an enthralling game, a thrilling one, a game that is a fitting successor to super-wrestling, which is inadequate nowadays and will soon be rejected.’
‘Well?’
‘Well?’ she shouted, impatient to the point of fury, ‘well, they still haven’t found anything satisfactory. It’ll happen, I’m sure of it, but when?’
         
‘We need it in a matter of days, not to say hours,’ Fawell said, becoming more and more solemn… Perhaps we could try your idea of charges on horseback?’
She had told him before of the projects which she kept in her files just in case they were needed.
‘We could,’ she admitted without conviction.
Each team consisted of fifty horsemen (the psychologists estimated that interest in the show would increase according to the number of players), twenty-five men and twenty-five women, a proportion which had proved to be suitable before. Armed with lances they charged at top speed to do battle with each other. After the collision the survivors were to occupy the space relinquished by their opponents, wait for a new signal, and then start again, and continue thus until one of the teams was destroyed.
It required a large number of participants and there was a risk of it often ending in a general massacre. It was necessary to prepare a considerable reserve of players in advance. In spite of this Betty had still predicted that they would find more volunteers of both sexes than they required. But to ensure that the competition ran smoothly, rigorous preliminary training in the handling of lances and in the art of riding was necessary. They also needed a lot of horses, which was a problem, because these animals had become rare in a scientifically run society.
The government spared nothing, it was prepared to sacrifice everything to ward off the phantom of melancholy whose menacing shadow was starting to hover over the world again. It had training stadiums built and created stud farms where they managed to breed a race of horses particularly well suited to the activities intended for them. It was also necessary to develop special performance grounds, for a simple arena was clearly too restricted a setting. To increase the difficulty and stimulate interest, it was decided that the jousts would take place on open ground with a varied landscape, comprising obstacles such as streams and forests, and that the clash should not occur until after a charge of about several hundred metres. After searching around they found several suitable locations. It was also necessary to lay out some areas for the spectators without destroying the natural advantages of the site. So they ended up building two rows of high parallel terraces between which the clash would take place.
         
All this was carried out and carried out well, and the first competition was a creditable success. The horse-riders met at a pre-arranged place, under the gaze of an inquisitive public. The clash was quite disturbing: it took place in serried rows and caused dreadful carnage to men, women and horses. The players were in such a frenzy that there were only three or four horse-riders left on either side after the fourth round. The required outcome occurred after the sixth round: one team was destroyed, but there were only two survivors on the winning team.
The spectators were generous with their cheers for these new heroes and the recording equipment displayed an acceptable intensity of yelling. Fawell was hopeful for a moment when he noticed that the table of suicides was tending to show a downward curve again, but Mrs Betty Han shook her head with a sceptical look. She had a premonition and her experience as a psychologist suggested to her that these results would be short-lived.
She was right. Other competitions of this kind organised at the same time were only moderately successful and it very quickly became obvious that the enthusiasm for horse charges was only a flash in the pan. Inventing other games was a matter of urgency. So several other games kept in reserve were tried. Conflicts between gladiators were a partial failure and barely lasted a fortnight. As for rugby with spiked helmets, it was a complete flop and took place in gloomy silence, only arousing a few modest cheers among those under fourteen years old. The phantom of melancholy refused to let itself be warded off by such entertainments and its foul shadow was darkening the skies again.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    6.

For about a month, the table of suicides had been showing an upward curve again. Mrs Betty Han had been really harassing her experts, and she herself was hounded many times by Fawell, who was desper ate. No one could devise a game thrilling enough to curb the deadly epidemic.
The vice-president was in a gloomy mood when she went into the psychological research laboratories that morning to examine a new project which the head of the department had brought to her attention. At her request, Yranne accompanied her. She valued his judgement. Wasn’t he the originator of the game that had worked wonders in its time? What is more, he had not lost interest in the work of her department and on the contrary devoted somewhat more of his own leisure time than before to researching solutions to the problems of the moment. She often sought his help.
‘Couldn’t you dream up an idea like super-wrestling?’
But he also seemed to have become mentally exhausted and could not think of anything which would be satisfactory.
They both sat down at a desk which the head of the laboratory had let them use, placing a dossier in front of them about a new invention. They examined it carefully before discussing it.
The project was quite original but before even going into the details, Betty had the feeling that it could provide no more than a weak palliative. It consisted of an underwater fight between frogmen and frogwomen, armed with guns similar to those used in the past for submarine fishing, but with a greater range and efficiency, and with knives which, in hand-to-hand combat, could serve equally well to stab a hole in someone’s chest as to cut the oxygen supply tubes. The players would swim around in a giant aquarium with transparent sides and viewing terraces installed around it.
         
‘What do you think?’ Betty asked her companion.
He pulled a face and did not reply at once. Around them the researchers were busy going about their work in silence. There were about fifty in this laboratory, all of them young, many of them still pursuing their studies or having recently finished them. The psychologist still had hopes that a miraculous remedy could be discovered through the imagination of the young people. Each of them had at their disposal a work table and an easel for drawing on, which enabled them to study and to perfect the visual aspects of this or that plan. Sometimes when a provisional plan proved to be worth it, they could call upon professionals to create a coloured image of their idea.
In a studio attached to the laboratory it was possible to conduct experiments on the effects produced by volunteer actors on spectators chosen at random. In addition to these practical arrangements there were cameras and projection equipment, making it possible to analyse all aspects of the game in detail, and to eliminate anything that seemed tedious and keep only those elements which were of greater interest.
These budding scholars were all given enormous freedom. They worked in any way they wished and were only judged by their results. They all had different methods. Some liked to work in groups, discussing their ideas with their colleagues and collaborating with them. Others preferred to pursue their research alone and did not present their project until it was perfected.
Faced with the less than enthusiastic silence of her colleague, Betty spoke to the head of the laboratory, who was standing on the other side of the desk.
‘What do you think of it yourself, Rousseau?’
         
It was the young student who had got himself noticed by his psychology teachers. Betty had promoted him to head of the laboratory, hoping that this distinction would stimulate his inventive mind. It seemed that she was mistaken on this point. In fact the opposite had happened: the young man’s critical mind had developed, to the detriment of his creative genius.
‘I found, Madame, that it had some interesting aspects,’ he replied. ‘Otherwise I would not have allowed myself to present it to you.’
The lack of conviction in the tone of his voice seemed to give the lie to the sense of his words.
‘Explain what you mean,’ she said, impatiently. ‘I feel that you are not being open. Don’t hesitate to express any criticisms. I’m here to listen to them.’
‘Well, Madame –’
‘I have one criticism,’ Yranne interrupted suddenly. ‘It’s a detail which seems to have escaped the inventors and you yourself, Rousseau… There’s too much blood, Betty, too much blood.’
‘Too much blood!’
Mrs Betty Han had an angry expression and could not refrain from making a gesture revealing her exasperation.
‘Too much blood, Yranne! I thought that this drawback which is common to all our games had been once and for all kept within reasonable bounds. Are you going to join the camp of those who accuse us of being executioners, although we are in fact saving thousands of lives? You know that a little blood is an indispensable element in stirring up passion. I was not expecting such a comment from you, Yranne,’ she continued, looking thoroughly aggrieved.
‘Calm down, Betty. You haven’t understood what I mean in the least.’
‘I think that I can explain what you meant by it, sir,’ the young man interrupted boldly, ‘and at the same time I can vindicate myself for having omitted this drawback. However I mentioned it in this note attached to the dossier which you have not yet had time to read.’
         
