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Volume 2

History of Sinkarib, and his two Viziers.

A
T the time which I have just now mentioned to you, Sire, Sinkarib reigned
in Nineveh and Thor, over the empire of Assyria. This prince was called to
the throne at a very early age, and had many natural virtues; but a taste for

pleasure made him neglect his affairs, which were so great a burden to him, that
the minister who relieved him of it might promise himself an absolute authority
over him. Fortunately for this young monarch, he had the wisdom to retain, in the
station of his first minister, the same vizier who, with equal splendour and
wisdom, had governed Assyria during the reign of his father. Hicar was his name.
This man was the best informed of his time in all the known sciences. His wisdom,
his firmness, the resources of his mind, and the high reputation he enjoyed,
constituted the happiness of the people, and the safety of the realm.

Hicar was possessed of immense wealth; and his palace resembled an entire
city. The desire of having heirs, more than a misplaced vanity, had induced him
to marry sixty wives successively. He had built sixty Maksura , and allotted one*

to each of his wives as her own peculiar habitation; but no fruit of these marriages
had yet appeared; and unfortunately he was more afflicted with this circumstance
than became a man of so great wisdom.

Though Zefagnie, his first wife, had still maintained the empire she had
acquired over his heart, yet she exhorted him to resignation in vain. “A child,”
would she say to him, “is not always a blessing from heaven. You know I had a
sitter, whom grief for a child brought in sorrow to the grave. Submit, my dear
Hicar, to a decree, which, under the appearance of loading you with affliction, is
perhaps in reality saving you from many sorrows.” Hicar paid great deference to
his spouse. She was Sinkarib’s aunt, and had never boasted of her birth. Her
conduct had been most amiable and prudent, and gave her a claim both upon his
affection and his esteem. Ashamed of the step he was about to take, he concealed
from her his having sent for astrologers, to consult them respecting the means he
should employ in order to have a son.

The astrologers, flattered with the confidence of a person of his rank,
returned an answer immediately and advised him to offer a sacrifice to
Bilelsanam, from whom he must obtain the blessing he desired.

  A small detached palace, inhabited by a single woman, unknown to her rivals.
*
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Hicar was a native of the country of Haram, and had brought from thence
the knowledge of the true God; impelled, however, by an irresistible decree, he
went to the high-priest of Bilelsanam , ordered a sacrifice, and consulted the*

oracle. But the oracle was silent, and the high-priest, seized with terror,
persuaded the vizier to withdraw.

Scarcely was he without the temple, scarcely had he looked around on the
wonders of nature, when remorse troubled his conscience, and he saw the offence
he had committed, against the author of this astonishing work, in placing his
confidence in a weak idol, and offering before it adoration and sacrifice. Impressed
with these sentiments, he raised his eyes to heaven.

“Oh! sovereign Creator,” exclaimed he, “Bilelsanam is silent, because he was
formed to be so; and will grant me nothing, because he has nothing to bestow; but
thou, who art possessed of almighty power, who hast hitherto with-held what I
have so often asked, hear and answer this request, the last I shall ever dare to
address to you— Grant me a son!”

After this invocation, the vizier, with downcast eyes, and his hands thrown
across his breast, was endeavouring to recollect himself, when suddenly he heard
a celestial voice: “Hicar,” said it, “leave off importuning heaven thou shalt not have
a child; but thou mayest adopt Nadan thy sister’s son, and make him thy heir.”

Hicar returned home; and, without mentioning to Zefagnie the sacrifices he
had offered to the idol, communicated to her the command which he thought he
had received from heaven. The virtuous spouse yielded a cheerful obedience to
God and her husband; and from that moment they adopted Nadan as their son,
and united their cares and affection upon him, who seemed destined to them from
on high.

Nature had lavished all her stores on Nadan; he appeared diligent and
studious; he seemed to repay the kindness of Hicar and Zefagnie, and promised
even to surpass their most sanguine hopes. He had a lively and penetrating
genius, but all his talents and virtues were assumed; and such was his artifice,
that whatever he affected to be appeared perfectly natural. With this dangerous
defect of character, he joined a deep reserve; he was always cautious, and never
off his guard.

“I should wish to find our child guilty of a fault,” would Zefagnie say, “were
it only to see in what manner he would extricate himself; for I really think him by
far too perfect.”

Nadan was now in his twenty-fifth  year, adorned with much knowledge,
and deeply skilled in the affairs of government and politics, in which his uncle
took great pleasure to instruct him. Though secretly devoured by ambition, he

 Bilelsanam is the oracle of Bel, the god of the Assyrians.
*
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never betrayed the smallest spark of it; and moderated all his passions so well,
that it was never suspected any of them could gain an ascendant over him.

Hicar, deceived by these promising appearances, and wishing to spend the
remainder of his days in repose and peace, determined to ask the king’s
permission to retire, and the appointment of his nephew Nadan to succeed him.

“Sire,” said he to him, “it will soon be forty-seven years since I have had the
honour of devoting myself to the service of your illustrious father and your
majesty. Old age is unavoidably accompanied with frailty; and I have no longer
that activity which is necessary for the proper discharge of the office I still hold.
For several years past, having foreseen that the time would come when my
strength would be unable to second the efforts of my zeal, I adopted one of my
sister’s sons. I gave him such an education as would enable him to serve you with
propriety. Happy natural talents have seconded all my views; and I flatter myself
that I have formed a more able minister than myself. Sensible of the favours with
which your majesty has honoured me, I will be always grateful for them; and,
while I beg your permission to retire, you may still depend, Sire, upon my
attachment for life. Yet I hope, with a grand vizier such as Nadan, you will stand
in no need of my counsel; and that the abilities of which he is possessed will fully
supply the place of my experience.”

Sinkarib  asked to see the person whom Hicar praised so much. No man
was ever possessed of a more winning appearance than Nadan. He replied to such
questions as the king thought proper to put to him with a seeming modesty, and,
at the same time, with a soundness of judgment, which discovered a maturity of
knowledge that delighted the monarch.

“You this day,” said he to Hicar, “complete the obligations I am already
under to you, by the favour you have done me. I will crown your work, by calling
Nadan to the office you wish to resign, and from which, with regret, I see you
retire.”

“But I still wish you to be the first prince in my dominions, and to retain all
the honours of the high station you abandon. You shall always have free access
to my person, and my ear shall be always open to the wisdom of your advice.”

In the mean time, the king ordered Hicar to be dressed in the finest robes,
and a gold necklace to be given him, on which his name was engraved, and which
was ornamented with the richest diamonds; and appointed a festival to be
celebrated for eight days throughout all his dominions, in honour of his ancient
vizier, and of the instalment of his successor.

The inkhorn  and the seal were immediately delivered to Nadan; he received*

orders from the king for the management of business, and returned to the palace
of Hicar.

 An ink-horn of a certain kind, is a mark of dignity, which is wore at the girdle.
*
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“My dear Nadan,” said his uncle, “ you will no longer have time to hear your
mother’s advices or mine; but forget not, I beseech you, those we have already
given. It is by following them, that you have obtained the favour I have now
procured for you. But I must inform you, that, in proportion to your elevation, you
are exposed to danger and I request that you will still listen to a few advices,
which till now would have been premature, but which at present are of the 
utmost importance.”

“You are about to be invested with great power: Employ it all for him who
bestowed it on you. Remember that he is jealous of it.”

“Let respect prevent you from being familiar with your sovereign, and
reserved with your inferiors. You have now no equal, and you can have no friend.”

“Be not the dupe of the court by which you will be surrounded. The tree that
is loaded with fruit attracts the birds. They all flock to rejoice and wanton on its
branches. But, as soon as it is stripped, it is forsaken, becomes the sport of the
winds, and is covered with the dust.”

“Flattery will strew your way with flowers. Incense will smoke around you.
The sandal, the aloes, and the amber will burn. Learn to put a just value on such
homage.”

“The man who shall praise you to your face is not the most dangerous. But
be afraid of him who can inspire you with pride without appearing to admire you.”

“Your situation will draw around you the followers of fortune. Leave her her
votaries; one day they will be forced to desert her.”

“Stand by yourself in the middle of a crowd. Observe it well, but do not
follow it.”

“After your business, retire into solitude; there you will find the most proper
companion, reflection.”

“You will be possessed of abundance; but allow not yourself to use it to
excess, for this spoils the taste.”

“A man is half dead who cannot live without superfluities. Pleasure, of every
kind, dissipates and weakens the faculties of the mind.”

“Intemperance reduces men to a level with the brutes; he first becomes
effeminate, and then absolutely silly.”

“Be always easy of access, but never be familiar, for it is necessary that your
presence should command respect.”

“Shut the mouths of the talkative; they would speak till the sun had gone
down, without saying any thing worthy of being heard; they are the foes of time.”

“Never assume a haughty air; this is the mark of ignorance.”
“Listen with patience. Encourage the timid. Be not afraid of bold answers.

If any one oppose you face to face, recollect yourself completely, that you may be
able coolly to distinguish whether he is firm or obstinate.”
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“Expect no good from such as are corrupted. When the river flows back to
its source, when the water of the ocean ceases to be salt, when the crow becomes
white, then have you something to hope from the wicked.”

“Be merciful. Man is often overcome by circumstances, and his own
dispositions.”

“While you treat the guilty with rigour, soften even the expression of your
looks; you are the organ of the law, not an executioner.”

“Give the poor a welcome reception. But banish from you the beggar,
especially if he is dressed in fine cloths; the wealth of the kingdom would not
satisfy his covetousness.”

“Shun avarice; it always mistakes its own interest. Avoid prodigality; it sows
with a full hand, and reaps nothing but vexation.”

“When the torrent is spent, the traveller passes dry-footed, and despises it.
Even the earth which it hath refreshed thanks it not for the water which it
spread.”

“Never discover great eagerness but for the public good; you yourself, and
all the world, will profit by it in this case.”

“When you meditate an enterprise, keep your lips shut. When you intend
to put it in execution, cover your shoes with a double coat of wool.”

“The secret which is divulged, burns the tongue. The rumour which goes
before, or accompanies any project, is sure to disconcert it.”

“Spare the lives of men; they are your brethren.”
“Shew yourself modest at first, you will afterwards shine with greater

splendour.”
“Of all trees, the almond is the first which blossoms, and the last which

bears fruit. Imitate the tree which produces its fruit before its foliage. ”*

“Foresee difficulties. The skiff which is launched into the sea may brave the
first billow, but is swallowed up by those that succeed.”

Hicar, after having given these wise counsels to the young minister,
presuming that he would be careful to follow them, and to tread in his steps,
presented him to Zefagnie. They both embraced him, and loaded him with their
prayers, and their blessing. The palace-gates were thrown open; and he received
the usual compliments in the honourable office to which Sinkarib had raised him.

The first splendour of his new situation could not dazzle Nadan. This
character, where vice had escaped the discernment of his uncle, was too deep to
discover itself so suddenly. By the manner in which he received them, he showed
himself worthy of the honours which were paid him; and went to the palace of

  There grows in Arabia a certain kind of tree, on which fruit is gathered, long before it
*

puts forth its leaves.
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Sinkarib to take his seat in the divan, surrounded by a court as splendid as it was
numerous; appearing, even in the eyes of Hicar, deserving of the high station to
which he had been destined by this respectable old man.

