DICK VALLIANT ON THE
NORTHERN PATROL

CHAPTER 1

"HOME AGAIN”

VERHEAD the sky was clear blue and cloudless: the sea

was almost glassy smooth, its even surface ruffled only by the
crisply foaming wakes of the sea-stained battleship and her de-
stroyer escort. Far away to the northward lay a faint morning haze
which betokened the coming of a glorious English Spring day. The
haze lay low, close to the horizon but in all its dimming beauty it
could not conceal from the eyes of the men in the steadily moving
warships the faint ribbon of darker colouring which was the shore
of Devon—the end and the starting point of so many gallant sea-
men’s voyagings. Close ahead lay the Eddystone Rocks with their
gaunt, grey, granite sentinel rearing its head skyward above them.
Throughout the dark silent hours of the night the Invu/nerable had
ploughed steadily onward towards this signpost pointing in the
direction of home. At first the course through the blackness of a
Channel night had been by compass : then had come the hail of the
look-out —“Light almost dead ahead, Sir.” The navigator, watch in
hand and a little tired after his all-night vigil, had peered over the
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canvas “dodger “which protected the upper bridge from wind and
rain, and had counted the well-remembered two short sharp flashes
every half-minute which is the peculiarity of the Eddystone Light-
house. The course the battleship was steering was exactly right, a
fact which gave him cause for pride. Night had speedily given place
to dawn and, as the light from the lofty tower grew more and more
indistinct, the Lighthouse itself hove in sight—and beyond that
Plymouth and Home.

On the decks of the salt-stained battleship all was bustle. Men
hurried hither and thither in orderly confusion preparing the ship
for entering harbour. Boats were being unlashed, cutters swung out
in their davits, gangways brought up on deck and laid in their places
ready for putting out at a moment’s notice. On the forecastle the
blacksmith and his ‘ party ’ were unlashing the cables and getting
the anchors ready to let go should occasion arise, while at various
points near the railings huge bundles of hazel-sticks were being
brought up ready to hang outboard and save the surface of the ship’s
side should she be ordered to make fast alongside the stone dock-
yard wall. Everything was bustle and cheerfulness—and high above
floated the huge length of the paying-off pennant, trailing away
from the mast-head far out into the sea astern, where its tiny golden
air-bladder bobbed and danced among the tiny wave-tops left in
the ship’s wake.

Gradually the gaunt pile of the lighthouse drew nearer and
nearer ; it bore on the bow and then came abeam. Below, underfoot,
there was a violent throbbing as the capstan engine worked sudden-
ly, telling its tale of an altered course. From the yard arm a cluster of
flags came fluttering down, and, obeying the signal, battleship and
escort swung round in a majestic curve, and headed direct for the
far distant and still invisible breakwater guarding Plymouth Sound.

Commander Hope, the second in command of the Invulnerable,
peered out ahead as the ship steadied down on to her new course.
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He seemed to be trying to pierce the distance and see what was
behind the faint pall of morning mist, and, as he gazed, he rubbed
his hands with almost boyish glee. Next to his ship he loved the
English countryside and a hard run after hounds—and Plymouth,
above all naval bases, spelt both.

Clang-clang ; Clang-clang ; Clang-clang ; Clang-clang !

'The reverberating sound of the ship’s bell striking eight rang
through the ship. The Quartermaster of the watch looked up en-
quiringly at the Commander; his Boatswain’s call was raised in his
hand.

“All right, Quartermaster ! “remarked Commander Hope.
“Pipe the Hands to breakfast.” Instantly the long-drawn-out ‘ pipe’
echoed through the ship and the upper deck emptied of its men as
though by magic, leaving the Commander alone—but for the mid-
shipman who acted as his aide-decamp, or as they would call him
down below in the gun-room, ‘ the Commander’s doggy.’

'The Commander moved as though he himself were going be-
low, when along the deck came a grimy, muffled-up figure, loping
along with the easy stride of peace and content. As he approached
the Commander he looked up, smiled and nodded his head in the
direction of the distant shore.

“Well, Pilot,” laughed Commander Hope. “You've managed to
do it all right ! I suppose that is Plymouth and not * Pompey’ over
there ?”

“That’s Plymouth all right, Sir,” was the Navigating Officer’s
cheery reply. “We’ve made a jolly good run up Channel—scarcely a
yard out in our position all the way. I very nearly suggested having
a sweepstake on the time we should get to the Eddystone. By the
way, Sir, is there any news as to what they intend to do with us when
we do getin ?”

