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There is a dividing ridge in the great northern
wilderness of America, whereon lies a lakelet of not more than
twenty yards in diameter. It is of crystal clearness and profound
depth, and on the still evenings of the Indian summer its surface
forms a perfect mirror, which might serve as a toilet-glass for a
Redskin princess.

        
We have stood by the side of that lakelet and
failed to note the slightest symptom of motion in it, yet somewhere
in its centre there was going on a constant and mysterious division
of watery particles, and those of them which glided imperceptibly
to the right flowed southward to the Atlantic, while those that
trembled to the left found a resting-place by the frozen shores of
Hudson’s Bay.

        
As it is with the flow and final exit of those
waters, so is it, sometimes, if not always, with the spirit and
destiny of man.

        
Miles Milton, our hero, at the age of nineteen,
stood at the dividing ridge of his life. If the oscillating spirit,
trembling between right and wrong, had decided to lean to the
right, what might have been his fate no one can tell. He paused on
the balance a short time, then he leaned over to the left, and what
his fate was it is the purpose of this volume to disclose. At the
outset, we may remark that it was not unmixed good. Neither was it
unmitigated evil.

        
Miles had a strong body, a strong will, and a
somewhat passionate temper: a compound which is closely allied to
dynamite!

        
His father, unfortunately, was composed of much
the same materials. The consequences were sometimes explosive. It
might have profited the son much had he studied the Scripture
lesson, “Children, obey your parents in the Lord.” Not less might
it have benefited the father to have pondered the words, “Fathers,
provoke not your children to wrath.”

        
Young Milton had set his heart on going into
the army. Old Milton had resolved to thwart the desire of his son.
The mother Milton, a meek and loving soul, experienced some hard
times between the two. Both loved 
her intensely, and each loved himself, not
better perhaps, but too much!

        
It is a sad task to have to recount the
disputes between a father and a son. We shrink from it and turn
away. Suffice it to say that one day Miles and his father had a
Vesuvian meeting on the subject of the army. The son became
petulant and unreasonable; the father fierce and tyrannical. The
end was that they parted in anger.

        
“Go, sir,” cried the father sternly; “when you
are in a better frame of mind you may return.”

        
“Yes, father, I will go,” cried the son,
starting up, “and I will 
never return.”

        
Poor youth! He was both right and wrong in this
prophetic speech. He did return home, but he did not return to his
father.

        
With fevered pulse and throbbing heart he
rushed into a plantation that lay at the back of his father’s
house. He had no definite intention save to relieve his feelings by
violent action. Running at full speed, he came suddenly to a
disused quarry that was full of water. It had long been a familiar
haunt as a bathing-pool. Many a time in years past had he leaped
off its precipitous margin into the deep water, and wantoned there
in all the abandonment of exuberant youth. The leap was about
thirty feet, the depth of water probably greater. Constant practice
had rendered Miles so expert at diving and swimming that he had
come to feel as much at home in the water as a New-Zealander.

        
Casting off his garments, he took the
accustomed plunge by way of cooling his heart and brain. He came up
from the depths refreshed, but not restored to equanimity. While
dressing, the sense of injustice returned as strongly as before,
and, with it, the hot indignation, so that on afterwards reaching
the highway he paused only for a few moments. This was the critical
point. Slowly but decidedly he leaned to the left. He turned his
back on his father’s house, and caused the stones to spurt from
under his heels as he walked rapidly away.

        
If Miles Milton had thought of his mother at
that time he might have escaped many a day of bitter repentance,
for she was as gentle as her husband was harsh; but the angry youth
either forgot her at the moment, or, more probably, thrust the
thought of her away.

        
Poor mother! if she had only known what a
conflict between good and evil was going on in the breast of her
boy, how she would have agonised in prayer for him! But she did not
know. There was, however, One who did know, who loved him better
even than his mother, and who watched and guarded him throughout
all his chequered career.

        
It is not improbable that in spite of his
resolves Miles would have relented before night and returned home
had not a very singular incident intervened and closed the door
behind him.

        
That day a notorious swindler had been tracked
by a red-haired detective to the manufacturing city to which Miles
first directed his steps. The bills describing the swindler set
forth that he was quite young, tall, handsome, broad-shouldered,
with black curling hair, and a budding moustache; that he was
dressed in grey tweeds, and had a prepossessing manner. Now this
chanced to be in some respects an exact description of Miles
Milton!

        
The budding moustache, to be sure, was barely
discernible, still it was sufficiently so for a detective to found
on. His dress, too, was brown tweed, not grey; but of course
dresses can be changed; and as to his manner, there could not be
two opinions about that.

        
Now it chanced to be past one o’clock when
Miles entered the town and felt himself impelled by familiar
sensations to pause in front of an eating-house. It was a poor
eating-house in a low district, but Miles was not particular; still
further, it was a temperance coffee-house, but Miles cared nothing
for strong drink. Strong health and spirits had served his purpose
admirably up to that date.

        
Inside the eating-house there sat several men
of the artisan class, and a few of the nondescript variety. Among
the latter was the red-haired detective. He was engaged with a
solid beef-steak.

        
“Oho!” escaped softly from his lips, when his
sharp eyes caught sight of our hero. So softly did he utter the
exclamation that it might have been a mere remark of appreciation
addressed to the steak, from which he did not again raise his eyes
for a considerable time.

        
The place was very full of people—so full that
there seemed scarcely room for another guest; but by some almost
imperceptible motion the red-haired man made a little space close
to himself. The man next to him, with a hook-nose, widened the
space by similar action, and Miles, perceiving that there was room,
sat down.

        
“Bread and cheese,” he said to the waiter.

        
“Bread an’ cheese, sir? Yessir.”

        
Miles was soon actively engaged in mechanically
feeding, while his mind was busy as to future plans.

        
Presently he became aware that the men on
either side of him were scanning his features and person with
peculiar attention.

        
“Coldish weather,” remarked the red-haired man,
looking at him in a friendly way.

        
“It is,” replied Miles, civilly enough.

        
“Rather cold for bathin’, ain’t it, sir?”
continued the detective carelessly, picking his teeth with a
quill.

        
“How did you know that I’ve been bathing?”
demanded Miles in surprise.

        
“I didn’t know it.”

        
“How did you guess it then?”

        
“Vell, it ain’t difficult to guess that a young
feller ’as bin ’avin’ a swim w’en you see the ’air of ’is ’ead hall
vet, an’ ’is pocket-’ankercher lookin’ as if it ’ad done dooty for
a towel, not to mention ’is veskit ’avin’ bin putt on in a ’urry,
so as the buttons ain’t got into the right ’oles, you see!”

        
Miles laughed, and resumed his bread and
cheese.

        
“You are observant, I perceive,” he said.

        
“Not wery partiklarly so,” returned Redhair;
“but I do obsarve that your boots tell of country roads. Was it a
long way hout of town as you was bathin’ this forenoon, now?”

        
There was a free and easy familiarity about the
man’s tone which Miles resented, but, not wishing to run the risk
of a disagreement in such company, he answered quietly— “Yes, a
considerable distance; it was in an old quarry where I often bathe,
close to my father’s house.”

