Chapter Two
Darius entered Sonya-Anita's room in the middle of the night and shook her awake.  She groaned for a moment as she regained consciousness.  "Sonya!  Sonya, wake up!"  Her master's voice alerted her and she sat up.

"Is something wrong?"

"No.  No.  Just get dressed and meet me outside the house, quickly and quietly."

"Yes, Master."

When she joined him a few minutes later, Darius started walking outside the village, holding a lantern in his hand.  Sonya had no choice but to follow.  "Master?  What's going on?"

"We're going to investigate the ridge."

"Why?  I thought we agreed that it would be a waste of time."

"That's what you said.  I don't recall agreeing with you.  Now be silent."  Sonya obeyed, but she was starting to become afraid.  Against her better judgement, she continued to go along with him.

It took only a few moments to reach the ridge and go inside the opening.  Darius ran the fingers of his free hand along the wall and inspected the black mark that had rubbed off.  "It's tollium all right," he confirmed.  Darius pulled out a scanner and ran it back and forth on the wall.  "Amazing!" he gasped.

"What is it?" Sonya asked, peering at his readings.

"Ninety-two percent tollium."  Her mouth dropped open.  

"Most samples are only in the sixties and seventies.  One mine had eighty-one percent, but that's the highest ever recorded... until now."

"Exactly!  We need this.  We can't just give up and walk away."  At this, Sonya bridled her own astonishment and shook her head.

"No, Master.  We musn't give in to temptation.  It isn't ours.  We can't take it."

"We could come here secretly," Darius continued, ignoring her protests.  "Mine it a little bit at a time.  The High Chancellor will be quite pleased."  He put away the scanner, and started walking a bit further into the ridge.

"Master!" Sonya shouted, trying to get him to listen to her.  Darius turned around and grabbed her by the shoulders, looking her into the eyes.

"They don't need it.  And if we're careful, they'll never know.  Sonya, I need your support."

"What would you have me do?  Betray my own people?"

"Not betray.  Just be silent.  You will not tell anyone of this.  Now, come. We must return before they discover us missing."

***

An hour later, Sonya-Anita still couldn't sleep.  She stared at the ceiling and sighed.  What was she supposed to do?  Should she obey her master or should she go ahead and tell Zäeth what he was planning?  What would he do to her if--no when--he found out?

Sonya felt caught in the middle.  She would lose either way, and she had to choose.  Her people, or her master?  She could think of nothing else to do but consult her Ultimate Master: the Treasure.  I should have asked Him long ago! she chided.  Dearest Treasure, I need Your help.  Should I tell Zäeth or not?  

Sonya finally dozed off to sleep, without an answer.  Amd when she awoke, she still had doubts.  She noted that it wasn't yet sunrise, but most likely, Zäeth had already arisen.  She guessed he'd be in the barn.

And she was right.

"Zäeth," she called tenatively, as she pushed open the half-ajar barn door.

"Ah, Sonya-Anita.  Good morning.  Did you sleep well?"  Zäeth sat on a three-legged stool, milking one of his cows.

"Not really."

"Well sit down, child.  Pull up that stool and tell me what's bothering you."  Reluctantly, Sonya grabbed the second stool he referred to, and set it down near the elder.  As she sat down, she crossed her arms, rubbing them with her hands.  "Are you cold?"

"No, not really.  I just..."

"Miss your father?" Zäeth guessed.

"Yes.  I do miss him.  Very much.  Tell me how he died, Uncle, please."  Zäeth smiled sadly as he lifted the pail of milk he collected and set it off the side.

"You haven't called me uncle in quite a while."  He moved on to the second cow, and Sonya dragged her stool over to his new location.

"Well, since Father is gone, you and Marsa are the only family I have left.  Even if you aren't closely related to me.  Now tell me, please.  How did Father die?"

"It was the gift sickness, Sonya.  At first we thought it was something else, an unknown  illness of some sort.  After all the gift sickness only occurs in the latter stages of one's life.  It was so strange; happened suddenly.  There's been no record of anyone in the villages  getting it this early.  There was nothing out of the ordinary at all.  One morning, he just started feeling very weak; he collapsed, unable to walk.  He got fevers, chills.  Your father started mumbling incoherently, seeing and hearing things that weren't there.  I'm not sure what the term was, but--"

"Hallucinating," Sonya supplied.