‘Then let’s read it.’
‘“One of the likely drawbacks of this type of competition,”’ Rousseau read, ‘“is that there is a risk of the water becoming very clouded after several chests have been run through, to the extent that spectators may be prevented from seeing the end of the show.”’
‘Well done!’ exclaimed Yranne. ‘That’s exactly what I thought.’
‘I confess that this point escaped me,’ Betty murmured.
‘It seems to have escaped the inventors of the project as well,’ said Rousseau, in a slightly disdainful way.
Mrs Betty Han looked at them both in the same inquisitive way, full of a sort of admiration for them, a feeling which was quite rare for her.
‘You two think of everything.’
The young man smiled modestly.
‘It is however possible, as I have also mentioned, that a chemical procedure could be found to eliminate this drawback. We would have to study the possibility.’
‘Fine. The first criticism is: too much blood. I agree,’ said Betty. ‘Are there any others?’
‘I see at least one more and I think it’s much more important,’ the young man said, adopting a more enigmatic tone.
‘And that is?’
‘If you will allow me, Madame, first I would like to show you a film of the trial we ran. The failing will become obvious to you.’
‘You’ve conducted a trial of it?’
‘In an aquarium of considerable size, which I had built outdoors. But I did not pursue the experiment through to its ultimate conclusion, to save on the use of personnel. The projectiles are harmless, simple darts made out of rubber. For the sake of greater realism however, a quantity of blood corresponding to that from the faked wounds flows out of a waterproof pocket whenever there’s a blow. In this way you can observe the water gradually becoming cloudy. But I think that it is above all the serious failing which I alluded to before which will shock you.’
         
‘Let’s see it. Nothing is better than an experiment.’
She moved towards the projection room. But before entering it, she turned towards Rousseau, whose attitude seemed rather enigmatic.
‘Rousseau,’ she said, ‘you are hiding something from me. You present me with a project that certainly seems possible, but which, according to you, includes at least one serious failing. I want you to tell me frankly. Do you think it is viable, yes or no?’
‘No,’ the young man replied without hesitation.
‘So I thought. However, for this project which you have rejected a priori, you have considered it worth conducting a complete trial, and employing personnel, without however letting them be killed.’
‘I did not let it happen because it was of no use to my experiment,’ the young man interrupted apologetically.
‘I’m not reproaching you… Yet, for this demonstration, as you say, you have had a giant aquarium constructed and made a film of it. Please note that I don’t begrudge you the expense either. I have always told you and I repeat that I shall obtain all the funds necessary for your experiments, but on the condition that these experiments are productive. Well, in this case…’
‘Madame, in all honesty,’ the young man said in an earnest tone, ‘I considered this experiment to be very useful, and, despite its fundamental drawback, I am convinced that it will prove to be productive.’
Realising that nothing more would be forthcoming on the matter for the moment, she shrugged her shoulders and went into the projection room.
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She sat down in a seat next to Yranne, while the young man went off to give instructions to the operators. The lights went out and the film began. The two ministers found the opening sequences quite attractive. The trial had been carried out with the care which the laboratory brought to all its work.
It made a good visual impression. Complicated plays of light created a fantastic shimmering effect around the players, both men and women, who had all been chosen for their physiques and their skill as swimmers. They appeared to glide in a magical universe without gravity. They pursued each other tirelessly, each one trying to drive their opponent into a corner to shoot him at point blank range, while the other, after diving and swirling, slid like an eel between the other’s legs to strike him on the back. When one of them was hit by a dart, he simulated his death throes in an admirable way. These death throes took on a new and unexpected dimension deep in the water and the gushing artificial blood, with its pulsing stains like crimson jellyfish, added to its iridescence.
‘It’s really not so bad,’ commented Yranne in a low voice.
Betty did not reply. She was tempted occasionally to agree with this praise, but, the next moment, she felt almost ill at ease, disconcerted by an indefinable oppression. It was not due to the fact that the water had become so cloudy after several simulated wounds that one could only see the end of the conflict vaguely. This was a practical detail which it was no doubt possible to remedy, as Rousseau had said. There was something else, a failing which she felt intuitively should be obvious yet escaped her. Her companion soon seemed to be having the same impression, for he did not utter a word until the end of the film, which lasted about a quarter of an hour.
‘What do you think of it, Madame?’
Betty’s nerves were so tense that this unexpected question, spoken behind her in an abnormally high tone, made her jump. Yranne reacted in the same way beside her. The light had been switched on again for several moments, and they both remained motionless and silent, as though subject to some hypnotic effect.
         
Mrs Betty Han, whose self-composure was one of her virtues, detested those rare occasions when she was caught in the act of being nervous. She turned round in a fury to the young Rousseau, who had returned silently towards the end of the film and was standing behind them, and who was responsible for this untimely display of feeling.
‘There’s no point in surprising me like that,’ she said in a bed-tempered way.
‘A thousand apologies, Madame,’ he replied contritely, ‘but… I did it deliberately.’
‘What?’
‘I did it deliberately,’ he repeated firmly. ‘It’s a continuation of my experiment.’
Yranne started to look at him with increased interest. Still speaking humbly, Rousseau said: ‘It’s just a simple little psychological test.’
‘For which we have served as guinea pigs for you, if I understand you correctly,’ said Betty, now too intrigued to be really angry. ‘But I don’t see exactly…’
‘I only intervened unexpectedly to emphasise the condition into which this game has plunged you. Your reaction has proven that this condition is much closer to oppression than enthusiasm.’
‘That may be true. But what caused the oppression?’
‘Didn’t you feel it, Madame?’ Rousseau said, lowering his voice and becoming mysterious again… ‘The world of silence.’
‘What do you mean, the world of silence?’ Betty repeated in exasperation.
‘This young man will go far,’ Yranne suddenly exclaimed. ‘I know what he means, Betty!’
‘Lucky you!’
‘Madame, the reason why this experiment was of inestimable value is because it makes clear, by emphasising the fact, a major fault which is common to all our games. There is no…’
         
‘No sound!’ Yranne shouted. ‘I told you I understood. No sound!… He’s a genius, Betty.’
‘No –’
She interrupted herself and uttered an exclamation, finally seeing the light herself. She had had a vague feeling for a long time that the previous failures had a very simple cause, but she could not define it.
‘I understand, I understand,’ she murmured, ‘but continue your explanation of what you’re thinking all the same.’
‘Well, Madame,’ said Rousseau, swelling with pride, ‘even though I don’t have a specific project to present to you myself, I really believe I have discovered the flaw in all our previous inventions, even including super-wrestling. Let’s take it as an example: the visual element was excellent, perfect, that’s why it lasted so long, but it failed to make an auditory impression. It lacked sound, noise. It is only possible to enthrall human beings by appealing to all their senses, or at least the main ones.’
‘He’s right,’ exclaimed Yranne. ‘We’ve been stupid.’
‘And me more than anyone,’ Betty admitted bitterly. ‘How could I have neglected the need to make an auditory impression? Wasn’t I the one who came up with the idea of a firework display, and the world anthem? How could we have been so blind?’
‘I think you mean deaf, Madame,’ the young man corrected her with a smile. ‘If you will allow me to make a comparison, I would say that our games were comparable to the silent cinema of ancient times. It produced a few masterpieces, but the world became bored with it in the end and demanded sound. When the visual aspect is thrilling, as with wrestling, then it is not so important at first: the crowd supplements the deficiency with the sound of its own cheering and yells. But in the long run it is not enough. In our cavalry charges, it’s true there was the galloping of the horses and the clash of the lances. But this is far from providing a suitable accompaniment. A much more extensive range of sounds is necessary to awaken people’s enthusiasm. As for these submarine games which take place in complete silence, I believe they are doomed to failure and I have only presented them today to provide evidence of the pitfall which we have always come up against.’
         