Sinkarib, sunk in effeminacy, stood in need of an active and enlightened
minister, and found him in Nadan. The young vizier soon appeared superior to the
one who had retired. He agreed to share his amusements; and did not appear an
enemy to the pleasures which were within the palace. The monarch and his vizier
soon became inseparable, and public business was at a stand.

This produced complaints and murmurs which disturbed the tranquillity
of Hicar, and obliged him to signify his fears to his nephew. Nadan listened to him
with respect, but with great coldness; he promised to make a complete
reformation, but did not keep his word in one instance.

New disorders succeeded. The old vizier renewed his remonstrances, and
became extremely importunate. He communicated his uneasiness to the king
himself, but found him already prejudiced. Nadan had palliated the mischief in
his view, and had begun to give a disadvantageous representation of his uncle.

“Old age,” said he to the king, “renders Hicar suspicious and timid.
Although he does not now inspect affairs closely, yet he would still conduct them.
Become feeble and languid, he can no longer retain his authority; yet he every day
regrets its loss. His humour vexes me; and, were I to believe him, I should never
be able to carry on any business to your majesty’s advantage.”

When Hicar appeared before Sinkarib, he soon perceived the effect of the
prejudice against him with which the king had been inspired. The vizier met with
a cold reception from the king; and, when he wished to speak of business, the
monarch advised him to concern himself about nothing but his own health. “I am
perfectly acquainted with what you mean to say,” added he, “and can assure you
that the complaints you have heard from discontented minds are absolutely
without foundation. Nadan, your nephew, hath completely fulfilled my orders, and
his own duty. Accept, however, of my thanks for these new proofs of your zeal,
and, above all, endeavour to preserve your health, which now begins to become
very delicate.”

Hicar returned home, confounded and mortified. He threw  himself, in tears,
into the arms of his spouse. “My dear Zefagnie,” said he, “this Nadan, whom we
thought given us by the hand of God, to be our consolation, and the protector of
Assyria, hath deprived me of the king’s confidence. Every thing will be lost, and
I shall be the cause of it!”

“Let us be comforted,” replied Zefagnie. “Misled, like you, by specious
appearances, I myself contributed to deceive you respecting him; but we cannot
pretend, that the divine goodness had any part in this. The voice, which seemed
to come from above, did not descend from heaven, but it was permitted by God to
deceive you, as you were coming out of the temple of Bilelsanam, whether you had
repaired to force from the decrees of the eternal a posterity which you had been

264



refused. Long have I reflected on this unhappy circumstance. Had it been the will
of the Almighty to grant you an heir, this would have been equally easy to him as
to strike your ears with an empty sound. As you have been punished by a piece
of deceit for this act of idolatry, altogether unpardonable in a man so well
informed; and you were constrained to adopt Nadan— Heaven grant he may stop
here! The mask of hypocrisy, which has so long deceived us, may still conceal the
most detestable plots.”

These reflections of Zefagnie were wise and profound, but Hicar, to whom
his nephew was still dear, did not imagine that he would go so far as to verify the
well founded presages of his spouse.

Nadan, already feeling remorse for his ingratitude, still endeavoured to
hasten the ruin of his benefactor, whose looks and remonstrances he dreaded,
whose fortune he was wasting, and whose reputation was a burden to him.

He founded the design of drawing up an anonymous libel against himself,
but in such a manner that the style of his uncle might be recognised in its general
strain. He filled it with false and bold imputations; every thing in it had a specious
appearance, and seemed to have been dictated by zeal. The work was put into
Sinkarib’s hands, and he communicated it to Nadan.

The artful minister destroyed in a moment the effect which his own
imposture was calculated to produce. At the same time that he admitted the
suspicion that Hicar alone was the author of it, he appeared melted into tears, and
besought the king to pardon the weakness and age of his uncle; advising him,
however, to take proper measures to remove him to a distance, as it was plain that
he was not now what he had once been, and was become the sport and tool of a
cabal.

“You allow him,” added he, “a numerous guard. This appendage of greatness
gives him an air of weight in the state, which encourages the discontented to flock
around him, and to torment him by their groundless panics and visionary
schemes. They persuade him to exert all his credit to regain his place and he will
never cease to trouble us till he shall have lost all hope of your favour.”

“I could defy,” replied Sinkarib, “the censure of the people, to whom I am not
accountable for the reasons of my conduct, and I would enter into your views,
were I not prevented by very powerful considerations. I would be afraid of
mortifying Zefagnie, whom, as my father’s sister, I am bound to respect and, were
it only on her account, I could not diminish the honours I have granted to her
husband.”

Nadan was too much a courtier not to approve the reasons of prudence
alleged by the king; but, being determined to prosecute his design, he found
himself under the necessity of employing the most dangerous artifices.

The court of Assyria was treating with that of Persia about the exchange of
two places in the frontiers and every thing was agreed upon. But Nadan alone had

265



received this information. The messenger, however, must soon arrive and
communicate it to the king.

Hicar received a letter, supposed to have come from Persia, from a man
whose attachment to him was well known. He informed him that the sovereign of
that country was not sincere in the negotiation; and that, as soon as the troops
should be introduced, and established in the place which the Assyrians were to
give up, he intended to introduce others, by unknown subterraneous passages,
into the fortress where those of Sinkarib should be lodged, and put them to the
sword. The execution of this pretended project seemed to be put off until hostages
should be mutually given and received.

Nothing was omitted in this detail, fabricated by Nadan himself, which could
render this information plausible. Hicar was filled with indignant rage on hearing
of such atrocity.

Nadan resided in the king’s palace, from which he was but very rarely
absent; he received a pressing invitation from his uncle to come immediately to
speak to him; and he hastened thither with an air of the greatest eagerness.

“What has happened, uncle?” said he to him. “From the manner in which
your orders were delivered, I was afraid I should be too late to hear your last
groan! But I now feel myself easier, since I have the happiness to see you still
enjoy such good health. On what so pressing business have you sent for me?”

“On your own,” replied Hicar, “on that of Sinkarib and of all Assyria. Look
at that writing.”

Nadan being determined to provoke the old man still more by his behaviour
than by his words, read the letter with a cold and disdainful air, and when he had
finished, spoke to him thus:

“You ought now, my dear uncle, to aspire at nothing but repose; but it is
much disturbed by your correspondence. I can answer for the wisdom of the
measures I have taken with his majesty, and the fidelity of our agents. Deny all
access to the discontented and turbulent who besiege you. The king, who is
alarmed on your account, will take your silence well and the affairs of the state
would go on much better if you would once completely resign them to our
management.” After this insulting speech, Nadan bowed, and returned to the
king’s palace.

The virtuous Hicar, affiliated with what he had just heard, went to pour his
sorrow and his tears into the bosom of Zefagnie. The princess, endeavouring to
calm his grief, discovered that his distress was owing to the ingratitude and to the
alienation of Nadan, This rash man, disdaining the wisdom of a salutary advice,
was about to expose Assyria to war, to the loss of numbers of its subjects, and an
humiliating slavery.

“Go to my nephew Sinkarib”, said Zefagnie, “carry the letter to him which
you have received from Persia. Blinded as he is respecting the merit of Nadan, his
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own interests will open his eyes. You must not suffer every thing to go to wreck,
for want of so easy a step.”

“I will do it,” said Hicar, “notwithstanding the inward repugnance I feel.” At
the same time, he went to the King’s palace, and demanded a private audience.

“I will grant you it,” replied Sinkarib, in presence of Nadan, who hath
already acquainted me with the subject of your uneasiness. You allow yourself to
be tormented by false advices fortunately they do not alarm me in the same
manner. A message from my ambassador in Persia is this moment arrived, and
brings me the most agreeable intelligence. The subterraneous passage spoken of
to you is a mere dream; and the supposed treachery of the king my brother a
criminal invention, for which your correspondent would infallibly have been
punished, did not his death, which has been just announced by a messenger,
render it impossible. I wish this may be the lot of all those who endeavour to
render you uneasy respecting the present government, which all Assyria, except
yourself, approve of. Return to your palace; live there in tranquillity. It is all I
ought to expect or require of you.”

Thus, without regard to his age and past services, was Hicar dismissed with
neglect. He returned to his virtuous spouse, and gave her an account of the cold
reception with which he had met.

“The star of Nadar is fatal indeed to you,” said she. “It corrupts your
benefactors and your friends, and even poisons my advices. Unfortunately it rules
over Assyria, which appears to me exposed to the greatest danger. But if, by the
desire of heaven, this country is doomed to fall under its present administration,
why should we alarm ourselves with its destiny, since the grandees of the state
take no measures to prevent it? Let us be resigned, and leave others, either to
shut their eyes against the dangers which threaten the state, or to adopt such
measures as may prevent them. Sinkarib orders you to seek repose; and, in my
opinion, this command is the easiest of all to be obeyed, especially at your
advanced age. You love the sciences, attend to them, and forget at length that
there are such beings as viziers and kings.” Hicar prepared himself to follow the
advice of Zefagnie; and, that he might occasion no more uneasiness to Sinkarib,
nor jealousy to Nadan, he shut his door against all such as might be suspected
of speaking to him upon public business, and restricted his intercourse to the
learned of different countries, with whom he had always maintained a
correspondence. The cheerfulness and equality of his temper rendered his family
happy. He lived in comfort and tranquillity and was beginning even to forget his
nephew; when Nadan, to whom the existence of this illustrious man was an
insupportable burden, conceived the danger of freeing himself from it by the most
criminal intrigue.

After Hicar had retired from the palace, Sinkarib felt himself uneasy at the
manner in which he had treated him, especially when he recollected the important
services he had rendered the state. The sight of this respectable old man struggled
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in his heart against the insinuations of Nadan. But a look from the minister easily
triumphed over the natural dispositions of his master, whom it was as easy to
govern as it was to gain his confidence. Nevertheless, the king of Nineveh was
dissatisfied with himself.

Remorse pressed upon him for several days, till at length, his situation
becoming painful, he thus spoke to Nadan: “We sent away your uncle very ill
pleased. How has he taken the reception I gave him? What is he doing now?”

“With sufficient haughtiness,” replied Nadan, “and a great deal of ill
humour, he hath shut himself up, and allows no person to come near him. But,
although he is inaccessible to the inhabitants of Nineveh, he hath not given up all
intercourse with strangers. Couriers arrive every day from Persia and Egypt.”

“And what can be their intentions?” replied Sinkarib, with uneasiness.
“As he is again seized with a strong desire of conducting public affairs, I

cannot conjecture what methods it may lead him to employ in order to gain its
end. It is a rage in the old man, which to me appears altogether inconceivable; but
it would be very easy for your majesty to clear up this subject. I will give you
notice of the departure of one of his principal messengers; you will cause him be
stopped, and the nature of the dispatches will explain the import of the
message.”— “I approve of your project in part; but it would be better that the
courier should appear to have been robbed, that we may not seem unreasonably
suspicious.”— “It is wisely thought of in your majesty; it is possible that the letters
of a man of his age may contain nothing but idle dreams; and, in that case, by
having stopped them, you would show yourself suspicious without any cause.”

