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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Sports Day at Wolverton Grammar School is the social event of the year. Held traditionally on the third Saturday in July, it falls in that delightful period between the end of all exams and the start of the longest holiday. It is then that the masters become human beings for a brief spell and even the Head is known to quote an occasional humourous Latin tag.


The weather had astounded the professional forecasters by being exactly what they had predicted—fine and warm. Parents and friends, sisters and cousins, made a considerable crowd round the large oval playing-field. Everything was going smoothly, only forty minutes behind schedule, and North and West Houses were nearly equal in points for the Championship.


Almost in line with the centre of the field was the gable end of the school gymnasium, and on this had been fixed a large board carrying the scores of each of the four Houses. A small boy on a short ladder was altering the chalked-up figures to include the result of the 120 yards hurdles which had just been won, surprisingly, by East. Only two more events were left on the programme, the senior relay race and the senior mile. Grouped round the score board was a cluster of excited juniors who continually imperilled the boy on the ladder by their vigorous partisanship. But though the ladder often quivered and shook, Godfrey continued calmly to make his beautifully clear figures. It was only when a particularly strong collision started the ladder on a sideways slide that the boy became aware of his danger. Then, as the ladder slowly gathered momentum, a tall man leapt forward and seized it.


“Whew! That was a near one! Thank you sir,” said the boy as he rapidly climbed down to safety. “Those young idiots aren’t safe to be let loose.”


His rescuer looked at Godfrey quizzically. He could see that the scorer was much older than had appeared from his size. Few people who saw Christopher Godfrey at a distance realized that he was over seventeen.


“That’s all right,” said the tall man. “You might have had a nasty bump.”


“Wouldn’t have minded if I’d dropped on those kids, though. It might have knocked some sense into their heads.”


Mr. Lucas, the maths master, joined the pair. He had been at the record table a few yards away and had seen the whole incident. After sternly ordering half a dozen of the juniors, in spite of the possible presence of fond parents, to report to him after prayers on Monday morning, he turned to the tall man and the short boy.


“If you hadn’t been so quick, Sir George, Godfrey would have had a nasty fall.”


“I’m glad I was so near,” said the visitor. “Although he’s a very small boy, he might have hurt himself badly.”


“Yes, he is small. Although he was seventeen about a fortnight ago, Godfrey’s well under five feet tall. Yet he’s the most brilliant boy in the school,” went on the master as the pair strode off towards the distant figure of the Head. “I’ve every confidence that he’ll get a state scholarship to Cambridge. He’s just taken five papers at advanced level in the General Certificate Examination.”


“Classics or Science?” enquired the visitor.


“Oh, Science,” Mr. Lucas answered. “We’ve had some fine results these last few years, particularly since the new labs were built. Perhaps one day we’ll produce another Director of Research.”


The headmaster strode forward to meet them, a distinguished-looking man with hair that was almost white.


“Sir George Benson! It’s indeed a pleasure to welcome you back. We’re more indebted to you than I can say for sparing this time from your very short leave.”


Scientist and headmaster shook hands warmly.


“It’s a pleasure and privilege to be invited back to school on an occasion like this, Mr. Berry. I’m sorry I’m a little late. My helicopter was held up at London Airport with engine trouble. I landed at the R.A.F. station a couple of miles away and the C.O. sent me here in his car.”


“Not at all, Sir George, not at all!” And further conversation was suspended as the cheers of the crowd heralded the start of the relay race. The runners in the coloured vests of their houses, the green turf, the pretty frocks, the shrill cries of the younger boys, caused the years to fall away; Sir George was soon cheering on his old house—North—as lustily as anyone present. As the last leg of the race started, with North slightly ahead, he was a boy again. Forgotten were the years of study, the Government Committees, the anxiety and strain of Woomera. No longer was it the roar of rocket motors that deafened his ears but the shouts of youthful voices. As the North runner breasted the tape to a crescendo of cheers and groans, Benson became aware of one voice yelling louder than the rest, a voice which seemed vaguely familiar—a voice which, he realized, was his own. He turned to the others.


