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TENGA

Once upon a time, at a point belonging on the vast wheel of time, in another galaxy, on a planet extremely like Earth, but equally as different, in a way Earth has never been, perhaps never will be, but certainly could have been...


I

––––––––

Princess Alania turned her gaze away from her window while shaking her tied-back hair, with a certain trepidation. She didn’t feature what one might call a classic beauty, but her face with its symmetric traits exuded a certain fragility. Sometimes, when her big black eyes took on a dreamy tint, she could be considered a truly beautiful woman, but this didn’t occur too often. To be beautiful, she needed solitude, and for something to touch her soul. 

It’s probable that that mad poet who had chased her around for a year with his serenades had caught such a moment. He’d even tried to overcome the guards, provoking the exasperation of the Court.

When she thought of these moments from the past, she felt no vanity, but merely a kind of compassion – for her own fate, or for the poet’s, she couldn’t rightly pinpoint. For even though she had a mere 22 tenga-years to her age, she was wise enough to understand the poet hadn’t loved nor sung in his poems her real inner self, but merely her image. The image she showed the world, and which appeared everywhere on the holovision and in the tridigraphs. And beyond her own image, it was the image of the Asterian Royal House, so beloved by the people.

On the other hand, would she have been this wise at her age if she hadn’t had the immense luck of having Master Amateka for teacher and counsellor? The day of his appearance in her and her brother’s life stayed memorable for her – a real turning point in her life. Lenis, however, had expressed his dejection at the situation, and his worry regarding their future freedom of action.

As for her, the master had opened her eyes to a new world: that of spirituality and ancient wisdom. Thanks to him, she had learned to appreciate the works of philosophers and sages from the past. Faced with the gentle gleam of his words, her soul had given in, as if she’d become drunk with light. Her life had at last, and definitively, found its meaning. 

She recalled it now like it was yesterday, the marvel and emotion she’d felt on reading the memorable words of the philosopher Tocresas, passed into the great beyond centuries since: ‘It isn’t imperative to know all the sciences of the world. To be a true arbiter of truth, it is enough to know one thing: good and evil. When we know good and evil in every aspect of reality, we already know all there is.’

For days and days, she had thought this over: how can one know good and evil in every aspect? She had even asked Lenis that question, to learn his opinion, but he had answered her with a laugh to leave philosophy to the philosophers. “We’ll be men of state, men of action. Politics is what we must learn, not philosophy.”

She had answered him, “But, if you think it through, politics, that’s nothing other than an aspect of reality. Wouldn’t it be extraordinary to know what’s right and wrong in politics?”

“But this, we already know,” he’d said; “everyone knows.”

“Not me,” she’d replied.

“In short, but don’t tell anyone, the motto is, ‘What I’m doing is right; what my opponent is doing is wrong.’” And at the end, he’d burst into laughter.

Realizing he had been mocking her, she’d left look for answers elsewhere. After numerous tries, she’d been able to approach their father, King Oroleus, in one of their rare private moments, in the beautiful gardens of the Royal Palace. He had answered her while softly caressing an ambraxa bush that shone out in the purest shade of purple. 

“That’s too heavy a question for a young miss of not yet 18 tenga-years.”

“But for a king, it must not be heavy.” She’d smiled.

“This may be difficult to believe, but this question is heavy even to a king. He who claims not to know the answer would not be in error, only he who is quick to answer would.”

“I can’t believe you don’t know!”

“I didn’t say that I don’t know, just that the question is difficult. Actually, the answer is difficult! I could say it like this: we gain knowledge of right and wrong first through education, then through experience, and finally we attain a sort of direct knowledge; meaning, beyond logic, like a sort of deepened intuition. Are you satisfied, now?”

Indeed, she was almost satisfied, but she wanted another opinion nonetheless: her beloved Master’s. After listening intently, he’d answered her with a discreet smile. “Each answer represents the essence itself of the person giving it. You could say the person themselves are encompassed in the answer.” The wide, white vestments of Master of the Order of Harmony flawlessly enfolded his slim, dignified figure.

“So then, you do not wish for me to know your essence?”

His smile had widened. 

“I meant merely to say that your father’s answer is entirely characteristic of him. Therein lies the enlightened prince we all know, beloved by our planet and even by the other worlds in the galaxy.”

“All the same, Master...”

