Treasurebound

Prologue and Chapter One

Prologue
Explosions rocked the surface of the planet and the ground trembled beneath the enemy's onslaught.  The villagers scrambled about in random directions searching desperately for a safety that didn't exist.  One father carried his young daughter in his arms towards the high ridge some distance away.  He reasoned that it would provide temporary shelter until the attack had ceased.

But as the man was crossing the great plain the bombing ceased, and a space-fighter landed between him and his goal, cutting off his means of escape.  In haste, the father reversed his direction, heading back towards the village, but it was too late.  The hatch of the fighter slid open and several armed guards burst forth.

"Halt!" one of the men ordered.  The father half-turned towards the attackers for a moment and then decided to make a run for it.  With great burst of speed, he made one last effort to widen the distance between them.

A bolt of energy stung the man's back and he fell to the ground on his side, paralyzed.  His daughter climbed out of his loose grasp.

"Father!  Father, what's wrong?"

"I'm sorry, Sonya-Anita.  I failed you."  He could hear the approaching footsteps of the armed contingent as they advanced upon his fallen form.

"Foolish dog!" the gruff commander spat.  "Did you really think you could run from us?"  He chuckled and then turned to the small, frightened figure huddled near her father.  "And you..."

"Leave her alone!" the father demanded.

"Shut up, scum.  I'll do as I wish!  You."  His eyes settled upon the little girl.  "You would make an excellent slave.  There are those that would pay quite a high price for you."

"No, please.  Take me instead!" The commander responded by kicking the helpless man rolling him fully on his back.  He yelled in pain, still limp and unable to move.  Although the energy blast had paralyzed him, it had not deprived him of the ability to feel pain.

The commander snapped his fingers towards his subordinates and they took hold of the child.  They started to drag her away towards the ship, and the father was powerless to stop them.  He had only the power of speech, which he gladly used.

"Sonya-Anita," he called before she could be taken out of earshot.  "Remember the Treasure!  No matter what happens, remember Him.  Pursue Him! He will be with you always!  He has promised!  Remember!"  As he fought to make himself heard, tears streamed down his face.  His voice dropped to a whisper.  "Remember..."

The commander laughed as he peered over at his face.  He spoke in a mocking tone.  "No, my friend.  We will see to it that she forgets everything about her previous life here.  She's a slave, and that's all she'll ever know."

The father started directly into his enemy's eyes with such intensity that he slightly unnerved the man's cocky manner.

"I hope that she does indeed become a slave... to the Treasure."

The commander smiled and shook his head.  "Not a chance."  With those words, he spun around and strode off into the distance towards his ship.

The father heard the whine of the engines as the fighter ascended up into the atmosphere, until it vanished from his sight into outer space.   

"Dearest Treasure," he prayed.  "Watch over her.  Guard her with Your infinite mercy and grace."

Chapter 1
"Sonya-Anita," Captain Darius called.  He sat in his captain's chair that looked more like a throne fit for a king than for a captain of his mothership.  Sonya-Anita stood next to him, dressed in a guard's uniform, one hand on her pistol.  Her dark brown hair was neatly tied up in a bun.  When she heard Darius call her name, she looked up at him expectantly.  "We will be arriving at Kalanna in a few moments.  I will be taking a shuttle below and I want you to accompany me, as usual."

"Yes, Master."

"Entering orbit, sir," the navigator informed.

"Put it on the viewer."  The screen lit up, and the image of the planet appeared.  From above, all one could see were several shades of dark green swirling around in random directions.

"It only appears this way, Master, from outer space.  The effect of the atmosphere."

"Yes, Sonya, I'm aware of that."  His voice was neutral, which assured Sonya he didn't view her explanation as an offense.  "Come."  

Darius rose from his seat, and strode outside the bridge into the hall.  Sonya obediently followed him. 

The bay doors of the mothership retracted, allowing the shuttle to zoom down through the vacuum of space and into the turbulent atmosphere.  Sonya skillfully maneuvered the vehicle through the initial friction until she reached a calmer layer underneath.  It wasn't too long until the dirt brown color of the surface appeared.

But as Sonya-Anita gently set the shuttle onto the land near the village she had selected, both she and Darius couldn't help but stare in marvel at the multitude of craters that marred the otherwise smooth surface of the planet.

"What in the galaxy happened in here?"

"I'm sure we'll find out soon, Master," Sonya replied.  She didn't want to let him know how much the sight had bothered her.

