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The King - One


Once upon a time, there was a king ... many stories begin like that. There is one story, however, that does not. It begins like this: once upon a time, there were two kings, not different kings, but the same king, twice. But the story starts much earlier than that day.


Once upon a time, there was a king, young, gallant, intelligent and with so much imagination that his kingdom was too small for him. He was always on his horse, galloping over mountains and across valleys, into the deepest thickets and out onto the open plains. It was still not enough for him. He used to leave his people behind in the cities and ride and ride. You would have thought that he was looking for something, but he wasn't. Little did this king know that very soon he was going to stop going anywhere because he was going to become a different king indeed.


One morning, he got on top of his horse and rode out into the desert. Even kings get thirsty and this king was so thirsty that he lay on the ground and could move no more. The sun was hot, so hot. His horse roamed aimlessly not too far away from him. His sword, of the finest steel and coated with silver, lay in the sun too. It glittered. It shone. The reflection of the sun was like a beam on the king's head. He saw his reflection in the sword. He saw the sword in the sun. He saw the sun in his head.


Such was the strength of the reflected beam on his head that the king started dreaming the most peculiar dreams. Many faces and heads came into his dreams. Often the same face would appear twice, from the back and from the front at the same time. Some faces were replicated in a spread so many times that he could not tell which was at the beginning of the series and which was at the end. But he kept on seeing faces.


When he woke up, he rode his horse out of the desert and let the animal smell its way to a source of water. As the day neared its end, the king decided to ride back to his town, way over the hills, the impact of the dreams still hard upon him. Around the time when the sun was setting, he saw the gates of the town in the distance. He remarked a horse rider in the distance leaving the town. The other rider was regally dressed and on a horse so similar to his own. As they passed each other, the king recognized the face of the other rider as his very own, but strangely enough, there was no response from the other rider. Needless to say, the king was very perturbed. He did not sleep that night for fear that more peculiar dreams might visit him. His mind was still preoccupied with the vision of his image leaving the town.


A thought started building up in his mind. He followed the course of a normal day and about sunset, rode out of the town gates and saw exactly what he had expected. There was that same placid rider leaving town and looking at nothing in particular yet remarkably similar to himself. This time another rider was also there: coming into the town. He turned around and followed him and sure enough, this other rider went straight to the palace. They both climbed the stairs, one totally oblivious of the other and the other fully aware of the one. One could not sleep that night for fear of dreams and the other could not sleep but for the presence of one who was afraid of his dreams.


It was becoming clear to the king that his memory and everything else were perfectly sound, yet somehow, there was that strange effect of observing in total detail his previous day: whenever the timing allowed him to be where he was at the same time on the previous day. This vision took him over so fully that he started neglecting his royal duties. In his urge to trap the vision and really understand it, he started planning his days in such a way as to test the process. For example, for a whole period, he would try to be at the same place at a fixed time during the day on different days to find out how long the images would last. This experiment told him many things.


There was no question of images fading like dreams do when one wakes up or like the face that we see slowly turning into a blurred silhouette which slowly merges into the red background of our eyelids when we close our eyes. Every new day he was seeing himself at the same place with the same intensity as before. Moreover, each new day brought him one more image of himself. Another result of this experiment was that his images did not destroy each other when he saw them overlapped from one day's presence to the other. He was slowly getting to understand and enjoy the power that allowed him to view his images with equal intensity, all at once, independently of how old the images were.


Next, he tried to do a very daring thing. He tried to talk to the previous day's king. But just as the rider leaving the town was totally unaware of his interrogator, so were yesterday's images, as if they could not look into the future. Yet, he saw yesterday's king trying to talk to the king of the day before yesterday, and he tried to talk to the king of yesterday. The more days on which he tried to communicate, the longer the list of the kings trying to talk to one another. But no matter how long the list was, he was always aware that all the kings were trying to reach the original king, himself. The circle beginning and ending with him was getting bigger everyday. Often, his experimentation got so much out of hand that he began forgetting previous experiments and started running into kings in all sorts of circumstances from previous tests. In the middle of a session with his ministers, he would start staring and often quite embarrassingly to his ministers, start talking to no one in particular. After a while, from his tone, they assumed that he was talking to himself.


Now, people cannot forgive that. They do not like unnecessary acts. If you have water in your house, why take water from the village spring? So they started not forgiving the king talking to himself since he could either talk to them or just think to himself like most sensible people do. The word 'sensible' was going around from one mouth to the other. In the square, the citizens talked, by the spring, the women talked while filling their pots with the water they could not forgive anyone to misuse. In the solitude of their beds, wives and husbands talked. They all talked of sensibility.


It was gradually becoming clear that their king was losing his sensibility. In his involvement with his own visions, the king was not aware of all the talk of his people. Pretty soon, public meetings, orators, old wise men and various fierce discussions convinced everyone that in the interest of all concerned, the king should be confined lest he be an embarrassment to the town in the presence of other kings.
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