Nadan well knew the nature of his uncle’s correspondence. He wrote to
Persia to one of the magi his friend, to Egypt to a certain priest of Osiris, upon
points of science, respecting which he was anxious to get information; but a
correspondence of a very different nature was to be imputed to him. What
measures did the perfidious minister take? By means of his uncle’s seal, which he
had got into his possession, and of the ease with which he counterfeited his
handwriting, he wrote a letter in his name to Akis king of Persia, Sinkarib’s
greatest enemy. He invited this monarch to come and take possession of a
kingdom, which was harassed by an effeminate tyrant, now become the object of
the hatred and contempt of the people. He advised him to appear at the head of
a chosen body, and repair to the plain of Nerrim, where he himself would meet
him with his guard about the first of the month Niram. He informed Akis (all in
Hicar’s name), that one of the principal gates of the city would be delivered up to
him, and that he would find the grandees and the whole nation ready to throw off
the tyrant’s yoke, and transfer the crown to him.

This letter supposed that the king of Persia must have received others, in
which Hicar explained to him the springs he had set in motion to bring about the
rebellion.
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When Nadan had shaded his imposture with all the colouring of truth, he
got a bag made, resembling that in which the messengers of Hicar shut up their
master’s letters, and which was fixed to their girdle. He was previously informed
of the departure of one of them, and made a trusty man lie in wait for him without
the gates of Nineveh, who, entering into conversation, prevailed upon him to
refresh himself in the first tavern at which they should arrive; from which the
messenger did not come till after the other had taken away the bag that he
carried, and put Nadan’s in its place.

The minister then went to the king. “Sire,” said he, “my uncle’s courier set
out this morning for Persia. Cause the robbers be suborned, and appointed to
their station. As for myself, whatever be my uncle’s dispositions towards me, yet
the ancient obligations which I am under to him, and the ties of blood, render it
impossible for me to take any steps in this business. You yourself must pursue
for justice, if you find it your duty; but, on this occasion, it is impossible for me
to be of any service to you. Sinkarib approved of Nadan’s delicacy; and sent five
of his guards, in disguise, in pursuit of the courier, whom they soon got up with
and recognised by the bag which hung from his girdle. They attacked, plundered,
and left him on the road, as robbers would have done, whose part they acted
extremely well.

No sooner had Sinkarib  read the contents of the letter than he became
quite furious. He ordered an immediate search to be made for the courier, who
had retired into a cottage near the place where he had been attacked. The king’s
messengers immediately laid hold of him, and conducted him to the king.

“To whom do you belong, slave”, said the monarch.— “To Hicar.”— “Did he
deliver this letter to you?”— “Yes Sire.”— “To whom were  you to deliver the
packets which you carried?”— “To his friends in Persia.”

“Oh! Treason” exclaimed the king! “The man whom my father and I have
loaded with favours would betray me to my enemy, and totally ruin my kingdom.
Let Hicar be fought for and brought hither!” The guard hastened to Hicar’s palace;
but at that time he was at a small solitude, to which he frequently retired, among
the mountains at a little distance from the city.

Zefagnie, alarmed at so quick a pursuit, and having learned that her
husband was accused of high treason, raised her hands to heaven imploring its
assistance; and, while a party of the guard was dispatched to seize Hicar in his
solitude, she ran to the palace of the king, his nephew, to throw herself at his feet.
Sinkarib raised her up. “He can obtain no favour, madam,” said the furious king
to her; “I am in possession of all the evidence of this shocking conspiracy of your
husband against me and all Assyria. The blood which flows in your veins must
render this criminal as odious, in your eyes, as he is ungrateful.”

Zefagnie then entered into the detail of the charges laid against Hicar; she
saw the pretended proofs of them; but, at the same time, she was conscious of his
innocence, and Nadan’s guilt, who only could have counterfeited the handwriting
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and the seal which were before her. But the eyes of the king were too much
fascinated to allow her to entertain the hope of being able to tear off the veil which
covered them.

“Sire,” said she, “if you think it your duty to sacrifice my husband to your
revenge and safety, I have only one favour to ask. Whether he is guilty or
innocent, his blood to me is precious, and I wish to collect even its last drop. He
had built a tomb, in which we were one day to be united. Grant me your
permission there to deposit his ashes; and, while I deplore the loss of a man to
whom your father united me, I will applaud your justice, provided his death is
necessary to your safety and that of the state. Only give orders that the sacrifice
be made in his own palace.”

Sinkarib could not refuse the request of Zefagnie, and ordered the proper
officers to repair immediately to Hicar’s palace, and bring him the head of this
respectable old man.

Zefagnie, on her return home, dreading the immediate arrival of Hicar and
his executioners, endeavoured to overcome her grief, and to preserve, amidst a
crowd of people, that recollection of mind of which she intended to deprive them.
She prepared tables, covered with every dish which could awaken the sensual
appetite; the most exquisite liquors were set upon the sideboards; pots were filled
with perfumes; flowers of every sort embalmed the air; the palace was decorated
with every ornament; and sixty of the most beautiful slaves were prepared for his
service. It was amidst these magnificent preparations that Zefagnie proposed to
receive the officers of Sinkarib. And, as soon as the snare into which she wished
them to fall was properly laid, she repaired to the gates of the palace, in order to
wait for them.

They at length arrived. “I know for what purpose you are come,” said she.
“You are the ministers of the king my nephew’s pleasure. But, before you execute
a decree so severe to me, I wish to express to him, as well as to you, the grateful
sense I have of the small favour he has granted me, in not exposing my husband
to a cruel and ignominious death. Enter my house. Those who are to bring the
unhappy Hicar here are not yet arrived. My slaves have orders to wait upon you.
My present situation does not permit me to do this myself.”

The officers, after thanking Zefagnie, and accepting her invitation, entered
the apartment. They seated themselves on sophas; an hundred beautiful hands
displayed an eagerness to serve them, and in the pleasures of the table they soon
forgot the rigorous orders with which they were entrusted.

Meanwhile Zefagnie lost not a moment; she took aside the executioner.
“Yapousmek,” said she, “do you remember that when king Serkadoum, my
brother, Sinkarib’s father, intended to put you to death, I contrived to screen you
from his anger? Do you recollect that at that time you were indebted for your
pardon to the very man whose life you are about to take?”— “Yes, madam, and I
shall never forget it.”— “Very well,” continued Zefagnie, “this is the moment to
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discover your gratitude. Hicar is innocent and you would not wish to embrue your
hands in the blood of a virtuous and beneficent man. I have taken from the
subterraneous prison of my palace, an old slave, a magician, stained with the
greatest crimes, who has the very air and figure of Hicar. Your superiors at this
moment are incapable of observing you; the magician is already dressed as my
husband must be. As soon as Hicar shall appear, you will receive him from the
hands of those that bring him; you will load him with the chains you have
brought; and there is a red handkerchief which you will put upon his eyes; you
will then lead him into the hall, where I shall be to receive his last farewell. But
you must remove indiscreet people, under the pretence of respecting the last
interview of a husband and wife. A moment after this I will deliver to you my slave,
dressed, in chains, and his eyes covered with a handkerchief of the very same
pattern with that you shall have upon Hicar’s. You will then give the signal for
execution, and strike off the head of the magician, which you will carry to the
palace of the king.— 

“May God prosper your designs!” replied Yapousmek. “Willingly would I
hazard my life in order to save his who is so dear to you.”

“Heaven will reward you,” said Zefagnie, “and on our part, all the riches we
possess shall be at your disposal; you shall want nothing.”

Scarcely was this plot concerted betwixt them, when the arrival of Hicar
enabled them to put it in execution, without experiencing the smallest difficulty.
The magician slave was on his knees, and recognized as the vizier himself by the
guards who had brought him. The officer of Sinkarib, who had the charge of giving
him an account of the execution of his orders, was informed; he approached and
that very instant the head of the slave was struck off. Yapousmek took it up, and
carried it to the king.

Sinkarib’s officers tore themselves with great reluctance from the pleasures
which the artful Zefagnie had given them to enjoy; but they must of necessity
return to their duty; and Hicar’s spouse, having made the doors of her palace be
shut, was left at liberty to devote herself to the cares to which it was now
necessary for her to attend.

She ordered the body of the magician to be carried away with the usual
ceremonies, and carried, in its robes, to the tomb prepared for Hicar, attended by
all her household in mourning.

As soon as it was night, with the assistance of the jailor of the prison of her
own palace, she conducted Hicar into the cell from which the old magician had
been taken. She made it be put into the most commodious order; and this dismal
habitation became, in the eyes of Zefagnie, a most delightful palace, since it had
rescued innocence from the rage of envy. During this bloody scene, the
hypocritical Nadan, affecting a grief which he did not feel, had shut himself up in
his apartment. Sinkarib found it necessary to bring him out of it, “Be comforted,
Nadan,” said he to him “we were disturbed by your uncle, and his humour
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rendered him very dangerous. His whole fortune will belong to you at his widow’s
death and you will soon enjoy it; for she cannot long survive the loss she has
sustained.” Nadan left his apartment with the king and they both haste to drown,
in the stream of pleasure, the remorse, uneasiness, and torment, with which they
were secretly distressed; and became still more negligent of their duty, and the
welfare of Assyria.

Meanwhile, the death of Hicar had occasioned the utmost grief in Nineveh 
and soon spread a general mourning throughout every province of the empire. The
neighbouring powers having received this intelligence, could not conceive what
should have determined Sinkarib to extinguish the luminary of Asia, whose light
was the firmest support of his power. His enemies triumphed, and sought only for
a pretext to invade Assyria.

Pharaoh, king of Egypt, thought this conjuncture too favourable not to take
advantage of it and sent an envoy, with almost no retinue, to Nineveh, with the
following letter to Sinkarib.

“Pharaoh, Sovereign of the Sovereign of the River of the Earth, who fills the basins
of the sea with the immense volume of waters which he discharges by seven mouths,
to SINKARIB King of Assyria.”

Let the man who knows not how to govern, resign the command. 

“We wish to dignify the yoke of humanity, and to reign by our wisdom
throughout all the earth. Descend from your throne! and come, with your
grandees and people, to meet the chains, which my armies, that will cover your
sands, shall bring with them. Wait not in your palace till you meet destruction
and death. You may, however, have it in your power to treat with me as with a
brother; and these are the conditions:

I have profound questions to propose; and you must send me a man who
shall be capable of resolving them. You must build me a palace between heaven
and earth, whose foundation shall rest on nothing, and whose roof shall be fixed
to nothing. They are only superior men whom I seek to honour. If you can fulfil
these conditions, you shall receive, for four years, a tenth part of the revenues of
Egypt. But, if the man whom you send should be baffled, if he fails in the smallest
article I exact, then you may expect a treatment as much more rigorous as I shall
have cause to complain either of your disobedience or of your presumption.”