Explosions.  Turmoil.  Cacophony.  Panic.  Sonya shook her head, trying to free herself from the images that floated into her mind.  Death.  Stench.  Tears.  Anger.  

"Sonya?  Are you all right?"  She looked at her master's face and nodded.  She was okay now.  "Good.  Let's go."

Captain Darius strolled out of the shuttle with Sonya following half-a-step behind.  A man dressed in simple cotton clothing stood outside to greet them.  He inclined his head in respect towards the captain.

"Welcome to Kalanna.  I am Elder Zäeth."

"And I am Captain Darius of the Corinth, and this is my slave, Sonya-Anita."

"Yes."  Zäeth glanced over at her and smiled.  "How are you?" he asked, addressing Sonya.

"I am well.  How are you, Elder Zäeth?" she asked, doing her best to remain formal.

"Oh we are doing quite well, as best as we can.  It's been such a long time.  I wouldn't have recognized you except that you're the spitting image of your mother."

Sonya-Anita couldn't hide the grin coming over her face.  "So you've told me many times, if I recall correctly."

"Well come here, child, don't just stand there," Zäeth reproved.  He stretched out his arms and squeezed her tightly while the Captain stared at them with a bewildered look on his face. 

"Wait a minute--" he interrupted.  "You know each other?"

"Yes, Master."  She pulled back away from the Elder.  "This is my home world."
***

"Elder Zäeth, there are some important matters that I need to discuss with you," the captain began.  "Is there some place we could go to talk?" 

"Certainly.  Forgive me my manners.  Come with me."  He beckoned for them to follow him and they did.  Zäeth led them towards his simple house and escorted them inside.  "It is dinnertime; are you hungry?"

"Yes."

"Good.  My wife is baking some traditional foods that I'm sure will taste quite delicious.  Sit down.  Make yourselves comfortable.  Both of you.  Marsa, I've brought guests," Zäeth called into the kitchen.

"I'm almost ready, I'll be in with the food in a minute."  A few seconds passed by before they heard her enter.  Marsa gasped, causing Sonya to raise her head.  

"Zäeth," she whispered.  "Is that--?"

"Marsa.  This is Sonya-Anita."  She quickly set the pot of stew down on the table and Sonya rose to greet her.  The women soon enveloped each other in a hug.

"Oh Sonya!  It's been nearly an eternity!  You've grown so much.  Your father would have been so proud."

"Would?" Sonya echoed.  Immediately, Marsa's eyes widened and her hand flew to her mouth as she recognized her mistake.

"I'm so sorry!"

"It's all right.  I doubted I'd ever see him again."  She sat back down, appearing completely unchanged.  But Darius knew better.  Still, he thought to himself, that is her own business.  

"Let us give thanks and eat," Zäeth announced.  His wife seated herself between him and Sonya, who sat on the ends of the table.  "Blessed Treasure, today we offer thanks for the daily bread You have provided for us.  Help us in that whatever we do, we may always be pursuing You.  In the Name of Your Son, Jesus, we pray, Amen."

The others echoed his 'Amen', even Darius, though he did it with reluctant politeness.

"So, Captain Darius, what is the purpose for your visit?" Zäeth asked as they began dishing up their food and eating it.

"We've been reviewing old reports and have discovered that there may be significant amounts of tollium in the ridge near your village.  The Alliance has ordered me to ascertain whether or not these reports are correct.  If so, I am to pursue diplomatic relations with your people in order to mine it."

"Tollium, Captain?"

"The Black Dust," Sonya explained.

"Ah yes.  The ridge is filled with it.  But we have no use for it.  It's worthless."

"Not to us.  There are many things we could supply you with in exchange," Darius offered.  "Better housing, increased crop yield, more medicine, uh... technology--"

"No," Zäeth interrupted.  "We have no need for anything at all."

"But--"

"He does not mean to offend you, Zäeth," Sonya-Anita informed him.  "He's not aware of the customs."  She turned to Darius.  "Technology is not allowed on this planet."

"Then if so--"  Darius jerked his thumb behind him in the direction of the shuttle.

"You must leave by tomorrow morning.  As for the mining operation, we cannot allow you to extract your tollium.  It would disturb our simple way of life, and pollute us with technology."

"What do you have against technology?"

"It was such that crippled our planet fifteen Earth years ago."

"I'm sorry for that, but that doesn't mean all technology is bad," Darius pointed out.