‘Brilliant!’ Yranne added.
Mrs Betty Han, who had completely regained her composure, did not fail to perceive the importance of this comment, but did not want to show too much admiration.
‘Perhaps,’ she sighed, ‘but all this is still negative. Don’t you have a constructive plan to put to me? This is really urgent.’
The young man said that he did not have anything to offer yet, but that his research would be taking a new direction after this discovery, and that he had high hopes.
It was Betty’s rule to let the researchers follow their own method of working. She dismissed him with an encouraging smile. He went back to his office watched enviously by two young psychologists, the one leaning on his work table, the other on his drawing board. And the two ministers left the laboratory.
‘We might not have anything positive yet,’ Yranne murmured, ‘but I think we’ve taken a big step. As of tomorrow, I’ll also think it over. And I’ll talk about it with Zarratoff too.’
‘Why Zarratoff? How can astronomy help us?’
‘He has the soul of a poet, and poets sometimes have good ideas.’
‘He has always been a bitter enemy of the games.’
‘He used to be,’ Yranne corrected her, with an enigmatic smile.
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A television screen lit up at the far end of the amphitheatre. It was gigantic, as was appropriate for the events which it was intended to display, and it covered almost the entire wall. The busts of Einstein and of some other celebrities had been removed so as not to block the view and had been consigned to an attic. A young blonde woman appeared and, enchanting the entire world with her smile, announced:
‘Good evening, Ladies and Gentlemen. In a few minutes satellite television coverage will start its live broadcast, in colour, and of course in 3D and with odours, of the fourth game in this historical series. The teams are now in place. The best reporters and cameramen at our disposal have been mobilised for this occasion and have been positioned at the most interesting vantage points. I hope therefore that you will not miss a single stage of the competition. Ladies and gentlemen, I wish you enjoyable days, excellent evenings and thrilling nights, as the broadcast will continued uninterrupted until the match is over and, of course,’ (at this moment she accentuated her smile) ‘no one can tell how long it will last.’
She disappeared and was replaced on the screen by a pendulum. It was five minutes to midnight, but the number twelve on the clock had been replaced by the letter H. There was a trembling and shuddering throughout the amphitheatre, with the government, a few important persons and all the Nobels also attending the new game in a state of fever. Young Rousseau was also aware of the honour awarded him by admitting him to this group, as a reward for his exceptional services.
         
Other similar giant screens had been set up almost everywhere in the world, as the new game included too many dangerous aspects for the spectators to be seated in the actual playing area. But the television services had made a special effort to provide this broadcast with all the qualities one would experience seeing it live, and had been helped in this by an army of scholars and technicians. All the qualified scientists had collaborated to produce a flawless spectacle, of a scale and realism that was hitherto unequalled.
         
Of course excellent colour reproduction had long been available, but it had been improved even more, not only in so far as it attained the perfection of nature, but it also surpassed it in the intensity of its tints and the evocative force of its contrasts. A group of the best physicists worked for a long time in their laboratories to obtain these effects. Fawell, who had at first helped them with advice, finished by putting himself in charge. He himself was starting to take a strong interest in the games.
A new procedure was perfected which guaranteed a faultless 3D performance. And concerning sound, its quality had been so improved that it could capture, without the least distortion, every possible noise which could enliven the game, from the rustling of an insect and the sigh of a dying man, to the most deafening crash. O’Kearn himself had neglected his nuclear work and devoted his genius to technology in order to enable the development of this acoustic masterpiece.
As all the odours were also transmitted faithfully and the dimensions of the images had been enlarged to considerable proportions without loss of definition, the television viewers would be able to perceive reality itself. There were tens of thousands of centres distributed at regular intervals around the Earth, where the spectacle could be broadcast without interruption thanks to an array of artificial satellites, the plan for which had been drawn up by Zarratoff.
As it happened however, there was also a considerable number of fanatics who were not satisfied with such perfection in realism and who chose to come to the actual site, the very locations used in the competition. They were allowed, but at their own risk and peril.
On the screen the pendulum disappeared just at the moment the large hand touched the H. However each passing second of time was still being shown in small boxes at the bottom on the right side of the screen. It was midnight, but a special process made it possible to show the surrounding countryside in a sort of half-light. For the spectacle began with a series of panoramic images. They could be seen for some time from various angles as they unfolded, but none of the players appeared.
         
The first view was of the sea, quite a beautiful sea, yet with a slight swell. Several cameras showed different aspects of it, first the open sea, and then, coming gradually closer to the shore, the smell of the sea invaded the amphitheatre. A beach with sand and pebbles was revealed, with huge mounds here and there, which could be taken at first to be rocks, but which did not deceive those in the know.
‘Bunkers,’ whispered Sir Alex Keene with a little laugh. ‘They’ll be popular.’
         
As the details became more distinct, it was possible to see that these blocks had edges which were too regular to be natural. They were in fact concrete structures, projecting from which, when shown in close-up, could be seen the long tubes of cannons, turned towards the sea. Another camera that was scanning the beach revealed a serried network of barbed wire, reinforced at certain points by steel stakes. There followed several similar views, providing quite a clear impression of the shoreline, over a distance of several kilometres.
Then the camera operator slowly returned to the open sea, where people were now visible. It was covered with a multitude of boats of all kinds, an armada filled the screen and was progressing towards the land. Shortly afterwards there was time to look in detail successively at the turrets of a battleship, another smaller warship, and then freighters of all sizes.
Now for the first time, visible on the decks of certain vessels, were some of the players. They belonged to the physical sciences or ‘Alpha’ team. They formed a compact mass, serried close together on the decks of the boats, but not a word had been spoken and there was a kind of solemnity about this silence. The only sound which was being faithfully transmitted was that of the sea and of the engines which were just idling.
         
But soon another noise could be heard, gradually dispelling the relative silence, and becoming louder with each passing second indicated in the boxes in the corner of the screen.
‘It’s our airplanes,’ proclaimed O’Kearn, with a defiant look in Sir Alex Keene’s direction.
         
And it was indeed airplanes that were approaching the fleet, progressing in the same direction towards the shore. They soon flew over the fleet and then overtook it, as the cameras started to capture the first aircraft in the sky. They appeared in several waves, and were of different types. After several panoramic views the camera operator endeavoured to follow a heavy bomber in close-up and was able to show distinctly its load of deadly equipment.
It was nearly thirty minutes past midnight. Satellite television coverage left the sea to return to the shore, where the noise of the engines had started to become noticeable and where a certain restlessness was in evidence. Brief orders had been issued during the night. Shadowy figures ran from one shelter to another. And suddenly, just as the last second of thirty minutes past midnight was reached, a terrible din burst out simultaneously on the land, on the sea and in the air, as the whole screen erupted in violence.
 
No image of a real battle had ever produced as striking an impression as this game. At the time of the actual landings in ’44, some shots gave a good idea of the violence of the operations, but the cameramen were filming in a hurry, with limited technical means and without any organisation comparable to the present one. They could not be everywhere at the same time to give a general impression and also pay particular attention to a mass of details as these cameramen were doing. As for films involving historical reconstruction after the event, of course they lacked the great emotion and the realism of a live event.
         
In this case the persons responsible for the games had taken care to place specialists at all the places considered important and which they knew well, as they had determined them themselves. The place and time of the first assault was specified in the rules of the game. After that a large amount of freedom was given to the teams to do their best with the means available to them. And considerable protective measures were taken with regard to the television crews and to be prepared for them being struck down, which was always possible, the groups of camera operators had been tripled, quadrupled and sometimes even increased tenfold at the greatest flashpoints. In this way there was no risk of the spectators being deprived of some outstanding episode.
This professional attention to detail bore fruit. The work of preparation had not been in vain: the spectacle promised to be of exceptional quality. From the first bombardment Yranne considered that the game was won and, tapping Betty on the shoulder in a familiar way, he held out his fist, giving her the thumbs up. The audio-visual images were marvellous and the television viewers would have to be made of marble not to be very deeply moved.
The screen was now permanently lit up by the explosion of bombs, which the cameras were often able to follow through the air from the moment they were dropped to the explosion in a deluge of fire and metal. Now viewers were very much present at the maneouvres of the Beta players, who belonged to the biological sciences team and were defending the shore. Some of the images made it possible to assess the turmoil inside the shelters; others showed the rapid blasting of the guns; yet others the feverish activity of the anti-aircraft defence. And all these images were sustained and sublimated by an auditory accompaniment which was finally worthy of them: the continuous crackling of small calibre weapons punctuated by the intermittent thundering of the big guns, the whole making up an intoxicating orchestra of sound, and all this was heightened by the odour of the battle which spread throughout the amphitheatre.
         