Sinkarib, astonished at this letter, shewed it to Nadan: “By what means,”
said he, “shall I be able to avert the storm which threatens my kingdom? Summon
all the astrologers, the learned men, and the sages of my empire; assemble with
them all the architects and let us learn from them, if by any enchantment it is
possible to construct this imaginary palace which Pharaoh requires of me; and see
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if there be any one who flatters himself that he will be able to answer the subtle
questions of the Egyptian king.”

The calling together so extraordinary an assembly produced universal
astonishment. Pharaoh’s letter was circulated throughout Nineveh and a copy of
it even reached Zefagnie. As soon as it was night, she repaired, as usual, to her
beloved Hicar, and communicated to him the contents of the letter by which all
the people were agitated. Hicar, after reading it with attention inquired at his
spouse what effect it had produced upon her.

“It appears to me,” replied she, “like a cloud filled with wind, which is easily
scattered. Were my Hicar alive to the rest of the world, I should look upon these
mysteries of the Egyptian king as idle fancies; and I have already conceived a plan
of the castle which should be built for him. I would rather wish, however, that he
should make war upon us with such letters, than hear of his armies being upon
the frontiers of the country.”

While this happy pair were happy in the enjoyment which they procured to
one another, and conversing in tranquillity concerning the threatenings of the
Egyptian king, all Nineveh was in motion to make up a council, which should form
an answer to them. If a man passed in the streets with a downcast head, a fixed
eye, and a thoughtful air, the officers of Sinkarib pulled the muser by the sleeve.
“Make haste,” said they, “you are certainly a learned man, and are waited for in
the council.” This was addressed to the people of every rank, and frequently to
those who were not expecting it.

At length the council was assembled. The well-informed had absented
themselves, that they might not be reduced to the mortification of confessing their
ignorance.

The king caused the dispatches of the Egyptian monarch be read, after
which all with one voice exclaimed,

“Hicar alone could have fulfilled the conditions of Pharaoh! They would be
attempted by any one else in vain.”

“Alas!” said Sinkarib to himself, sighing deeply. “Where art thou, Hicar?
Gnawing remorse perpetually sets your innocence before me, in spite of the
apparent guilt which condemned thee. Where could I find another sage to extricate
me from this dreadful labyrinth in which I am bewildered?”

The unhappy sovereign dismissed the council, which, without suggesting
any measures for his relief, added greatly to his regret. He did not now seek for
Nadan to give him confidence by his advice, or to dissipate his cares in pleasure.
To the palace of his aunt Zefagnie he bore his inquietude and sorrow, and
bewailed with her the man to whom they had been dear.

The wife, spouse of Hicar, loved the king; who, enervated as he was by the
pursuits of pleasure, was endowed with an excellent natural disposition, and
whose soul, the influence of his court, corrupted as it was, had not yet rendered
cruel. He threw himself at her feet with eyes bathed in tears and she took him in
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her arms. “Come, my dear nephew,” said she to him, “I share in your affliction; the
king of Egypt threatens you; but you must not suffer yourself to be discouraged.
He who is able to inflict a blow does not begin by threats. In challenging your
wisdom and knowledge, he leads me to suspect his own. You are the sovereign of
a powerful empire; examine your forces, draw them out, and advance towards the
frontiers before they are attacked.”

“Alas! madam,” said Sinkarib, “the threats of the Egyptian king are not the
only causes of my affliction. I am deprived of Hicar, whole sense, counsels, and
knowledge, constituted all my strength. What king on earth would have dared to
insult me, had he been still alive? Convinced, from the bottom of my heart, that
this illustrious man fell a victim to a detestable intrigue, I am afraid to examine
its springs too nearly, and to discover its authors. The cry of the nation awakens
the remorse of my conscience. I assembled a council to devise the means of
answering the proportions of Pharaoh, and I was openly told, that, by putting
Hicar to death, I had deprived myself of every resource. Alas! who can restore me
the man whom I have treated so barbarously! Lead me to his tomb, that I may
embrace and water with my tears the precious relics of this wise minister. I will
ask advice at his cold remains. Around them the soul of the man who directed my
youth doubtless wanders and I may yet hope to receive that counsel, which all the
pretended sages of my court are unable to give.”

Zefagnie, that she might learn the nature of his sorrow, did not interrupt the
king. And when she was convinced that it was not the fear alone of an inevitable
war, that occasioned his distress, but that a real sensibility was the principal
cause of it, she thus spoke:

“My unfortunate husband, incapable of treason in any shape, certainly sunk
under the odious plot of a mean jealousy. But the enemies who attacked his
reputation without success, have not been more fortunate in their attempt to take
away his life. Divine Providence hath rescued it from their fury, and saved his 
head from the mortal blow with which it was threatened.”

“Hicar lives!” exclaimed Sinkarib, in a transport of joy. “Ah! my heart is
relieved! Heaven hath saved me from the remorse of guilt, and hath reserved for
me an infallible resource against the vain efforts and stratagems of Pharaoh! But
how has this miracle been performed? Where shall I find this venerable sage? And,
alas! how shall I bear his looks, after my black ingratitude towards him? Will the
shame with which I am covered be a sufficient atonement for my crime?”

“Keep yourself calm for a moment,” replied Zefagnie, “I will see if it is
possible to bring him hither. Dread not his presence. Heaven, in protecting his life,
has also preserved his virtues, nay, it has even crowned them, by granting him
patience in adversity, which he had never known before.”

She then went to inform Hicar of the happy revolution which had taken
place in the heart of Sinkarib; it affected the old man very deeply; and she then
told him, that she had concealed the service done them by Yapousmek. “Right or
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wrong,” said she, “sovereigns will be obeyed; and Sinkarib, although indebted for
his repose to the disobedience of his slave, would not, perhaps, pardon the
transgression of his orders. Let us suffer the idea of the miracle to remain, without
corroborating it any farther. The king may, perhaps, look upon your safety as a
peculiar blessing from Bilesanam.”

Hicar prepared to go to Sinkarib. The consolations he had drawn from the
heart of Zefagnie, those he derived from his own reflections, the ease he enjoyed
in the dungeon where he lived, and the use of elixirs, which had supported both
his body and his mind; all these together seemed to have renewed the age of this
old man. He at length came out from his retreat, and appeared in the presence of
his sovereign.

Sinkarib immediately threw himself into his arms, and with difficulty
restrained his joy. “Be calm, prince,” said Hicar, “it is essentially necessary to your
interest that my being alive should not be known. I know on what terms you are
with the king of Egypt; he would attribute to me all the springs which we are
about to set in motion; and, presuming too much on your resources, he would
employ against you still more dangerous means. If your court, if Nadan himself
were informed of my being alive, the Egyptian envoy would be made acquainted
with it. You must not, then, Sire, give any person the smallest hint of the secret
you have now learned. Besides you have no need to be uneasy about the
proportions of Pharaoh. I have already noted down, in the silence of my retreat,
the answer, which you must return and, under a feigned name, I will fulfil the
engagements you are about to come under. Here they are:

SINKARIB, king of Assyria, to Pharaoh, king of Egypt.

The man whom a wonder astonishes will never perform one.

“Your letter, brother, hath filled me with admiration at the extent and depth
of the  knowledge which it announces, and the respect which it shows you have
for the human race. I have the honour to be of your opinion, that the power which
subdues men also degrades them; and that they were born to be governed by
wisdom and knowledge. Many learned men of my court are contending for the
honour of being admitted to a nearer view of your surprising knowledge, and of
trying their weak abilities in the explanation of the difficulties, which you are to
propose. The architects, who must build  your palace, are here; but it is necessary
that they collect workmen, who may be able to execute their orders; and this
requires a delay of three months. I am sensible of the importance this delay will
occasion you.”

“All that you have to do is to find people to supply them with materials. In
all other respects I accept your terms, and am ready both to give and to receive
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hostages, unless my word shall be sufficient, as rely with entire confidence in
your’s.”

Sinkarib was greatly astonished at the contents of this letter. “I know well,”
said he to Hicar, “that you can answer all Pharaoh’s questions. But, supposing
you to be the architect of this palace in the air, where could you find, in three
months, workmen to labour under your orders, unless the genii of the air should
build it?”

“My wife,” replied Hicar, “has undertaken the construction of this whimsical
edifice. She intends to render it impossible for Pharaoh to fulfil the conditions to
which he is bound by the letter you are about to send him. Zefagnie looks upon
this aerial palace as an infant’s play-thing, which must be destroyed by the artifice
of a woman. It belongs to her to contrive it. She will give me some directions for
its execution. Return to your palace, Sire. Dispatch the Egyptian ambassadors.
I will shut myself up in my solitude, where, under the name of Abicam, a
Chaldean astrologer, and protected by Zefagnie, I intend to live unknown to all the
world, and occupied with your affairs. If any embarrassment should occur in
them, you can easily make me acquainted with it. But I have one advice to give
you.”

“He who plotted my death is as much your enemy as mine. Be upon your
guard. You need not be afraid of any blame on this account, since the pretensions
of the Egyptian king furnish you the most plausible pretext. Double your guard,
and take mine, which you left from respect to the princess your aunt. The chief
who commands them is beyond the reach of corruption and all his officers are of
his own choice. Honour him with your confidence; and this will be one barrier
more between you and every enemy.”

Hicar seemed to have foreseen the designs of Nadan. This ungrateful
minister, perceiving that the king’s going so frequently to Zefagnie must
necessarily complete his ruin, had formed the design of bribing Sinkarib’s guards,
of sending his head to the Egyptian king, and of becoming his successor on the
Assyrian throne, as a tributary of Pharaoh.

Sinkarib showed him the letter he meant to address to the king of Egypt.
Nadan, although its contents astonished him, looked upon it only as a contrivance
to gain time. “Your majesty,” said he to the king, “knows very well that you cannot
fulfil the conditions it imposes, and probably you avail yourself of this delay to
make preparations for war?”— “Yes,” replied Sinkarib, “and I will employ every
possible method to enable me to prosecute my design, at the head of fifty
thousand chariots; but we must wait the departure of the Egyptian messengers,
that we may not create in them any suspicion. In the mean time, notwithstanding
their presence, and without being in the least suspected, I can withdraw the guard
from Zefagnie, in order to inure them to exercise, and to prepare them for
accompanying me to the war.”
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Nadan thought he had now found out the motive which led the king so
frequently to the widow of Hicar, and became less suspicious of this circumstance.
Without this, the increase of his guard, and the inclination which appeared in
Sinkarib to take the management of his business into his own hands, would have
added greatly to his fears. He applauded the wise measures of his sovereign and
promised to neglect nothing which might be necessary to put the forces of the
empire on a respectable footing.

The messengers of Pharaoh departed from Nineveh with dispatches from
Sinkarib, and convinced, by public report, that none among the learned of his
court had been bold enough to undertake the explanation of the mysteries which
the Egyptian monarch meant to propose.

Zefagnie dismissed from the solitude of Hicar all the slaves to whom he was
known, except the gardener, in whom he had entire confidence. Their places were
supplied, as well as those of the other domestics, by people to whom their master
was totally unknown. Hicar, already informed of it, appeared to the gardener
under the name of Abicam, a Chaldean astrologer, who was to be allowed the use
of the philosophical apparatus which had belonged to Hicar; and was wholly
engaged with Zefagnie’s project for constructing the aerial palace.