        
“Ha! jest so, about ’alf-way to the willage of
Ramplin’, w’ere you slep’ last night, if report speaks true, an’
w’ere you left the 
grey tweeds, unless, p’r’aps, you sunk ’em
in the old quarry.”

        
“Why, what on earth do you mean?” asked Miles,
with a look of such genuine surprise that Redhair was puzzled, and
the man with the hooked nose, who had been listening attentively,
looked slightly confused.

        
“Read that, sir,” said the detective,
extracting a newspaper cutting from his pocket and laying it on the
table before Miles.

        
While he read, the two men watched him with
interest, so did some of those who sat near, for they began to
perceive that something was “in the wind.”

        
The tell-tale blood sprang to the youth’s brow
as he read and perceived the meaning of the man’s remarks. At this
Redhair and Hook-nose nodded to each other significantly.

        
“You don’t mean to say,” exclaimed Miles, in a
tone of grand indignation which confirmed the men in their
suspicion, “that you think this description applies to 
me?”

        
“I wouldn’t insinivate too much, sir, though I
have got my suspicions,” said Redhair blandly; “but of course
that’s easy settled, for if your father’s ’ouse is anyw’ere
hereabouts, your father won’t object to identify his son.”

        
“Ridiculous!” exclaimed Miles, rising angrily
at this interruption to his plans. The two men rose promptly at the
same moment. “Of course my father will prove that you have made a
mistake, but—”

        
He hesitated in some confusion, for the idea of
re-appearing before his father so soon, and in such company, after
so stoutly asserting that he would 
never more return, was humiliating. The
detective observed the hesitation and became jocose.

        
“If you’d rather not trouble your parent,” said
Redhair, “you’ve got no call to do it. The station ain’t far off,
and the sooner we get there the better for all parties.”

        
A slight clink of metal at this point made
Miles aware of the fact that Hook-nose was drawing a pair of
handcuffs from one of his pockets.

        
The full significance of his position suddenly
burst upon him. The thought of being led home a prisoner, or
conveyed to the police-station handcuffed, maddened him; and the
idea of being thus unjustly checked at the very outset of his
independent career made him furious. For a few moments he stood so
perfectly still and quiet that the detectives were thrown slightly
off their guard. Then there was an explosion of some sort within
the breast of Miles Milton. It expended itself in a sudden impulse,
which sent Redhead flat on the table among the crockery, and drove
Hook-nose into the fireplace among the fire-irons. A fat little man
chanced to be standing in the door-way. The same impulse, modified,
shot that little man into the street like a cork out of a bottle,
and next moment Miles was flying along the pavement at racing
speed, horrified at what he had done, but utterly reckless as to
what might follow!

        
Hearing the shouts of pursuers behind him, and
being incommoded by passers-by in the crowded thoroughfare, Miles
turned sharply into a by-street, and would have easily made his
escape—being uncommonly swift of foot—had he not been observed by
an active little man of supple frame and presumptuous tendencies.
Unlike the mass of mankind around him—who stared and wondered—the
active little man took in the situation at a glance, joined in the
pursuit, kept well up, thus forming a sort of connecting-link
between the fugitive and pursuers, and even took upon himself to
shout “Stop thief!” as he ran. Miles endeavoured to throw him off
by putting on, as schoolboys have it, “a spurt.” But the active
little man also spurted and did not fall far behind. Then Miles
tried a second double, and got into a narrow street, which a single
glance showed him was a blind alley! Disappointment and anger
hereupon took possession of him, and he turned at bay with the
tiger-like resolve to run a-muck!

        
Fortunately for himself he observed a pot of
whitewash standing near a half-whitened wall, with a dirty canvas
frock and a soiled billycock lying beside it. The owner of the
property had left it inopportunely, for, quick as thought, Miles
wriggled into the frock, flung on the billycock, seized the pot,
and walked in a leisurely way to the head of the alley. He reached
it just as the active little man turned into it, at the rate of ten
miles an hour. A yell of “Stop thief!” issued from the man’s
presumptuous lips at the moment.

        
His injunction was obeyed to the letter, for
the would-be thief of an honest man’s character on insufficient
evidence was stopped by Miles’s bulky person so violently that the
whitewash was scattered all about, and part of it went into the
active man’s eyes.

        
To squash the large brush into the little man’s
face, and thus effectually complete what his own recklessness had
begun, was the work of an instant. As he did it, Miles assumed the
rôle of the injured party, suiting his language to his
condition.

        
“What d’ee mean by that, you houtrageous
willain?” he cried savagely, to the great amusement of the
bystanders, who instantly formed a crowd round them. “Look wot a
mess you’ve bin an’ made o’ my clean frock! Don’t you see?”

        
The poor little man could not see. He could
only cough and gasp and wipe his face with his coat-tails.

        
“I’d give you in charge o’ the pleece, I would,
if it wasn’t that you’ve pretty well punished yourself a’ready,”
continued Miles. “Take ’im to a pump some o’ you, ’cause I ain’t
got time. Good-day, spider-legs, an’ don’t go for to run into a
hartist again, with a paint-pot in ’is ’and.”

        
So saying, Miles pushed through the laughing
crowd and sauntered away. He turned into the first street he came
to, and then went forward as fast as was consistent with the idea
of an artisan in a hurry. Being utterly ignorant of the particular
locality into which he had penetrated—though well enough acquainted
with the main thoroughfares of the city—his only care was to put as
many intricate streets and lanes as possible between himself and
the detectives. This was soon done, and thereafter, turning into a
darkish passage, he got rid of the paint-pot and borrowed
costume.

        
Fortunately he had thrust his own soft
helmet-shaped cap into his breast at the time he put on the
billycock, and was thus enabled to issue from the dark passage very
much like his former self, with the exception of a few spots of
whitewash, which were soon removed.

        
Feeling now pretty safe, our hero walked a
considerable distance through the unknown parts of the city before
he ventured to inquire the way to thoroughfares with which he was
familiar. Once in these, he proceeded at a smart pace to one of the
railway stations, intending to leave town, though as yet he had
formed no definite plan of action. In truth, his mind was much
troubled and confused by the action of his conscience, for when the
thought of leaving home and entering the army as a private soldier,
against his father’s wishes, crossed his mind, Conscience
faithfully shook his head; and when softer feelings prevailed, and
the question arose irresistibly, “Shall I return home?” the same
faithful friend whispered, “Yes.”

        
In a state of indecision, Miles found himself
borne along by a human stream to the booking-office. Immediately in
front of him were two soldiers,—one a sergeant, and the other a
private of the line.

        
Both were tall handsome men, straight as
arrows, and with that air of self-sufficient power which is as far
removed from arrogance as it is from cowardice, and is by no means
an uncommon feature in men of the British army.

        
Miles felt a strong, unaccountable attraction
towards the young private. He had not yet heard his voice nor
encountered his eye; indeed, being behind him, he had only seen his
side-face, and as the expression on it was that of stern gravity,
the attractive power could not have lain in that. It might have
lain in the youthful look of the lad, for albeit a goodly man in
person, he was almost a boy in countenance, being apparently not
yet twenty years of age.