The view was no less striking in the sky over the coast of Normandy, where traceries of dazzling rays made streaks in the darkness. The projectors quite often managed to capture some of the moving forms, darker than the night itself, as they came out of a cloud, and they looked like brilliant stars encased in luminous cones. This one was not dropping bombs any more. One of these stars flickered occasionally, disappeared and reappeared a little lower, in the darkness, as a plume of smoke which was turning red. A cameraman almost always managed to follow planes like this one which had been shot down right until it exploded on the ground, which drowned out for a moment the rest of the din and intensified the luminosity of the sky even further.
This enchanting spectacle of supernatural character, and of a dramatic intensity never previously attained, this live representation of such a huge confrontation, the outcome of which was uncertain, and between champions who understood all the resources available to their art, created an atmosphere of passion and nervous over-excitement to which nobody could be immune. The spectre of melancholy had been banished. Even Mrs Betty Han allowed herself to succumb for a brief moment to the global enthusiasm, and her eyes, which were usually cold, blazed with triumph.
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This new game, the theme of which was ‘The Landings’, was simple. One team attempted to invade the continent of Europe; and the other’s task was to ward off this sea-born opponent. It was the fourth in a series which had proved to have a wealth of exciting aspects and finally attained lasting success.
         
The guiding principle proposed by the Ministry of Psychology was that of historical games. And the government could be proud of itself for having adopted it. Even though the young Rousseau’s important comment underlining the necessity of auditory impressions worthy of the images was the basis for these productions, he could not claim to be the sole originator. It was the fruit of a collaboration in which Yranne and also the astronomer Zarratoff participated. The latter, as the mathematician had confided subtly to Betty, was in the process of undergoing a remarkable change: not only was he no longer a fierce opponent of the games, but he was often tempted to add a stone himself to help build up the edifice of psychology.
The first game in the series was in fact thought up by Yranne and Zarratoff when, by a stroke of luck, there was a conjunction of two different trains of thought. When Yranne went to visit his friend, still deep in thought about Rousseau’s sensible comment, he found him bent over his desk, in the meditative attitude he knew so well. But he was not buried in contemplation of an astronomical map but of a large cardboard rectangle, on which mobile pieces could be shifted around, some of them red and the others blue, representing warships belonging to two opposing camps. Zarratoff did not utter a word. He just made an imperious gesture with his hand, to signify that he was absorbed in studying a complicated scheme and that he did not want to be disturbed.
This did not unduly surprise the mathematician. He took a seat, and sat in silence on the other side of the table, also leaning on the sheet of cardboard, and without disturbing his friend’s meditation, he started to study the position of the pieces too, trying to work out the best possible move to enable the game to continue.
‘It’s blue’s turn to move,’ Zarratoff deigned to say.
‘Well, I’ll take red.’
         
It was a game from former times, which the two friends had recently discovered and, surprisingly, taken a liking to. For them it took the place of chess, the laborious combinations of which they now found boring as their interests had been developing in a new direction for some time.
The game continued in silence. Yranne, who was usually the winner, watched his ships sink one after the other and found himself obliged to give up, which he in fact did with good grace. At first Zarratoff was uncontrollably exultant, but then he showed surprise at his uncustomary lack of tact.
‘You gave it to me on a plate, right from your second move. You have to protect your aircraft carrier at all costs. It’s simple.’
Yranne recognised his blunder and apologised for it.
‘It’s because I’ve got something else on my mind,’ he said.
So he explained to him that he had been present the previous day at a strange meeting in the psychology laboratory, and he repeated to him Rousseau’s conclusions. The astronomer understood, shaking his head in silence, and then both of them became absorbed in new reflections, staring blankly at the sheet of cardboard.
‘Good God!’ Zarratoff said suddenly.
‘Of course!’ exclaimed Yranne.
Nobody ever knew in which of the two brains the spark was first ignited. What is certain is that the theme of the first historical game was developed in that moment and simultaneously an important point was established concerning the principle governing all such entertainments. The two scholars only needed a few words to communicate their flash of inspiration to each other and find an ordinary, practical way to realise it. As soon as that was achieved, Yranne picked up the telephone and called the psychology laboratory. Mrs Betty Han was there, involved in an animated discussion with Rousseau.
‘We’ve found the answer! Zarratoff and me!’
‘You too?… So what is it?’
         
‘Trafalgar.’
‘Trafalgar? Well, yes. After all, why not?’
But he did not need to provide any further explanation. At the point she had reached in her discussion with Rousseau, her mind was focused in such a way that just this one word was sufficient. She smiled contentedly, now that she had experimental proof that the comments by her head of laboratory had turned out to be fruitful.
‘Just a second, stay on the line,’ she said, and then, speaking to Rousseau, she said, ‘They thought of Trafalgar. What do you think?… Wait!’ she continued, passing the receiver to him, ‘Tell him yourself about the point we’ve got to.’
The young man had a slightly annoyed expression on his face at first.
‘Yes, sir… Trafalgar? It’s certainly not a bad idea. But I was thinking… I mean, we were thinking, Mrs Han and I, of “The Battle of the Marne”.’
‘“The Battle of the Marne,” Yranne repeated, looking at Zarratoff. ‘Yes, of course, that’s not a bad idea either.’
‘All the same,’ the astronomer interrupted, ‘a naval battle…’
‘We’ll produce them both,’ Betty exclaimed, taking hold of the receiver. ‘We shouldn’t be arguing about it, we should be collaborating. Congratulations to all of you. I can now see the path we should take. We’ll produce them both and many more as well. It’s an inexhaustible mine.’
 

The principle of the historical games had indeed been established. It only remained to perfect this principle and set up precise rules. The fundamental idea consisted of selecting from the outstanding events of the past those which had not only the most extensive audio-visual appeal but were also of passionate intensity, those which had provided incontestable proof of their potential for evoking enthusiasm. And then one should perfect them in this respect through a preliminary meticulous analysis of all their elements, followed by a pertinent synthesis, and offer them to everyone in the form of games.
         
It was certainly not a matter of slavishly copying historical facts and re-enacting them as in a film, where the only innovation would be the fact that the victims were real. At all costs suspense had to be maintained until the end of the spectacle. The event only functioned as a theme. The outcome, and even many of the episodes, could diverge from the original real events, according to the merits of the teams, their captain’s skill and many other factors which could determine victory or defeat.
         
The opposing teams were made to face each other in the very same locations where the chosen conflict actually took place (for it soon became evident that only famous battles could be fully satisfying). The teams were composed of equal numbers of players and they made sure that the resources they had at their disposal at the start were roughly the same. These conditions were not always easy to ensure and required considerable preparation.
There was scarcely any difficulty with players, who were still volunteers (more and more of them were to be found). But it was different with material equipment. It was quite simple for the first game, ‘Trafalgar’, for which the central administration took care of such matters. Thus, when the competition started at the hour of H, each of the teams were provided with a complete fleet in perfect working order, comprising the same number of ships (twenty-seven, both for the ‘English’ fleet and for the ‘French’ fleet, thus balancing the inequality which had been the case historically), and they were given the same number of armaments with an equal amount of ammunition and supplies. But after this first experiment the authorities came to the conclusion that they were depriving everybody of rather interesting elements by doing it in this way. Thus it came about that they proceeded in the following way:
Several months before the date of the spectacle the lists of the opponents were drawn up and it was up to them to sort things out, first designating their leaders and creating a hierarchy they felt would be useful, and then preparing everything for the competition themselves, from A to Z. In particular they would undertake the whole manufacturing process for their armaments, ammunition and equipment. Each camp would be provided with an equal amount of primary materials: minerals, chemical products, etc. and they would be allocated an industrial centre in good working order. It is obvious that this in itself would not suffice: experts were indispensable. Thus each camp had the right to acquire in addition a certain number of specialists, scholars and technicians, who were capable of running the factories and of obtaining the best products as soon as possible while respecting the rules of the game.
         