"Yes.  That.  Marsa tried all the remedies we had, but nothing worked.  He just kept getting worse and worse.  We didn't know what to do, except try to make him comfortable.  Then not even a week later, his separation occurred, and now he's with the Treasure."

"Thank you, Uncle."

"There was one moment of clarity through it all," Zäeth stated.  He finished the milking and then placed the second pail by the first.  Then the elder retrieved a piece of paper from his pocket, giving it to her.  "I wrote it down for him, for you."

Sonya accepted it, and unfolded the sheet to read Zäeth's handwriting.

"'My dear Sonya-Anita,'" she quoted out loud.  "'I am losing my mind, and my seperation is near.  But if this should ever enter your hands, I want you to know that I love you.  Don't be afraid to do what's right, no matter what the cost.  It is miniscule compared to the cost that the Treasure paid for you.  With all my love, Your Father.'"

Sonya choked back her tears, and quickly refolded the note, placing it in one of her pockets.  "Thank you, Zäeth, for being there for him, even when I could not."

"You're welcome, Sonya."

"Zäeth, before I read this, I wasn't so sure I should tell you..."

"Tell me what?" he inquired.

"My master has forbidden me from telling anyone, and yet if I don't... I have to do the right thing, no matter what the cost."  Still, she appeared nervous, and conflicted.  "There is something I need to tell you."

***

"Miss Marsa?" Darius called as he entered the kitchen.

"Yes, Captain Darius?"

"I was wondering where Sonya-Anita is.  Do you know?"

"I think she went to the barn to speak with Zäeth."

"Thank you."  Darius inclined his head in respect.  "And thank you for your hospitality."   He exited the house and headed towards the barn.

A villager intercepted him for a moment.  "Sir, are you Captain Darius?" 

"Yes."

"Are you a Pursuer?"  Darius took a moment to inspect this brazen young man who was blocking his path.

"No.  Are you?"

"Yes."

"Then you're an idiot."

"Why do you think that?" the man persisted.

"Because you believe in a fairy tale."  Darius tried to go around him, but the villager continued to stand in his way.  The captain grew impatient, eager to find Sonya and return to the mothership.

"It's not a fairy tale; it's true."  The villager didn't seem the least bit upset with Darius' rude manner.

"Whatever you have to tell yourself."

"Aren't you a friend of Sonya-Anita?"

"Her master.  Now are you going to let me through?"  Only now did the man seem insulted.

"But I'm talking to you."

"Yes, you are.  What do you want?"

"Just to talk.  Why do you think what I believe isn't true?"

"Because it isn't," Darius retorted, flinging one of his arms in the air.  "Gods don't come down from the sky and die for us mortal men, assuming there even is a god out there."

"Oh but there is, Captain.  Truly."

"Why are you so annoying?  At least Sonya knew when to shut up about her religion."

"Ah you know she's a Pursuer?"

"Of course I do."  Once more, Darius attempt to go around him, and once more, the villager blocked him.

"Then you think she's an idiot?" he asked.

"No!"

"Why me and not her?"  At this point, Darius was ready to smack the man.

"Because she--"  he stopped, suddently, unable to think of an answer.  "Because she's a woman!" he replied, unable to think of anything else to say.  It was a lousy answer and he knew it.  "Now let me pass!"

The villager finally wised up to Darius's broiling anger, and stepped out of the way.  "Yes, sir.  So sorry to bother you."

The captain continued to walk down the path, and pushed through the barn doors, just in time to hear Zäeth say... "Sonya, what's wrong?"  Fear still held her back, and she hesitated.  

"God help me," she prayed, muttering under her breath.  And then found the supernatural courage she needed.  She needn't fear what Darius should do to her if he found out.  She couldn't let him steal, let him take what wasn't his.  "It's my master, Zäeth.  Last night, we journeyed to the ridge, and he's planning on taking the black dust by force."

Before Zäeth could even utter a word, Darius burst inside, with a rage that terrified Sonya beyond belief.