        
Miles was at last roused to the necessity for
prompt and decisive action by the voice of the sergeant saying in
tones of authority—

        
“Portsmouth—third—two—single.”

        
“That’s the way to go it, lobster!” remarked a
shabby man, next in the line behind Miles.

        
The grave sergeant paid no more regard to this
remark than if it had been the squeak of a mouse.

        
“Now, then, sir, your carridge stops the way.
’Eave a’ead. Shall I ’elp you?” said the shabby man.

        
Thus admonished, Miles, scarce knowing what he
said, repeated the sergeant’s words—

        
“Portsmouth—third—two—single.”

        
“Vy, you ain’t agoin’ to pay for 
me, are you?” exclaimed the shabby man in
smiling surprise.

        
“Oh! beg pardon. I mean 
one,” said Miles to the clerk, quickly.

        
The clerk retracted the second ticket with
stolid indifference, and Miles, hastening to the platform, sat down
on a seat, deeply and uncomfortably impressed with the fact that he
possessed little or no money! This unsatisfactory state of things
had suddenly burst upon him while in the act of paying for his
ticket. He now made a careful examination of his purse, and found
its contents to be exactly seven shillings and sixpence, besides a
few coppers in his trousers-pocket.

        
Again indecision assailed him. Should he
return? It was not too late. “Yes,” said Conscience, with emphasis.
“No,” said Shame. False pride echoed the word, and Self-will
re-echoed it. Still our hero hesitated, and there is no saying what
the upshot might have been if the bell had not rung at the moment,
and, “Now, then, take your seats!” put an end to the
controversy.

        
Another minute, and Miles Milton was seated
opposite the two soldiers, rushing towards our great southern
seaport at the rate of forty miles an hour.
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Our hero soon discovered that the sergeant was
an old campaigner, having been out in Egypt at the beginning of the
war, and fought at the famous battle of Tel-el-Kebir.

        
In his grave and undemonstrative way and quiet
voice, this man related some of his experiences, so as not only to
gain the attention of his companion in arms, but to fascinate all
who chanced to be within earshot of him—not the least interested
among whom, of course, was our friend Miles.

        
As the sergeant continued to expatiate on those
incidents of the war which had come under his own observation,
three points impressed themselves on our hero: first, that the
sergeant was evidently a man of serious, if not religious, spirit;
second, that while he gave all due credit to his comrades for their
bravery in action, he dwelt chiefly on those incidents which
brought out the higher qualities of the men, such as uncomplaining
endurance, forbearance, etcetera, and he never boasted of having
given “a thorough licking” to the Egyptians, nor spoke
disparagingly of the native troops; lastly, that he seemed to lay
himself out with a special view to the unflagging entertainment of
his young comrade.

        
The reason for this last purpose he learned
during a short halt at one of the stations. Seeing the sergeant
standing alone there, Miles, after accosting him with the
inevitable references to the state of the weather, remarked that
his comrade seemed to be almost too young for the rough work of
soldiering.

        
“Yes, he is young enough, but older than he
looks,” answered the sergeant. “Poor lad! I’m sorry for him.”

        
“Indeed! He does not seem to me a fit subject
for pity. Young, strong, handsome, intelligent, he seems pretty
well furnished to begin the battle of life—especially in the
army.”

        
“‘Things are not what they seem,’” returned the
soldier, regarding his young questioner with something between a
compassionate and an amused look. “‘All is not gold that glitters.’
Soldiering is not made up of brass bands, swords, and red
coats!”

        
“Having read a good deal of history I am well
aware of that,” retorted Miles, who was somewhat offended by the
implication contained in the sergeant’s remarks.

        
“Well, then, you see,” continued the sergeant,
“all the advantages that you have mentioned, and which my comrade
certainly possesses, weigh nothing with him at all just now,
because this sudden call to the wars separates him from his poor
young wife.”

        
“Wife!” exclaimed Miles; “why, he seems to me
little more than a boy—except in size, and perhaps in gravity.”

        
“He is over twenty, and, as to gravity—well,
most young fellows would be grave enough if they had to leave a
pretty young wife after six months of wedded life. You see, he
married without leave, and so, even if it were a time of peace, his
wife would not be recognised by the service. In wartime he must of
course leave her behind him. It has been a hard job to prevent him
from deserting, and now it’s all I can do to divert his attention
from his sorrow by stirring him up with tales of the recent
wars.”

        
At this point the inexorable bell rang, doors
were banged, whistles sounded, and the journey was resumed.

        
Arrived at Portsmouth, Miles was quickly
involved in the bustle of the platform. He had made up his mind to
have some private conversation with the sergeant as to the
possibility of entering her Majesty’s service as a private soldier,
and was on the point of accompanying his military travelling
companions into the comparative quiet of the street when a porter
touched his cap—

        
“Any luggage, sir?”

        
“Luggage?—a—no—no luggage!”

        
It was the first moment since leaving home that
the thought of luggage had entered into his brain! That thought
naturally aroused other thoughts, such as lodgings, food, friends,
funds, and the like. On turning to the spot where his military
companions had stood, he discovered that they were gone. Running to
the nearest door-way he found it to be the wrong one, and before he
found the right one and reached the street the two soldiers had
vanished from the scene.

        
“You seem to be a stranger here, sir. Can I
direct you?” said an insinuating voice at his elbow.

        
The speaker was an elderly man of
shabby-genteel appearance and polite address. Miles did not quite
like the look of him. In the circumstances, however, and with a
strangely desolate feeling of loneliness creeping over him, he did
not see his way to reject a civil offer.

        
“Thank you. I am indeed a stranger, and happen
to have neither friend nor acquaintance in the town, so if you can
put me in the way of finding a respectable lodging—a—a 
cheap one, you will greatly oblige me.”

        
“With pleasure,” said the man, “if you will
accompany—”

        
“Stay, don’t trouble yourself to show me the
way,” interrupted Miles; “just name a house and the street, that
will—”

        
“No trouble at all, sir,” said the man. “I
happen to be going in the direction of the docks, and know of
excellent as well as cheap lodgings there.”

        
Making no further objection, Miles followed his
new friend into the street. For some time, the crowd being
considerable and noisy, they walked in silence.

        
At the time we write of, Portsmouth was ringing
with martial music and preparations for war.

        
At all times the red-coats and the blue-jackets
are prominent in the streets of that seaport; for almost the whole
of our army passes through it at one period or another, either in
going to or returning from “foreign parts.” But at this time there
was the additional bustle resulting from the Egyptian war.
Exceptional activity prevailed in its yards, and hurry in its
streets. Recruits, recently enlisted, flocked into it from all
quarters, while on its jetties were frequently landed the sad
fruits of war in the form of wounded men.

        
“Have you ever been in Portsmouth before?”
asked the shabby-genteel man, on reaching a part of the town which
was more open and less crowded.

        
“Never. I had no idea it was so large and
bustling,” said Miles.

        
“The crowding and bustling is largely increased
just now, of course, in consequence of the war in Egypt,” returned
the man. “Troops are constantly embarking, and others returning. It
is a noble service! Men start in thousands from this port young,
hearty, healthy, and full of spirit; they return—those of them who
return at all—sickly, broken-down, and with no spirit at all except
what they soon get poured into them by the publicans. Yes; commend
me to the service of my Queen and country!”