For the first games, the rules required in fact that the competitors manufactured and used only equipment in use during the period of the historical event. But this regulation was judged to be a little too rigorous and likely to impede the spirit of initiative. After various experiments, it was moderated by the following amendment: improving the equipment was allowed, on the condition that the procedure used did not call for any invention which was basically developed at a later date. This authorised to a certain extent the free use of research and discoveries, but risked causing disputes which arbitrators would have difficulty in regulating. A long list also specified in each case what was lawful and what was not. For example, for ‘Waterloo’, which was the second game in the series, it was obviously forbidden to include any motor vehicles, but it was permitted to manufacture larger and sturdier cannons, if the technicians could manage to develop alloys of more resistant metals. Likewise they were not forbidden to combine ingredients known about in the period in order to obtain a more effective gunpowder.
It is clear that some of these games required extremely long periods of preparation, but the interesting preparation provided enjoyable compensation for the necessarily very slow pace of the spectacles, keeping everybody’s minds in a healthy condition during the intervals between shows.
         
 

This long preparatory work had become a game in itself, a game of patience, a game of intelligence, a game demanding all the resources of the mind, not provoking the intense passion of the competition, but nevertheless making the world hold its breath, with sudden bouts of feverish excitement causing it to rise to the highest peaks. Indeed, although a part of this preliminary work was carried out behind the scenes, the number of participants made it impossible to keep it secret. Human beings did not lack means of keeping themselves informed of progress and were on the look-out for frequent indiscretions as well as cases of espionage, which the press talked of in veiled terms, or which could be guessed when it was learned that such and such a traitor had been summarily executed.
For, once the teams had been set up, one of their first concerns was the creation of an intelligence service.
Finding out whether the outcome of the competition would conform to reality, or whether, on the contrary, victory would go to the team which was historically vanquished, were both equally fascinating to the public. Bets were made on the matter, and they could become quite high as information leaked out, so much so that some information arriving at the last moment could change people’s fortunes. These distractions which had grown up around the main game contributed quite a lot in keeping everyone in the world, in which melancholy had now disappeared, in a useful state of tension.
People enjoyed renaming the principal leaders of the teams just as much. In this way the real historical circumstances had been re-enacted in broad outlines for ‘Trafalgar’. The Alpha camp, commanded by ‘Nelson’, had triumphed, with the opposing fleet being sunk with all hands and all the Beta sailors drowned or massacred. The victorious admiral however had survived and become a star, which was a great relief to him, as, being superstitious, he had felt ill at ease throughout the game.
         
In the case of ‘Waterloo’ however the ‘Napoleon’ camp had been crowned with victory. ‘Blücher’ had been led astray by false information, and ‘Grouchy’ came to the rescue in time. On the other hand ‘The Battle of the Marne’ was won by the camp representing the German army, which was the result of another fine operation by the secret service and sabotage commandos. ‘Gallieni’, who lacked imagination, had tried to repeat the taxi trick (this behaviour was not exceptional and it evoked curiosity and overexcitement as everyone tried to find out how much certain leaders often stuck to old tried and tested tactics). But, on the day before day J, well informed by their spies, the enemy succeeded in putting sugar into the tanks of all Parisian taxis, which could easily be spotted. There was a mass breakdown when the order was given to set off.
This made for a fine sequence on the world satellite television service, which took care not to miss it. The television viewers split their sides laughing when they saw the unfortunate drivers moaning and exchanging insults, as they took their engines to pieces without being able to find the cause of the problem. The viewers were of course in the know, as a commentator had explained what had happened shortly beforehand, for certain secret activities could not be filmed. Shown in this way the scene reminded people of the best sequences from what was known in the past as ‘candid camera’, and was a great success.
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The preparation of a game required all the more care, resources and time when the event took place in the more recent past. For ‘Waterloo’ it lasted only four months. As it was quite easy to manufacture the armaments, the trickiest part was the gathering and training of a sufficient number of horses, but the experience gained during the straightforward jousting made the task easier. For ‘The Battle of the Marne’, which called for more advanced technology, a period of six months was allowed for.
For ‘The Landings’ the preparation period was fixed at one year, which was a very short period, given the scope of the spectacle to be organised. But Fawell had an ulterior motive which encouraged him to insist on keeping to this precise deadline. This was quite an exciting challenge for the teams’ intelligence and knowledge and this knowledge was perforce playing a greater and greater role in the preparations. It was in fact for ‘The Landings’ that the scholars were finally called upon to play a central role in the games.
They fought over the men of science! Realising that they were doomed to defeat without their help, and knowing that they were incapable of reinventing gunpowder for cannons or tempered metal, the leaders of the teams attempted, as was their right, to enlist the help of the most prestigious scholars and the most skilled technicians. The first of these had had to interrupt their work on fundamental research yet again. This was nothing new, but what was surprising about it was that they now seemed far from unhappy about it and, flattered no doubt by such a request, they all applied themselves to fulfilling it with the enthusiastic fervour of adolescents.
 
An extremely curious phenomenon had in fact made its appearance in the world, which even Mrs Betty Han’s subtle mind had not foreseen.
People had indeed been drawn towards a certain kind of science, though not of the purest kind: they were always looking for practical applications. Yet one could nevertheless speak of a growth of, not to say refinement of, interest. But this was offset by the fact that the scholars’ interest suffered a gradual deterioration to almost the same degree, which meant there was a risk of them all finding themselves at quite a mediocre intellectual level.
         
The change suffered by Yranne and then by Zaratoff, showing a sudden liking for childish entertainments, was in no way an isolated case. It had been observed that Fawell himself and also O’Kearn had let themselves be tempted in this way. And others followed suit. It was a disturbing paradox, but real for all that, that men of science started stooping to share the cares, desires and joys of ordinary humanity. They now took a keen interest in working for the games, following its restrictive rules, which meant that they used the imperfect theories and limited resources of a past era. Sometimes they played like children, putting together ‘gadgets’ with an easy ingenuity, making it a point of honour ‘not to use’ subsequent scientific developments. Such and such a physicist, who had made discoveries by using enormous amounts of energy in a minute mass, now took a childish pleasure in combining ingredients for a certain black gunpowder, in such a way as to obtain the best result from it. For ‘Trafalgar’ an expert on wave transmissions perfected a system of optical communication based on semaphore. Another great scholar attempted to imitate Archimedes by setting fire to the enemy fleet by means of mirrors. He only managed to destroy one vessel, but this provided another excellent televised moment of the games and gave him great delight.
 

However pure science was not completely absent from people’s memories. The rival teams always symbolised one lofty scientific field of research or another, one of them belonging to the realm of physics, and the other to that of biology. And this traditional system had been clarified even more this time. For ‘The Landings’ the Alphas represented quite simply ‘Physics’ and the Betas ‘Biology’.
         
Up till then the Alpha team had always been victorious. In fact their opponents suffered a definite handicap in the manufacture of armaments, for the best specialists in this field belonged to the physicists’ clan and quite naturally made themselves available to help them. The others had to study the laws of inert matter with a view to transforming it into big guns, shells and explosives, but their studies had not yet been crowned with success, which made them furious. It was generally known that they had made an exceptional effort for ‘The Landings’, in which they hoped to take their revenge. Not only ought they easily to be superior in their treatment of the wounded, due to the advent of antibiotics, but there was a rumour that they were also preparing some unpleasant surprises of a different order.
The Nobels were by no means unexcited by the game. In principle, they had no more right to take part in the preparation than the ministers, but most of them had a passionate desire for their clan to win, and many of them took the risk of giving confidential advice to secret agents who came to consult them at night.
         