“None yet—at least not as far as I know. Still it’s only eight
oclock and that’s a bit early for the shore staft to be up and about,”
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the Commander chuckled rather ironically. His eye glanced up and
took in the fluttering paying-off pennant and he nodded towards it.
“You know the old verse, Pilot— When the ship that is tired retur-
neth; men put her in dock for a while ‘“—and so on. Poor old Invu/-
nerable : she’s getting rather tired—and a little bit too old for war-
work. The Engineer-Commander tells me that if we steam much
more he’ll have to tie her engines together with string, or they’ll fall
to pieces.” The two officers fell silent for a moment. The old battle-
ship had long since passed the heyday of her youth ; she had been
old and obsolete when she had been sent out to the Mediterranean
some months before, but she had acquitted herself well, adding new
laurels to an honourable name in the epic of the landing at the
Dardanelles. Along her sides and on the armoured surfaces of her
turrets and casemates were great scars and scores as though a Titan
had hacked at the steel with a giant adze ; the funnels were riddled
with shrapnel holes and oozed steam in tiny curls and wisps ; the
snow-white decks were in one or two places ploughed and furrowed
with honourable battle wounds—mementoes of a great adventure
against almost impossible odds.

“Yes ! “went on the Navigating Officer after a few moments.
“I suppose they will patch her up and polish her and take out all
the dents and bumps and then commission her for some other less
important job. It’s certain we shall go right up into the dockyard.
There’s one consolation, however, about paying oft in war-time :
there’s plenty of jobs for we chaps to go to, and no fear of having to
go on half-pay for some months till a new job comes along.”

“That is an advantage, certainly,” grinned the Commander. “Per-
sonally, I am rather wondering what sort of ship they’ll pass me on
to.”

“I shouldn’t wonder if I were you, Sir,” grunted the Navigator.
“Those coves ashore,” and he jerked his head sardonically in the di-
rection of Plymouth, “aren’t worrying about it—they are just about
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thinking of getting up now. Talking about that reminds me. I came
down to go below and get a bath and some breakfast before we get
up to the Breakwater.”

“Who is up on the bridge now, then ? “asked the Commander.

“The Captain—but he’s got the officer of the watch with him,”
was the reply as the Navigator turned and strode below.

'The Commander paused for a moment and then turned to the
patient, motionless figure of the midshipman standing close behind
him.

“I'm going up on to the bridge now, Valliant. Nip down below
and get my “glasses” for me, will you ?”

'The midshipman saluted smartly, and dashed below, returning
in a few seconds with the Commander’s binoculars. This officer was
already half-way along the deck and had reached the foot of the
towering iron-runged ladder leading up towards the bridge when
the snotty overtook him. He was a little out of breath with his dash
along the deck, and, before speaking, he settled his white muffler
into place. Saluting, he handed the Commander the glasses for
which he had been sent.

“Excuse me, Sir,” he asked. “Shall you want me on the bridge ?”

“Shall I want you P—I don’t know,” was the answer. “Why do
you ask ?”

“Well, Sir,” was the hesitating reply. “If you didn’t need me up
there perhaps I could be spared—allowed—er—perhaps I could go
and get a bath !”

“Get a bath ! “thundered the Commander. “Haven’t you had
your bath yet » When did you come on deck ?”

“At a quarter to six, Sir,” was the humble reply.

“Good heavens,” came the retort. “That’s two and a half hours
ago ! Disgraceful ! Do you think I should have allowed you to fol-
low me about all the morning if I had known you hadn’t bathed ?
Go away, you dirty little boy, and get your bath !”
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“Aye Aye, Sir,” was the hurried answer as a thunderstruck snotty
departed in extreme haste—but not too fast to overhear the Com-
mander’s chuckle and a parting remark—“Get your breakfast while
you are about it, and be up here again in half an hour !”

“Phew ! “muttered Midshipman Dick Valliant as his ears caught
gratefully this last sentence. He checked in his stride and continued
his way below to the bathroom at a more reasonable speed. “For
the minute I wondered what had come over the ‘ bloke ’: all the
same I wish he wouldn't play these odd tricks—I suppose he thinks
they are good jokes though.’ Dick, unfortunately, was somewhat
disgruntled as, in a way, he had a right to be, for he had been up
since early dawn while others of his messmates slept the sleep of the
just—and successful—work-shirkers.

