
ABOO SEER AND ABOO KEER;
or,

THE TWO CRAFTSMEN.

I
 n the whole city of Alexandria you would scarcely have found two men less

likely to become friends than Aboo Seer the barber and Ahoo Keer the dyer.
The former was truthful, just, and benevolent; the latter false, roguish, and

intensely selfish. Yet propinquity does wonders; and so dull was the district, and
so slack their trade, that, being next-door neighbours, they would while away their
idle hours in friendly gossip. They were both masters of their respective callings;
and so skilful was the dyer, that want of principle alone prevented him from
succeeding in business. He would always ask an advance from the party who
might bring him goods, and forthwith expend it in dainty food and luscious drink;
then he would sell the articles intrusted to him, and live on the proceeds, excusing
himself day by day for not having finished his job, by some specious lie, as,
“Unexpected guests arrived, and the duties of hospitality compelled me to refrain
from work;” and again, “My wife was confined, and of course it became impossible
to devote proper attention to your order;” until at last, when the indignant
customer demanded back his goods, done or undone, the liar, with unabashed
effrontery, would cajole his victim in this fashion: “I must own the truth, then,
though I am ashamed to relate what has occurred; I had succeeded admirably
with your cloth (the tint was clear and brilliant), and when I hung it out to dry I
anticipated your praise. From that moment I have never seen it; some sneaking
thief—and we live in a bad quarter for rogues—must have purloined it. I am too
poor to replace it; I throw myself upon your mercy.” The majority of those he thus
fleeced put up with his rascality, either from indolence, good-nature, or
consciousness of the impossibility of making him refund what he no longer
possessed; occasionally he was roughly abused, but he cared little for words. His
character eventually, however, became so notorious that none would employ him
except perfect strangers; his poverty became so extreme that he was almost
destitute. At this juncture a customer (a rough one as he turned out) presented
himself, and was served as usual; but he would not be put off with words, for
when he found himself cheated he applied for redress to the magistrate, by whose
order, when nothing was found in the dyer’s shop to compensate the complainant,
the door of the rogue’s dwelling was nailed up and sealed in the presence of
witnesses. Then Aboo Keer betook himself for comfort to his gossip’s house, and
bewailed the hardness of the times in general, and his recent misadventure in
particular.

“Men of our ability,” he continued, “might gain a little fortune in other lands,
where competition is less excessive; besides, wandering is pleasant work: it
enlarges the mind to view the habits and customs of other nations. I’ve made up



my mind to leave this accursed city. Why not journey along with me? you can
scarcely fare worse than at present; you will possibly prosper beyond your
expectations.”

With such words he persuaded his easy neighbour to accompany him,
seeking his companionship not from any peculiar regard for him, for he was
utterly incapable of affection for man or beast, but because he felt assured that
the few pieces of money his friend still possessed would thus be expended in
providing food for both alike. When the shrewd dyer had so far succeeded, he
suggested that, as they were like brothers, they should make a solemn agreement,
a covenant which, fair and equitable between the truthful and honest, would
inevitably profit the perfidious, should one like Aboo Keer prove a party to its
terms. It was to this effect: that whichever of them should obtain remunerative
employment, that individual should maintain the other whilst out of work. It was
stipulated further by these adventurers that whatsoever surplus should accrue
beyond their joint expenses should be put aside, and equally divided on their
return to their native land. For thither, despite their recent depreciation of it, they
wished to return, since our natural home is where our thoughts can most truly
be expounded by our tongues, and our ineradicable tastes and habits can most
easily be satisfied.

Now the thought of emigration had long lain dormant in their minds; so
when they poured forth to each other the well-digested result of many crude
cogitations, their words were few, but deductive. Their skill, they argued, would
be best appreciated where civilization had not taught others to compete with
them; the further from Alexandria the less likely was it that the people should be
civilized; ergo, it was desirable that they should journey to a far-off country. A
large ship was to sail next morning; so they resolved to pack up their poor
clothing, and make their needful preparations for departure that very evening.
Aboo Seer sold his furniture for what it would fetch, and paid the passage-money
for both himself and his companion, as the dyer had long ago parted with
everything saleable; even the mattress he slept on was a borrowed one.