        
There was a sneering tone in the man’s voice
which fired his companion’s easily roused indignation.

        
“Mind what you say about our Queen while in 
my company,” said Miles sternly, stopping
short and looking the man full in the face. “I am a loyal subject,
and will listen to nothing said in disparagement of the Queen or of
her Majesty’s forces.”

        
“Bless you, sir,” said the man quickly, “I’m a
loyal subject myself, and wouldn’t for the world say a word against
her Majesty. No more would I disparage her troops; but, after all,
the army ain’t perfect, you know. Even 
you must admit that, sir. With all its
noble qualities there’s room for improvement.”

        
There was such an air of sincerity—or at least
of assumed humility—in the man’s tone and manner that Miles felt it
unjustifiable to retain his indignation. At the same time, he could
not all at once repress it, and was hesitating whether to fling off
from the man or to forgive him, when the sound of many voices, and
of feet tramping in regular time, struck his ear and diverted his
attention. Next moment the head of a regiment, accompanied by a
crowd of juvenile admirers, swept round the corner of the street.
At the same instant a forest of bayonets gleamed upon the youth’s
vision, and a brass band burst with crashing grandeur upon his ear,
sending a quiver of enthusiasm into the deepest recesses of his
soul, and stirring the very marrow in his bones!

        
Miles stood entranced until the regiment had
passed, and the martial strains were softened by distance; then he
looked up and perceived that his shabby companion was regarding him
with a peculiar smile.

        
“I think you’ve a notion of being a soldier,”
he said, with a smile.

        
“Where is that regiment going?” asked Miles,
instead of answering the question.

        
“To barracks at present; to Egypt in a few
days. There’ll be more followin’ it before long.”

        
It was a distracting as well as an exciting
walk that Miles had through the town, for at every turn he passed
couples or groups of soldiers, or sailors, or marines, and
innumerable questions sprang into and jostled each other in his
mind, while, at the same moment, his thoughts and feelings were
busy with his present circumstances and future prospects. The
distraction was increased by the remarks and comments of his guide,
and he would fain have got rid of him; but good-feeling, as well as
common-sense, forbade his casting him off without sufficient
reason.

        
Presently he stopped, without very well knowing
why, in front of a large imposing edifice. Looking up, he observed
the words 
Soldiers’ Institute in large letters on
the front of it.

        
“What sort of an Institute is that?” he
asked.

        
“Oh! it’s a miserable affair, where soldiers
are taken in cheap, as they say, an’ done for,” returned the shabby
man hurriedly, as if the subject were distasteful to him. “Come
along with me and I’ll show you places where soldiers—ay, and
civilians too—can enjoy themselves like gentlemen, an’ get value
for their money.”

        
As he spoke, two fine-looking men issued from a
small street close to them, and crossed the road—one a soldier of
the line, the other a marine.

        
“Here it is, Jack,” exclaimed the soldier to
his friend; “Miss Sarah Robinson’s Institoot, that you’ve heard so
much about. Come an’ I’ll show you where you can write your letter
in peace—”

        
Thus much was overheard by Miles as they turned
into a side-street, and entered what was obviously one of the
poorer districts of the town.

        
“Evidently that soldier’s opinion does not
agree with yours,” remarked Miles, as they walked along.

        
“More’s the pity!” returned the shabby man,
whose name he had informed his companion was Sloper. “Now we are
getting among places, you see, where there’s a good deal of
drinking going on.”

        
“I scarcely require to be told that,” returned
Miles, curtly; for he was beginning to feel his original dislike to
Mister Sloper intensified.

        
It did not indeed require any better instructor
than eyes and ears to inform our hero that the grog-shops around
him were full, and that a large proportion of the shouting and
swearing revellers inside were soldiers and seamen.

        
By this time it was growing dark, and most of
the gin-palaces were beginning to send forth that glare of intense
and warm light with which they so knowingly attract the human moths
that constitute their prey.

        
“Here we are,” said Sloper, stopping in front
of a public-house in a narrow street. “This is one o’ the 
respectable lodgin’s. Most o’ the others
are disreputable. It’s not much of a neighbourhood, I admit.”

        
“It certainly is not very attractive,” said
Miles, hesitating.

        
“You said you wanted a cheap one,” returned
Sloper, “and you can’t expect to have it cheap and fashionable, you
know. You’ve no occasion to be afraid. Come in.”

        
The arguments of Mr Sloper might have failed to
move Miles, but the idea of his being 
afraid to go anywhere was too much for
him.

        
“Go in, then,” he said, firmly, and
followed.

        
The room into which he was ushered was a
moderately large public-house, with a bar and a number of tables
round the room, at which many men and a few women were seated; some
gambling, others singing or disputing, and all drinking and
smoking. It is only right to say that Miles was shocked. Hitherto
he had lived a quiet and comparatively innocent country life. He
knew of such places chiefly from books or hearsay, or had gathered
merely the superficial knowledge that comes through the opening of
a swing-door. For the first time in his life he stood inside a low
drinking-shop, breathing its polluted atmosphere and listening to
its foul language. His first impulse was to retreat, but false
shame, the knowledge that he had no friend in Portsmouth, or place
to go to, that the state of his purse forbade his indulging in more
suitable accommodation, and a certain pride of character which made
him always determine to carry out what he had resolved to do—all
these considerations and facts combined to prevent his acting on
the better impulse. He doggedly followed his guide to a small round
table and sat down.

        
Prudence, however, began to operate within him.
He felt that he had done wrong; but it was too late now, he
thought, to retrace his steps. He would, however, be on his guard;
would not encourage the slightest familiarity on the part of any
one, and would keep his eyes open. For a youth who had seen nothing
of the world this was a highly commendable resolve.

        
“What’ll you drink?” asked Mr Sloper.

        
Miles was on the point of saying “Coffee,” but,
reflecting that the beverage might not be readily obtainable in
such a place, he substituted “Beer.”

        
Instead of calling the waiter, Mr Sloper went
himself to the bar to fetch the liquor. While he was thus engaged,
Miles glanced round the room, and was particularly struck with the
appearance of a large, fine-looking sailor who sat at the small
table next to him, with hands thrust deep into his
trousers-pockets, his chin resting on his broad chest, and a
solemn, owlish stare in his semi-drunken yet manly countenance. He
sat alone, and was obviously in a very sulky frame of mind—a
condition which he occasionally indicated through a growl of
dissatisfaction.

        
As Miles sat wondering what could have upset
the temper of a tar whose visage was marked by the unmistakable
lines and dimples of good-humour, he overheard part of the
conversation that passed between the barman and Mr Sloper.

        
“What! have they got hold o’ Rattling Bill?”
asked the former, as he drew the beer.

        
“Ay, worse luck,” returned Sloper. “I saw the
sergeant as I came along lead him over to Miss Robinson’s
trap—confound her!”

        
“Don’t you go fur to say anything agin Miss
Robinson, old man,” suddenly growled the big sailor, in a voice so
deep and strong that it silenced for a moment the rest of the
company. “Leastways, you may if you like, but if you do, I’ll knock
in your daylights, an’ polish up your figur’-head so as your own
mother would mistake you fur a battered saucepan!”