Unbuttoning his monkey-jacket coat as he went he slithered
down the steep ladders, and did not pause till he had reached the
steel water-tight door behind which was the gunroom bathroom.
With a quick turn of his powerful wrists he flung back the heavy
steel clips and pulled open the door : he was just about to step inside
when, fortunately, his eye glanced down at the state of the floor—
and he paused in mid-stride. The deck was two or three inches deep
in swirling soapy water which whirled and eddied with each slight,
barely perceptible, movement of the ship. Almost in the middle of
the steel compartment, and seated naked in the small flat baths
which fall to the lot of the younger midshipmen in a battleship, was
one of the smallest of the junior midshipmen.

“Here, you,” cried Dick, as he removed his boots and stockings,
preparatory to wading in. “What on earth is the meaning of this ?”

“The pipe got choked, Valliant,” answered the junior snotty tim-
idly. “We all tried to clear it but couldn’t get O’Malley’s towel out of
the pipe—it’s wedged !”

“Bother him,” grunted Dick. “That’s just the sort of thing that
¢ Coppernob ’ Irishman would do with his belongings.” Without
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wasting more words on a subject he could not remedy he hastily
stripped off his clothes and, moving through the swirling water to-
wards the solitary full-length bath in the compartment, turned on
the taps—but nothing happened. Dick spun the tap levers this way
and that; he shook the pipe and examined the main water valve—
but no water came out.

“No water,” he roared. “What sort of comedian has turned that
oftf now—just when I want a bath. Here you, youngster,” this to the
junior snotty who was still squatting in about three inches of water
in his tin pannikin of a bath— “You’ll have to get dry quickly and
cut along and get the water put on.”

“I'm afraid that won’t do any good, Valliant,” was the timid re-
ply. “The Chaplain and the Surgeon-Commander have both given
orders that the water here is to be turned off at eight o’clock every
morning because O’Malley left it running yesterday, and there was
no hot water for them left. They've only turned it oft the bath, how-
ever. You can get a little at the wash-basins—cold !”

“I’ll skin that  Coppernob,”” growled Dick. “First he turns the
bathroom into a beastly swimming pool, and then he is the cause
of the water being cut off—and now through his monkey-tricks I
shan’t have time for more than a lick and a promise.”

Turning to one of the cracked wash-basins he poured himself
out a thimbleful of water, and proceeded to make the best of a bad
job ; in a few minutes he was tolerably well washed, wet and drip-
ping. By this time the junior snotty was out of his bath and was
preparing to leave the bath-room when Dick hailed him.

“Just a second before you go. Do you mind chucking me my
towel »—It’s in the third locker from the left on the top row—
that’s the one,” as the other youth opened one of the steel lockers.
Through the air hurtled the towel and Dick’s hands closed upon
it—and almost let it go again. Instead of the dry towel he had ex-
pected this was wringing wet.
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It had come from the right locker and, as he quickly examined
the corner, he found that it certainly was his own towel.

'The other snotty had, by this time, opened the door of the bath-
room, and was just stepping out when Dick detained him.

“Have you been using this, you little blighter?” he thundered.

“No, Valliant,” was the scared reply.

“Well, who has, then P—This is the last straw.”

“Well, you see—Valliant—after O’Malley lost his own towel he
said that you wouldn’t mind as you and he had so much in com-
mon—so he—er------ 1”

“Clear out ! “cried Dick, bursting with indignation. The door
swung open, the small snotty vanished and the door shut to with a
metallic clang once more, leaving Dick a prey to his indignation—
and a wet towel.

Drying himself as best he could he rapidly flung on his clothes
and took his way to the gunroom flat wherein reposed his sea-chest.
Pausing here only long enough to put on a clean collar and brush
his hair, he hurried on to the gunroom. Most of the snotties had
already finished their breakfast when he arrived and the long table
was almost empty. One figure was still there, however, busy laying
down the law as to how the attack on the Dardanelles should have
been made. Dick took one look at the speaker’s shock of fiery red
hair and without wasting words flung his service cap at him.

“ Coppernob,’ you little miserable beast,” he howled. “Here am
I—spent half the night on deck, come down for a bath and find
the bathroom like a duck-pond, no water because you have been
depriving the elderly wardroom gentlemen of their beautiful hot
water—and then you go and turn my only remaining towel into a
deck swab. You wait till I've had some breakfast and I'll take you
down there and drown you—or something.”