As for the pure mathematicians, they had proved themselves expert in working out on paper effective movements of fleets or squadrons, and some of them hoped to play an even more important role, at the time of the actual landings, with the establishment of operational research.
 
Yranne, however, who had contributed so brilliantly to the basic concept, left it at that for a while. But as the landings approached, he revealed that he was involved in something else. For several months, he had been gleaning as much information as possible here and there, comparing it, refining it, assessing it and applying calculations of probability to it. When he became virtually certain that the Alpha camp would prevail again, he staked large bets. Then, not being selfish by nature, he decided to let his friend Zarratoff profit from his knowledge.
         
He found him sitting at his desk, in his usual working posture, leaning over a map of the sky with different constellations on it. Apparently the astronomer had got back to his special field, which had been somewhat neglected of late, and was pursuing his cosmological research again. As he usually did, Yranne waited patiently until the other man had finished his calculations, which he was in the middle of writing on a notepad next to the map. It was only when Zarratoff raised his head, with a strange gleam in his pupils, that he revealed the purpose of his visit and told him about his predictions.
‘So? What’s your tip?’
‘The Alpha team. There’s a probability of ninety-nine per cent. You can place a large bet on it.’
‘Thanks. But I’ve already done that, because I knew.’
‘You knew?’
‘I also made some calculations and my conclusion is not simply a probability, however great that might be. It’s a certainty.’
‘A certainty?’
‘An absolute one.’
The astronomer gave a malicious little laugh, and Yranne realized that he would get nothing more out of him. So he did not try. The main thing was that the conclusions of their calculations were roughly similar.
Zaratoff fetched a bottle and the two of them drank to their anticipated success. They had a double reason for rejoicing, for their sympathies were with the clan of physicists, regardless of the winnings they were counting on as a reward for their scholarly calculations.
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After the shock of the first bombardment, the focus of the greatest interest shifted to the sky with the appearance of the fighters. Some of the Alpha physicists were rather beside themselves with surprise when they noticed that the enemy airplanes were almost as numerous as their own, as fast as them, and causing serious damage. There were two reasons for their surprise: firstly, they could never have imagined that the biologists would have been capable of building so many effective aircraft within one year; and secondly, what is more, their judgement had been clouded by historical memories and the idea of their enormous aerial superiority had become firmly fixed in their minds with the force of a scientific axiom. But the Betas, even if they had also studied history carefully, had shown imagination and concluded that they should focus their effort on fighter airplanes and on anti-aircraft defence, with the result that the sky was soon lined with the criss-crossing smoke trails of bombers that had been shot down. The result was new images which television transmissions were able to focus on to obtain amazing effects.
After about an hour and a half, when all possible variations of these effects had been exhausted, the cameras showed another aspect of the spectacle, concentrating on a different squadron of airplanes, flying at a higher altitude and going towards the interior of the continent. It was the parachutists, who were soon released in a more peaceful location, which was disturbed only by echoes of the distant bombing.
But there was another unpleasant surprise in store for Alpha, when the parachutists were no more than about a hundred metres from the ground: a new theatre of operations suddenly appeared from the shadows, illuminated by the harsh light from a network of powerful projectors, and just as this happened machine-guns started shooting lethal rounds at the easy targets presented by the men hanging on their lines.
‘Treachery!’ shouted Yranne.
         
And it did seem to be true that the Betas had been given precise information about all the landing areas, for the same spectacle occurred everywhere the parachutists were dropped, with the result that only very few reached the ground alive, where they were immediately massacred.
‘Treachery,’ O’Kearn repeated, looking suspiciously again in the direction of his colleague, Sir Alex Keane.
‘Treachery,’ the latter agreed, content with smiling in a self-satisfied way.
Indeed it was as a result of treachery that the secret plan for parachuting men in had fallen into the hands of the defenders. One of the directors of the game appeared on the screen and revealed the fact, adding a brief commentary emphasising that such actions were completely in accordance with the rules. The Nobel physiologists could not contain their enthusiasm and applauded excessively, drowning out the physicists’ protests.
         
 

This preliminary phase of the landings lasted much longer than predicted. As the Beta fighters managed to thwart the actions of the heavy bombers, many of the coastal batteries continued to fire, which created a certain disorder among the fleet and paralysed it for most of the day, while the Alpha command, using up its reserves, brought in other airplanes, dive bombers this time, to smash the big enemy guns.
They managed to do it, but at the expense of heavy losses. Order was re-established in the convoys and the Alphas could continue with their plan. But it was not until nightfall that the first attackers could actually set foot on the continent, although they had been hoping to do so since morning, as history had suggested. But such vagaries only heightened interest. With renewed enthusiasm, the whole world greeted the fireworks display of the tracer shells spewed out during the night from the machine guns, which had been silent till then, and their carefully concealed bunkers that had resisted all bomb attacks. The Beta defenders had skilfully worked out what they needed to do and had organised a whole range of surprises for their assailants. The latter suffered fresh losses, but the survivors at least managed to set foot on the continent, advance a little, and dig themselves in, before unloading their equipment, the light things first, but then more and more heavy items: the tanks and artillery.
         
A furious battle thus took place on the beaches of Normandy, and the cameramen were hard put to follow all its phases, but they nevertheless managed to capture the most colourful elements: bouts of hand-to-hand combat between commandos in the shadows with furtive bursts of sub-machine guns and individual duels with knives. They also captured the destruction of nests of machine guns by flamethrowers, artillery duels, attacks and counter-attacks by tanks, the progression of the infantry as it crawled along followed by furious attacks. For three days and three nights, ever ruthless and without respite, the whole violent fantasy of the games unfolded before the amazed eyes of the world, with all its colourful nuances and striking contrasts. The television viewers did not experience a moment’s weariness, because the spectacle was so well composed, the production was perfect, the organisers had harmonised the disparate elements so consciously and artistically, and both teams’ players had shown such courage and fervour that they both deserved victory.
After three days of relentless fighting however, the members of the Beta camp were absolutely distraught. It seemed that, despite the efforts of their champions and the terrible losses inflicted on their opponents, the latter were managing to stay on the continent, reinforcing their ranks with more men and equipment and making further progress. The television showed that several beachheads were about to be joined up and that the Alphas were managing to establish a continuous and strong front, which would no doubt serve as a basis for a decisive attack. In the amphitheatre the physiologist Nobels could not disguise their anxiety and had mournful expressions. Among them only Sir Alex appeared wholly unconcerned, looking as serene as ever.
         
There were obviously secret reasons for his confidence and he was not to be disappointed. It was just as the physicists’ clan were beginning to claim victory and rejoice ostentatiously that a new development suddenly occurred, causing a huge sensation throughout the world and completely reversing the situation within hours.
 

The first sign was captured by a cameraman in a relatively quiet corner, amongst a group of opponents. While a few of the players were crowding around a big gun that had just been unloaded in separate pieces, one of them was seen to put his hand to his forehead, sway, and then collapse without a shot being fired. His companions, just as surprised as the television viewers, were moving closer to the body writhing on the ground when a second player was struck down in the same way. Soon there was a third one, then another, and yet another.
As one of the games directors had told them to be sure to look out for any unusual incidents, the cameramen checked other nearby groups. The same phenomenon was repeated in all of them: the Alpha players were falling like flies, some individually, and others in groups of two, three, four or more. An entire company was decimated within moments.
‘Treachery!’ O’Kearn bellowed this time. ‘I know who’s behind this…’
The rest of his words were lost in the tumult in the amphitheatre caused by this incomprehensible massacre, but the scholar was looking fixedly at his colleague Sir Alex Keene, who was still smiling contentedly. Mrs Betty Han screwed up her beautiful eyes and was thinking things over in silence.
The affliction was spreading. It appeared on the vessels which were now anchored near the beaches and the landing craft which were moving away from them, loaded with men and equipment, indiscriminately attacking the second class players crammed onto the decks and their leaders wearing stars, the sailors busy handling winches and the mechanics in the engine rooms.
         