        
The seaman did not move from his semi-recumbent
position as he uttered this alarming threat, but he accompanied it
with a portentous frown and an owlish wink of both eyes.

        
“What! have 
you joined the Blue Lights?” asked Sloper,
with a smile, referring to the name by which the religious and
temperance men of the army were known.

        
“No, I ha’n’t. Better for me, p’r’aps, if I
had. Here, waiter, fetch me another gin-an’-warer. An’ more o’ the
gin than the warer, mind. Heave ahead or I’ll sink you!”

        
Having been supplied with a fresh dose of gin
and water, the seaman appeared to go to sleep, and Miles, for want
of anything better to do, accepted Sloper’s invitation to play a
game of dominoes.

        
“Are the beds here pretty good?” he asked, as
they were about to begin.

        
“Yes, first-rate—for the money,” answered
Sloper.

        
“That’s a lie!” growled the big sailor.
“They’re bad at any price—stuffed wi’ cocoa-nuts and
marline-spikes.”

        
Mr Sloper received this observation with the
smiling urbanity of a man who eschews war at all costs.

        
“You don’t drink,” he said after a time,
referring to Miles’s pot of beer, which he had not yet touched.

        
Miles made no reply, but by way of answer took
up the pot and put it to his lips.

        
He had not drunk much of it when the big seaman
rose hurriedly and staggered between the two tables. In doing so,
he accidentally knocked the pot out of the youth’s hand, and sent
the contents into Mr Sloper’s face and down into his bosom, to the
immense amusement of the company.

        
That man of peace accepted the baptism meekly,
but Miles sprang up in sudden anger.

        
The seaman turned to him, however, with a
benignantly apologetic smile.

        
“Hallo! messmate. I ax your parding. They don’t
leave room even for a scarecrow to go about in this here cabin.
I’ll stand you another glass. Give us your flipper!”

        
There was no resisting this, it was said so
heartily. Miles grasped the huge hand that was extended and shook
it warmly.

        
“All right,” he said, laughing. “I don’t mind
the beer, and there’s plenty more where that came from, but I fear
you have done some damage to my fr—”

        
“Your 
friend. Out with it, sir. Never be ashamed
to acknowledge your friends,” exclaimed the shabby man, as he wiped
his face. “Hold on a bit,” he added, rising; “I’ll have to change
my shirt. Won’t keep you waitin’ long.”

        
“Another pot o’ beer for this ’ere gen’lem’n,”
said the sailor to the barman as Sloper left the room.

        
Paying for the drink, he returned and put the
pot on the table. Then, turning to Miles, he said in a low voice
and with an intelligent look—

        
“Come outside for a bit, messmate. I wants to
speak to ’ee.”

        
Miles rose and followed the man in much
surprise.

        
“You’ll excuse me, sir,” he said, when a few
yards away from the door; “but I see that you’re green, an’ don’t
know what a rascally place you’ve got into. I’ve been fleeced there
myself, and yet I’m fool enough to go back! Most o’ the parties
there—except the sailors an’ sodgers—are thieves an’ blackguards.
They’ve drugged your beer, I know; that’s why I capsized it for
you, and the feller that has got hold o’ you is a well-known
decoy-duck. I don’t know how much of the ready you may have about
you, but this I does know, whether it be much or little, you
wouldn’t have a rap of it in the mornin’ if you stayed the night in
this here house.”

        
“Are you sure of this, friend?” asked Miles,
eyeing his companion doubtfully.

        
“Ay, as sure as I am that my name’s Jack
Molloy.”

        
“But you’ve been shamming drunk all this time.
How am I to know that you are not shamming friendship now?”

        
“No, young man,” returned the seaman with
blinking solemnity. “I’m not shammin’ drunk. I on’y wish I was, for
I’m three sheets in the wind at this minute, an’ I’ve a splittin’
headache due i’ the mornin’. The way as you’ve got to find out
whether I’m fair an’ above-board is to look me straight in the face
an’ don’t wink. If that don’t settle the question, p’r’aps it’ll
convince you w’en I tells you that I don’t care a rap whether you
go back to that there grog-shop or not. Only I’ll clear my
conscience—leastways, wot’s left of it—by tellin’ ye that if you
do—you—you’ll wish as how you hadn’t—supposin’ they leave you the
power to wish anything at all.”

        
“Well, I believe you are a true man, Mister
Molloy—”

        
“Don’t Mister me, mate,” interrupted the
seaman.

        
“My name’s Jack Molloy, at your service, an’
that name don’t require no handle—either Mister or Esquire—to prop
it up.”

        
The way in which the sailor squared his broad
shoulders when he said this rendered it necessary to prop himself
up. Seeing which, Miles afforded the needful aid by taking his arm
in a friendly way.

        
“But come, let us go back,” he said. “I must
pay for my beer, you know.”

        
“Your beer is paid for, young man,” said
Molloy, stopping and refusing to move. “
I paid for it, so you’ve on’y got to settle
with 
me. Besides, if you go back you’re done
for. And you’ve no call to go back to say farewell to your dear
friend Sloper, for he’ll on’y grieve over the loss of your tin. As
to the unpurliteness o’ the partin’—he won’t break his heart over
that. No—you’ll come wi’ me down to the 
Sailors’ Welcome near the dock-gates, where
you can get a good bed for sixpence a night, a heavy blow-out for
tenpence, with a splendid readin’-room, full o’ rockin’ chairs, an’
all the rest of it for nothin’. An there’s a lavatory—that’s the
name that they give to a place for cleanin’ of yourself up—a
lavatory—where you can wash yourself, if you like, till your skin
comes off! W’en I first putt up at the 
Welcome, the messmate as took me there said
to me, says he, ‘Jack,’ says he, ‘you was always fond o’ water.’
‘Right you are,’ says I. ‘Well,’ says he, ‘there’s a place in the 
Sailors’ Welcome where you can wash
yourself all day, if you like, for nothing!’

        
“I do b’lieve it was that as indooced me to
give in. I went an’ saw this lavatory, an’ I was so took up with it
that I washed my hands in every bason in the place—one arter the
other—an’ used up ever so much soap, an’—would you believe it?—my
hands wasn’t clean after all! Yes, it’s one the wery best things in
Portsm’uth, is Miss Robinson’s Welcome—”

        
“Miss Robinson again!” exclaimed Miles.

        
“Ay—wot have you got to find fault wi’ Miss
Robinson?” demanded the sailor sternly.

        
“No fault to find at all,” replied Miles,
suffering himself to be hurried away by his new friend; “but
wherever I have gone since arriving in Portsmouth her name has
cropped up!”

        
“In Portsmouth!” echoed the sailor. “Let me
tell you, young man, that wherever you go all over the world, if
there’s a British soldier there, Miss Sarah Robinson’s name will be
sure to crop up. Why, don’t you know that she’s ‘The Soldiers’
Friend’?”

        
“I’m afraid I must confess to ignorance on the
point—yet, stay, now you couple her name with ‘The Soldier’s
Friend,’ I have got a faint remembrance of having heard it before.
Have I not heard of a Miss Weston, too, in connection with a work
of some sort among sailors?”