Their stock of sea-provisions was very limited, for little remained of the
proceeds of the sale after their fares had been paid; but Aboo Seer trusted to the
unfailing goodness of Providence, and Aboo Keer to his own tried sharpness,
should hunger compel him to exert himself for food.

Good luck befriended them. It chanced that amidst the throng of passengers
not a single individual was competent to act as barber; perceiving which, Aboo
Seer, having thrown a towel over his shoulder, took his station upon deck, holding
his razor, basin, and other tonsorial apparatus conspicuously before him. It was
not long before some one addressed him, and having desired him to perform his
functions on his behalf, gave him in requital (as he preferred food to money) a
small cake of bread and some cheese. These he freely bestowed upon his
worthless comrade, who greedily devoured them, lounging upon his bed; then,
returning to his occupation, he reaped so plentiful a harvest of customers, that



ere night his sea-stock was enlarged by no less than thirty little loaves, besides
cheese, olives, and fish-relish. The captain, moreover, engaged his services, and
in place of salary promised to provide supper each evening for himself and
companion. At dusk he went to the cabin in high spirits to communicate his good
tidings, to stow away his provisions, and to summon his associate to partake of
the good things that were smoking upon the captain’s table. Aboo Keer was fast
asleep, for eating and sleeping were the chief delights of his animal existence.

“Wake up, friend,” cried the joyous barber, “and see and hear of the bounty
of Heaven.”

The lazy glutton’s eyes had scarcely opened, when he clutched at the food,
and would have conveyed it to his mouth, had not his hand been arrested by his
more thoughtful visitor.

“Not to-night, man, not to-night; we are going to sup at the captain’s
expense; let us leave these viands for another occasion.”

“I have been sea-sick, and feel too weak to rise; suffer me to take a little
food, for emptiness is exhausting; and go you, who are strong and hearty, and
feast with the captain.”

So the tender-hearted barber acquiescing, sat down, and recounted all the
details of his good-luck, and merrily watched the self-designated invalid, as he cut
off vast hunches of bread, and covering them thriftlessly with the relishes, and
scarcely masticating them, bolted them hastily with staring eyes, as though fearful
that the food over which he was snorting would be snatched from him ere he
gulped it down. Yet the worthy barber was amused, for he was a humorist, not a
philosopher, and discerned not the greedy selfishness of the action, but only its
comicality. Smiling good-naturedly at the voracity of the dyer, Aboo Seer departed
on his visit to the captain, to whom he excused the absence of his companion on
the score of sea-sickness.
“It won’t harm him; he will be the better for it afterwards; but he shan’t go without
his supper,” was the friendly rejoinder of the mariner, who set apart a large dish
of meat, enough for half-a-dozen, and bade his guest to carry it off when their
meal was over to his sick partner.

Despite of his hurry, and his earlier commencement of supper, the glutton
was still gormandizing, though more slowly and half drowsily, when the barber
returned; the moment, however, he descried the savoury food piled generously
upon the well-filled dish, he clutched at it, recommencing his meal with renewed
energy, and ceased not while a morsel was left remaining.

The temperate Aboo Seer was astounded at such a feat; but as day by day
the same doings again and again recurred, his wonder fell off; and he implicitly
confided in the assertion of his helpless associate, “that the necessities of his
constitution required a sustenance that would be productive of evil to others less
exigently organized.” For Aboo Keer was a grandiloquent philosopher, who
preferred thought to action, words to deeds; whilst Aboo Seer was a working-man,
and, like most of his class, bowed down to specious reasoning and loftiness of



expression.
The voyage at length came to an end, and the confederates were landed on

a shore adjacent to a populous city. By this time the dyer, bloated from inaction,
and more indolent than ever, had become so accustomed to rely on the exertions
of his thrifty and industrious partner, that he gave himself up to absolute
inertness. In the caravanserai where they lodged (their little room was scantily
furnished from the savings of the barber) he would pass his whole time in feeding
and in sleeping; the hardly-earned gains of the working partner being almost
wholly expended in maintaining in idleness this helpless invalid, who assured his
fatigued benefactor “that he was temporarily incapacitated for work, from the
persistent dizziness that the motion of the vessel had originally communicated.”
His apology sufficed for this benevolent man, who, against his better judgment,
both pitied and believed him.