“What is it, are you still not satisfied?”

She had dithered, a bit ashamed.

“I have full confidence in his judgement, and I respect him, but... his way seems a little too long!”

This time, the master had laughed openly, and had gently touched one of her shoulders with affection.

“That’s what youth is always like, eager to get everything in one stroke! That’s all right, there’s something good there. Procrastination isn’t always the best path to reaching our goals. 

“To come back to your question, it’s true there are other means of getting this knowledge you spoke of, and in a completely different way. This way relates slightly to the last part of your father’s answer. And at the same time, it’s connected to the way of life of our Order.”

“Your Order, and you yourself, do you possess this knowledge?”

“I couldn’t say as much.” He’d smiled again. “But we’re making every effort, at all times, and praying to the Supreme Divine Master, and meditating at length, to attain this knowledge. And the moment He considers us worthy, He instantly shows us what is right and what is wrong.”

“How does He show you, Master?”

“Not visibly, Princess, but only in our hearts. The heart has the ability to always show the truth, when it is pure. Reason, by contrast, can do so too, sometimes, but not always.”

How she missed the good Master, her dear friend and counsellor! Each time she thought of him, she felt a warm wave of light and sadness envelop her. She had felt his death like a real blow, even if she tried to follow his teachings, and to see all this as an expression of the Divine Master’s will. And even if she knew her Master wasn’t truly dead, but merely entered that Eternal Harmony to which his Order was dedicated, she had discovered how difficult it was to apply spiritual teachings to real life. Their long talks, wherein each word had held a small moral lesson, their meditations together, where he embraced the role of guide to her soul, and even their silences, where she felt they continued to communicate deeply – she missed it all.

Alania sighed weakly, then she moved away from the window. Absorbed in her memories, she realized she hadn’t taken note of the numerous long tenga-hours that had passed. She had also forgotten her initial irritation, but now, she was beginning to feel it all over again, like a ripple across the surface of a tranquil pond.

“Why is this Knight of Peace running so late? Would he not know he’s expected by a princess? Could he be meaning to try my patience? Wanting to test my level of spiritual instruction?”

Two beings were operating within her – by turns, and sometimes even melded. On one hand, the princess imbued with dignity and awareness of her rank would say to herself: ‘How can he have the audacity to consider a princess like an ordinary person, all the more so since he’ll be my employee?’ 

Master Amateka’s disciple, on the other hand, sought to imagine what he would have said in such a situation. Something like this, perhaps: “Do you believe you’re in the right, Highness? But right, what is that? It’s a concept, which expresses different things to each of us. Do you believe this Knight does not have his own measure of right? As for your dignity as a princess, when compared to him...”

She started to smile from her imaginings. “Very well, Master, you’ve reduced my justifications to dust, as usual!” On thinking of him, she’d regained her serenity. Now, she’d become curious and even amused to learn to what point the Knight would push his game.

Hiring a Knight of Peace as a personal guard had been her father’s idea, on the occasion of his departure for a protracted visit to Adhema – one of Tenga’s satellites. He was to assess the military potential out there – the mightiest in all the Tengan Area. 

“There are rumors of unrest at the fringes of the Galaxy, in the Tateka Galactic Zone, beyond the Imperial Planet. I know that seems far to us, but such is never the case. Nowadays, distances are no longer measured only in space or in time, but just as much in the rising might of technology.”

As a precautionary measure, and also to give his son an opportunity to learn and to get a taste of his future responsibilities, he had sent him during this same time to a different base – Durak. They had newer spaceship models, equipped with TRs on both sides, rather than just at the front of the ship. Every other ship in the galaxy, including the imperial fleet, only had TRs at the front. (TR – that stood for Tho-Rak, which meant, in the ancient lakeda language – forerunner to all the languages in the galaxy – ‘surging light.’ That was a pretty good description for the properties of these beams of amplified light which could reach unbelievable temperatures, at which point they burst through or even melted any metal, as well as rock.)

And so it was following these departures of her family members that she’d remained all alone at that moment in the Royal Palace of the capital city, Rotenga, awaiting the arrival of a Knight. At the beginning, she hadn’t agreed to being guarded by a Knight of Peace – “Why a Knight for me alone, isn’t that a selfish act?” – but she had ended up acceding to her father’s decision. 