Hicar’s huntsmen were, by orders of his spouse, to over-run the deserts, in
which the monstrous birds, called rocs , were accustomed to breed. They were to*

bring away two of them very young, with their first down upon them, and conduct
them to the gardener of the solitary mansion.

Hicar, under the name of Abicam, was to have two young slaves, eleven
years old, who must be rendered so familiar with the birds, that the instinct of the
two species might seem to be blended together.

The birds were found, and delivered to the care of the young children, who
left them neither night nor day. They fed and slept together. There was soon a very
close familiarity established betwixt the four companions and as the rocs as yet
found great difficulty in railing themselves into the air, they followed the children
every where, in the same manner as they would have followed their dam. The
children got up upon the back of these birds, which took great pleasure in
carrying them. They fixed upon them small convenient saddles, on which the
heroes, as they were tied to them, sat very gracefully, and without running any
hazard of falling. The birds took the first flight in the gardens. They were kept by
a long ribband fixed to their feet, which Hicar held in his hand. By degrees the
children became able for them, and held the ribband which served them for reins.
Obedient to the voice of their little companions, the birds waved aloft, or alighted
at their pleasure. This docility increased with their strength and there now

  The Roc. A bird of an enormous size, which is found in the deserts of Africa; it can
*

carry a weight of two hundred pounds. Many are of opinion that it is fabulous.
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remained nothing but to instruct the young children in what they were to say and
do, on their arrival in Egypt; and, as they were both endowed with an excellent
understanding, this part of the plan was the easiest to be executed.

Zefagnie came from time to time to enjoy the success of her undertaking,
and accustomed both the children and the rocs to obey her orders. Every time
Sinkarib came to visit her, she comforted him respecting his uneasiness and his
fears; concealing from him, however, the means she was employing to relieve
them.

The prince, roused from the slumber in which his vigilance and activity had
been buried ever since he ascended the throne, thought at length of giving new
vigour to the languishing springs of his empire. He found very great resources in
Nadan, who, being now awakened, displayed the treasures of knowledge with
which Hicar had stored his mind. This minister beheld the rigorous term of three
months fast approaching, without any preparation for war being undertaken, or
any person nominated as the chief of the embassy and therefore he flattered
himself that he would reach the moment when his ambitious projects might burst
into full view. The defenceless frontiers were exposed to the inroads of an enemy,
and the number of his subjects were diminishing every day; for the Assyrians was
passing over into Egypt, in order to withdraw themselves from the slavery with
which they were threatened.

When the eighth month had elapsed since Sinkarib’s letter had been
dispatched to Pharaoh, Hicar, under the name of Abicam, demanded permission
to begin his journey. He was to be escorted by the Arabs of the most remote
desert. It was not till then that Nadan learned that a Chaldean philosopher,
protected by Zefagnie, had undertaken to satisfy the Egyptian king in every point.
His surprise was greatly increased when he heard that Zefagnie herself wished to
accompany this sage, whose ability she had warranted. He understood nothing of
this extraordinary undertaking but, if it was unsuccessful, Nadan showed her all
the dangers to which she would be exposed.

Every thing was now in readiness for the embassy, and all the retinue were
assembled at Hicar’s solitude. Sinkarib stole from the troublesome crowd, to enjoy
the sweets of a private interview with his embassador.

“Maintain your tranquillity, Sire,” said the prudent minister, “together with
the safety of your realm, I promise you the return of the subjects who have
emigrated from your frontiers, the four years tribute, and the reimbursement of
all your extraordinary expenses. I leave you with Nadan, whom you must still
employ. He possesses abilities, and will be necessary to you; but do not lose sight
of him even for a moment. At my return I will inform you why I think him
dangerous. You are less connected with one another by your pleasures since you
have filled up your time with public business, and you may easily conceal from
him your suspicions.”
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The envoy of Sinkarib began his march. His whole equipage consisted of
four elephants. He himself and his spouse, with two eunuchs, were on one tower.
The two rocs and their young guides, had each of them one, with a slave to serve
them. Four women and two eunuchs loaded the back of the fourth elephant and
an hundred slaves on horseback armed with a sabre and a spear, escorted this
little party.

A silken net covered the tower in which the birds were shut up, that they
might be concealed from the inspection of the curious. The object of this
destination was to be kept a profound secret from all and the eunuchs walked
night and day around these mysterious cages, and kept the indiscreet at a
distance, and to prevent all conversation with their conductors, who themselves
were convinced that the elephants carried extraordinary presents to Pharaoh.

The whole caravan arrived at Masser  without having met with any difficulty.*

Hicar pitched his camp in a commodious place in the environs of the city and, in
quality of envoy from king Sinkarib, demanded an audience. of Pharaoh.

The Egyptian monarch, encouraged by the advice of the priests of Osiris,
whose temple stands in the middle of the great lake Merov , was well assured that†

he had proposed questions, to resolve which was above the capacity of mortals.
He was on his guard against the illusions of magic and was certain that, by his
embarrassing propositions, he would disconcert the abilities, however great they
might be, of the pretended sage who had been sent to him. He sent notice to the
ambassador that he was ready to receive him and, that he might command the
greater respect, was surrounded with all the magnificence of his court.

Hicar, in a very extraordinary dress, unknown even a at the court of
Sinkarib, appeared before the monarch. The firmness of his step, and his majestic
air, already commanded the respect of the whole assembly. He advanced to the
foot of the throne, and prostrated himself and when this first homage was paid he
thus spake:

“Sire! You have sent a challenge to my matter, which he joyfully accepts, as
the combat does not expose either the repose or the life of your two nations. You
wish only to dispute concerning science and wisdom and I come from him,
admiring your greatness, to make known to you his, and secure him your esteem
for ever. If, by the favour of heaven, I am successful in this undertaking, (permit
me, sublime monarch! to recall your conditions to your memory), we have your
sacred word, that you will for four years pay a tribute on all the productions of
Egypt. If I am found incapable of answering the questions agreed upon, my life
shall atone for my audacity and the king of Assyria, whose respect for science

  Masser, or Mesraim. Grand Cairo, built by Mesraim the son of Cham.
*

 Merov. The lake Merov, mentioned in Strabo’s History of Ancient Egypt, and that of
†

Diodorus Siculus.
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knows no bounds, shall subject his crown to you, and engage to pay annually into
your treasures whatever ransom you shall be pleased to demand.”

The dignified and modest air of the Assyrian ambassador, the arrangement,
the precision, and the force of his speech astonished Pharaoh and he reproached
himself for his rashness. Could a sovereign, sunk in effeminacy, entirely under the
dominion of his passions, who suffered his subjects to groan under the yoke of
tyranny, could he be surrounded with such men as this, who had explained
himself with so much courage and wisdom? Would they devote themselves for the
safety of a prince, every moment of whose life was marked by weaknesses and
errors? In the situation in which the Assyrian ambassador then was, what could
the old Hicar have said better, although he had been still alive?

These reflections prevented Pharaoh from returning an immediate answer
to the speech ambassador; but at length he broke silence.

“Envoy of Sinkarib, what is your name?’”— “My name is Abicam, the
humblest of my Sovereign’s slaves. I am one of those worms who have hitherto
creeped undistinguished about the throne. At the court of my master, trust and
honours are conferred on people more expert than I am.”— “Surely,” replied
Pharaoh, whose surprise was still increased, “if I have before me the meanest of
the servants of the Assyrian king, his dominions must be peopled with divinities!
But, since you are so inferior, why were you made choice of, in preference to so
many illustrious men, since Sinkarib pretends so much esteem for me?”

“Sire,” replied the ambassador, “the bee, placed in the scale of existence
betwixt birds and insects, is the least of all the winged animals. Yet, see the
wonderful work it composes! It is admitted with distinction to the tables of the
most illustrious sovereigns; and, in the eye of Sinkarib, the small and the great
are of equal estimation. He judges them from the pinnacle of greatness to which
the Destinies have raised him.” This answer delighted the Egyptian king, who,
although dazzled with his own magnificence, yet beheld with enthusiasm the merit
and knowledge which seemed to rise above all ordinary bounds. He dismissed
Hicar, offering him for a habitation the most beautiful palace in Masser; but the
husband of Zefagnie chose rather to return to his companion, where every thing
necessary for him was sent by the orders of Pharaoh.

Scarcely had Hicar retired under his tent, when a minister from the king
came to acquaint him, that in three days he must return to the palace prepared
to answer the questions that should be put to him.

The vizier, completely skilled in the art of courts, received the Egyptian
minister in a manner of which this last had formed no idea, and sent him back,
convinced that the man with whom he had just conversed was above the condition
of mortals.

The three days were elapsed; and Hicar repaired to the palace of the king.
He was waited for at the gates, to be conducted with great ceremony into
Pharaoh’s presence, who was seated on his throne, clothed in a purple robe,
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embroidered with gold, and richly adorned with jewels; with a most splendid and
magnificent court around him, consisting of all the grandees of the kingdom.

The Assyrian minister having saluted him respectfully, waited with
downcast eyes, and his hands folded upon his breast, till some one should speak
to him.

“Abicam,” said the king to him, “every thing in the universe is enigmatical,
and every object of contemplation conceals an important truth. Cast your eyes on
me, and around my throne, and tell me what I resemble in the midst of my court?”

“Sire,” replied Hicar, “here I am no less struck, than I would be if the Nile,
which covers the divinities of my country, were to fall, and disclose to my view
Bilelsanam, surrounded with all his power.”

The king of Egypt, pleased with this answer, ordered the ambassador to be
clothed in one of the most beautiful robes in the palace, and deferred the
remainder of the questions till next, day, at the same hour.

The king received him then dressed in white, and his courtiers wore suits
of different colours, which were by no means so splendid.

“What do you see here?” asked Pharaoh.
“I see, Sire, the fertile plains of Egypt uncultivated, dried up, without the

smallest vegetation, waiting for those treasures, which are soon to descend from
the summits of the mountains of Ethiopia. This is the resemblance of the court
with which you are surrounded.”

“Your vast turban represents the reviving snows, on which the heavens
appear to rest.”

“Your eyes and your mouth are the beneficent forces, which are to scatter
far and wide the nourishing salts.”

“Your hands, like the mouths of the Delta, will distribute your superfluous
wealth and every thing that breathes will be transported into a new being.”

Scarcely had he finished this reply, when an emotion of universal
admiration appeared in the countenance of all. Pharaoh, after ordering a dress
still more sumptuous than the former to be given to the ambassador of Sinkarib,
appointed the following day for a third audience.

Hicar, on his return, found the sovereign so dazzling with the number and
brilliancy of his jewels, that he could not look steadfastly at him; his viziers also
were covered with them. The effect of so much light forced the ambassador to cast
down his eyes and Pharaoh, availing himself of this confusion, said to him, “Sage
of Assyria, what sensation do you feel?”