        
“Ay, no doubt ye have. She has a grand
Institoot in Portsm’uth too, but she goes in for sailors 
only—all over the kingdom—w’ereas Miss
Robinson goes in for soldiers an’ sailors both, though mainly for
the soldiers. She set agoin’ the 
Sailors’ Welcome before Miss Weston began
in Portsm’uth, an’ so she keeps it up, but there ain’t no
opposition or rivalry. Their aims is pretty much alike, an’ so they
keep stroke together wi’ the oars. But I’ll tell you more about
that when you get inside. Here we are! There’s the dock-gates, you
see, and that’s Queen Street, an’ the 
Welcome’s close at hand. It’s a teetotal
house, you know. All Miss Robinson’s Institoots is that.”

        
“Indeed! How comes it, then, that a man—excuse
me—‘three sheets in the wind,’ can gain admittance?”

        
“Oh! as to that, any sailor or soldier may get
admittance, even if he’s as drunk as a fiddler, if he on’y behaves
his-self. But they won’t supply drink on the premises, or allow it
to be brought in—’cept inside o’ you, of coorse. Cause why? you
can’t help that—leastwise not without the help of a stomach-pump.
Plenty o’ men who ain’t abstainers go to sleep every night at the 
Welcome, ’cause they find the beds and
other things so comfortable. In fact, some hard topers have been
indooced to take the pledge in consekince o’ what they’ve heard an’
seen in this 
Welcome, though they came at first only for
the readin’-room an’ beds. Here, let me look at you under this here
lamp. Yes. You’ll do. You’re something like a sea-dog already. You
won’t object to change hats wi’ me?”

        
“Why?” asked Miles, somewhat amused.

        
“Never you mind that, mate. You just putt
yourself under my orders if you’d sail comfortably before the wind.
I’ll arrange matters, an’ you can square up in the morning.”

        
As Miles saw no particular reason for objecting
to this fancy of his eccentric friend, he exchanged his soft cap
for the sailor’s straw hat, and they entered the 
Welcome together.
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It was not long before our hero discovered the
reason of Jack Molloy’s solicitude about his appearance. It was
that he, Miles, should pass for a sailor, and thus be in a position
to claim the hospitality of the 
Sailors’ Welcome,—to the inner life of
which civilians were not admitted, though they were privileged,
with the public in general, to the use of the outer
refreshment-room.

        
“Come here, Jack Molloy,” he said, leading his
friend aside, when he made this discovery. “You pride yourself on
being a true-blue British tar, don’t you?”

        
“I does,” said Jack, with a profound solemnity
of decision that comported well with his character and
condition.

        
“And you would scorn to serve under the French
flag, or the Turkish flag, or the Black flag, or any flag but the
Union Jack, wouldn’t you?”

        
“Right you are, mate; them’s my sentiments to a
tee!”

        
“Well, then, you can’t expect 
me to sail under false colours any more
than yourself,” continued Miles. “I scorn to sail into this port
under your straw hat, so I’ll strike these colours, bid you
good-bye, and make sail for another port where a civilian will be
welcome.”

        
Molloy frowned at the floor for some moments in
stern perplexity.

        
“You’ve took the wind out o’ my sails entirely,
you have,” he replied at last; “an’ you’re right, young man, but
I’m troubled about you. If you don’t run into this here port you’ll
have to beat about in the offing all night, or cast anchor in the
streets, for I don’t know of another lodgin’ in Portsm’uth w’ere
you could hang out except them disrepitible grog-shops. In coorse,
there’s the big hotels; but I heerd you say to Sloper that you was
bound to do things cheap, bein’ hard up.”

        
“Never mind, my friend,” said Miles quickly. “I
will manage somehow; so good-night, and many thanks to you for the
interest you have taken in—”

        
“Avast, mate! there’s no call to go into action
in sitch a hurry. This here 
Sailors’ Welcome opens the doors of its bar
an’ refreshment-room, an’ spreads its purvisions before all an’
sundry as can afford to pay its moderate demands. It’s on’y the
after-cabin you’re not free to. So you’ll have a bit supper wi’ me
before you set sail on your night cruise.”

        
Being by that time rather hungry as well as
fatigued, Miles agreed to remain for supper. While they were
engaged with it, he was greatly impressed with the number of
sailors and marines who passed into the reading-room beyond the
bar, or who sat down at the numerous tables around to have a hearty
supper, which they washed down with tea and coffee instead of beer
or gin—apparently with tremendous appetite and much
satisfaction.

        
“Look ye here,” said Jack Molloy, rising when
their “feed” was about concluded, “I’ve no doubt they won’t object
to your taking a squint at the readin’-room, though they won’t let
you use it.” Following his companion, Miles passed by a glass
double door into an enormous well-lighted, warm room, seventy feet
long, and of proportionate width and height, in which a goodly
number of men of the sea were busy as bees—some of them reading
books or turning over illustrated papers and magazines, others
smoking their pipes, and enjoying themselves in rocking-chairs in
front of the glowing fire, chatting, laughing, and yarning as
free-and-easily as if in their native fo’c’s’ls, while a few were
examining the pictures on the walls, or the large models of ships
which stood at one side of the room. At the upper end a full-sized
billiard-table afforded amusement to several players, and profound
interest to a number of spectators, who passed their comments on
the play with that off-hand freedom which seems to be a product of
fresh gales and salt-water. A door standing partly open at the
upper end of this apartment revealed a large hall, from which
issued faintly the sound of soft music.

        
“Ain’t it snug? and there’s no gamblin’ agoin’
on there,” remarked Molloy, as they returned to their table;
“that’s not allowed—nor drinkin’, nor card-playin’, but that’s all
they putt a stop to. She’s a wise woman is Miss Robinson. She don’t
hamper us wi’ no rules. Why, bless you, Jack ashore would never
submit to rules! He gits more than enough o’ them afloat. No; it’s
liberty hall here. We may come an’ go as we like, at all hours o’
the day and night, an’ do exactly as we please, so long as we don’t
smash up the furnitur’, or feed without payin’, or make ourselves a
gineral noosance. They don’t even forbid swearin’. They say they
leave the matter o’ lingo to our own good taste and good sense. An’
d’you know, it’s wonderful what an’ amount o’ both we’ve got w’en
we ain’t worried about it! You’ll scarce hear an oath in this house
from mornin’ to evenin’, though you’ll hear a deal o’ snorin’
doorin’ the night! That’s how the place takes so well, d’ee
see?”

        
“Then the 
Welcome is well patronised, I suppose?”

        
“Patronised!” exclaimed the seaman; “that’s so,
an’ no mistake. Why, mate—But what’s your name? I’ve forgot to ax
you that all this time!”

        
“Call me Miles,” said our hero, with some
hesitation.

        
“
Call you Miles! 
Ain’t you Miles?”

        
“Well, yes, I am; only there’s more of my name
than that, but that’s enough for your purpose, I daresay.”