“It’s been years since I could let myself go like that … I’d like to stroll round the old place a little. Heaven knows {when I’ll have the chance to see it again.”


The trio walked slowly round the playing field, pausing frequently for Mr. Berry to introduce his guest to parents and masters.


Near the score board the crowd was much more orderly than it had been thirty minutes earlier. Godfrey had already adjusted the tally to include the points scored in the relay race and was descending the ladder to consult the records table.


“Sir George saved Godfrey from a fall just after he arrived,” Mr. Lucas told the Head. “The ladder was pushed over by some of the juniors milling about at the bottom.”


“I’m very grateful,” Mr. Berry said. “It would have been extremely unfortunate if anything had happened to him. He’s our most brilliant product for years and I’m confident that he’ll get a state scholarship. And go on to do big things later.”


But neither Mr. Berry—nor anyone else—could have predicted that within a few months the name of Christopher John Godfrey would be a household word over half the globe.
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The Sports were over; the championship decided; the speeches made; the prizes presented. Sixth-formers were handing round tea.


“Why, it’s our young friend Jacob,” smiled Sir George as Chris Godfrey carefully passed a cup from his loaded tray.


“Sorry, sir, but it was the angels who were on the ladder. Jacob was asleep at the foot,” smiled Chris. He felt a glow of pleasure at the scientist having remembered him.


“So it was,” Benson laughed. “I really mustn’t give away my wretched memory in front of a member of the School. Oh, but I forgot! I understand you’re leaving next week?”


“Yes, sir. I hope to get to Cambridge. I want to take a science degree. If you don’t think it a cheek, sir, could I ask you sometime if you think I’d have any chance of doing rocket research when I’m qualified?”


“Come back with me to the airfield in the car,” Sir George said. “We can talk as we go. Unless that would take you a long way from home?”


“Oh, no sir, certainly not. I live in that direction. Thank you very much indeed, sir.”


“Not at all, my boy. See you later—about 6.30.”


Chris moved away with his head in a whirl. Whether he upset tea over any of the guests he never knew. In less than an hour he was going to have a talk with one of the most distinguished scientists in the world, certainly the greatest rocket expert in the British Commonwealth.


It must have been a few minutes after half past six when Chris, who had already been waiting a quarter of an hour, saw the tall figure of Sir George, accompanied by the headmaster and the Chairman of the Governors, descending the steps of the main entrance and striding towards the R.A.F. car which waited on the gravelled drive. As he reached the vehicle, the scientist gazed round and caught sight of the boy. He waved cordially to him and beckoned him to approach. A few minutes later the car, driven by a uniformed corporal, sped along the road from the school.


Benson studied the small boy carefully.


“Well, son; not much time before we arrive. What can I tell you?”


“Do you think there’s much scope and future in rocketry sir? I’ve always been keen on it, and I’d like to get a job in that field—provided I get qualified, of course.”


“There’s all the future in the world in it,” Sir George replied, “and as to scope—well—the sky’s the limit. Literally. And I think you’ll have no difficulty in getting an appointment in the Ministry of Supply provided your qualifications are all right. They’ll need all the scientists they can get for years to come.”


They talked on and Chris was so interested in his conversation with Sir George that he did not notice that the car had reached the airfield and was pulling to a stop outside the administrative building.


“I hope your parents won’t be worried about your being late,” Benson said as they stepped from the car.


Chris shook his hand. “I have no parents, sir. I live with an aunt. She won’t mind; she’ll still be busy in her shop. Thank you very much for this talk, sir. If I ever get to Woomera, I hope you’re still Director.”


With a friendly pat on the boy’s shoulder, Sir George wished him good-bye and turned to greet the officer who was saluting respectfully. A few moments later Chris watched the helicopter rise smoothly from the tarmac, diminish to a tiny speck and disappear in the distance.