"How could you!" he shrieked.  He latched on to her arm and yanked her out to the shuttle.  



There he stunned her with a energy blast.  

***

When Sonya-Anita awoke, she was lying on the floor of a cell enclosed by walls and a force field.  A whizzing sound indicated its presence, and she got up inspecting her new environment.  Glancing out the transparent field, she noticed two guards standing against the opposite wall, watching her every move.  She looked around for a place to sit and settled for the ledge that ran the three quarters of the room's perimeter.

Sonya sat in complete silence, praying.  The fear that had burst through her when she had been discovered was gone again.  In it's place was a perfect peace.

Still, she wondered.  What would Master Darius do to her for her betrayal?  Since he had been so angry, he had been intent on dragging her away to punish her, leaving the villagers plenty of time to discuss her warning and possibly come up with a way to prevent the theft.

Sonya could only hope.  There may be something that could protect them... No.  Only Someone.  At the very least, she hoped Darius hadn't destroyed the entire village in his rage.

Yet Darius probably wouldn't have.  He was angry at her, not them. And besides, he wouldn't risk damaging the ridge.  It was too close to the village, indiscernable from orbit.

But that wouldn't have prevented him from using the shuttle to blast them to smithereens...

No!  She musn't worry herself over what might have happened.  She knew nothing.  She could only wait.  And trust in the Sovereign Treasure.

No matter what.

Sonya heard heavy footsteps coming from the hall, recognized them as belonging to her master.  Instantly she stood, ready to deal with whatever he would say or do.

His face came into view.

Quite solemn.

"Sonya-Anita."  She stared at him, silent.  He seemed to be in control of himself.  "I'm quite upset with you.  Because of you, I have no choice but to take the tollium by force.  Unfortunately, the villagers have armed themselves and parked in front of the ridge entrance.  They are refusing to move.

"Since their actions are as a result of what you did, you're responsible.  I can hardly blame them for they're doing, but I can blame you.  So, I'm sending you down there, and giving you fifteen minutes to convince them to withdraw from the ridge.  If not, I will send a battalian of armed soldiers and wipe them out.  Understood?"  

"Yes, Master," she replied, lowering her head.  She didn't like this, but she didn't have a choice.  She couldn't let them die.

"Sonya." She looked up.  "Why?"

"I couldn't let you steal.  I couldn't let you violate their customs by bringing in unwanted technology.  I wasn't trying to betray you--"

"Yes, you were.  You knew full well what you were doing!"

"I had to choose the lesser of two evils."

"You chose wrongly.  Your loyalty to me must exceed your loyalty to those people."

"But they're my family."

"Doesn't matter!  I bought you.  You're mine.  You do what I say!" 

Sonya looked away again.  She wanted so much to tell him the truth.  No matter what he thought, she wasn't his!  She belonged to the Treasure and to the Treasure alone!  How could she make him understand?  That she had already been bought, with a price far higher than mere silver or gold?  That she must obey this higher Master above all?  That in obeying Darius, she had really been obeying the Treasure all this time?  That she could only obey her earthly master up to a certain point?

The whizzing noise stopped; Darius had shut the field off.  "Go!" he instructed, and Sonya obeyed without a word.
Chapter Three
The shuttle once more entered into the villagers' view.  They raised their mechanical guns in fear, anticipating an attack.  When it landed not even a hundred yards away, their fear grew.  But their determination to protect their home and way of life held sway.

Yet when they saw Sonya-Anita disembark alone and unarmed--except for the pistol always at her side--relief showed quite plainly on their faces as she approached them.

"My people," she began, sadness emanating from her.  "Zäeth."  He stepped foward, holding his rifle to the side.

"Yes?"

"Darius demands that you return to the village immediately and allow him to take the black dust."

"Absolutely not!" was the Elder's immediate reply.

"He says if you do not, he will kill you."

"So be it.  He isn't going to steal from us without a fight!"

"Zäeth, you don't have a chance against him," Sonya tried to reason with a outstreched hand.  "I agree that what he's doing is wrong, but it isn't worth dying for."

"Sonya-Anita, this is our home!"