“Dear, dear,” murmured the Irishman who, as everyone in the
ship knew, was Dick’s bosom friend. Turning to the Sub-lieu-
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tenant—Donovan—who was seated near the table he continued.
“It’s obviously upset him. Of course when one reaches his age one
doesn’t like to be called a dirty little boy—even if it is true ! “There
was a gurgle of laughter round the mess at this, and Dick knew that
in some way or other the Commander’s remarks had been over-
heard.

“Yes, Dicky my boy,” went on the Irishman. “I couldn’t help
overhearing what the ‘ bloke "had to say to you —it echoed through
the ship. Mind, I'm not saying he was right—but, Dicky, don’t you
see what a judgment it all is to you. If you had had your bath at
five oclock this morning there wouldn’t have been any flood, there
would have been plenty of water, and no one would have used your
towel because we others don't need to get up or bath much before
seven. I'm sorry the ‘ bloke " had to speak to you about it, of course,

By this time the mess was in roars of laughter—including the
unhappy victim, who, however, at once prepared to avenge himself
upon the jesting Irishman when there was a knock at the door which
opened to admit the Commander’s bluejacket boy-messenger.

“Is the Signal Midshipman here, please ?» “he asked, cap-in-
hand. “It’s Mr. O'Malley I want, please.” There was a general titter,
and the Irishman, who, having seen the light of battle in Dick’s eye
a second earlier, had retreated to a safer place, stood up.

“From the Commander, Sir,” reported the sailor. “He says he is
getting tired of waiting for you to come up on the bridge and that
if you've eaten all the breakfast you need and find it quite conve-
nient would you care to come up now ! “The sailor withdrew and
the Irishman seeking for his hat prepared to follow him, when Dick
threw out a taunt.

“Well © Coppernob ’! ” he chuckled. “Fancy being accused of

eating too much—over-eating—disgusting !”
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Jamming his hat on his head O’Malley hurriedly left the gun-
room, slamming the door behind him as he went. In less than a
second, however, he was back or at least his head was, and craning
his neck round the jamb of the door he called out.

“Dicky ! Did you notice what a much politer sort of message the
‘ bloke ’sent me than the one he gave you ! “The door slammed and
he was gone again.

Dick hurried through his breakfast as quickly as he could, and
was up on deck again almost on the stroke of time. The Command-
er had come down from the bridge and was standing on the quar-
terdeck with O’Malley as Signal Midshipman, signal pad in hand
and with his telescope under his arm, close at hand.

'The battleship and her destroyer escort were now quite close in
to the stone breakwater, and above it and far beyond could be seen
the terraces of houses fronting Plymouth Hoe with, behind them,
tier upon tier of hill and combe stretching far away into the distance
of a Devon morning.

'The destroyers had now ceased their perpetual darting to and
tro, from side to side and in and out, as they sped along at full speed
preventing any enemy submarine which might be lurking in the
offing from coming sufficiently to the surface to fire a torpedo. They
were now sedately following the battleship in Indian file. Even as
Dick looked astern at their lean, vicious black shapes, a string of
flags fluttered up to the starboard signal yard-arm of the leader, and
O’Malley, with his telescope glued instantly to his eyes, reported to
the Commander the purport of the signal.

“Destroyers asking permission to proceed into harbour inde-
pendently, Sir,” and then—a moment later, as the answering pen-
nant fluttered out, followed by the red affirmative signal from the
battleship’s signal bridge—“Approved ! by us, Sir ! “The destroyers
seemed to leap ahead, and, turning sharply out of the white streak
of the Invulnerable’s wash, dashed on into the harbour at full speed,
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as if to show the slow old battleship what a penance it had been to
attend upon her for the last twenty-four hours.

Steadily, and with infinite grace and majesty, the battle-scarred
Inwvulnerable swept round the end of the breakwater, the Captain
acknowledging with a wave of his hat the salutation of some fish-
ermen sitting rocking in their boat just within. Up past the New
Grounds Shoal, and with the beauty of tree-covered Drake’s Island
in full view on the starboard hand, the battleship swept, passing the
Melampus buoy and entering the Asia Pass with the famous Hoe
straight ahead. Well-remembered landmarks these, and Dick could
not help thinking of the last time he had made this journey in a
warship. That was on the eve of war when he had gone Northward
Ho ! with the Argonaut to Scapa Flow.

“Drummer ! “cried the Commander. “Sound the Attention !”