“I awoke late,” replied the ambassador, “and my eyes having scarcely got out
of the darkness, in which they were wrapped up during my repose, are not yet
familiar with the rays of the sun, whose perfect image I now behold in your
majesty. But, by putting my hand before my eyes, I am able to contemplate and
distinguish, together with the ornaments of the Zodiac, the seven planets which
borrow their light from the star which illuminates the universe.”
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Pharaoh was betrayed into an exclamation of applause. But it was yet too
soon to confess himself overcome. Even when the ambassador should have given
a full explanation of every question which might be proposed, the aerial palace
would still remain to be built and he would have it in his power to impose laws,
instead of receiving them.

In the mean time, in order to put the wisdom of Hicar to a new trial he
spoke to him thus: “You have made me three answers successively, with which I
must confess myself pleased. Now, after having pointed out so well the allusion
of the splendour which surrounds me, to what would you compare your own king
Sinkarib?”

“Sire,” replied Hicar, “I never raised my thoughts so high. This attempt,
totally new, surpasses all my efforts. It is almost impossible for me to fix at once
on all his resemblances for, under each of them I could exhibit him in the most
splendid point of view. The friend of peace, he is like the wind of the south, which,
moving without interruption, scarcely ruffles the surface of the ocean. If the wind
of the north should dispute his claim to glory, then, conscious of his strength, he
hurls forth the storm. Lightening flashes in the bosom of lightening; the thunder
bursts in awful peals; the waves of the sea shake the solid rocks, and disclose the
foundations of the earth.”

These words of Hicar were terrible as the tempest they described. The king
of Egypt and all his court were dismayed and Sinkarib was elevated, in his mind,
high as the vaults of the palace of Masser. A profound silence testified at once the
abilities of the orator, and the consternation of the audience. Though borne away
by his enthusiasm, and notwithstanding the formidable greatness in which he had
represented his sovereign, Hicar had given offence to none. The messenger of
peace, it was his duty to make war be dreaded and he was furnished with an
unforeseen opportunity of inspiring the Egyptian court with respect for the forces
of his master.

The pride of Pharaoh was shocked when any one even hinted at his having
a rival upon earth, but the presence alone of the Assyrian ambassador shewed
him this was possible.

“Men are not to be reckoned as we reckon animals,” said he to himself. “One
camel is worth no more than another; but the man who is before me is worth a
whole army! The discourse he has now held would in any other man have been the
highest pitch of audacity, but in him it is the sublimity of courage.”

After these reflections, he ordered the magnificence of the robes, with which
he intended to honour Abicam, to be still increased and then thus addressed him:

“You will return to-morrow, Abicam. I have still one question to propose to
which you must give me a satisfying answer. The demands I have made upon
Sinkarib shall not be in vain, nor shall the fervour of your zeal deceive me,
respecting the forces which he can bring against me. If you come off victorious in
every point, I shall look upon your triumph as a favour from heaven, which I
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ought to respect. But, if I have the advantage in any article whatever, nothing
shall prevent me from prosecuting my rights.”

“I also will demand mine,” replied Hicar, “when they shall have been clearly
established.” and he was about to take his leave of the king for the fourth time,
when the arrival of a messenger from Assyria, with dispatches for the king of
Egypt, was announced to the pretended Abicam. Hicar demanded permission to
bring forward the courier; he received the letter, and, after putting it upon his
heart and his head, delivered it to the sovereign to whom it was addressed.
Pharaoh opened it; and these were its contents.

“SINKARIB, King of Assyria, to PHARAOH, King of Egypt”

When reason and good faith preside, every difference may be settled.

“As my servant Abicam is with you, he will, no doubt, satisfy you in
whatever you may desire of him; and I suppose you will be no less pleased with
him than with me, who desire nothing, but peace and your friendship on which
I depend as fully, as if you had already promised them. I am very desirous,
brother, to be on the same terms with all my neighbours; but I have some who are
more ambitious than wise. All are not endowed with an enlightened
understanding. I have laboured to render the forces of my empire so respectable,
that I may be able to make them repent the least infringement of the treaties into
which we have entered. But I stand in need of nine hundred katars , to complete*

the payment of sixty thousand chariots of war which I have equipped; and I
beseech you to advance them. Your delivering this sum into the hands of my
ambassador shall be considered as a mark of your confidence, which will entitle
you still more to my esteem.”

Pharaoh was led from surprise to admiration by the wisdom and firmness
of Hicar’s replies; and the letter of Sinkarib still increased his astonishment; as
it was a proof, that this monarch was perfectly at ease respecting every thing that
might be required of his ambassador and that he considered himself beforehand
as victorious in the proposed challenge. Besides, it suggested to his mind a very
formidable power, in speaking of Sinkarib’s having augmented his military force,
by the addition of sixty thousand chariots of war. This was not the style in which
Nadan had spoken of them to the deputies of Pharaoh the Assyrian king seemed
to have intended to construct only forty thousand chariots, and even this he did
not believe that prince could have accomplished. But, instead of this, Sinkarib’s
letter made mention of sixty thousand and he requested nine hundred katars to

  A gold coin which answers to three hundred livres French money.
*
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supply this enormous’ expense, which he talked of as a trifle. In any other
situation, Pharaoh would have considered this lofty style as a political trick; but
the consideration alone of the minister by whom it was presented determined him
to give credit to the letter.

“Abicam,” said he to him, “before complying with Sinkarib’s request, I must
insist upon the construction of the palace I have demanded, and which you have
engaged to build. Fulfil your obligation, and I shall be directed in my answer by
its execution.”

“Your majesty will be pleased to point out the place you have made choice
of for its situation” replied Hicar. “Although this little wonder must not rest upon
the earth, yet it must have certain points of correspondence, which it is necessary
to determine. You must give in a plan to the architect who is in my train, and who
has orders to conform himself to your ideas. You must likewise order materials to
be collected on a spot of ground within the reach of labourers, who must put them
into the hands of my workmen.”

“I only want,” said the king, “a pavilion of one hundred square feet, with a
dome of a proportioned elevation, surrounded with a terrace of twenty feet in
circumference, defended by a railing three feet and a half higher. I wish a ladder
to hang from it, which shall almost reach the ground, so as that one may
conveniently put their foot upon it as they alight from a camel. This pavilion, of
which the outside must be adorned according to the taste of your engineer, must
be an hundred and fifty feet from the ground, and fronting the quarter where you
have pitched your camp. In four days you shall have as many materials as would
build four such edifices, and workmen ready to deliver them into the hands of
yours; but confider well my stipulations.”

“I should have the honour of recalling them to you, Sire,” replied Hicar, “if
what is committed to writing could possibly be forgot. In four days your majesty
shall be a witness of the complete execution of your wishes.”

The precision and coolness of Hicar’s answers completely confounded
Pharaoh. He was now convinced that he had to do with a powerful magician. As
soon as the Assyrian ambassador was withdrawn, he sent for the college of the
priests of Osiris and Anubis, in order to consult them and they came at his
command.

He laid before them the embarrassment into which he thought to have
thrown Sinkarib, and that into which he himself had been thrown since his
propositions had been accepted. “This king,” said he to him, “has sent me a
learned astrologer, who guesses all my thoughts. Far from being obscure, as these
people commonly are, he enlightens my own ideas, and presents them to me much
more accurately than they had occurred to myself. You who are an adept in all the
sciences, can you tell me who this man is? Of what kind is his knowledge? And
on what resources he depends for building, before my own eyes, a pavilion in the
air, the dimensions of which he has just now required, with the same confidence
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that one would require those of the most simple palace which was to be
constructed on the ground?”

“Sire!” replied the oldest of the priests, “ever since this Abicam has been at
your court, we have endeavoured, by every mean we could think of, to discover the
nature of his constellation. We have applied the rule to all those which compose
the zodiac, without having met with the star which directs him and we begin to
suspect that it must be situated in a heaven above that to which we have directed
our labours and observations. He is come from among the powerful magicians of
Chaldea; and it is possible that he is one of them. But, skilled as he is in his art,
it will be impossible for him to form any real thing by natural means, or give
probability to an illusion, if three only of our number oppose the use and gradual
unfolding of the means he employs.”

“On the day he intends to build, we will betake ourselves to the place
marked out and we have little doubt, but that his workmen, if he really has any,
will be unable to support the fire of our piercing looks, and the effect of our
magical charms.”

The king, taking courage at this discourse, ordered every thing requisite for
the construction of the pavilion to be ready on the appointed spot. Four thousand
Ethiopians, six hundred chariots, an hundred elephants, and the most expert
workmen in Egypt, were employed in collecting the necessary materials.

Hicar and Zefagnie observed these great preparations without the least
uneasiness; the means they were to employ were so simple, that they could not
doubt of their success.

In the mean time, the term prescribed had escaped and a herald had
already intimated to Hicar, that the king of Egypt waited for him at the palace,
whither he immediately repaired.

“Well, now! sage Abicam,” said Pharaoh, “your wishes are fulfilled. Every
article necessary for building a whole palace is at the appointed place. Are
Sinkarib’s workmen ready to begin?”

“They have only waited for the signal of your majesty’s pleasure,” replied
Hicar “and if, in an hour hence, your majesty is disposed to go to the place
marked out, your desires shall all be satisfied. Meanwhile I return to my camp to
hasten the work.”

What new subject of admiration for the Egyptian monarch! Abicam was a
man who never seemed to distrust his resources. The king gave orders for an
hundred chariots to be instantly yoked, that he might afford his court an
opportunity of enjoying this very singular spectacle. The college of the priests were
added to this train; which was still farther increased by an immense crowd of
people from Masser.

Hicar and Zefagnie waited to receive Pharaoh under arms and the whole
party were armed by order of the ambassador. He had put himself at their head,
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and appeared as formidable under the banners of Mars as under the shield of
Minerva.

The four elephants, covered with towers adorned with waving flags, were
placed in the van. The two rocs and their guides were each in their tower, and only
waited the signals they wore to obey. As soon as Hicar could distinguish the
chariot of Pharaoh, he made Zefagnie ascend his tower, ordered the music to
begin, and set off himself at full gallop to meet the sovereign.

Seeing a horseman advancing so gracefully, and with such a martial
appearance, the Egyptian king never once thought that it was the Assyrian
ambassador. Hicar alighted from his horse, and was soon recognised by the king,
to whom he paid his respects.

“What! is it you, Abicam!” said he to him, “how can you thus remove from
yourself the burden of years, and display before me as much gracefulness and
vigour as you have already shown me wisdom.”— “Sire!” replied Hicar, “your
majesty extols too highly the weak abilities which you are kind enough to remark
in Abicam; they are the effect of that noble emulation with which the king my
master inspires his ministers. But, let us not delay to fulfil the engagements
agreed upon with your majesty. My workmen are all ready, and eager to gratify
your impatience and they only wait your majesty’s order to give you new proofs
both of their zeal and dexterity.”

“Let them begin,” said Pharaoh. Hicar then turned towards the elephants,
and made a signal with his hand, upon which the net which covered the two
towers disappeared. A woman then appeared, and ascended into the air. She was
dressed after the Assyrian manner, in a purple-coloured robe, all bespangled with
gold, a veil of gauze fluttered in the wind from the top of a tiara enriched with
diamonds, which, struggling with the rays of the sun, seemed to rival their
splendour. Every object around her, in which she cast her lively and piercing eyes,
immediately felt itself completely subjected to her will; and the expression of her
features discovered at once the dignity and grace of her sex. Thrice she struck the
air with her rod, and, in a distinct and firm voice, pronounced the following words.