In order to understand her doubts, one had to be tengan. A foreigner would not have easily understood why a princess would refuse to bother a Knight belonging to an Order which counted among her subjects, no matter his degree of training. But on Tenga, these Knights were not mere guardians of peace and tranquility, trained according to the most incredible physical and mental practices. They belonged to an institution of a religious nature, which instilled a respect that approached veneration. They not only oversaw the preservation of physical peace on the planet, but of moral and spiritual order as well. And for this purpose, they had the means necessary to impose them.

They were a sort of Power behind the power of the state, and in certain situations they could even intervene in issues related to the royal conduct, be it public or private. They’d even earned the right to nominate kings before the Planetary Council during crisis situations – and their proposals carried serious weight. In fact, none would have dared contest them.

They had demonstrated the full scope of their power two generations ago, when they’d imposed on the Planetary Council the ban on firearms manufacturing. The king of the time had supported them (or, better put, they’d been the ones to support him), and that way they had managed to reach a firm decree, signed by 20 of the 24 Planetary Dukes. The opposing parties had been brought around a little later, by means distinct to the Knights, and the remarkable adventures they’d taken part in during that fight had already entered into legend. Since then, the people saw them as invincible demigods. 

But that had been only the beginning. After, the Knights had persuaded the king (Alania and Lenis’s grandfather) to send to the Imperial Council, in place of the two emissary Dukes, two Master-Knights with a high level of training. These two had then convinced the entire Council and the Emperor himself to sign the treaty suspending weapons manufacturing in the entire Galaxy. How that had all happened – that is to say, the argumentative salvos – everyone had seen it on the holovision. But they’d all felt that there had been something more.

They’d heard, for instance, that after the Council session, several members had fallen to sleep for a long time, and that others had started to display bizarre symptoms. But after a while, everything had gone back to normal, and the memories of those first-hand witnesses had faded away. All that was left was the recording of the holovised session in the Imperial Archives.

And then, there were also a few myths surrounding the aid brought by the Knights to the Imperial Army troops in order to implement the accords on all the planets in the Galaxy. In the official history, however, there was no mention of any such mandate being issued by the Emperor to the Knights of Peace. Nor was there anything there on their participation as subjects or vassals. The only unambiguous historical information stated that even the planets most recalcitrant to the treaty had been persuaded to implement it, through the aid of the Divine Master. Regardless, despite the scarcity of any real information, the renown of the Knights of Peace had rather surpassed the borders of their planet.

Nowadays, Tenga represented the center of peace and order of the whole Galaxy, and even its spiritual hub. Rexegia was the Imperial Planet, but Tenga held the superior legislative and moral-spiritual rank.

The current paradox of only using melee weapons on the planetary territories, while at the same time installing TR cannons on the space warships, didn’t bother anyone. In reality, it was only a seeming paradox, as practice had shown that this combination was the most reliable one of all. By these means, massacres could be avoided in the field (in fact, wars on the ground had ceased) and the power struggles in the galaxy were being led by a complex network of TR ships, cleverly placed at key points by each planet according to the most ingenious strategic and tactical schemes. This was how peace was being kept.

On Tenga’s planetary surface, only given classes of citizens had the right to carry melee weapons: Knights of Peace; Knights of the Public Order – an Order subordinate to the former, which received physical training only, and which was charged with diffusing minor incidents, such as robbery, sabotage, and others of that ilk (extremely rare in present times); the Royal Army; and the few troops of the Dukes’ armies. (Not counted here are the guards to the Court and to each member of the royal or ducal families.) For the rest of the population, the possession and trade of weapons was forbidden. The slogan of the Knights of Peace on this matter was, ‘People need peace and love, and to undergo spiritual training, rather than to bear arms.’

This was how things were on Tenga; on the other planets, each governor had established their own rules, though not much different overall.

Alania started, the thread of her thoughts broken by a certain commotion that could be heard mounting from the inner courtyard. She ran to the window, and at last made out the Knight, who was alighting from a handsome little aerocar. Gazing from above, she only managed to note that he was really tall, and much younger than she’d have imagined of a representative of the occult Power. On his white jacket, underneath his surcoat, she clearly distinguished the emblem of the Knights of Peace, printed in black: a hexagon inscribed in a six-point star, inscribed in a circle.