After a month or so, sickness overtook the barber, who no longer brought
home either money or provisions; for fever had seized upon him, and sucked up
his vitals until he was prostrate and insensible. Then first did Aboo Keer arouse
himself; for though labour was odious, fasting was still more detestable. His first
action was to rifle the clothes of his inanimate friend; his next to quit the dwelling
with the miserable proceeds of his ungrateful theft. His comrade would probably
starve: well, “It was his fate.”
 After this reflection Aboo Keer betook himself to the market-place, and then
wandered about the principal streets of the city. It abounded in magnificent
structures; the inhabitants were happy-looking and well-clad, the shops were
elegant and well-plenished; but the uniformity of tints, the incessant white and
blue that pervaded the garments of all but the extremely opulent, produced an
unpleasant monotony of aspect. He divined, as it were, the gain that was about
to accrue to him, and resolved to ascertain the cause of this distasteful uniformity.
So when he arrived at the shop of a dyer, where every garment exhibited was of
an unvarying blue he drew, forth a kerchief, and inquired the cost of its being
re-dipped.

“Twenty pieces of silver,” was the answer.
“Why, in my native land we think it enough to pay two for such a trifle.”
“Keep it until you go back, then,” was the curt rejoinder.
“Well, if these are the usual charges of the country, I must submit, but dye

it red for me.”
“I can’t,” replied the craftsman. “I know not how.”
“Green, then,” continued the Alexandrian, with a gathering consciousness

that in this land, at least, his own superior skill would find a ready market.
“I can’t; I know not how.”
“Yellow, then, or lilac, or purple, or brown,” he said, enumerating the

various colours.
But the invariable response was “I can’t; I know not how.”
Then Aboo Keer revealed himself. “Know that I, too, am a dyer, and can



stain clothes with all the tints I have mentioned. Being without capital, I will
gladly sell my services to you, and you will profit largely by my proficiency.”

“Friend,” was the reply, “you know not our rules. Ours is a strict guild, and
I dare not hire you. Our aim is to avoid competition, and retain the monopoly of
dyeing in a few families. We are ever forty in number; the first-born son succeeds
to his father; and where there is no family, then the second-born of our oldest
members successively fills up the vacant place. As to colours, we confine ourselves
to blue, for indigo is abundant with us; and as to strangers, we allow none of them
to work with us, either as journeymen or masters.”

This trade-illiberality was so unexpected that it was not until the
Alexandrian had gone the round of forty masters, and heard from all of them the
same unchanging tale, that he could believe in the possibility of so unwise an
enactment. When once aroused, — and it took much to urge him to shake off his
besetting indolence, — he was a man of action; hence he ventured upon the happy
audacity of complaining to the ruler of the city of the conduct of the guild towards
him.

“O King,” he said, “your subjects are only garbed in white and blue, because
of the ignorance of the dyers in this city. Now I, who know the art of staining cloth
with red, green, yellow, brown, and purple, in every shade and diversity of tint,
have, because of my poverty, offered my services as a mere journeyman to your
unskilled craftsmen. Yet these incompetents reject me, because, forsooth, I am a
stranger; hence, your people must either eschew all other colours, or else pay a
heavy price to the foreign merchant for the imported goods. My freely offered
knowledge, then, is for the benefit of your realm.” So spoke the dyer, who was ever
persuasive, and the ruler assented to the justice of his logic.

“You shall be the royal dyer,” he graciously responded, “and woe to him of
your craft who shall dare to gainsay you. My builder shall accompany you through
the city, and whatever site you may select as fitting for your business, there he
shall erect premises suitable to your requirements. As to capital, whatever shall
be needful for your success, I take upon myself to supply. My subjects shall not
remain in ignorance, through the narrow-minded rapacity of a few sluggish
traders.” The King presented him, likewise, with money for his immediate
necessities, and, when the building had been erected in accordance with the plans
of Aboo Keer, furnished him with further sums for the purchase of drugs and
utensils.