3


Very little work was done in the upper forms during those last few days of the school year. Senior boys wrote articles on school activities for publication in the magazine. The several parties off to the Continent received final briefings from the masters in charge. The Head interviewed each boy who was leaving.


Chris had already had his session with the headmaster, so it was a considerable surprise to him when, on the morning of the last day, the Head’s secretary entered the form room and told Mr. Lucas that Mr. Berry would like to see Godfrey in his study at once. Wonderingly, Chris followed her along the familiar corridor and paused as she rapped on the study door. He heard the “come in” through the panels and, still mystified, followed the secretary into the room.


Two men, backs to the empty fireplace, faced Chris as he moved forward. One was the headmaster—looking, he thought, very solemn. The other was Sir George Benson.


“Thank you, Miss Stephens. I’ll ring when I want you again.” Quietly she closed the door as she went out, and Chris stood waiting.


“I understood, Godfrey, that you met Sir George Benson when he was here on Saturday,” Mr. Berry began.


“Yes, sir. He was most kind to me,” replied Chris as the scientist, with a smile, shook hands.


“Sir George has come to see you, Godfrey. He wants to have a long talk so we may as well sit down.” Soon all three were seated in the headmaster’s leather armchairs.


“You didn’t expect to see me again so soon, young man, did you?” grinned the visitor.


“No, sir, I didn’t. Is it about the job?” Chris inquired eagerly.


“Well, yes; in a way it is,” replied Sir George, more seriously now. “Something has happened since I saw you last I that may mean you can work for rocketry at once. Would you like that?”


“Of course, sir; but I shall have to get my degree first, shan’t I?”


“A degree is essential, of course, but not for what I have to propose to you now,” Benson answered. He paused for a moment, choosing his words carefully.


“Mr. Berry has been good enough to give me your history in considerable detail. I know about your standard in physics, chemistry and maths, and I’ve also been told a little about your personal history. What I have to propose to you is something of a very special and dangerous nature. Before any final decision can be made, your aunt, whom I believe you told me is your nearest relative, would have to be consulted. I want to put the matter to you first though, because it mustn’t get to more people than is absolutely essential. If you don’t want to do it, then it won’t be necessary to trouble your aunt at all.”


Chris, more intrigued than ever, listened intently to the scientist. The two men were regarding him gravely.


“I know a little of Sir George’s proposition,” the headmaster intervened, “and I ask you to be very careful before committing yourself. Youthful enthusiasm and your interest in science may cause you to make a rash decision. Sir George agrees that you must not be allowed to give an answer to-day, though he tells me the matter is urgent. Listen carefully to what he has to say, and ask him any questions you wish when he has finished.”


“If Christopher wouldn’t mind, I think I should prefer him to ask his questions as we go along,” Benson said to Mr. Berry. “I don’t mind your interrupting me at any time you like.”


“Thank you, sir, I’ll do that if I may,” the boy said.


“Good! Then here we go. Woomera, as you know, was built a few years ago by the British and Australian Governments as a rocket research station. It’s surrounded by hundreds of miles of desert and is probably the most suitable site in the British Commonwealth. The United States has several rocket proving grounds and has devoted great efforts and vast sums of money to the development of high altitude rockets. We keep each other informed about progress though of course we are working quite independently. Russia is busy with similar research but keeps her information on her own side of the Curtain. Both Russia and the U.S.A. captured quantities of German V2 rockets at the end of the last war and there was a terrific scramble for the German technicians who had developed them. As things are at present, it’s essential that the Western Powers should press on with experimental work as rapidly as possible.”


Sir George paused but there was no question from the intent Chris.


“Quite apart from their military value, high altitude rockets are now essential tools for a number of branches of scientific research,” Benson went on. “They can be fitted with specially designed instruments which take continuous readings throughout the flight. These readings are reproduced by radio on receiving instruments at our control headquarters.”


“Is that what’s called ‘telemetering’?” asked Chris.