Instantly, she breathed deeply, using a relaxation technique learned from Amateka. She had heard much about these Knights, as had all tengans, and was now feeling a certain emotion. What would happen if they were able to read someone’s mind, if they stayed by her side long enough? That was the thing she feared most. She had met Knights before at Court, or had seen them in the Council, or on the holovision, but she had never talked to them. Amateka hadn’t taught her much on the subject, only telling her that they were distinguished minds, but people like any other on the outside. 

Suddenly, she heard a few knocks at the door, the agreed-upon signal with the members of the Court Guard Corps to notify her of the Knight’s arrival.

“Come in, please!” she said in a rather firm voice. At once, she realized she’d forgotten to set her body to rights the way she had her mind and, as a result, her hair was probably mussed. As it was, that wasn’t the most important thing right then, since she didn’t have the time to do anything about it. What an ironic twist, after she’d wasted so much time, hours and hours of it, waiting! At that thought, she barely held back a smile.

It was in this happy state that the Knight found her on coming in, followed by the Court guards. Pleasantly surprised, he felt compelled to smile in kind, even if the princess’s smile hadn’t yet made it all the way to her facial muscles, but was only just beginning to emerge within. Even so simple a thing should have made her think deeply, if she had managed to keep hold of the relaxed state she had reached before. But she didn’t manage to, as a strong wave of surprise washed over her all of a sudden... mixed in with a certain amount of nostalgia! Because it was exactly that Knight, the one who was the subject of every tengan woman’s fantasies... and of every woman in the galaxy, maybe! The one who had become a full-term Knight at only sixteen tenga-years of age, after several years of training. The youngest member of the Order... The one who had starred in her dreams, also at her own 16 tenga-years!

But the time for naïve secret romance had ended on Master Amateka’s arrival, which had shifted her life onto a new path. Now, all these things seemed childish to her – in a way that was touching, but free of regrets. The nostalgia she was feeling was tied to that specific time of naïveté and serenity, and not that childish, fleeting old feeling of hers.

At once, she straightened back up and shored up her mental control – as much as possible, given the circumstances – meaning, outside of the meditation room. The worst part was that she’d been just steps away from letting herself get carried away by a wave of amusement. Then, under the self-imposed mental layer of relaxation, the amusement turned to worry: what if he knew all that? What if the Order higher-ups knew as well, and it was for exactly that reason that they’d sent him?

But why... Maybe, in order to spark a feeling inside her, and control her in that way? But, to what end? All this seemed absurd and fanciful to her. Or, maybe it was meant to test her, to check the rigor of her mental training!

All these thoughts, feelings and even subtle gestures had taken place in the span of a few seconds, while he had bowed lightly, taken her hand and pressed it respectfully to his forehead (the Knight’s salute).

“Welcome, Knight!”

“Thank you for your kind words, Highness! And my apologies for my lateness! I came across some issues to take care of, specific to the pursuits of the Order. But... has something happened?”

She needed a fraction of a second more to realize he was referring to the surprise she had felt during those first moments of their meeting. So then, he had indeed felt her inner consternation... Abruptly cutting off her thread of thought, she forcefully, and with the full power of her mind, threw herself into the process of deep relaxation. In the meantime, she gave him the first answer that sprung into her head.

“Nothing in particular, Knight, but... forgive me, you are so young!”

“Does that pose a problem for you, Highness?”

“Not at all, only I was expecting to employ a rather more aged squire, like my previous one. Of course, he did not belong to the Order!” she added diplomatically.

“Not wishing to seem disrespectful, Highness, but you... how old are you?”

The princess was two steps from losing her voice before his... candor... or effrontery... or whatever it might be called! But she was saved by her presence of mind, and by her training in Court. She answered, then, with a thin smile.

“I am 22 tenga-years, which is known the Court over, and even by the majority of Tenga’s population. As a matter of fact, it’s on public record.”

“Well, I am the same age, Highness! Do you believe yourself too young for the rank you hold?”

“I have no opinion as to that, as I didn’t ask for this; rather, it is a birthright. And it is not a rank, but a title.”

She felt the need to quickly add, so as not to encourage him to say any more,

“I think you must be tired from your journey, Knight! Your room is ready. I hope we can talk tomorrow, a little... better rested!”

“Just a moment, your Highness! This room, is it next to yours?”