"I know; it's my home, too!"

"Sonya--"

"There is only one thing -- one Person-- worth dying for.  And that is the Treasure.  You are under obligation to serve Him with your life until then.  It's not worth it!  How much do you value the Treasure?"

"Sonya-Anita, you know the answer to that," Zäeth answered.

"If you value Him so much, then why are you willing to die for something that you cannot keep?  Why die over a petty thing, when He still has work for you to do?  What do you think He would say?  Die? or live?"

No one spoke a word.

"Good.  Now get back to the village.  Let my master take what he wants, if it means your lives.  Do you understand me?!"

Zäeth was taken aback at Sonya's anger and force of words, but he did understand.  Slowly, he nodded and turned towards the men behind them.

"She's right.  It isn't worth it.  Let's go home."  He turned to face Sonya again.  "Will you at least speak with him?  Ask if he'll be as discreet as possible, or perhaps, reconsider?"

"I will try," Sonya assented.  "But I can promise nothing.  He is still quite upset with me; I doubt I'm in a position to ask for any favors."

"Just do your best.  And remember Sonya, no matter what happens, I want you to know that Marsa and I love you very much.  You are like the daughter we never had."

"Thank you."  The elder wrapped his arms around her.  

"The Treasure be with you."

"And with you, Zäeth.  You are like a father to me, not the same as--"

"Of course not," Zäeth interupted.  "I would never mean to replace him.  Just, a second father I suppose if that makes any sense."

"It does.  I must go.  He'll be waiting."

"Then go."  Sonya turned, breaking away from Zäeth and headed back into the shuttle.  Moments later, it began lifting off the ground, and it wasn't too much later that the villagers saw it wink out of sight.

***

"Captain, I'm recieving a hail from Commander Corlew," the com officer announced.  "Shall I respond?"

"Yes.  Establish both visual and audio communications."

"Establishing..."  An image of the commander appeared on the viewer.

"Greetings, Commander.  What can I do for you?"

"I've heard rumors that you've discovered tollium of extremely high yield.  Am I correct?"  The look on his face told the captain he was already sure of this information.  There would be no denying it.

"Yes, we have.  We're in the mining process."

"Excellent.  I understand this will take some time."

"It will." 

"I believe I'll have enough time to arrive and assist you within three or four days time.  It will quite a discovery to present to the High Chancellor.  We may even get a medal for this."

We, Commander? he wanted to shout, seething.  How dare he?!  He may be my superior but he shouldn't take the credit for all this!
Instead, he allowed a smile to spread on his face.  "I'll be looking forward to your arrival and your assistance, Commander.  We sure could use it."

"Until then, Captain."  The screen blinked off, leaving Darius to continue fuming in his mind.

"Major, status of mining?" he requested abruptly.  The officer being addressed sat a monitoring console to the side of the bridge.

"The teams report that at the current rate of extraction, it'll take several weeks to mine all the tollium."

"How long would it take using the accelerated mining techniques?"

"Two days at the most, sir," the officer replied.

"Then do it."

"What about the villagers?"  

"Don't worry about them.  If they protest, enforce martial law.  We don't have much time.  There's no way I'm letting that weasel take one iota of credit for this.  By the time he gets there, I want to be long gone."

***

Once again, Sonya-Anita found herself in the same cell as before.  As soon as she had boarded, guards had appeared and escorted her back.  She continued to sit for several hours, praying, and waiting.  Finally, Darius appeared again, and she stood at his presence.  

"Sonya, I am prepared to forget this ever happened, if you promise me you'll never disobey me again, and swear absolute loyalty to me."

"Master," Sonya replied, shaking her head.  "I cannot."

"Why not?"

"I can only have absolute loyalty to the Treasure."

"Sonya, we've talked about this before.  I've listened to you talk about your faith and your God.  That's all fine, in fact, I'm actually in favor of it.  You've been one of the best slaves I had and I trust you.  But I will only let you go so far."

"You don't understand.  I cannot give you my absolute loyalty.  That belongs to the Treasure and the Treasure alone."

"What would it hurt?" Darius asked, growing terse.  "All I need is for you to obey me."