“Humble slaves of the powerful king Sinkarib! obey the orders of the great
king Pharaoh!”

At that instant a great noise was heard and the rocs leaving their towers,
carried above the clouds their young conductors, two of the most beautiful objects
it was possible to behold. More splendid and less perfidious than the son of
Venus, they appeared, notwithstanding the rapidity with which they were carried,
to enjoy themselves very much on the back of their aerial steeds, directing their
motion towards heaven, from whence they seemed to have been originally
descended.

Garlands of flowers, whose vivid colours were totally eclipsed by that of their
complexion, were the only restraint they had imposed upon, their beautiful hair

286



and their tresses floated in the wind, which at one time scattered them and at
another raised them up, and appeared to give them the power of wings.

Their garments of coloured gauze, yielding to the laws of motion,
represented around them a variegated and luminous circle, like the scarf of Iris.
They had in their hand a golden trowel, which they handled with an easy
carelessness; an ingenious smile which animated their countenance was an
evidence that they were not afraid to trust themselves to the element through
which they were to pass.

Pharaoh, and all the multitude stood mute through surprise; but they, as
well as the train of Hicar, who were strangers to these mysteries, soon sent up a
shout of admiration. The officers of the Egyptian guard approached those of Hicar, 
and thus inquired of them, “What prodigy is this which we have beheld?”— “We
are perfectly ignorant of it,” replied the Assyrians.

Pharaoh was in ecstasy; but the astonishment of the priests was beyond all
bounds. The monarch having at length recovered the use of his senses, asked
them what they thought of this miracle?

“Sire!” said they, “this is a display of magic superior to every human effort,
and far beyond our knowledge.” The king then addressed Hicar. “Abicam,” said he
to him, “by what name do you call the sorceress, or the goddess, whom we have
just seen? Whither are the genii gone whom she commands.”— “Most powerful
monarch!” replied Hicar, “there is neither goddess, nor sorceress, nor genius here.
You have seen only a woman and two children, but they are subjects of the
illustrious Sinkarib.”— “Shall we see them return?”— “They have your pavilion to
build, and the woman you saw is the architect. Look up to the heavens. Your
workmen are descending.” As soon as Hicar perceived that the birds were within
reach of his voice, he called out to them, “Slaves of Sinkarib, do your duty!”

At that instant the woman again appeared and with a stroke of her rod,
brought the children over her head. “Workmen,” said she to them, “your
foundations are dug, go and demand the materials necessary to begin your work;
there are my dimensions.” And at the same time she threw them a bunch of
ribbands, which the children laid hold of, and then directed their flight to the
place where the workmen were waiting for them with all the articles they had
prepared. Pharaoh went to the same place and the priests followed by the
astrologers, were eager to mingle among the workmen.

The rocs hovered for some time over the labourers, and then descended so
far as to enable their young guides to be heard with their clear and melodious
voices. “Subjects of Pharaoh,” said they, “give us stones, lime, and sand, that we
may build the pavilion for your matter.” The slaves of the Egyptian king, and the
labourers, stood gaping in astonishment.

“Great king!” exclaimed the lady from the top of the tower, “these are
effeminate Egyptians, whom your majesty employs in your service. Exert here your
power, and that spring which gives energy to such hearts as have been debased
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by slavery. Order the bastinado to be applied to the soles of their feet.” Pharaoh
also was lost in astonishment. Zefagnie then addressed her own workmen.
“Subjects of Sinkarib! Your majesty wishes you to please Pharaoh in every thing.
It is indeed impossible for you to touch the earth, but you may come extremely
near it; put yourself within the reach of those who cannot assist you.” At the same
time, making a signal with her rod, which they were accustomed to obey, they
began to descend by a circular flight. The Ethiopians fell flat with their faces on
the ground and such as from mere stupidity remained standing, were violently
overturned by the feet of the rocs.

The priests of Osiris, forming themselves into a circle, with their high priest
in the centre, stood firm in their places. They had assembled in a circular order,
in order to execute the design they had formed, of dispelling by their looks the
enchantment they expected to see. But, in order to have kept up even the
appearance of opposing rod to rod, it would have been necessary for their chief to
have preserved his faculties. The moment he saw the children begin to descend,
he was lost in astonishment, and the ensign of his power dropped from his hand.
All his train were in horror, when a stroke of the truly powerful rod directed the
storm towards them. At the prompt obedience and noise of the birds, you might
have seen them fall upon one another, wrap themselves up in the folds of their
garments in order to escape so many dangers, and in a short time this college of
learned men were nothing but a lifeless heap. The plain, which before was covered
with an innumerable crowd of people, appeared a desert full of desolation.
Pharaoh, whose soul was haughty, but full of vigour, was the only one whom
astonishment did not completely overcome and thus he addressed Hicar, who had
remained always at his side.

“Abicam!” said he, “I am dazzled with chimeras, and confounded with
appearance. Surrounded by my magi, I have depended too much on their power.
Since the death of Hicar the Chaldean, I had presumed that there was not a man
in Assyria who could enter the lists with me. You have corrected my mistake, and
forced from me that esteem of which I have hitherto given you but trifling marks.
Sovereign of an industrious people, I thought myself more powerful than Sinkarib,
but he has opposed to me a woman only, and all my people, are by her reduced
to mere machines. I sincerely wish to become the friend and ally of your king and
I beseech you to be our mediator. Come to-morrow to my palace and all our
conditions shall be fulfilled.”

Notwithstanding this speech, it may easily be presumed that the king of
Egypt was inwardly mortified thus to confess his defeat but he was a politician,
and resolved to hide the real motive of his resolution. By the most noble
behaviour, he endeavoured to conceal the dangers with which he was threatened
by the resentment of Sinkarib.

The rocs and their guides had disappeared and, as soon as the lady who
directed these wonders had seen their effect, she immediately reentered her tower,
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which was again covered with the mysterious veil. The plain, which had formerly
looked like a desert, was peopled anew, and Pharaoh, followed by his court, had
returned to his palace. Hicar had alighted from his horse, and ordered his guard
to lay down their arms, and retire to their tents. The rocs, and their guides, who
had been concealed in a neighbouring forest, had returned to their towers, and
covered themselves with the net. And Hicar and Zefagnie, now disarmed, were
congratulating one another on the fortunate success of their ingenious stratagem,
and settling the plan of their future conduct.

“I will vigorously demand,” said Hicar, “every article of the signed
conditions, and tomorrow  every thing will be agreed upon. The imagination of the
Egyptian king is very much affected. His people are equally astonished and I will
avail myself of this disposition in both to advance the interest of Sinkarib. The
treasury must be filled which Nadan has exhausted; the forces of the kingdom
must be re-established; and the frontiers must be put in a state of defence.
Should Pharaoh ever learn that he has been imposed upon by a stratagem, it
would be impossible for us to resist his rage. As soon, therefore, as we shall have
returned to my solitude, I will make a trusty huntsman conduit the rocs into the
middle of the deserts. He will separate the children from them during the night;
and, having set them upon a camel, bring them back to me. Sinkarib would be
unable to resist the curiosity of seeing the same manoeuvres displayed before him,
which have just now astonished Egypt and it is necessary to keep up the belief of
a miracle in the mind of the king, and even of the Assyrians. It will inspire our
people with confidence, and prevent them from throwing themselves into the
chains of their enemies abroad, in seeking to shun them at home. Not,” added the
sage Hicar, “that I would wish to deceive the king of Egypt on every point; but he
shall learn from me no circumstance which it is of importance to conceal from
him. In duty to my own character, and to that of an ambassador, I must inform
him in time who Abicam was; and for this purpose I will employ no other artifice
than that I have already made use of, in causing a false carrier to deliver me a
letter from Sinkarib, which in reality I brought sealed from Nineveh, to be used as
occasion should require.” After these wise arrangements, this happy pair grew
calm, and waited without uneasiness the events of to-morrow.

Every thing was now ready in the city of Masser, and in the palace of the
king, for giving the ambassador the most magnificent reception. He was no longer
treated as the envoy of a prince, who was before hand considered as a vassal of
Pharaoh, a deputation of the grandees of the court went out to meet him at the
gates of the city and when he approached the throne, the sovereign, after receiving
his homage, descended to embrace him.

“Dear Abicam!” said he to him, “distinguished and valuable man! From your
presence, your words, and your actions, I have learned what King Sinkarib is. I
command thousands of slaves, but he governs them. Assyria would have had
much to boast of had it only produced Hicar and you! Certainly you were a

289



disciple of this sage? You have been well acquainted with him?”— “Sire!” replied
Abicam, “I will in time discover to you the connection I may have had with a man
for whom you have preserved so much esteem.— “If I have failed in my respect for
Sinkarib,” replied Pharaoh, “it has been owing to the murder of that illustrious
man. Ever since that event, I have looked upon the king of Assyria as a tyrant, of
whom the world ought to be freed.”— “And, if Hicar were still alive,” said Abicam,
“he would endeavour to vindicate his sovereign from the detestable calumnies
which have been thrown out upon this monarch on his account. Pardon me, Sire!
if for a moment I differ from you in opinion. The reputation and interests of that
vizier were as dear to me as to any other person, and my attachment to him can
end only with my life. Yet I know (and you shall one day know it likewise), that he
was not, in every instance, irreproachable.”

“Sixteen years before his death, Sire, he himself, in the most obliging
manner, whetted the sword with which he was to be struck, and gave it to
Sinkarib, whose hands were to use it. I am not permitted to say more. The
interpreter to you of my matter’s will, I must not at present act the part of his
confident. But, to return to Hicar, I cannot help blaming him. He aspired too soon
after repose and retirement. Man is born for labour; and the tranquillity he
pursues is a shadow. When public affairs are in the hands of a wise man, he
ought not to abandon them to an imprudent minister.”

“I begin,” said Pharaoh, “to be convinced that Hicar may have had his
failings, since your wisdom has pointed them out. And besides, I consider you as
so much above him, that you would not seek for faults in his character, if in
reality there were none.”

“You will even be convinced, Sire, that I am in no respect superior to Hicar.
I have unhappily as many faults to reproach myself with as I ever discovered in
him.”— “But,” said Pharaoh, “before we speak of the conditions, (which I already
look upon as fixed), Will you not inform me as to the nature of that object whom
we beheld under the appearance of a woman, and whom you have announced as
the architect of Sinkarib?”— “I will tell you, Sire , but it must be kept a secret from
the chief of your ministers. She was sister to the deceased king and consequently
she is aunt to the present king of Assyria. She made a voluntary offer of coming
to fulfil your designs, on condition that she should remain unknown.”— “I
cannot,” said the king, “give her a greater proof of my admiration, than by yielding
to her wishes. But I have a painful effort to overcome, in withholding from her that
homage which is due to her birth, her merit, and, above all, to the uncommon
power with which she is invested.”— “She is entitled, Sire, to the most
distinguished attention, but her power does not deserve to be so much extolled by
your majesty, since every woman of Assyria possesses merit.