“Of course, Knight! It’s where my previous squire was lodged.”

“Does this room have anything connecting it to yours? A door, or anything else? Otherwise, I don’t see how I could do my duty if anything happened in the night.”

The princess was a hairsbreadth away from letting out a sigh, truly tired by the mental strength deployed to keep her thoughts behind that relaxed shield. She could feel her resistance reaching its end.

“Could you do me a favor, Knight? I should like to discuss these details tomorrow. Right now, I would like to retire to my rooms. My guards will apprise you of the alarm and protection systems in use on my chambers and their exterior. Then, you’ll be taken to your own.”

She sketched a brief salute, then got out quickly, without waiting for a response. Once she arrived in her room, she threw herself wearily onto her soft and welcoming bed. The last thought to cross her mind, before she fell asleep, was, ‘I think from now on my conversations with this Knight need to be very short.’

***

In front of the room he had been assigned, the Knight hesitated in the doorway for a moment, to sweep everything with his gaze, and to get a feel for the place. He was able to easily feel if a place had a dense vibrational charge, or if, instead, it showed a vibrational-energetic breach. 

The inspection was satisfactory enough. Even before, as soon as he’d entered the Palace, he’d felt the calm and tranquility, which meant the vibrations of the place were benign. Granted, it wasn’t exactly like in Balla Citadel, the spiritual and administrative center of the Order of the Knights of Peace; but it was quite good for a secular place.

He decided to go in, and along the way tossed his surcoat onto an anti-grav armchair that pivoted lightly, floating in the room; then he sat in the corner with the vibrations that seemed the most compatible with his own. Kneeling, hands on his thighs, he tried a light relaxation exercise, in order to ready his mind. Then he extracted from a secret pocket of his coat a translucent crystal the size of a small egg, fashioned into a teardrop shape, and stuck it to his forehead. 

Maintaining his relaxation, he deployed all his mental faculties to impregnate it with the scene of his exchange with the princess, pulled from his recent memories. The moment he thought the process was complete – a sensation much like an inner disconnect – he removed the crystal from his forehead, spoke a pre-established algorithm over it, to impress on it its destination and its purpose, then focused on trying to send it off. He didn’t manage to on the first try, as he felt that he wasn’t completely unwound, and also perceived, somewhere deep down, a wave of fatigue that was seeking to overwhelm him. 

After a small pause, he said a little prayer, then let his hands flow into a few magnetic passes, like the novices, to increase the density of carrier vibrations. The crystal disappeared at last, only to rematerialize on his Master’s desk, situated in the room reserved for documentary studies in Balla Citadel.

The Knight finally allowed himself to let out a tired sigh. He got up, took a few steps, then threw himself onto the hydro-mattress bed, which rippled lightly on catching his weight. Surprised, he made to get up, but by mistake he pressed the button that activated gentle ebbing motions, like the ocean’s tide. This type of mattress had been designed for the purpose of inducing maximal relaxation, both physical and mental. You could even hear the sound of waves crashing onto the shore. There only thing missing was the pomarines’ cry, but there was probably another button that would play various audio recordings.

Initially, he’d wanted to get up, somewhat irritated. He wasn’t used to luxury, he’d lived his whole life removed from luxury, and he looked on it as a dangerous temptation. He even experienced, for a fraction of a second, the thought that it was possible the princess had had his room readied in this way to put him, in turn, to the test.

But the accrued tiredness had the last word – and then, he wasn’t sure that fleeing temptation was always the best choice. What defeat is there without fighting? Or was that only a subterfuge used by the lower rungs of the thought scale to more easily corrupt him? He couldn’t follow through to the end of his thoughts, for he fell asleep at once.

He awoke several tenga-hours later to find that the small round table in the room had been decorated with platters laden with fruit and other ingredients, carefully arranged into geometric and floral shapes. After a bit of concentration, he determined that all the dishes bore benign vibrations and were of plant origin. Only a resplendently ornate goblet contained fresh kamir milk.

He ate in moderation, then righted his clothes and left the room to ask for information on the princess’s timetable. A servant in a shiny vest quickly brought him, after having saluted him hand to heart, to the princess’s personal chambermaid. Extremely overwrought, she told him the princess was still asleep, but that she had left orders for him to be served with the greatest courtesy, and had proposed to have him visit the palace and gardens until such time as they would establish the way he would fulfil his duties. He thanked her briefly, passing on to the princess that he would be in his room, which was the closest place from which to protect her.