It was in fact sudden death: after a few spasms, the victims stayed motionless, their limbs stiff, their eyes wide open, in an unmistakeable posture. This death also attacked the sky, where one after another Alpha aircraft fell as their pilots were also overcome.
The noise of the game gradually died down. The gaps in Alpha’s ranks meant that they could no longer man their equipment and soon the guns were silent all over the battlefields. This was strange because the Beta camp seemed to be immune to the mysterious affliction. None of their players had been affected by it. On the contrary, cameras revealed them to be in great shape, even laughing and joking, their morale suddenly raised extremely high. It seemed that they had been given the order to cease firing.
Complete silence now reigned over the Alpha side, in the empty sky, on the sea dotted with boats tossed around by the whim of the sea, and on the land, where the survivors looked stupefied at the ground strewn with twisted corpses. Silence had also descended in front of all the television screens. The world trembled as it waited patiently for explanations. One of the games directors announce that an enquiry was underway and that they had decided to suspend the spectacle until the outcome was known.
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The intermission lasted almost two hours. Interruptions of this kind were in fact permitted if the competition went on for a long time, to allow the viewers to relax and discuss the first results. The players had to stay in position without attempting to gain any advantage while they waited for the game to resume. Some of them respected the regulation, but the Alphas could not stop themselves falling on the ground and dying in horrible convulsions. The affliction did not recognise any truce. To make the television viewers wait, the cameramen took close-up images of the victims, who all had the same appearance: contorted limbs, wrinkled and flabby skin, hollow cheeks, blue lips, sunken eyes under discoloured brows.
         
It did not take the enquiry long to confirm the suspicion that these symptoms had aroused. And moreover the Betas did not try to conceal the truth and their leader himself appeared on the screens to make an announcement which dispelled all ambiguity.
Pleased finally to find a chance to make use of their expertise, the doctors, physiologists, bacteriologists, all those in fact who could be grouped under the banner of biology, had conducted experiments in great secret on the cholera bacterium and had managed to develop it to such a degree of virulence that it had devastating effects.
‘It’s a disgraceful trick!’ Fawell exclaimed, brandishing a fist at the person on screen, as if he could hear him. ‘It’s unfair to use such a weapon, it’s an invention which did not exist in the period of the landings, and is therefore completely forbidden by the rules of the game.’
It was Sir Alex Keene, the famous bacteriology expert, who undertook to reply to him. He did so with exquisite politeness and a contemptuous smile.
‘Our wise and honourable president,’ he said, ‘is certainly to be excused, as a physicist, for being ignorant of the fact that vibrio cholera (which I shall translate for him as the comma-shaped cholera bacillus) has existed since a period well before the landings. I take the liberty of reminding him, if he has forgotten it, or of informing him, if he does not know it, that Thucydides has left us a description of an epidemic which ravaged Athens in the fifth century before Jesus Christ, an epidemic which we biologists can attribute with certainty to the appearance of this bacterium. And closer to our time, in the seventh century, India became a victim of this scourge, about which we can have no doubt after reading the pages which Susrata devoted to this event. Well, the rules of the game, and you cannot ignore them, Mr President, specify that the players have the right to perfect material which existed during the period concerned. This is exactly what we have done. We –’
         
‘We!’ O’Kearn thundered, ‘We! You have betrayed yourself.’
‘By “we” I mean, my dear colleague, as you well know, the valorous champions of the Beta team and the eminent experts who were duly allocated to them. It was they, who, as I was trying to tell you, have simply perfected this vibrio, using processes which have not called upon any subsequent fundamental discovery. Patience and a process of selection were sufficient for our scholars. I kept myself informed about their work, but I did not interfere in any way. It’s therefore all perfectly in order.’
         
But Fawell and all the physicists were convinced of the contrary. The President was opening his mouth to protest when O’Kearn tapped him on the shoulder in a familiar way, and made a sign to him to be quiet. The great Nobel himself seemed to have been appeased.
         
‘But it’s him, I tell you,’ Fawell protested. ‘You can see right through him. It’s exactly what he used to do research on.’
‘I’m well aware of it,’ said O’Kearn.
‘But we’ll have to cancel the game, and conduct a serious enquiry. The physicists have won. The referees cannot accept…’
‘Calm down. That won’t help things. We’ll never be able to prove it.’
‘Well then?’
‘Well, just be quiet and listen to me. For a long time I’ve been suspecting that he was cooking up some kind of move of this nature…’
He continued to speak in a low voice. Gradually the physicist’s indignation subsided, giving way to a succession of confused feelings, revealed one after the other in his facial expressions. When the Nobel stopped talking, the President of the World seemed to be in the grip of a strange perplexity. He opened his mouth as though to speak but in the end kept quiet.
         
‘Anyway, we can’t do anything about it,’ O’Kearn concluded. ‘All we can do is wait.’
 

They took their seats again in front of the screen, on which the Beta leader was just finishing his explanations. He was describing in detail and rather smugly, how, from the start of the game, a few shells loaded with bacteria had been sufficient to infect the territory of the beaches and a large area of the sea. It took three days for the infection to break out and then it took effect with lightning speed, as they had been able to tell from the experimental demonstration.
He then reassured everyone by adding that there was no fear of their seeing the epidemic spread throughout the world. The danger zone was strictly controlled. Moreover the biologists had perfected a vaccine that provided complete immunity and they possessed considerable stocks of it. Their scientists were fully employed in producing it. The proof of this was that all the Betas, who had been injected with the vaccine before the competition, were in perfectly good health. He finished by commenting that all the referees, cameramen and television crews were also unharmed, because the Beta doctors had managed to find some pretext to vaccinate them as well. All this was done for humanitarian reasons and so as not to spoil the outcome for the spectators, who would now be able to be present.
Now it was Yranne’s turn to protest angrily. He had been showing growing signs of restlessness since the Alphas’ failure first became evident. He had obviously not taken this bacteriological innovation into account. His probability calculation was fundamentally flawed and he found himself about to lose the enormous bets he had placed. This time it was Zarratoff who set about calming his wrath. Sitting next to him the astronomer had not shown any signs of resentment and seemed to retain absolute confidence in the outcome of the game.
         
‘Don’t speak,’ he said, ‘just look and listen. I’m sure the Alphas will be victorious in the end.’
‘How can you say that, when they’re dying every minute, even during the intermission? The team is out of action.’
‘I tell you again that for me it’s an absolute certainty.’
Mrs Han, who was sitting next to them, listened to their conversation and looked at the astronomer with intense curiosity. Yranne shrugged his shoulders angrily, but the calm and confidence of his friend ended up silencing him. What is more there was no point in protesting any more. The jury’s decision had just been announced and it had been concluded that the regulation had been respected. There was no possibility of appeal. Even the President himself could not intervene. The game continued.
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The denouement was approaching and it promised to be a triumph for the biologists’ camp. They penetrated the enclaves occupied by their opponents without encountering any resistance. Too distraught to be able to defend themselves, the survivors were slaughtered on the spot. The Beta players then set about throwing all the bodies into the sea, both dead and wounded in a haphazard way for the sake of greater security, so as to avoid any uncertainty concerning their victory. The criterion for this was indeed that no Alpha should remain alive on the soil of Normandy. This last operation was not as interesting as the earlier sequences. Also, many of the television viewers, regarding the spectacle as finished, were getting ready to desert the screen, taking with them sufficient thrilling images to enable them to banish their melancholy for a very long time.
         
