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“Timeout!” Jasper threw himself onto his bed. “I hate timeout!” he shouted while burying his head in his pillow. “I’m always the one who gets timeout! Buster never gets sent to his room. I think Mom likes him better than me. I’m seven years old. I’m not as young as she always treats me!”
The pillow muffled his yells so he wouldn’t get in more trouble, but he quickly found it hard to breathe. Rolling over, he looked around his room. The fleet of models that decorated his room looked crisp and invincible, but they didn’t seem to care about his plight.
Reaching out, he pulled one of his favorite models off the shelf. It was a miniature Star Screamer that his father had given him only a few weeks ago. He had been really excited because it was a bigger model than the ones he had seen in the commercial center in town. It was about ten inches long, with more details than his previous ones. It was surprisingly lightweight for its size, and if he touched a spot on the underbelly of the ship, the main bay doors would snap open. It had come with a small transport that could fit in the main bay, but it wasn’t in there now. Buster probably stole it, he thought to himself.
Right now, nothing would have made Jasper feel better than to see Buster grounded to his room for a week. Jasper ran his fingers over the sleek silver ship and swooshed it over his head a few times, wondering what it would take to have a different life than the one he had. Where he lived made it hard to have friends, and his best friend, Johnny, had moved away yesterday. People had bought Johnny’s home, but they had no children. Now Jasper had only his brother and sister to play with, and there was no way he wanted to play with his brother. He and Buster didn’t always see things the same way.
“Now I won’t have any friends at all,” Jasper whispered to himself.
Today he was really feeling the pain of his loss. When his parents had moved out to the countryside, the idea of having lots of trees and grass seemed exciting. The only other family that lived within walking distance was Johnny’s. They had a small farm about a mile away. Jasper had met Johnny on the first morning he walked out to the transport to go to school. Johnny smiled at him with a face full of freckles, and the two boys became instant friends.
Living away from the city had seemed an adventure with Johnny. The two of them had their own secret world away from the other kids at school. Now Jasper felt alone.
I wish Johnny’s father didn’t get a job transfer to another planet. I’m going to miss him, he thought while he put the model back on the shelf. Johnny told him they would be moving closer to a military base. “He’ll be seeing the real thing. Star Screamers and Galaxy Creepers,” whispered Jasper.
He stared at the ceiling before Jasper threw his arm up over his eyes, trying not to cry. I miss my friend. I’ll never find anyone like Johnny, thought Jasper as a few tears escaped the corners of his eyes.
•
Suddenly he heard a strange voice whisper in his ear,” JASPER, I NEED YOU.”
Jasper sat up with a start, expecting to see someone in the room. There was no one. I must have imagined it, he thought, as he wiped his last tear with his sleeve. Dismissing the voice, Jasper allowed himself to fall onto his pillow.
When he put his arms over his eyes, he heard, “JASPER, I NEED YOU! HURRY! COME TO ME!”
This time Jasper jumped from his bed and called out. “Who are you?”
“A FRIEND,” the voice answered hypnotically. “I NEED YOU. I’M IN TROUBLE.”
“I’M OUTSIDE. COME TO ME NOW. HURRY.”
“Where are you?” asked Jasper.
Jasper ran to the window and plopped knee-first on the cushions and small pillows that were in the window seat. As he did, he felt his knee hit something hard. Jasper reached down and moved the pillows. He found his galactic atlas. He had left it there after giving up on his homework about the history of the Ellisarius Galaxy. Jasper picked up the book and tossed it to the floor. Rubbing his knee, he looked back out the window, searching for something.
It all seemed the same. They had a backyard with the meadow right behind it. He saw no one outside, so where did the voice come from? He surveyed the grove of trees that were behind the meadow, and they stretched off into the distance.
The grove was the place Johnny and he had spent hours making up adventures about alien planets, moons, and galaxies. Jasper was very familiar with the meadow and the grove, since it was their secret place to play. Seeing the trees, Jasper’s heart ached, and his anger flared in retaliation. He hated the meadow now. Clenching his fist, he thought, Why should I get timeout for being angry, anyway? No one cares that Johnny is gone.
Jasper was about to leave the window, forgetting about the voice that he heard earlier. Standing, he stepped back to leave when something caught his eye. He leaped back onto the pillows and pressed his nose up against the window.
•
Out of the sky came a flying object with fire and smoke shooting out the back. Jasper watched it plunge across his view, eclipsing the planet Suzair’s two moons. He gasped as he realized that the strange fireball was going to crash into or behind his grove of trees.
He held his breath as the burning object disappeared behind the grove. Plumes of dust and dirt from the impact rose high into the air. It had definitely been a ship. Jasper waited to see if the trees caught on fire. It was then he heard the voice again.
“JASPER, HURRY TO THE TREES. THEY ARE COMING! I NEED YOU NOW.”
Jasper was frozen, mesmerized by the scene. “JASPER!” Suddenly, the voice became his world. He felt consumed by peace and reassurance, and he knew that he had to move immediately.
He ran to his door, leaving the room. Swiftly, he moved down the stairs to the main floor and bolted for the back door, not giving a second thought to the fact that his mother was in the kitchen and would surely see him. At that moment, he didn’t care. Everything around him seemed to be blocked from his mind.