"And I will, as long as you don't command me to do anything contrary to the Treasure's Law."

"Sonya-Anita, I have been extremely tolerant and lenient concerning your religion.  But no more.  It's interfering with your loyalty.  If you don't want me to forbid it, I suggest you start rethinking your priorities."

"Master, it isn't just what I believe," Sonya pleaded.  "It's the truth.  Everyone needs the Treasure, even you."

"Stop!  Your pathetic religion does not apply to me!"

"It does!"  In an instant the field was off, and Darius smacked her across the face.

"Don't contradict me again," he warned before reactivating the field.  Sonya stared at the floor to the side, trying desperately to stop her tears from shedding.  "I'll give you two days to reconsider.  

"If you're willing to repent by then, this incident will, in my judgement, have never occured.  If not, I'll sell you to a far harsher master than I.  You've spoken to me of mercy, well, I'm willing to give it.  The only question is, will you accept it?"  Her head shot up sharply and she stared at Darius fully in eyes.  He strode away without another word.

One of the guards left his post, going in the opposite direction of Captain Darius.  He returned a few minutes later, holding a tray of food.  

"I assume you won't attack me if I turn the field off?"

"I won't."  The field dissipated and the guards handed the tray to Sonya, who accepted it gratefully.  Once more the guard hit the control.  He backed to his post across the hall, and waited until she finished praying.

"You should accept his offer," he said while she began eating.  When met with a humble but pointed glance, he continued.  "I know... I know... your 'Treasure' and all that.  But seriously, you should consider the alternative.  Most other masters would have executed you by now."

"I'm aware of that, sir.  And I'm grateful for the fact that he believes he's offering me mercy.  But the truth is, that if I accept his offer, I'd be turning my back on everything I've lived for.  If I must be sold, or even killed, then I must."

"But Sonya, you've served him for several years, faithfully.  Is he not worthy of your allegiance?"

"No.  No man is worthy of my allegiance.  I only obey him because the Treasure commands me to.  But the Treasure has also commanded that I should not obey any order that contradicts His Law."

"I don't suppose you'd ever change your mind?"  She shook her head slowly.

"What's your name, sir?"

"Talmus."

"Well, Talmus, you should know that it is impossible to change my mind.  I fear my God, more I fear Master Darius.  The Treasure bought me with the highest price that a master can pay for a slave."

"What's that?"

"Death."
***

"Captain, may I speak with you?" Talmus inquired, as he entered the bridge.

"What is it, Lieutenant?  I'm quite busy."  Darius spoke from the captain's chair in the center of the room, reading over some information pads.

"I should like to know, sir, about Sonya-Anita."

"What about her?"  He still hadn't looked up from the pads.

"Sir, must you require absolute allegiance?"  Surprised, Darius looked up to face him.  

"Of course."

"She's not being impertient, sir--"

"I know," Darius interupted.

"She has served you very well, and I believe she'll continue to do so."

"And she can, after she has taken the proper steps to assure me of that."

"Captain, you're asking the impossible.  She's extremely dedicated to her religion.  She won't give it up.  Why destroy her for being a little... misguided."

"Misguided?!  She's more than that, Lieutenant."

"Perhaps, sir, but you can't deny that she's very intelligent; that she's has talent.  You wouldn't have given her such high standing otherwise.  She's perfectly willing to serve you as before."

"That's the point, Talmus.  Sonya's betrayed me before, and I'm not about to let it happen again.  Did she put you up to this?"

"No, sir.  I come of my own accord.  She isn't aware I'm even speaking to you."

"Go back to your post.  I have not changed my mind.  I am the master, and she is the slave.  What I say goes.  If she's unwilling to submit to me, then I'll have no choice but to sell her."

"Yes, Captain."  Talmus turned and exited the bridge.  He had hoped to soften Darius' mind, but he had failed.  

It just didn't seem right to him.  Why should Sonya, who's faith had been the very basis of her obedience to the Captain, be required to abandon that faith?  He didn't understand this at all.  They were both being stubborn!  And unless one of them conceeded, they were both going to lose.  Unless...

Ah... unless... he did something about it.