There was not a handsomer shop in the whole of that beautiful city, and
when cloths of every known hue were tastily suspended in flowing folds from its
walls, none attracted a greater concourse of admiring spectators. They gazed with
delight upon his handiwork, and all who could afford it cheerfully paid high prices
to the proprietor for executing their orders. To dress in blue and white, as of old,
was regarded as a mark of poverty, or senility; hence the rage for the new colours
(especially with the women) became so excessive, that gold flowed into his coffers
in an incessant stream. The master dyers, who had rejected him as a servant,



seeing their trade leaving them, now respectfully applied to him, offering to be his
assistants; but he harshly reminded them of the past, reproached them for their
exclusive monopoly, and triumphantly alluded to their approaching destitution.

Let us return now to the pallet of Aboo Seer, the door of whose chamber had
been left closed by his rascally associate. For three days he had lingered,
untended and unfed, upon his squalid couch, for none knew that he was sick. On
the fourth, the superintendent of the khan, who had missed the two foreign
lodgers, suspecting that they might possibly have levanted to avoid payment of
their rent, listened at the door, and heard the groans of the helpless sufferer, who
had only returned to consciousness to find himself robbed and deserted. The key
was still in the lock outside, so the prying official, having turned it, entered, and
there lay the prostrate, yet no longer speechless, barber, who, surmising all that
had occurred whilst he himself had been unconscious, eagerly inquired after his
partner.

“I have not seen him for three days; I thought both he and you had
departed,” was the answer.

“It is he, then, who has robbed me; but search again, I pray you, my
garments (for I am very feeble), lest peradventure he may have left me some little
coin, that I might not die from starvation.”

The superintendent complied with his request, but found nothing left. “Pity
for others is want of pity for oneself,” had been the unexpressed dogma of the
philosophical thief. Then the sick man wept, and bewailed his evil fortune.

The charitable intruder, indignant at the cruel baseness of the pampered
runaway, consoled the barber, saying, “Cheer up, you shall not starve. I will
myself provide for you until your strength returns. As for the villain who has
wronged you. Heaven will sooner or later avenge you.” He at once fetched him
some nourishing broth, and ceased not to nurse him until he was thoroughly
recovered; but, so violent had been the fever, that weeks elapsed before his
strength permitted him to leave the chamber. As he quitted it to seek work, he
fervently expressed his gratitude to his benefactor, promising to requite him for
his goodness should it ever be in his power to do so; “but Allah alone,” he
continued, “will, I fear, requite you, for I am a luckless being.”

“And to Him only do I look for my reward; it was to please Him that I have
shown compassion,” was the pious rejoinder.

A handsome shop, richly adorned by broad strips of vividly coloured cloth,
before which an admiring throng of idlers was congregated, soon attracted the
attention of the itinerant barber. In its furthest interior, ensconced between downy
cushions, stirring not, but with a lordly air giving orders to his bustling assistants,
reposed the proprietor, richly clad and swollen with pride at his unhoped-for
consideration. As he turned his face towards the entrance he was recognized by
the poor barber, whose heart was elated by the sight of his partner’s prosperity,
as his long-lost associate.

“Doubtlessly,” he reflected, “from the sudden stress and worry of too much



business he has forgotten my very existence; perchance he thought me dead when
he stripped me; at least he will now welcome and relieve me, since I always treated
him with frank liberality.” So he advanced confidently; but when the eye of Aboo
Keer at first sighted him, it blinked with dismay, his visage became sallow, and his
lips quivered, for he feared his late companion had come to denounce him, or at
the least, to demand a maintenance at his hands. Then his impudence returned,
and a seeming wrath lighted up his bloated countenance, as, pointing with his
finger to the humble-looking stranger, he roared forth to his many slaves, “Beat
him well and cast him forth from my shop;” and then, addressing his scared
partner, continued, “You scoundrel! how often have I warned you never to darken
the entrance of my dwelling. Will you never leave off your pilfering? Dare to come
again, and I will give you up to justice.” The blows of the attendants as they
ejected him prevented the possibility of a reply to this false accusation. Whilst
Aboo Seer was being ignominiously expelled, Aboo Keer was condescendingly
explaining to the lookers-on that the ragged wretch, whom he had so leniently
punished, was the impudent knave who had often before robbed his shop, and
whom, when detected, he had so often spared through regard for his abject
poverty. So the crowd without, which had heard what the master had related, only
jeered and reviled the poor sufferer, as, writhing from the blows and protesting his
innocence, he meekly threaded his way through it and sneaked back, humiliated,
to his old quarters.