The noise of an engine made them change their minds and they looked up. As soon as it became visible in the great amphitheatre, O’Kearn winked at Fawell, who responded by smiling at him. An airplane soon appeared on the screen, the Alpha team’s last one. It had been kept in reserve in case it was needed in England, far from the great battles, and it was now flying towards the Normandy beaches. The Beta players looked at each other in amazement. According to all their intelligence, the Alphas had no more equipment at their disposal and what is more they were resigned to defeat, too disheartened to attempt any aggression. The airplane was also not bearing the physicists’ colours, as the rules required. Many thought that it must be an aircraft bringing the referees to confirm the victory of the Beta team by awarding them the prize.
They were mistaken. As masters of the atom and masters of energy, the physicists could not accept such a humiliating defeat and they were keeping a final trump card, a powerful one, up their sleeve, even if using it meant slightly bending the rules of the game. O’Kearn was aware of all this, and suspecting some sort of trick on the part of his rival Sir Alex Keene, had put all his scientific knowledge in the service of his clan and collaborated in secret on the manufacture of a bomb, just one, but one which would be sufficient to reverse the situation completely yet again.
All the Betas were annihilated, as well as the dying Alphas. Unfortunately, the television viewers were deprived of the final holocaust scene and it was even feared for a moment that the last image would not be the dazzling flash after the bomb was dropped, for all the screens would go off after it.
Indeed the physicists, who, like O’Kearn, thought that science should be independent of mankind, and not having the biologists’ concern for human life, had omitted to make any provision for the protection of television crews. Cameramen, referees and the directors of the games were utterly annihilated, as were the players themselves, in less than a second.
         
But not everybody. One was left, a very young cameraman, who was well away from the point of impact and had the presence of mind, just before the explosion, to plunge into an abandoned underground shelter with his equipment. He was not killed immediately, and was able to come out again a moment afterwards. Then, burnt, blind, half suffocated, and bombarded by a whirlwind of lethal particles, he was still conscientious enough to use his equipment to capture the last images and intuitively turned his camera towards the sea, the only subject that was still worth filming.
Thanks to him the television viewers were not deprived of the end of the spectacle. Thanks to him, screens all over the world lit up again and the last sight broadcast over the airwaves provided a fitting end to an unforgettable spectacle.
‘Look!’ yelled O’Kearn, clasping Fawell’s shoulder. ‘Look, we’ve won!’
 

It was a very small rubber boat, occupied by a single person, who was wearing himself out rowing and making his way towards the shore. It soon became clear he was the head of the Alphas. He was the only one to survive the carnage, along with the cameraman. On the battleship which served him as command post and which was passing quite far from the coast, he had already been able to survive the cholera bacteria. He had also been spared the effects of dropping the bomb and its lethal radiation, but as a consequence of the turmoil caused by the cataclysm on land, sea and in the air, an enormous ground swell accompanied by a raging wind had suddenly swept his vessel towards the shore, where it had run aground and been broken up. He lost no time. Heaving himself onto the only available boat, a kind of very small dinghy, which had survived the storm, he used his remaining strength to reach land in Normandy, despite the stinking atmosphere that covered it.
         
All the television viewers understood his intention and suddenly stopped what they were doing, craning their necks and maintaining a solemn silence. In front of the screen in the great amphitheatre, the scholars and even the Nobels observed a truce in the violent quarrel which had arisen between them. Sir Alex Keene stopped shaking his fist under O’Kearn’s nose for a moment, and World President Fawell suddenly stopped too, his fist raised, forgetting to smash it down again on the face of one of his biology ministers, who had just pounced on him savagely calling him an anthropocentrist. It was the high point of the spectacle. The whole of humanity was paralysed by the same oppression, breathless at the sight of the sublime attempt by the dying leader of the Alpha team. Would he succeed?
         
He succeeded. The cameraman, who was dying himself, followed his every move right up to the last. He managed, unsteady on his legs and stumbling, to put first one foot, then two, on the sand of the continent. There, stiff but upright, and just before falling down dead, he raised both his arms parallel to each other towards the reeking sky, in a final world salute symbolising at the same time the eternal ascent of science in pursuit of progress, and the definitive, irrefutable victory of his clan. For victory it was necessary that at least one living Alpha was present on the shore after the annihilation of the enemy team. And this was indeed so. The entire world was witness to it, in the absence of the referees, who had been vapourised. The physicists’ side had triumphed, according to the rules of the game.
 
After this very emotional sequence, and as the Nobels were beginning to argue and hit each other again, Yranne kept his distance, feeling somewhat dazed in the company of Zarratoff, calm as ever, Mrs Betty Han and Fawell, who had managed to quell his feelings of aggression. The mathematician wiped his forehead with his hand.
         
‘My calculations were wrong,’ he said slowly. ‘I’m the first to admit it, but they led to the correct result. The history of science abounds in incidents of this kind and anyway, I won my bets.’
‘What I would like to know, Zarratoff,’ asked Betty, screwing up her eyes, and enveloping him in her penetrating gaze, ‘is how you could be so sure of the final Alpha victory when the rest of us were so anxious?’
‘It’s true,’ commented Fawell. ‘In my case, I remained hopeful because O’Kearn had let me in on the secret, but you could not be in the know about our last card, which was decisive.’
‘I didn’t know anything about it,’ said Zarratoff.
‘So?’ the three friends asked him insistently.
The astronomer smiled in an enigmatic way.
‘You really want to know?’ he said.
In response to their entreaties, he smiled again and drew from his pocket a piece of paper, which he unfolded in the same enigmatic way. He spread it out on a desk.
It was the sky map which Yranne had found him hunched over that day when he had gone to urge him to bet on Alpha, and by the side of which he had indulged in complicated calculations. It was possible to make out the sun and various planets joined together by lines which formed a diagram. It was now the scholars’ turn to lean over the document, as they listened to the astronomer’s explanations.
‘I consulted the skies,’ he said. ‘According to the date, and the location and orientation on that particular day of Mars and Mercury, there could be no doubt about it. The Alphas were guaranteed a victory by their horoscope.’

         

         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
Notes

The below are Pierre Boulle’s original notes
1. Henri Fauconnier (Malaysia)
            
2. H.G. Wells (The Shape of Things to Come)
            
3. ‘Aesthetic life is conditioned by the times, science conditions the times’ H.G. Wells (The Shape of Things to Come)
            
4. Milton (Paradise Lost)
            
5. Georges Lemaître (Revue des questions scientifiques, November 1931)
            


         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    Biographical notes

Pierre François Marie-Louis Boulle (1912–1994) was born in Avignon on 20 February 1912. After obtaining an engineering degree from the École supérieure d’électricité in Paris, he moved to Malaya and began working on British rubber plantations.
Upon the outbreak of the Second World War, Boulle enlisted with the French army in Indochina. In 1941, he became a secret agent, working on behalf of the Free French mission in Singapore. Operating under the false identity of English citizen Peter John Rule, he aided the resistance movement in China, Burma and French Indochina. He was captured by Vichy France loyalists in 1943 and sentenced to hard labour for life, although he later escaped. Boulle was later made a chevalier of the Légion d’Honneur and decorated with the Croix de Guerre and the Médaille de la Résistance for his actions.
         
In 1949 Boulle returned to Paris and turned his hand to writing. He achieved his first major success with The Bridge over the River Kwai (1952) which was a fictionalised account of prisoners of war who were forced to build a bridge in Thailand. The book quickly became a worldwide bestseller and its film adaptation won seven Oscars, including Best Picture, in 1957. Today, Boulle is also remembered for his dystopian novel, Planet of the Apes (1963), which imagined a planet where humans were treated like animals by their intellectual superiors, apes. This book was also successfully adapted into an Oscar-winning film, followed by several other film adaptations and sequels, a television series and comic book series.
         
Boulle continued to write for the rest of his life, publishing works of non-fiction based on his wartime experiences in addition to numerous novels and short stories. He died in Paris at the age of eighty-one.
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