'The clarion notes rang out from the diminutive marine bugler’s
instrument. Every man upon the upper deck became stricken with
immobility.

'The battleship swept on her way, drawing nearer and nearer to
the black and white hull of the old Impregnable—one of Nelson’s
old wooden walls.

“Face the starboard side,” ordered the Commander, and every
man faced the training ship which acted as the flagship, and took
the salute of all ships entering or leaving the port.

“Sound the Still !”

'The marine guard presented arms, and the guard on the Im-
pregnable replied with a rattle and the glint of sun on bayonets : the
Captain and Commander saluted and the age-old ceremony was
over. “Carry on ! “rapped out the Commander. He was just about to
hurry forward to attend to some detail over the harbour prepara-
tions when a signalman hurried up and handed two signals to him.

“Passed in from the shore signal station, Sir.”
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'The Commander read them through quickly, pausing as though
puzzled over one of them, and then, turning to Dick, remarked,
“We've been ordered to go alongside the dockyard quay—tell the
First Lieutenant and the Boatswain to have everything ready !”

“Aye, aye, Sir,” replied Dick, and sped away on his errand. He
was not long gone, for these officers were expecting some such or-
der, and were on the upper deck in readiness to deal with it. While
he was away, however, his chum, taking advantage of his position
as Signal Midshipman, made haste to ask the signalman what had
been the purport of the other signal.

“Nothing much, Sir,” was the answer. “Just a private signal from
the drafting office ashore to the Commander telling him he’s been
appointed to the command of the Ashtick !”

“Command of the what ? “queried O’Malley, for he had never
heard of any ship in the Navy with a name even faintly resembling
this.

“The Ashtick, Sir,—A-Z-T-E-C—I dunno what she is as she
isn’t in the list of the Navy, but perhaps she’s one of the new ships
building.”

Satisfied as far as his curiosity was concerned the Irishman
stored up the piece of information, intending to deliver himself of
this first-class item of gossip as soon as the ship was secured and
he was back at peace in the gunroom once more. The return of his
chum, however, provided an earlier chance of imparting the infor-
mation.

“Dicky ! “he began, “I've got a bit of news !”

“Gossip ! I expect it’s just some ‘ buzz’you've collected from one
of your weird signalmen people,” replied his messmate.

“Not a bit of it,” was the retort. “This is straight from headquar-
ters. The ¢ bloke "has been appointed a ship called the Az#ec—and in

command, what’s more !”
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“Whew ! That’s a good job for him. What sort of ship is it ?
“questioned Dick, interested at once. “I've never heard of such a
ship—I expect she’s some sort of small light cruiser if a commander
is to go as skipper of her.”

“That’s the puzzle,” rejoined the Irishman. “I asked the signal-
man the same question—but he says there isn’t such a ship in the
list of the Navy. Still our list is a bit old : they’re building and find-
ing ships every day just now, and ours hasn’t been corrected since we
left Gibraltar last week.”

“Come along, O’Malley ! Don't stand there spinning a yarn,”
suddenly called out the Commander. “What signal is that flying
from the shore station ?”

All further conversation was at once forgotten as the Irishman
read the meaning of some bright-coloured flags fluttering in the
breeze high above Admiralty House ashore.

“Stop Engines, Sir ! Send Boat for mails and despatches !”

“Very good—MTr. Bartlett ! “This to the Boatswain. “We shall
be stopping in a minute. I want to get the starboard sea-boat out as
quickly as possible, and send it in to the ¢ Stairs’ for our mails. Put
a reliable hand in the boat and tell him to follow us up to the Wall
when he has got the mails.”

'The droning of the engines ceased : then came a violent throb
and a commotion astern as the engines were reversed and the ship
brought to a dead stop. Orders rang out on the boat booms, the cut-
ter was manned and lowered away, and in a few seconds was pulling
strongly across the stream towards the nearby landing stage. The
boat’s falls were rounded in and the battleship resumed her majestic
journey towards the dockyard. Tugs now came up and took a hand
in manoeuvring the 20,000 ton vessel into her allotted position so
gently that an eggshell could scarcely have been crushed by the im-
pact as the Invulnerable took up her allotted berth. The ship that
was tired had returned.
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'The various routine work of the forenoon dragged on ; the mails
came aboard and were sorted out, and every one on all sides was
heard to canvass the possibility of “leave “for a few days, and of what
ship they would be sent to at the end of it. War-time, however, does
not afford much opportunity for well-earned “leave,” and, although
everyone discussed light-heartedly what they would do and where
they would go for their rest, to a man, it was realised that it would
be very strange if there was so much as a day’s grace before each
man aboard found another home, another floating fort in which to
carry on the work of war against the King’s enemies.