This beating proved a fortunate event to the hitherto unlucky fellow. After
the first smart had subsided, he determined to remove the dull pains that
remained by recourse to the soothing influence of the bath. So he inquired
everywhere for the public baths.

“Baths? what are baths?” was the general answer. He explained their
comfort, sanitary value, and social use. But his auditors replied, “When we wish
to bathe, and it is good to feel clean and invigorated, we go down to the seashore,
and there strip ourselves publicly. Even the King himself has no better resource.”

Then the thoughtful barber asked the character of the sovereign, and found
that all praised him for his enlightened patronage of art and science. “Whosoever
discovers or introduces a good thing among us, him he delights to honour. Skilled
industry and valour, he is wont to say, are the wealth and vigour of a nation.” At
these tidings, Aboo Seer, when likewise assured that the monarch was gracious
and affable, mastered up courage to approach the throne, and despite of his
manifest poverty, was courteously permitted an audience that he might explain
the nature of the novelty he would introduce. And when clearly, though not
eloquently, he had described the advantage of public baths, and declared his
competence to undertake the superintendence of their erection and future
management, he was honourably entertained, provided with money for his
immediate maintenance, and furnished with all the means and appliances for
their construction. And soon there arose in the midst of this fine city one of the
most magnificent baths in the world, — an edifice so beautiful to behold that



crowds would assemble to view it during its progress. When its interior had to be
decorated, so pleased was the King’s architect with the novel structure he had
raised under the suggestive guidance of the barber, that he lavished upon it all the
treasures of his art, finishing it in a style pre-eminently rich and attractive. A
magnificent fountain plashed soothingly in the centre of the vast circular-shaped
area where the bath was formed, and stately columns of the rarest marbles, with
richly-gilded bases and capitals, supported the lofty dome which lighted and
ventilated the building. The fame of its beauty was spread throughout the country,
and the longing of the inhabitants for its opening to the public became universal.
Then, when all was completed and the fittings and furniture were in due order,
Aboo Seer announced the intelligence to the King; and having obtained from him
ten handsome young men as attendants upon the bathers, taught them the art
of rubbing with the bag and other necessary offices. The voice of the crier next
invited the citizens to a public inspection of the interior, and the water was heated
and the fountain played, and the stream of hot and cold fluids were set in motion,
whilst Aboo Seer clearly explained to the shoals which flocked thither, the
purifying nature of a bath, its salubrity and its luxury.

On the fourth day his royal patron honoured the building by his presence;
he and the higher members of his Court. The King, having undressed, entered;
and Aboo Seer rubbed him with the bag, and removed long strips of impure skin
from his person, and displayed them to him; then, after the tank had been
perfumed by mingling rose-water with its contents, the noble visitor descended
into it, and was delighted when he emerged to feel the exquisite smoothness and
softness of his flesh, and, after a gentle shampooing, to experience the supple
elasticity of his limbs.

“The sensation,” cried the gratified monarch, “is worth a thousand pieces
of gold; henceforth let that be your charge for admission.”

“Not so, O gracious monarch; for how could the poor afford it? Its use is
needful for health and cleanliness; therefore, by your permission, let every one pay
in proportion to his means, that your whole people may be benefited by your
goodness to strangers.”

The escort of nobles all followed the example of their lord, and all were alike
enthusiastic in their encomiums; each — for none would acknowledge that his
means were inferior — presented the bath-keeper with a hundred pieces of gold,
and the King bestowed upon him a thousand. Next day all the city tried to enter;
and soon bathing became a necessity for all who had once essayed it. Gold and
silver flowed to Aboo Seer from every hand, and his wealth and importance
became superior to even the condition of the dyer. He forgot not in his prosperity
the goodness of the superintendent of the khan, who, through his favour at Court,
was promoted to an office of higher emolument.