"No, but on our planet, yes.  I'm sorry.  You are invited to spend the night with us, but tomorrow you must leave.  The only reason I didn't demand your immediate departure was because of Sonya-Anita."

Zäeth sighed.  "I'm sorry," he apologized again.  "I don't mean to be rude.  I can be quite blunt at times.  I... umm... I need to speak with Sonya-Anita for a moment... alone, if you don't mind."

"I don't mind.  I'll step out and have a chat with some villagers."  The captain stood and made his exit, while Zäeth and Sonya stared after him.  Marsa silently started gathering up the used dishes and utensils and headed towards the kitchen.  
***

"Sonya," Zäeth began, rising from his seat.  He went over to a small wooden box, resting on a side table, and opened the lid.  He retrieved an object bundled in cloth and sat next to Sonya, holding it out to her.  She accepted it without a word.

"Open it," he instructed her.  She untied the twine binding it, and peeled back the outer layers of the wrap.  

Sonya gazed at it silently.  It was a necklace made up of large reddish-brown beads with a palm-size square disk strung in the center.  On this square piece of tollium-- yes, it was tollium, Sonya reflected -- was a dull green jewel embedded in the center.

"What is it?"

"It belonged to your father, or more accurately, your grandmother.  She passed it on to him before she died with instructions to pass it to you when you were old enough.  However, since your father is no longer with us, he asked me to give it to you should you return."

"When did he die?  When I was taken away?  When the energy beam immobilized him?"

"No," Zäeth replied.  "He survived; he regained movement.  His separation of body and soul occurred a few years ago.  It was quite sudden, actually.  Even Marsa couldn't identify what killed him."

"So this is mine?"

"Yes." 

"This is tollium?" Sonya inquired, searching for confirmation of what she already knew.

"Yes, it's a rare form, brown instead of black, hardened and solid instead of powder."

"I see.  Thank you.  Thank you so much for... everything.  Especially for the hidden messages sent through Timus.  He was caught at the trading station some time ago, and was tortured."  Sonya shuddered, not wanting to think about it.  "But he never gave me up.  Shortly after that, I was bought by Captain Darius."

"Your master... is he a kind man?"  

"Yes, very," she answered, putting on the necklace.

"A Pursuer?"  Sonya-Anita shook her head.  

"I have tried to tell him, show him, but although he respects my faith, he does not embrace it.  He insists it doesn't apply to him."

"Keep trying, Sonya.  Perhaps the Treasure will help him to understand someday."

"I will, Zäeth."  She clutched the jewel piece tightly in her hand.  "When I wear this, I will remember that my father is safe, with the Treasure."  She looked back up at him.  "I need you take something from me."

"A memory?" he guessed.

"Yes.  But it is not mine."  Zäeth stretched out his hand and rested it gently on her forehead.  Sonya-Anita inhaled sharply as she felt him taking the memory she'd recalled for him.  A moment later, Zäeth released her.

"I see."

"I told him--"

"Yes.  Thank you.  It is a least a small comfort to know he did not suffer greatly."

Sonya nodded in agreement.  She glanced out the open doorway.  "I must go.  I am sure my master is waiting for me."

Sonya-Anita stood, and Zäeth stood along with her.  She inclined her head once in respect and then strode out of the home. She found Darius conversing with several of the village inhabitants and they left as she approached, but not before a nod of acknowledgement.  Captain Darius turned and saw Sonya next to him.

"What's that?" he asked, indicating to the necklace.

"My inheritance."  Darius nodded and then stared out the horizon towards the ridge.

"I'm sorry for your loss."  He paused for a moment.  "The tollium?"

"In that ridge, yes," Sonya affirmed.

"If we could just go there and see it.  Analyze it."

"It doesn't matter, Master.  Even if it had a high enough percentage to be useful, you know we can't have it.  We would be wasting our time."

"Perhaps.  What did he mean by technology crippling you fifteen years ago?  Did you do this to yourselves or--?"

"We were attacked."

"By whom?"

"The Alliance."  He glanced at her sharply.

"You never told me this!  Why would we bother bombing this backwater planet?"

"I don't know."  Darius sighed.

"Are we to stay in Zäeth's house overnight?"

"If you wish it, yes.  We are welcome."

"Good," he approved, still staring at the distant ridge.  "Tell him that we'll take him up on his offer of hospitality."

"Yes, Master."  Sonya regarded Darius' face for a moment before she left to do his bidding.  

And she didn't like what she saw.  

Which made her nervous.