“What does this princess think? That I maybe came to pay her a social call? That I’ll be protecting her between two salutations and kisses to her hand? Or maybe that...” He smiled suddenly in understanding. “Maybe these seculars believe I am all-powerful, that I can protect them from afar, like in the wizard tales!” 

Then, he realized these imaginings wouldn’t have been all that exaggerated if they’d been put in relation to the Masters of the Order. But the issue with the princess and all the others was that... they didn’t know, in reality, his place within the Order hierarchy! It was obvious he was no Master, but a simple Knight, and yet, the fact he’d been designated to protect the princess bestowed on him, in their view, a superior status. They didn’t know that protection missions were commonly easy enough, as there was no-one on Tenga who could confront them. The mere presence of a Knight was enough to keep intruders away.

For him, this mission was something other than a protection mission, or something more than guarding, according to Master Tamaka. When the Master had summoned him to assign him this mission, he had even felt a stirring of unfairness due to its simplicity. In a way, he had felt somewhat declassed from his rank.

“So many years spent in service to the Order, and you still employ such glib reasoning? You still descend into the lower gardens of passion?”

“Forgive me, Master! I will obey and I will accept the assignment, because it is my duty to obey you. But... you have to know I wasn’t angry! That is to say, I was, but... only a little, and for the rest... I was only disappointed! You must know I’ve done everything I can to let go of my ego and my anger, as you’ve always told me to. And I’ve managed to, oh yes, have I managed to!”

“Oh, slow down, young man, slow down! I didn’t mean to make you feel guilty, merely to help you. But this haste to absolve yourself... what does it mean?”

Tamaka had smiled, not actually waiting for a response.

“Now, I shall inform you of the true nature of your mission. Do not believe we appreciate you so little as to send you – you, of all the Knights – on a protection mission. We have numerous Knights far less advanced than you on their path to knowledge. On the other hand, would it not have been more appropriate to recommend a simple Knight of the Public Order to the Court, if guarding was all there was?”

The Knight had felt he could have cried in self-disappointment. How could he have been so crude in his judgement, how could he not have thought of these things before? He had once again lowered himself to the lower garden of passion before thinking, to quote the Master.

“Our Grand Master summoned us yesterday for a flash meeting,” Tamaka went on, acting as though he hadn’t noticed his state of mind. “We discussed matters of maximal import for Tenga’s future, as well as the Galaxy’s. I will only tell you that the Grand Master is worried. “You have heard, perhaps, that there is unrest at the edges of the galaxy. The seculars see them as mere passing troubles, but it isn’t that. The Grand Master has received a message from his Spiritual Guide that there will be long periods of great disarray. 

“Yesterday, we entered meditation together, all of us. What we sensed was terrifying. Our guides barely managed to help us. It felt as though vast black drapes covered the future, and only from time to time did we manage to see something. We felt pain, deceit, suffering; we saw, as much as it was possible, combats between vessels and on the planetary lands...”

“Forgive me, Master, did you say ‘on the lands?’”

“Yes, young man, that is what I said! Can you now understand our worry?”

“Certainly, Master, and... I thank you for trusting me, for telling me!” he had said emotionally. “But... what’s the connection between all this and my mission?”

“Patience, young man, we’ll get there imminently! Given there will be periods of unrest and fights, it is necessary, now more than ever, to have a capable king at the head of the planetary state. A king who is not only a diplomat, or a soldier, or a good strategist, but a little bit of everything at once.

“The current king has been a competent statesman in times of peace. Perhaps he will also be one in war, with our support. But he’s already reached an age where thoughts turn to retirement, and he’s preparing his son to succeed him. Of course, he also needs votes from the Planetary Council, but I do not believe he would face any obstacles there. Our problem is that... do you follow my reasoning, young man?”

“Certainly, Master, and very attentively!”

“Our problem is that we do not find this young prince as capable of governing in the times to come. In a normal period, we would have left him be, as we resolutely do not want to involve ourselves in political matters. But the times to come require our utmost involvement.” 

“And so... will you nominate another king? Will you make use of this right?”

It was, indeed, a very serious matter if things were at this point. This right had only been used a few times throughout all of Tenga’s history.