Among the many who frequented his establishment was the commander of
that convict ship which was employed when the execution of heinous offenders
was designed to be impressive from its severity. The mode of death was singular,



and peculiar to that country. The criminal was stripped, thrust into a large sack,
which was subsequently filled up with freshly-calcined lime, and then lowered
gradually from the deck of the vessel to the depths below, so that he experienced
simultaneously the double torture of burning and of drowning. As the captain had
the superintendence of this cruel mode of death, he was accustomed to be slighted
and shunned by the community; but when he sought to bathe, Aboo Seer treated
him with courtesy, considering that no man was degraded by carrying out the
legitimate sentences of the judicature. The official, however, felt grateful to the
bath-keeper for his conduct, and remembered it in his heart.

Aboo Keer longed, like others, to recreate himself with the delights of the
bath, but his mind misgave him as to the manner of his reception, for he was
conscious that the man whom he had wronged and insulted was the owner of it.
But as his desire for it could not be repressed, he arrayed himself in his best
attire, armed himself with the sword of impudence, and cordially saluted his old
acquaintance, saying, — 

“I have at last found my friend. Why did he not visit me before this? I have
long been opulent, and would not have forgotten the terms of our bargain.”

“ What! did you not strike and revild me,” cried the aggrieved barber, “when
I did appear before you in my sore distress?”

Then the dyer looked very sad, and exclaimed, “ Surely it was not you whom
I turned out from my shop. If so I swear by the holy Prophet, and by all that is
sacred in our religion, that I did not recognize you (my eyes, you know, were
always weak), but fancied you the thief who had daily purloined my goods. Oh
surely, surely it was not my benefactor, my friend, whom I so evilly entreated. You
can never forgive me; no, rather, I can never forgive myself.”

And so deplorable became his aspect, so pitiable were his sobs, that the
anger of Aboo Seer melted away before the vehemence of that remorse; and he
tenderly sought to alleviate the deep distress of his quondam companion.

“Attribute not my wrongs,” he cried, “to your own cruel hands, for my
sufferings were pre-ordained, and you but the blameless and unconscious
instrument of the will of Heaven. Besides, I ascribe all my good fortune to the
bruises of your stick; so let all be forgotten and forgiven.”

Then the cunning actor suffered himself to be calmed, and entered the bath,
and was waited upon personally by the master of the establishment, and enjoyed
greatly the unwonted refreshment; and after he was dressed sherbet and delicate
viands were served up before him. For all this no payment was permitted by the
hospitable bath-keeper, who refused his money, saying, “All things are in common
between friends.”

Nevertheless Aboo Keer, who judged of others by his own revengeful
disposition, meditated how he might ruin his host; for he thought, “If I cause not
speedily his own destruction, he will avail himself of his high favour with the King
to punish me; for he cannot really forgive the injuries I have done him.”

So before he quitted the building he threw out a suggestion to Aboo Seer,



which met with his approval. “Your bath would be perfect” he observed, “had you
not forgotten the depilatory. From respect to your patron you should offer it to him
before all others.”

Now the depilatory is a mixture of lime and orpiment, which removes the
stray and superfluous hairs from the body.

After bidding farewell with much unction, the suspicious ingrate hastened
to the palace, and obtained an immediate interview on the plea of urgency.

“Great King,” he said as he approached him, “your goodness to me shall be
requited. I now sacrifice my friend to my benefactor. A traitorous plot has been
devised against you, and, alas! my own fellow-countryman has engaged to be your
assassin. We had both been slaves to the King of the Christians, and I was
emancipated because of my skill as a dyer: I taught his people the art as my
ransom-money. But I left Aboo Seer and his family in captivity, and greatly was
I surprised when I this day recognized him in the proprietor of the public baths.
‘How have you escaped?’ I inquired. ‘I escaped not at all,’ he replied, ‘but I have
sworn to slay the great enemy of the Christian monarch (mentioning your name,
O King) as the price of my ransom, and my wife and family have been left as
hostages.’ Then I asked, how was it possible for one so powerless to put so mighty
a sovereign to death, and yet avoid the vengeance of his bereaved people? ‘Nothing
easier — he will slay himself. I shall offer him a poisonous substance, pretending
it is beneficial to remove the stray hairs from his body; and when he has applied
it, the arsenic it contains will be absorbed into his system. He will become bald,
his throat will become sore, and his stomach be burnt into holes. But all this will
be gradual; he trusts to me, and I shall advise his continually rubbing himself
with the depilatory as the sole remedy for his organic disorder.’ When I reminded
him of your Majesty’s goodness to him, and the baseness of this premeditated
crime, he had but one answer: — ‘I must think of my wife and my children, who
will be freed on my return.’ . . . There has been a momentary struggle between
fidelity to my friend and gratitude to my adopted Sovereign: the latter feeling has
prevailed, and I come here to denounce my countryman, but to save my King.”