“Yes; and it’s surprising what a vast amount of information can be obtained by it; records of temperature, air pressure, different kinds of radiation, strength of the magnetic field; and so on. Physicists, meteorologists and many other scientific workers are supplied with the information; new fields of investigation have been opened up. And some very wonderful films have been taken of the earth’s surface from different altitudes.”


“What height have rockets reached, Sir George?”


“I can’t disclose the very latest figures, but as long ago as February, 1949, the United States reached an altitude of two hundred and fifty miles. It was with a two-stage rocket, where a large one carries a smaller. This small one is fired as the parent rocket becomes expended. Lately experiments have been concentrated on single stage rockets, and in May, 1954, the Viking No. 11 Rocket, fired at White Sands in the U.S.A., reached an altitude of 158 miles. That’s a record for single stage projectiles. The rocket was forty two feet long and weighed seven and a half tons. It reached a maximum speed of 4,300 miles an hour, and carried over six hundred-weight of instruments. Of course it took months of preparation before it was fired and months more for investigation of the results.”


“Are the Americans more advanced than we are? You haven’t said much about British rockets.”


“I’m afraid our results at Woomera have so far been less spectacular. But we’ve plenty to be proud of and in some branches we’re well ahead. I wish we were allowed to publish more about our achievements, but as it is we must hide our light under the proverbial bushel.”


“Has anyone been up in a rocket?”


For some reason the question seemed to disconcert the scientist and Mr. Berry, too, suddenly became tense. There was an awkward pause for a moment.


“No human being yet,” replied Benson quietly. “Of course you could almost describe some of the latest American and British planes as rockets; they’re propelled like rockets; and reach heights and speeds far beyond those conventional planes have ever achieved. But as for true rockets—no. No one has yet been inside during flight. But living creatures have frequently been sent up, mainly to discover the effects cosmic radiation. First of all we sent fruit flies and then they were studied through many generations to see if radiation had any effect on mutations. Then some white mice were sent up in special cages. A film was taken of them throughout the flight and their reactions during free fall were very interesting.”


“What’s ‘free fall’,” Chris asked.


“It’s a more correct description of the state that’s often called ‘zero gravity’. Actually the pull of gravity’s always present, though of course it diminishes as the distance between the two attracting bodies increases. We haven’t yet reached a height where gravity is reduced by much more than about five per cent. Nevertheless if we allow ourselves and our surroundings to fall freely—in other words, if we yield completely to the pull of gravity—everything about us will be falling at the same speed, and will, relative to ourselves, appear to be floating along with us completely without weight.”


“What a peculiar sensation that must be,” commented the headmaster, “Has anyone ever had that experience?”


“Oh yes. Quite often. Pilots of high speed aircraft, by rapidly closing the engine throttles at the termination of a steep climb, can experience up to twenty seconds of zero gravity effects.”


“Is it unpleasant?” the boy asked.


“No. They say that after an immediate feeling of insecurity resulting in reflex action which causes them to clutch at something, they get used to it quickly and feel a sense of relief and relaxation. They’re able to perform simple mechanical operations but the ability to do easy mental arithmetic varies greatly. Loose articles like gloves and maps float around the pilot in a most distracting way. No one has said he has felt any sickness. In fact most of them enjoy the sensation and are very willing to repeat it.”


“How did the white mice get on, sir?”


“Quite all right. Of course they were in free fall for a longer period, two or three minutes, in fact. No ill effects were detected. And monkeys have been sent up in rockets and have landed quite safely after their venture into the fringes of space. Before the flight they were anaesthetized so that they wouldn’t damage the various recording instruments attached to them. As most of the bodily functions, such as breathing and circulation of the blood, are muscular, they go on quite independently of gravity.”


Chris Godfrey and the headmaster had been listening to the scientist intently. Occasionally Mr. Berry would steal a sidelong glance at the boy as the recital proceeded, noting, without comment, Chris’s interest in and concentration on what Sir George was saying.