Dick, like everyone else, was more than interested in the ques-
tion of his next ship, and to that end read with avidity all his letters
from home. There was in them no inkling. He turned to a some-
what brief letter from his uncle, Admiral Sir Trevor Valliant, who
had previously arranged for him to be sent to the Invulnerable in
time for the landing at Gallipoli, but the letter contained no news
whatsover. “Can it be,” he thought, “that this time I have got to
take my chance with the rest—and probably get sent to a first-class
battleship in the Grand Fleet—and see no more of the active side
of the war !”

His chum,  Coppernob,’looked across at him as, somewhat de-
spondently, he put his uncle’s letter in his pocket.

“No luck this time, Dicky ? “he asked. “I had hoped his river-
ence would have had a nice new ship waiting for you and me again
like he did before—but he seems to have failed us.” There was a
humorous twinkle in his eye as he spoke. “Look here, Dicky,” he
went on. “I'll tell you something I've got in my mind’s eye. You
remember that signal the ‘ bloke ’ got this morning about being
given command of the Azzec 2 A new skipper can generally ask for
officers he wants in a new ship. I suggest we go and ask him, while
the water is still warm, if he could take us along with him. The old
Invulnerable is due to pay off on Wednesday, and that only gives
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us two days before we are shot out into a cold, hard world to go to
whatever ship some clerk at the Admiralty thinks would suit us. Are
you game to beard him in his cabin ? We shall have to nip along or
else he’ll be ashore !”

Dick needed no urging. Pausing only to straighten up their at-
tire and make themselves look as smart as possible the two raced
along the alleyway, and up the ladder into the flat in which the
Commander’s cabin was situated. There was a sentry outside the
door but he, knowing that the Irishman was the Commander’s Sig-
nal Midshipman, and that Dick was the ‘ doggy,”’ made no attempt
to deter them from entering and, without pausing to think, the two
knocked softly on the door and stepped into the cabin.

'The Commander was busy reading his letters as they entered,
but he looked up at once and beckoned them over to him.

“What do you two want ? “he asked, trying to be as gruff as
possible—but not succeeding. “I suppose you have come asking for
leave. I'm afraid if that’s it I can’t grant it until there comes some
authority for ‘ leave ' from the Admiral !”

“No, Sir, we don’t want any leave—at least not at the moment,”

began Dick haltingly. “You see, Sir, O’'Malley is the Signal Mid-
shipman------ 7

“Yes, I know he is,” interrupted the Commander, “and none too
good a Signal Midshipman either : but what has that got to do with
it.” It was now O’Malley’s turn to take up the tale—and a bright
idea came to him.

“Well, Sir. When you made me Signal Midshipman you told me
I was to make myself acquainted with every signal which came to
the ship. I've come across a signal to you about going to the Azzec,

Sir—did you get that one all right, I thought------
“It doesn’t matter very much what you think, O’Malley,” cut in

»

the Commander. “You know perfectly well that I got that signal,
that the signalman brought it to me, and that I read it—because
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you took the trouble to ask him about it afterwards. I happened by
accident to see you—not that it matters in the least. Now tell me
exactly what you want.” There was a distinct smile on his lips now as
he looked at the discomfited snotty. He was always wont to remark
to his brother ward-room officers that Valliant and O’Malley were
the two ‘ hardest case’snotties he had ever sailed with : at any rate
he had put one of them out of countenance.

“Please, Sir, it’s about that ship we've come,” stepped in Dick
boldly. “We saw you had been appointed to her, and wondered if it
would be possible to take us with you. When this ship pays oft on
Wednesday we shall have to go somewhere and------

“I suppose my ship is better than nowhere—is that it?”

“Well, Sir------- 7

“What on earth makes you two think I should want either of
you in the Azzec. To begin with I hardly know what sort of ship it
is, or if they even want snotties on board, and, secondly, I am more
than inclined to think that you are both too disreputable to spoil a
new ship.” He felt a pang of pity at the woebegone expression which
flitted across the two eager faces, for he was genuinely fond of the
two chums who worked hard and did their job very well indeed.
“I’ll tell you what I can do, however. I can’t have both of you, but I
promise that I'll take one of you—if I can. You had better go away
down to the gunroom and talk it over—and decide which of you is
to be my victim !”