“Let us sign our treaty, Abicam. It must be done by you and me.”
“I aspire to the friendship of Sinkarib, and wish to see him in Nineveh, and

admire his glory. Orders are already given to pay to you the tenth of the revenues
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of Egypt for four years. To this I have added the nine hundred katars which your
sovereign asked from me to complete the construction of his chariots of war. Tell
him that I will ascend them together with him to attack his enemies. I shall order
the return of all his subjects who have taken refuge in Egypt. And here is a letter
which you will deliver him from me.”

“PHARAOH, king of Egypt, to SINKARIB, king of Assyria.”

Glory to the powers from whom proceed the favours which are shed upon
the earth! Glory to him who is crowned with them!

“I wished, brother, to contend with you in wisdom and myself imposed the
terms but I have failed in the struggle and pay most willingly, in consideration of
the excellent things I have heard and seen. You demand of me nine hundred
katars to defray your extraordinary expenses and I am extremely happy in having
it in my power to oblige you. The only requital I ask for this is that you will
exchange with me an offensive and defensive treaty of alliance, which, sealed with
my great seal, will be delivered to you by your enlightened ambassador.”

Abicam, loaded with presents and with honour, and Zefagnie, enriched with
a diamond star, resumed the road to Nineveh, carrying with them the terms of the
Egyptian king. Two grandees of his court, at the head of a detachment of cavalry,
escorted the embassy to the frontiers of Assyria.

Hicar was somewhat uneasy at this honour. He did not wish to see so many
eyes fixed upon the cages which contained the birds. In strict policy he should
have put them to death, and buried them in his tent, but he was incapable of
doing harm to animals which had rendered him such essential service. He
contented himself with placing around them a constant and watchful guard and
whether he was obliged to stop during the day, or to pitch his camp in order to
rest during the night, he did this in such a manner, as that it was impossible to
discover his innocent stratagem. In the mean time, he had dispatched a warrior
to Sinkarib, with a letter, in the name of Abicam, which informed him of his
success at large, and acquainted him with the return of his subjects under his
government, and the arrival of the nine hundred katars, in addition to the
ransoms which he brought.

Nadan read this letter and was confounded at it. “Who is this Abicam,” said
he, “who is patronised by Zefagnie, and who, in so short a time, has performed so
great wonders? Sinkarib, even when his glory was at the highest pitch, would have
thought himself very happy in coming off upon equal terms with the king of Egypt,
and yet this last has become his tributary, at the very time when he had only to
show himself in order to invade him!” Nadan was astonished at all this and, as he
beheld in this stranger a man too dangerous for him he was already contriving in
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what manner he might get rid of him. While, on the other hand, Sinkarib was
returning thanks to heaven for having preserved his old vizier, to extricate him
from the difficulties into which he had fallen by his own negligence.

Public report loudly proclaimed the miracles which had been performed at
Masser. “Is the man whom you have employed a magician,” said Nadan to
Sinkarib?— “No,” replied the king, “but he is a most wonderful man.” While this
event engaged the attention of the court and the city, Zefagnie had returned to her
palace; and the pretended Abicam had intimated to the king that he would repose
himself for two days in his solitude, before he came to give an account of his
embassy.

Sinkarib flew to the palace of his aunt, and learned the happy success of an
invention of which they had not communicated to him even the idea. He
congratulated himself on his good fortune but exactly as the sage Hicar had
foreseen, he wished to see these birds and children, by whose means the pride of
Pharaoh had been humbled. “That is impossible,” said Zefagnie. “Hicar, in
engaging them for your service, promised them their liberty, and they are already
in the enjoyment of it. Destroy not the illusion by which Pharaoh is deceived and,
that you may succeed better in this, allow it to remain in the minds of your
people. I am extremely happy in having seen you before my husband had made
his appearance again at the palace. As soon as he must resume his offices, he
cannot be announced there under any other name than his own and you must not
permit the ungrateful Nadan to remain either as his colleague or inferior. This
wretch was the author of all those dark intrigues which dishonoured my husband
in your esteem. So long as it was necessary, you hare supported him near you
but, as God has at length restored your ancient vizier, you ought not to save this
dangerous minister, who conspired his ruin and would soon complete your own.
His head ought to fall upon the scaffold, but I request the favour of your leaving
it to the disposal of Hicar. The unworthy Nadan is his nephew, and must be
punished by that hand, the beneficence of which he has forgotten.”

Sinkarib yielded to the wishes of Zefagnie, and immediately returned to his
palace, where Nadan expected him with uneasiness. The king himself was not
altogether free from it and as soon as he perceived Nadan, he addressed the chief
of Hicar’s guard, who had been a servant in the innermost apartments. “Cause the
criminal to be bound,” said he, pointing to the vizier, “and let him be immediately
conducted to the palace of the grand vizier Hicar, his uncle. Deliver him up to the
orders of Zefagnie, and resume yourself, at the head of your band, the same offices
in her palace with which you was formerly entrusted.”

Nadan was instantly arrested, and shut up in the very prison where his
uncle had been concealed, in order to screen himself from his fury. After this,
Sinkarib assembled his council, and communicated to them his good fortune in
having found his former vizier Hicar; he recounted counted the services he had
rendered him in Egypt, and predicted the tranquillity of Assyria under the
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administration of so enlightened a minister as he had this day recalled to his
office.

Hicar entered the city, amidst the acclamations of the people, who
conducted him in triumph to the foot of the throne, where the artful courtiers gave
him a most distinguished reception. The minister then delivered the letter which
he carried to Sinkarib; and prevailed upon the monarch to sign the treaty of
alliance, and to return it with a favourable answer to Pharaoh. Hicar had no
difficulty in persuading him to this and a messenger was instantly sent into Egypt
with these dispatches, which the king accompanied with the following letter.

“To the Powerful King PHARAOH, Sovereign Lord of the fertile Egypt.”

“Sire! Hicar hath been recalled to life, that, under the name of Abicam, he
might admire the knowledge and virtues which are the ornament of your August
person. If he did not make himself known to your majesty, you must ascribe this
reserve only to the measures which obliged him to support the character under
which he appeared at your court. Your majesty will now be able to comprehend
what Abicam said to the disparagement of Hicar.”

When this vizier had openly and to the satisfaction of all resumed the reins
of government he returned to his palace, where he had heard that Nadan was
confined in chains. He resolved, though with regret, to speak to this criminal. He
could not, and indeed ought not, on any account, to grant him his pardon, yet he
did not wish for his death.

He made the cave, which was lighted by a lamp, be opened and there he
beheld his perfidious nephew stretched upon the straw. “Well! Nadan,” said he to
him, do you recollect what you have been, what you have done, and what you now
are? Can you think upon yourself?”— “Not without blushing,” replied Nadan.—
“The tiger,” continued Hicar, “stained with blood and slaughter, passing near a
fountain, saw its own image, which filled it with horror. While you lived in your
guilt, you did not listen to remorse; to-day feel its bitterness!”— “Alas! I do feel and
know it.”— “No, you do not feel it. Did it equal your crimes it would devour 
you.”—“Pardon me, my uncle; consider that the same blood flows in the veins of
us both.”

“Once, when the Ganges overflowed its banks, it deposited some of its
waters in a hollow betwixt two mountains. They became corrupted, and spread
infection all around, till they were cursed by the inhabitants of the neighbouring
places. How! said they, dares any one curse the waters of the salutary river,
without which man would soon perish for thirst! Pestilential waters! replied a
genius, the Ganges do not acknowledge those waters from which nothing but
deadly exhalations arise! You, Nadan, call me no more your uncle, nor yourself my
nephew.”
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“Well, Hicar! you are generous and noble, treat me like a man.”— “It would
not be to recognise humanity in you, but to avenge it of your enormities. Once a
wolf was taken among the lambs, which a priest of Osiris was tending. Spare me,
said it to the keeper of the flock. Behold my mouth and my paws, it is clear that
I am innocent. The crime is in thy heart, replied the keeper. But, although you
should suppose so, replied the wolf, you are a minister of peace, you never use the
knife but in sacrifice, and I am too vile to be offered up. My blood would stain your
robe and your hands. It is only the blood of the just that stains, said the priest,
as he plunged the knife in its throat; die wretch! I sacrifice thee to the tranquillity
of the flocks which are in the world.”

“You intend then to behave to me as a judge,” said Nadan.— “Wretch! when
thou speakest of justice, thou makest me tremble. Is it possible for me to do
justice to thee? Recall to mind my kindness and thy treachery; my affection, and
thy cruelty! The law, conscious of its weakness, has denounced no punishment
against ingratitude. Heaven has reserved this for itself.”

“Well,” said Nadan, “banish me into the most dreadful desert.”— “Even there
you would be pursued by the furies; nor will they abandon you even after death.
This is the punishment which you deserve; and I am not so cruel as to deliver you
up to it. All that I wish is that remorse may sharpen against you its keenest
arrows; that thy guilty heart may be pierced with them; and that you may become
at least sensible to grief! Delivered at length to repentance, you would repair (at
least in part) the atrocity of your conduct by your tears.”— “Alas! you behold me
shed them.”— “ Yes, traitor, thou dost weep! but it is to see thy life rescued from
thy stroke; and to behold thyself in chains, and unable to avenge thyself. We must
inflict such punishments as shall chastise, not thy crimes, but thy pride.”

When he had said this, Hicar departed, bewailing a nephew whom he had
no hopes of bringing to repentance. Some days after he went again to see him; but
he found him dead in his prison. In this manner was the world delivered from the
fatal existence of this ungrateful man. He had hanged himself by his hair, on a
nail which was fixed in the wall of the dungeon.

Hicar and Zefagnie consoled one another. And, in the attachment of
Sinkarib, they found a full recompense for all the grief into which Nadan had
plunged them. The monarch, instructed by the dangers to which he had been
exposed under a perfidious and wicked minister now devoted himself wholly to
business, and gained the affection of his people, and the admiration of the
neighbouring powers.

Schahriar appeared to be delighted with the history of Sinkarib and his two
viziers, which was thus concluded, He was pleased with the punishment of the
ungrateful Nadan, and the manner in which Hicar had supported the character
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of Abicam at the court of Pharaoh. The flight of the rocs, and the address of the
young children, had contributed greatly to his amusement.

Dinarzade had taken a peculiar interest in Zefagnie. “You have described,
sister,” said she to Scheherazade, “a woman for whom I have conceived such an
esteem that I have never thought of asking her age; and, even had you told me
that she was advanced in years, I certainly would have forgot it, amid the
splendour of so many charms, and the dignity of her manners.”

“But, as this history has been long, and as we ought to beware of fatiguing
the attention of the sultan our sovereign, I should wish, sitter, that you would
relate the story of a certain Schebandad of Surat, which I remember formerly to
have heard with very great pleasure.”

“I would gladly undertake it,” said the beautiful sultaness, “did not the day
which begins to appear advise us to follow some better employment.”

“At least, sister,” replied Dinarzade, “you will engage to relate it
to-morrow.”— “I shall, at the command of our invincible sultan.”

The next day the sultaness, being reminded of her promise, with the
approbation of the sultan, thus began.
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