“I suppose the next logical step will be to send someone up in a rocket,” Chris ventured. “How long do you think that will be, Sir George?”


Benson hesitated.


“I’m hoping it will be very soon now,” he said; and seemed to be strangely embarrassed.


“It will be very dangerous, won’t it, sir?”


“Yes, I’m afraid so,” Benson agreed. “Though naturally every foreseeable contingency will be provided for. Apart from the first monkey who died through heat prostration because of the delay in locating and recovering his container from the Mexican desert, none of the others have been injured in any way. One, called Albert, was adopted as the station’s mascot.”


There followed a pause—a long one. At last Chris became aware of the atmosphere of strain in the room and of the tense expressions of the two men.


The scientist seemed to take a deep breath. “Chris,” he said, “will you go up in a rocket?”
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Would he go up in a rocket?


For a moment Chris failed to appreciate the import of the question. Then it burst on him like a blow. The two men saw his face go deathly pale, then slowly the blood came back and soon his features were darkly flushed. He felt his heart thumping. Surely this is a joke, he told himself at first. But jokes like that are not perpetrated in the headmaster’s study by one of the foremost scientists in the country. “Go up in a rocket? Why me?”


The headmaster cleared his throat awkwardly.


“May I make my own position in this affair quite clear?” he said a little ponderously. “I have only consented to this situation for reasons given to me by Sir George Benson and which he will be explaining to you. I have insisted, however, that in view of the gravity of such a decision, you shall not be allowed to give an answer without much thought and advice. I am not unaware that young people often fail to give sufficient thought to something before making up their minds about it and the enthusiasm of youth has frequently led to a choice which has been regretted later. Restrain any impulse you may have, my dear boy, to regard this as an adventure to be undertaken lightly or heroically. Now if my few words have given you time to adjust yourself, perhaps Sir George will have something more to say.”


Chris, his pulse still a little faster than normal, had now realized that he, a youth about to leave school, had been asked if he would be the first human being to be launched in a rocket. What was all this about? Surely it couldn’t have anything to do with his talk with the scientist a few days before? A thousand questions crowded into his mind. He was about to voice some of them when Benson spoke.


“What I want to say, as emphatically as I can, is that in view of the considerable element of danger, you must make your choice freely. Only a handful of people besides ourselves know of this invitation. If you decide not to take this very considerable risk, no one will know beside these few, and certainly none of us will blame you. I tell you frankly that if I were in your position, I doubt whether I could find sufficient courage to go. So let your mind be completely at rest on that score.”


There were so many questions that Chris wanted to ask but he voiced the one that was uppermost in his mind. “Why me?”


“I’ll tell you,” the scientist replied, “why Christopher Godfrey has been asked if he will be the first traveller into space.”


Had it been pre-arranged the knock that sounded on the study door could not have been better timed. Miss Stephens came in, carrying a tray with coffee and biscuits. At a signal from Mr. Berry she handed them round and then withdrew. The coffee was too hot to drink so the scientist placed his cup and saucer on the Head’s desk and prepared to go on.


“Please don’t mind me saying this, but one of the main reasons why I ask you is your size. That, together with your scientific qualifications and interest in rocketry, prompted me to put your name forward for this test.”


“Have you actually discussed me with anyone?” Chris asked.


“Perhaps I’d better be a little more explicit. From what I have already said, you know that no human being has yet been projected in a rocket. This was to be the next step, of course, but we hadn’t planned to take it for another year or two. The Director of Research at the Ministry of Supply had rigidly forbidden any such action for the time being. Something which I am not at liberty to disclose has happened which makes it imperative that we jump ahead and experiment with a human being immediately. Yesterday morning there was a meeting of the Cabinet which expressly authorized this proceeding and in the afternoon I was called in to discuss it with the Director.