'The two inseparables departed, but spoke scarcely a word on the
way down to the mess. For both to have been refused would have
been a blow, but for the friendship thus to be split up by separation
was something they had not expected for one moment. They had
not yet learnt that that is one of the more unfortunate sides of naval
life : a ship’s officers axe together for perhaps two or three years,
and during this time firm friendships are formed and ties are made.
Eventually the ship pays oft and the little company is split up to
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torm wardrooms all over the world, wherever the White Ensign
flies—and perhaps its members may never come together again, or
even be within thousands of miles of each other.

“I wish to goodness we had never gone to him at all,” grunted
Dick, as they entered the gunroom and plumped themselves down
at the far end of the mess. “There’s no way out for it now—one of
us will have to go, and the other be shunted oft to some battleship
or other.”

“It’s all my fault, old man,” observed the Irishman contritely. “If
I hadn't suggested it we should never have been put in the position.
I'm inclined to dislike that ‘ bloke’ of ours.”

For a long time the two were silent, each pondering upon what
had befallen them. The two had been inseparable at the naval col-
lege, had been in the gunroom of the Argonaut together, had braved
the Dardanelles, had been captured by the Turk, and had escaped—
always together.

“I'm for going along and saying that we neither of us want to
go,” said Dick at length. “Don’t be such an ass,” was the reply. “It’s
really very decent of the ‘ bloke ’ to offer to take one of us at all—to
refuse now would be to get his back up—and after all he’s a very
good sort.”

Again there fell a silence and then Dick broke in once more.

“I think you are right, * Coppernob.’ One of us will have to go.
It’s pretty beastly I know, but we always have this up our sleeve that
it I write to my uncle perhaps he can wangle that the other is sent
to the same ship fairly soon.”

'They both brightened up at this happy thought and the gloom
began slowly to dissipate.

“We've still got to decide which of us is to go,” presently re-
sumed the Irishman. “It’s no use arguing about it, because neither
of us wants the other to go—and in any case it’s like buying a pig
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in a poke. For all we know the new ship may be a minesweeper or
something like that which never has any fun at all.”

“I shouldn’t think that was very likely,” observed Dick sagely.
“The ‘ bloke ” has a pretty good record, and there’s a  buzz’ going
round the ship that he’s been recommended for a D.S.O. over the
Gallipoli business. For my part I should think he would get a good
ship with a chance of some active service.”

“Look here, Dicky,” suddenly interposed his chum. “Let’s toss
up for it—Heads you go with him—Tails I do : one cold spin, and
then ‘ sudden death.’”

'The two laughed, and each dived a hand into his trouser pock-
et—and brought it away empty.

“Sorry, Coppernob,” laughed Dick—‘I'm dead broke this
month—it’s a little too near the end of the month for me to have
any of my pay left.”

“Same here,” was the grinning answer. “Now what’s to be done.”
At this moment the Assistant Paymaster strode into the mess—to
be seized and held by the two plotters.

“Come on, Ratcliffe,” they cried, almost in unison. “Lend me
half-a-crown—two shillings, a shilling, sixpence—or even a pen-
ny—ryou can have it back—we want to toss with it.”

No little puzzled, the young paymaster produced a coin from his
pocket and handed it over.

“There now,” laughed the Irishman. “An’ wasn't I quite certain
in my mind that the little paymaster would have some hard earned
money about him somewhere. Now to spin it, Dicky.”

With a seemingly careless flick of the thumb the shining coin
was spun twirling into the air—to fall with a ring on to the polished
surface of the gunroom table.

“What is it, * Coppernob’? ” asked Dick.

'The two peered at the coin—peered at the portrait of His Maj-

esty.
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“Heads it is, Dicky,” shouted the Irishman. “Your luck is in ! You
are the lucky bird to bag the minesweeper or whatever it is.”

For a moment the two stood grinning at each other—but the
grin was a mask. Their long friendship had reached the turning of
the ways—for the time at any rate.

“Well, old chap, I think I'll pop along to the Commander and
tell him how we've settled it,” remarked Dick, trying to appear ca-
sual about the proceeding.

'The Commander seemed in no way surprised, but was able to
add to the store of rumours about his new ship that she was sup-
posed to be some sort of mystery ship. Dick was to leave the In-
vulnerable the next day and go ashore into the naval barracks with
the Commander until orders to join the new ship definitely arrived.