“If needed, yes! But, we must think carefully beforehand. The people loves the Royal House, and we do not want to hurt their feelings, nor to create a fracture between the people and the future king in the times to come. Consequently, we must still think of an Asterian – but one other than prince Lenis.”

The Knight had started to rifle through his memory for all the Asterians he knew, from hearsay or the holovision. But none of them seemed to come with guarantees, even to his own eyes. But the Masters... they had to know more on the matter!

“Don’t think that far ahead, Knight! There is no need to count all collateral relatives. There’s an Asterian much closer-by, and beloved by the people.”

“You’re thinking of princess Alania? But... she’s only a young girl, never bothered with politics! Her interests lie with culture and charity works.”

“Once again you are hasty in your conclusions, young man! What you know is the visible side of it, but we know her better. Did you know she was Master Amateka’s disciple?”

He had heard as much, but he also knew the Master had passed away two tenga-years ago. In which state could her training be now, and how had she reconciled it with life at Court?

“But her brother was taught, in turn, by Amateka,” he’d recalled. “Does that fact not grant him a different status in the eyes of our Masters?”

“That’s what we thought at first, but we’ve reached the conclusion that this training was, in his case, the equivalent of a superficial waxing on a low-grade mirror. However, as far as the princess is concerned, things are completely different! We were informed that she was his favorite disciple, and that he imparted part of his knowledge to her.”

“Meaning the princess knows and makes use of mental techniques? Forgive me, Master, but that is hard to believe!”

“We don’t know precisely what she knows, but we feel a great potential inside of her. And we also know that after his passing into Harmony, Master Amateka became her new incorporeal Spiritual Guide. Even if she’s not aware of it yet.”

This information, yes, could have changed the situation a bit! However...

“Your mission,” Tamaka abruptly got back around to the subject, “will mainly have you be an observer. You will protect her, certainly, but at the same time, you will try to elucidate her level of training, as well as other things regarding her habits and her personality. We want to know, as clearly as possible, whether she fits our criteria.

“And one other thing, young man! Do not hasten to conclusions. And do not judge her solely by our standards. Do not forget she is, all told, a secular. But her father is also a secular, who never even had spiritual training, and despite that, he’s a good king.”

The Knight had stayed silent for a moment, to digest the information he’d received, and then, abruptly, he had understood the enormity of the responsibilities he was about to take on.

“Forgive me, Master, I would not wish to disappoint you, for I would never forgive myself for it, but... I don’t believe I have the qualities necessary for this mission! I am not a good observer for these types of things, and... I don’t believe I am apt to decide for myself whether someone fits the criteria to access the throne.”

“Take it slowly, Knight! At first, you felt wronged by the simplicity of your mission, and now, you fear it is too difficult for you? Let me explain what this mission will represent for you, since you have not yet understood. Have you never wanted to move up into the structure of the Order, to become a Master? Ah, yes, I know that every young Knight dreams of that. Well now, this could be a sort of opportunity for you, or one of the training exams.

“You must understand, the fact of being a Master goes beyond merely developing your abilities and knowledge in mental control – that is to say, powers. These emerge along the way, and sometimes without being sought. But if you don’t put your knowledge into practice in real life, among real people, what use can it possibly have, then? You must learn to feel people out through your own intuition and your own wisdom, so that you can realize which rung of the Scale of Knowledge each of them occupies, and how they can be made useful in the Divine Master’s grand design. This is what Masters have that Knights do not; this, not abilities.

“There are some among the less knowledgeable Knights who are more advanced than the Masters at certain senses, but their worth isn’t higher for it, and they’ll have a lot to learn before becoming Masters themselves. You must be grateful that we have given you this chance.”

“I am, very grateful, Master!”

“Good, young man; I know you’ll give your all so as not to disappoint us. One other thing: no-one is asking you to decide in matters which go beyond you. You are only to study the situation, and forward us a report containing your opinions and recommendations. We will be the ones making the decisions. Understood?”

The Knight had felt a wave of shame and self-disappointment. He was scared, now, that he wasn’t even worthy of being a mere Knight, let alone a Master. How could he have imagined, even for a second, that they were going to let him decide the future of the Royal House and, by extension, of the whole planet? And this after having assured his Master that he had overcome his ego!
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