“The rockets we’re using at the moment are not really big enough to carry a man. We had planned that bigger ones for this purpose be ready in a few years’ time. Now, we simply can’t wait any longer. I was asked—or rather instructed—to arrange for a test firing to take place with a passenger, not later than September 30th—which is less than ten weeks ahead. It’s impossible to build a large rocket in the time. The problem seemed insurmountable until I thought of you.”


Sir George paused to reach for his coffee and at this slight relaxation the other two followed suit. They sipped for a few moments, each busy with his thoughts.


“I understood you to say that the rockets now being used can carry over six hundredweights,” the headmaster said. “Surely then, it would be quite easy to carry an adult?”


“It isn’t so much a question of the carrying capacity of the projectile which is the limiting factor, but rather its diameter,” replied Benson. “In order to survive the acceleration during take-off it will be necessary for the occupant to lie on a specially designed seat called a contour couch—at right angles to the path of flight. In other words, he must lie across the rocket. Now the diameter of the ones we are using—and must use for this purpose—is fifty-eight inches. This is reduced by six inches by the casing and insulation, leaving an inside diameter of four feet, four inches across which the passenger must lie.”


“Although he’s small, I’m afraid Godfrey is taller than that,” put in Mr. Berry. “How tall are you?” he asked, turning to the youth.


“Four feet ten and a half,” Chris answered.


“That’s all right. You see the passenger will not lie absolutely flat. The head will be slightly raised and so will the knees. I think we shall find that this young man could be accommodated with about an inch to spare—if he decided to take it on.”


“Now you have had Sir George outline the position, perhaps you would like to think this matter over very carefully before any further steps are taken,” the headmaster said. “If you decide not to reject this invitation, then Sir George will have to see your aunt who is your legal guardian, but he wished to avoid this if there was no necessity for it. I, myself, can offer you no advice. It is plain that there is a great element of danger involved but the matter is apparently of the greatest national importance.”


Sir George nodded in agreement.


“Yes,” he said, “it is that most certainly. Another reason why you must think carefully before deciding is because, if you agree, you will have to undergo a very concentrated course of instruction, and it won’t be possible to find and train a substitute if you back out. Oh! and there’s just another thing. If all goes well, you’ll be back in England well before the University term begins.”


The scientist and the headmaster stood up—the interview was at an end. Also rising to his feet, Chris experienced a new tumult of emotions. Now he would have to make his decision. As the three walked towards the door, Benson rested his hand lightly on the boy’s shoulder.


“I’m staying overnight with Mr. Berry, so perhaps you’ll come along at about ten o’clock in the morning,” he said. “Remember, not a whisper—and a perfectly free choice.” Chris stopped and turned towards the other two.


“I can tell you now, sir,” he cried. “I shall go!”


“Stop! that’s just what we don’t want you to do,” Mr. Berry interposed. “You mustn’t reply while you’re still in the throes of any emotion that Sir George’s proposition has stirred up. No grand heroic decision please. I’m sure he won’t accept an answer one way or the other until tomorrow morning. Isn’t that so. Benson?”


“Absolutely,” came the reply. “Run along now, Chris, and think about it very carefully.”


“And pray,” added the headmaster.


Chris shook hands and walked through the corridors of the empty school.


It was not yet a quarter to ten the following morning when Chris, rather pale, came through the gates. Not wanting to present himself at the headmaster’s study quite so early he made his way round the classroom buildings and came to the playing fields.


He wandered to the gable end at which the scoreboard had been placed, and there, lying along the foot of the wall, was the ladder on which he had stood. With a queer little feeling inside, he wondered about the sequence of events that had started when the ladder began to slip. Had it not been for that inanimate object, lying where it had been placed after the sports, he would probably never have come to the notice of Sir George Benson.


With a deliberate stride he turned away and walked towards the main buildings and the Headmaster’s study. Five minutes to ten! He had always believed it better to be five minutes too early than five seconds too late. From behind the closed door came a low murmur of voices—the Head and Sir George were early, too. Chris tapped the panel firmly.


At once the conversation inside stopped and footsteps approached the door. Mr. Berry extended his hand.