        
“All right. Well, Miles, you was askin’ how the
house is patronised. I’ll tell ’ee. They make up about two hundred
an’ twenty beds in it altogether, an’ these are chock-full a’most
every night. One way or another they had forty-four thousand men,
more or less, as slep’ under this roof last year—so I’ve bin told.
That’s patronisin’, ain’t it? To say nothin’ o’ the fellers as
comes for—grub, which, as you’ve found, is good for the money, and
the attendants is civil. You see, they’re always kind an’ attentive
here, ’cause they professes to think more of our souls than our
bodies—which we’ve no objection to, d’ee see, for the lookin’ arter
our souls includes the lookin’ arter our bodies! An’ they don’t
bother us in no way to attend their Bible-readin’s an’ sitchlike.
There they are in separate rooms; if you want ’em you may go; if
you don’t, you can let ’em alone. No compulsion, which comes quite
handy to some on us, for I don’t myself care much about sitchlike
things. So long’s my body’s all right, I leaves my soul to look
arter itself.”

        
As the seaman said this with a good-natured
smile of indifference, there sprang to the mind of his young
companion words that had often been impressed on him by his mother:
“What shall it profit a man if he should gain the whole world, and
lose his own soul?” but he made no reference to this at the
time.

        
“Hows’ever,” continued Molloy, “as they don’t
worrit us about religion, except to give us a good word an’ a
blessin’ now an’ again, and may-hap a little book to read, we all
patronises the house; an it’s my opinion if it was twice as big as
it is we’d fill it chock-full. I would board as well as sleep in it
myself—for it’s full o’ conveniences, sitch as lockers to putt our
things in, an’ baths, and what not, besides all the other things
I’ve mentioned—but the want o’ drink staggers me. I can’t git along
without a drop o’ drink.”

        
Miles thought that his nautical friend appeared
to be unable to get along without a good many drops of drink, but
he was too polite to say so.

        
“Man alive!” continued Jack Molloy, striking
his huge fist on his thigh with emphasis; “it’s a wonderful place
is this 
Welcome! An’ it’s a lively place too. Why,
a fellow hanged his-self in one o’ the bunks overhead not long
ago.”

        
“You don’t mean that?” exclaimed Miles, rather
shocked.

        
“In course I does. But they heard ’im gaspin’,
an cut him down in time to save him. It was drink they say as made
him do it, and they got him to sign the pledge arterwards. I
believe he’s kep’ it too. Leastwise I know many a hard drinker as
have bin indooced to give it up and stuck to it—all through comin’
here to have a snooze in a comfortable hunk. They give the bunks
names—cubicles they calls ’em in the lump. Separately, there’s the
‘Commodore Goodenough Cot,’ an’ the ‘Little Nellie Cot,’ an’ the
‘Sunshine Cot’—so called ’cause it hain’t got a port-hole to let in
the daylight at all; and the ‘Billy Rough ’un’—”

        
“The what?”

        
“‘The Billy Rough ’un’—arter the ship o’ that
name, you know—”

        
“Oh! you mean the 
Bellerophon.”

        
“Well, young man, an’ didn’t I 
say the ‘Billy Rough ’un’? Then there’s
the— But what’s your hurry?” said the seaman, as Miles rose.

        
“It’s getting late now, friend. If I’m to find
another lodging I must be off. Doubtless, I’ll find some
respectable house to take me in for the night.” Miles suppressed a
yawn as he put on his cap.

        
“I don’t believe you will,” returned Molloy,
also rising, and giving full vent to a sympathetic and vociferous
yawn. “Hows’ever, w’en a young feller insists on havin’ his way,
it’s best to give him plenty of cable and let him swing. He’s sure
to find out his mistake by experience. But look ye here, Miles,
I’ve took a fancy to you, an’ I’d be sorry to think you was in
difficulties. If,” he continued, thrusting a hand into his
breeches-pocket, and bringing up therefrom a mass of mixed gold,
silver, and copper—“if you don’t objec’ to accep’ of a loan
of—”

        
“Thank you—no, my friend. It is very kind of
you,” said Miles quickly; “but I have quite enough for present
necessities. So good-night.”

        
“All right,” returned the sailor, thrusting the
money back into his pocket. “But if you should ever want a jaw with
Jack Molloy while you’re in this here port you’ve only got to hail
him at the 
Sailors’ Welcome, an’ if he should happen
to be out, they always can tell you where he’s cruisin’.
Good-night, an’ luck go wi’ ye!”

        
Another tremendous yawn finished the speech,
and next moment Miles found himself in the street, oppressed with a
strange and miserable sensation which he had never before
experienced. Indeed, he had to lean against the house for a few
minutes after coming out into the fresh air, and felt as if the
power of connected thought was leaving him.

        
He was aroused from this condition by the
flashing of a light in his eyes. Opening them wide, he beheld a
policeman looking at him earnestly.

        
“Now, then, young fellow,” said the guardian of
the night; “d’you think you can take care of yourself?”

        
“Oh! yes, quite well. It’s only a giddy feeling
that came over me. I’m all right,” said Miles, rousing himself and
passing on.

        
He staggered slightly, however, and a short
“Humph!” from the policeman showed that he believed the youth to be
something more than giddy.

        
Ashamed to be even unjustly supposed to be
intoxicated, Miles hurried away, wondering very much what could be
the matter with him, for he had not tasted a drop of strong drink,
except the half-glass of beer he had swallowed before Molloy
chanced to knock it out of his hand. Suddenly he remembered that
the sailor had said the beer was drugged. If he could have asked
the barman who had served him, that worthy could have told him that
this was true; that the whole glassful, if swallowed, would, ere
long, have rendered him insensible, and that what he had already
taken was enough to do him considerable damage.

        
As he walked onward, he became rapidly worse;
the people and the streets seemed to swim before him; an intense
desire to sleep overpowered every other feeling, and at last,
turning into a dark entry, he lay down and pillowed his head on a
door-step. Here he was found by a policeman; a stretcher was
fetched, and he was conveyed to the station as “drunk and
incapable!”

        
When brought before the Inspector the following
morning, shame and reckless despair were the tenants of his breast.
Those tenants were not expelled, but rather confirmed in
possession, when the Inspector—after numerous questions, to which
Miles returned vague unsatisfactory replies—adopted the rôle of the
faithful friend, and gave him a great deal of paternal advice,
especially with reference to the avoidance of strong drink and bad
companions.

        
Miles had the wisdom, however, to conceal his
feelings, and to take the reproof and advice in good part.
Afterwards, on being set free, he met a recruiting sergeant, who,
regarding him as a suitable subject for the service of her Majesty,
immediately laid siege to him. In his then state of mind the siege
was an easy one. In short, he capitulated at once and entered the
Queen’s service, under the name of John Miles.

        
We need scarcely say that his heart misgave
him, that his conscience condemned him, and that, do what he would,
he could not shut out the fact that his taking so hasty and
irrevocable a step was a poor return for all the care and anxiety
of his parents in years gone by. But, as we have said, or hinted,
Miles was one of those youths who, when they have once made up
their minds to a certain course of action, fancy that they are
bound to pursue it to the end. Hence it was that he gave his name
as John Miles instead of Miles Milton, so that he might baffle any
inquiries as to what had become of him.