The anger of the monarch was kindled against Aboo Seer; the traitor and the
assassin are ever hateful, and the recollection of past favours intensified the
indignation of the royal patron. Yet, before any proceedings were taken against
him — for such baseness seemed almost inconceivable — the King visited the
bath, and was offered the depilatory, the smell of which was so fetid that he
doubted not the poisonous nature of its composition; moreover, his physician
detected the arsenic, which was the base of the orpiment. Then orders were issued
for the arrest and execution of the detected criminal, who being condemned to
suffer the death by torture, was handed over to the custody of the dreaded
individual who commanded the fatal ship.

At midday, on the morrow, the King stood at his balcony, over the rippling
waters of the harbour, to see his sentence carried into effect. The fatal boat was
moored in front of the palace, and a heavy sack, big enough to hold a man without



compressing his limbs, was slung by a rope from the sides of it.
“Shall I lower it, O King?” said the sea-captain: and the ruler raised his

hand to give the signal of death, and in doing so jerked from his finger the royal
signet. The sack and the signet were buried in the ocean at the same instant, and
the terror of the doomed criminal could scarcely have surpassed the agony of his
judge, as the jewelled ring flashed for a moment in the sunshine ere it sank
beneath the waves. For this ring was the ensign of his power; royalty and the
possession of the mystic emblem of it were synonymous; should its loss be
divulged, the fidelity of the troops could no longer be depended on.

The King quitted the balcony with a slow step and saddened countenance;
his courtiers, who knew not what had happened, loudly whispered — “See how he
grieves to inflict pain even upon the traitor who would have poisoned him.”

Aboo Seer was not dead. The fatal sack had been filled, but only with lime;
for the sea-captain had remembered the courtesy of the bath-keeper; and when
the latter was in his custody, and had solemnly protested his innocence, saying,
“Rub me with the depilatory, and see whether it will destroy my life,” he resolved
to conceal him until the experiment should prove or disprove the accusation. So
when the ship, in the early part of the day, skirted a little islet which lay not far
off from the royal balcony, he connived at the temporary escape of his prisoner by
swimming, bidding him fish in his absence to provide himself with food; for the
uninhabited islet belonged to the captain, and there were nets hung out to dry
upon its shore.

Now the red stone of the royal signet had in its rapid descent been taken for
living food by a stupid fish, who directly he had swallowed the ring swam towards
the islet where Aboo Seer was at work, and, as destiny willed it, was captured by
his net. Being hungry, he cut it open to broil it, and was surprised at beholding
that sacred emblem of royalty, upon which the life and fortunes of the King were
popularly supposed to depend. Even though condemned without a hearing, he
had not forgotten the previous kindness of his patron, and he longed for, and on
the return of the captain he obtained, an opportunity of restoring it to its owner.

In the disguise of a sailor he presented himself before the monarch, and
holding aloft the mystic ring, displayed it before his eyes.

“How can I reward you for the recovery of my talisman?” cried the overjoyed
monarch, as he replaced it on his finger.

“By pardoning him who has befriended me, and granting to myself an
impartial trial; for I am the bath-keeper who was falsely accused of treason.”

“No traitor would have returned this gem, you are acquitted. The captain
who has saved me from blood-guiltiness shall be promoted: and your accuser, the
dyer, shall be questioned.”

Then Aboo Seer related his whole history, and brought forward the late
superintendent of the khan, and the slaves who had beaten him, as testimonies
of the baseness of the dyer.

“Yet I pray you to forgive him,” said the good man, “for I harbour no



resentment against him.”
“You, as a citizen, may pardon him; I, as a judge, cannot,” was the stern

reply; and on the morrow the waves of the ocean rolled above the corpse of the
tortured dyer.

From that day no evil fortune ever betided Aboo Seer. He himself was happy,
and ever sought to impart a like happiness to all around him.
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