“Good morning, Godfrey,” he said. “Sir George is here. Come inside.”


Gravely the scientist shook hands with the youth. All three remained standing.


“I take it you have come to your decision, Christopher?” the younger man asked quietly.


“Yes, sir. I have thought a great deal about it as you told me to and I am willing to go.”


There was a heavy silence in the study—an air of tension. Looking at Sir George closely Chris noted a little vein throbbing in his temple just below the greying hairs. The seconds ticked on. At last Benson spoke.


“I won’t offend you by asking if you are really certain about this, and if you have thought it over deeply. You obviously have, and I believe you to be a clear-sighted young man who would weigh up the pros and cons very carefully. I accept your decision.”


Mr. Berry seemed the most moved of the trio. His voice shook a little as he spoke.


“Knowing Godfrey, I cannot say I am surprised that he has agreed to your proposal, Sir George. He is a level-headed lad and I am sure he won’t try and withdraw at a later stage. I congratulate you, my boy, on your courage and patriotism which I know Sir George will see are not unrewarded.”


“Indeed not,” the scientist exclaimed. “Nothing has been said to you yet, Chris, about what I was empowered to offer you if you agreed to co-operate. I wanted you to choose this—if choose it you did—on purely disinterested grounds. This you have done. However, you will be given a grant of one thousand pounds immediately. And in addition the Ministry will be responsible for all your financial commitments up to degree level. When you have obtained your degree you will be offered a post as a Junior Scientific Officer at a starting salary of £750 per annum. In the event of your being injured as a result of this experiment, a pension at the rate of £10 per week will be paid to you; or to your next-of-kin if anything even more unfortunate should happen.”


“But, sir, I never knew there was any money involved,” protested the bewildered Chris.


“We didn’t want to buy you,” answered the scientist. “We prefer people to accept risks like this for other than mercenary reasons. Now you’ve chosen freely there’s no reason why you shouldn’t know of the financial provisions that will be made for you.”


“I can’t grasp it,” Chris faltered. “I didn’t expect to be paid for it—I don’t know what to say.”


“Then say nothing, my boy. Now; to work! You’re under twenty-one and so it’s necessary to have not only your own written consent, but also that of your guardian, Mrs. Ingall. How soon could I see her? This morning?”


“Mrs Ingall is a busy woman, you’ll find,” said Mr. Berry. “How soon do you think she would be free to see Sir George?”


“It’s usually fairly quiet in the shop at about eleven,” Chris answered. “If we go there now I’m sure we can see her.”
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Monday, 30th July, was a cloudy day. The fine weather of the last fortnight seemed to have ended just when most people would be taking their summer holidays. How perverse the English climate can be, thought Chris, fine when you have to work and cold and dull when you want it to be fine! Still, on the whole it had been a lovely summer and the countryside was looking good.


The Royal Air Force corporal who was driving the car turned to Chris and asked if he would like to pull up for a coffee. Chris replied that he didn’t mind and would leave it to the corporal, who, after cogitation, volunteered that coffee wasn’t much in his line—so they continued their drive to London.


As the car sped along, Chris cast his mind back over the last three days. It had been almost lunch-time on Friday when the interview with his aunt had ended. Immediately she had taken her decision—and she had hesitated for a long time—Mrs. Ingall had demonstrated her practical outlook by questioning Sir George Benson closely about when and where Chris was going and what clothes he would want. Once the die was cast she had thrown herself into the preliminary preparations with vigour, but Chris knew what her answer had cost her.


Before leaving, Sir George had produced three copies of a document which he had signed together with Chris and his aunt. Mr. Berry had witnessed their signatures. These had stated that Chris was willing to undertake “certain tasks as specified by H.M. Minister of Supply,” and that Mrs. Ingall, being his legal guardian, gave her consent. The financial provisions already explained by Sir George had been set out fully and one copy had been left with Mrs. Ingall. Then the two men took their departure.
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