        
Once enlisted, he soon began to realise the
fact that he was no longer a free agent—at least not in the sense
in which he had been so up to that period of his life. Constant
drill was the order of the day for some weeks; for there was a
demand for more troops for Egypt at the time, and regiments were
being made up to their full strength as fast as possible.

        
During this period Miles saw little of his
companions in arms personally, save that group of recruits who were
being “licked into shape” along with him. At first he was
disappointed with these, for most of them were shy, unlettered men;
some, raw lads from the country; and others, men who seemed to have
been loafers before joining, and were by no means attractive.

        
The drill-sergeant, however, was a good, though
stern man, and soon recognised the differences in character,
aptitude, and willingness among his raw recruits. This man, whose
name was Hardy, made a powerful impression on our hero from the
first; there was something so quiet and even gentle about him, in
spite of his firm and inflexible demands in regard to the matters
of drill and duty. To please this man, Miles gave himself heart and
soul to his work, and was soon so efficient as to be allowed to
join the regiment.

        
And here he found, to his surprise and
satisfaction, that the sergeant and young soldier with whom he had
travelled to Portsmouth were members of the company to which he was
attached. As we have said, Miles had taken a great fancy at first
sight to the young private, whose name was William Armstrong. Our
hero was of an affectionate disposition, and would have allowed his
warm feelings to expend themselves on a dog rather than have denied
them free play. No wonder, then, that he was attracted by the
handsome manly countenance and deferential manner of Armstrong,
who, although an uneducated youth, and reared in the lower ranks of
life, was gifted with those qualities of the true gentleman which
mere social position can neither bestow nor take away. His
intellect also was of that active and vigorous fibre which cannot
be entirely repressed by the want of scholastic training.

        
The affection was mutual, for the contrasts and
similarities of the two men were alike calculated to draw them
together. Both were tall, broad, square-shouldered, erect, and
soldierly, yet, withal, modest as well in demeanour as in feeling,
and so exactly like to each other in size and figure, and in the
quiet gravity of their expressions, that they might well have been
taken for twin brothers. When, in uniform, the two strode along the
streets of Portsmouth, people were apt to turn and look at them,
and think, no doubt, that with many such men in the British army it
would go hard with the foes of Old England!

        
The bond of union was still further
strengthened by the fact that while the comparatively learned Miles
was enthusiastic and communicative, the unlettered Armstrong was
inquisitive and receptive, fond of prying into the nature of
things, and always ready as well as competent to discuss—not merely
to 
argue. Observe the distinction, good
reader. Discussion means the shaking of any subject into its
component parts with a desire to understand it. Argument has come
very much to signify the enravelment of any subject with a view to
the confusion and conquest of an opponent. Both young men abhorred
the latter and liked the former. Hence much of their harmony and
friendship.

        
“Will you come with me up town?” said Armstrong
to Miles one day, as he was about to quit the barrack-room. “I’m
going to see if there’s any news of my Emmy.”

        
“I did not know you expected her,” said Miles.
“Come along, I’m ready.”

        
“I don’t expect her yet,” returned Armstrong,
as they left the barracks; “I only look for a letter, because it
was on Wednesday that I wrote telling her of my going to Egypt, and
she can scarce have had time to get ready to come down, poor girl!
In fact I am going to engage a room for her. By the way, I heard
this morning that there’s to be another draft for Egypt, so you’ll
have a chance to go.”

        
“I’m rejoiced to hear it,” returned Miles;
“for, to say the truth, I had been growing envious of your good
fortune in being ordered on active service.”

        
“Hooroo, Armstrong, where away now?” cried an
unmistakably Irish voice, as a smart little soldier crossed the
street to them, and was introduced to Miles as Corporal Flynn,
belonging to another company in his own regiment.

        
“My blissin’ on ye, Miles. John, is it?”

        
“Yes, John,” replied our hero, much amused at
the free-and-easy address of the little corporal.

        
“Well, John Miles,” he said, “I don’t know
whether ye’ll laugh or cry whin I tell ye that you’ll likely be
warned this evenin’ for the draft that’s goin’ to Aigypt.”

        
“I certainly won’t cry,” returned Miles, with a
laugh. Yet the news brought a sudden feeling into his breast which
was strongly allied to the opposite of laughter, for the thought of
parting from father and mother without bidding them farewell fell
upon his spirit with crushing weight; but, like too many men who
know they are about to do wrong, Miles hardened his heart with the
delusive argument that, having fairly taken the step, it was
impossible for him now to retrace it. He knew—at least he
thought—that there was still the possibility of being bought off,
and that his stern father would only be too glad to help him. He
also knew that at least he had time to write and let them know his
circumstances, so that they might run down to Portsmouth and bid
him good-bye; but he had taken the bit in his teeth, and now he
resolved to abide the consequences.

        
Turning from his companions while they
conversed, he looked into a shop-window.

        
“Your chum’s in the blues,” said the lively
corporal, in a lower voice.

        
“Young fellows are often in that state after
joining, ain’t they?” returned Armstrong.

        
“True for ye—an’ more shame to them, whin they
ought to be as proud as paycocks at wearin’ her gracious Majesty’s
uniform. But good luck to ’ee! I must be off, for I’m bound for
Aigypt mesilf.”

        
“I am glad that I shall have the chance of
seeing your wife, for I’ve been much interested in her since your
friend Sergeant Gilroy told me about her,” said Miles, as they
resumed their walk. “Surely it is hard of them to refuse to let her
go with the regiment.”

        
“Well, it 
is hard,” returned the young soldier; “but
after all I cannot find fault with the powers that be, for I
married with my eyes open. I knew the rule that those who marry
without leave must leave their wives at home, for only a certain
number of families can go abroad with a regiment—and that only in
peace-time.”

        
“It might have been well,” continued Armstrong,
slowly, while a sad expression clouded his face for a few moments,
“if I had waited, and many a time has my conscience smitten me for
my haste. But what could I do? Emmy most unaccountably fell in love
wi’ me—
thank God! for I do think that the greatest
earthly blessing that can be given to mortal man is the love of a
gentle, true-hearted girl. The wealth of the Indies cannot purchase
that, and nothing else in life can supply the want of it. Can you
wonder that I grasped the treasure when within my reach?”

        
“I certainly cannot; and as certainly I do not
blame you,” returned the sympathetic Miles.

        
“Of course I fell in love with Emmy,” continued
the soldier, with a slightly confused look. “I could no more help
that than I could help growing up. Could I?”

        
“Certainly not,” said Miles.

        
“Well, you see,” continued his friend, “as the
affair was arranged in heaven, according to general belief, what
was I that I should resist? You see, Emmy’s father, who’s a
well-to-do farmer, was willing, and we never gave a thought to
Egypt or the war at the time. She will be well looked after while
I’m away, and I’ll send her every penny of my pay that I can spare,
but—”

        
He stopped abruptly, and Miles, respecting his
feelings, remarked, by way of changing the subject, that the pay of
a private soldier being so small very little could be saved out of
that.

        
“Not much,” assented his comrade; “but, little
as it is, we can increase it in various ways. For one thing, I have
given up smoking. That will save a little; though, to say truth, I
have never expended much on baccy. Then I have joined Miss
Robinson’s Temperance Band—”
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