As luck would have it, he shot past her just as she opened the door to the refrigerated pantry. As she dug around for something cold to drink for lunch, she happened to move a container that made a loud scraping sound. She never heard her youngest son run through the kitchen and out the back door.
Outside the house, Jasper knew instinctively where he was going and what he had to do. He entered the meadow, keeping his eyes fixed on the smoke swirling behind the trees.
•
Buster exited the shed in time to see Jasper cross the backyard. He seemed a little surprised to see his brother but said nothing. Buster figured Jasper had sweet-talked his mother into ending the timeout early. It never occurred to Buster that Jasper was outside without permission.
Now Jasper was out in the meadow. He searched for rock that he used to cross the stream with. Shortly, Jasper found the place where the water meandered into a shallow pool. He stopped and tried to slow his ragged breathing as he searched for his favorite place to leap across the water. The stream was not very wide at this place, but it was deceptively deep. He made the jump and was caught by a blinding white light. The glow totally surrounded and blocked his view.
“JASPER!” came the voice again. “THERE IS A WHITE STONE AT YOUR FEET. DO NOT STEP ON IT, BUT PICK IT UP. IT WILL PROTECT YOU FROM OUR ENEMIES.”
The light dissipated and he blinked a couple of times as a white Stone came into view. Without a thought, he picked it up and slipped it into his pocket. Then he heard the voice urge him forward toward the grove of trees. For some reason, he felt that he would be safe there. Danger was starting to fill his heart.
With no memory of the white Stone, Jasper ran into the trees. There, he stopped to catch his breath. Finding himself tired, Jasper leaned against a nearby tree, listening to his beloved grove.
There’s something different, thought Jasper as his breathing became regular.
In the past, the trees housed numerous birds that at times seemed too noisy. Today there was total silence. It was so quiet he could almost hear his heart beating.
After a few deep breaths, he felt drawn to the crash site. He wanted to see a spaceship for himself. Leaving the tree, Jasper heard a twig snap behind him. Whirling around, he found himself alone. Slowly, he resumed walking. Again, he heard leaves crunching underneath someone’s feet behind him. Before he whirled around to see what caused the noise, Jasper felt a hand cover his mouth. Then he felt someone’s body gently pressed him against a nearby tree.
Before he could comprehend what was happening, a cloak covered him, stopping him from seeing his surroundings. He struggled, but the person held him tightly against the tree.
•
Jasper tried to shout, but the hand didn’t move. Again, he started to fight his captor when he heard the same sonorous voice. It sounded so deep and rich as it spoke to him. “JASPER, DON’T MOVE. YOU’RE IN GREAT DANGER. BY STANDING STILL, YOU’LL LIVE.” A wonderful, peaceful feeling consumed him, and he relaxed. He didn’t realize that it was the white Stone talking to him and affecting his emotions.
Looking up, he found a small hole that showed him a tiny piece of the sky. A streak of purple light filled the hole, and then he heard several voices talking to each other. One of the voices, a high-pitched and shrill, hurt his ears and he wanted it to stop. Finally it did, and Jasper was confused; he couldn’t quite make out what the voices were saying.
•
Buster had entered the house soon after he saw Jasper running through the backyard. His mother was sipping a cold drink at the table. Seeing him, she asked, “Are you hungry? I should have lunch ready soon.”
“I’m starved,” Buster replied, looking around the kitchen. Stopping, he added, “Do you want me to get Jamie?”
“Yes, and would you get your brother?”
“Oh, Mom, I don’t want to chase him down, too!”
“What do you mean? He’s just up in his room.”
“No, he isn’t. I just saw him running through the backyard a few minutes ago.”
“You what?!”
Buster tried not to smile. If Mom didn’t know Jasper was gone, then his little brother had broken his timeout. I guess there’s a first time for everything, Buster thought with a grin. He’s in for it now!
Jasper’s mother ran from the room while ordering Buster to get Jamie, his sister. When she arrived at the top of the stairs, she found Jasper’s door ajar. Pushing it open, she saw the room was empty. Running to the window, she looked to see where Jasper had gone. Immediately, she saw the smoke from the crash swirling heavenward. Now she knew what had lured her son away. How could he just run off like that? She knew he was having a tough day, but sneaking out was not like Jasper.
Not seeing him, she decided to go look for him herself, when a shadow fell across the house and yard. She pressed forward against the glass, looking up. Her heart almost stopped beating. Above their house, a huge ship slowly glided over them, moving toward the grove.
Even though she didn’t share her younger son’s enthusiasm for the military, she knew what it was. She had been a teenager when the war broke out, and she had spent many sleepless nights wondering when a Galaxy Creeper would come and destroy everything she loved. That was the reason she had insisted that her family move to the countryside. It added a long commute for her husband to go to work and for her to reach town to shop, but maybe—just maybe—if the war reached the planet Suzair, the enemy wouldn’t bother to hunt down every little farmhouse.
Maybe it’s one of our ships doing a training exercise, she told herself. She bit her lip to keep from panicking and watched the massive ship move menacingly overhead. The Galaxy Creeper was the largest ship flying in the war. It had a crew of over a thousand people. Military ships didn’t sport outer markings that quickly identified them as belonging to I-Force or KOGN. Still, there were ways that one could tell. She watched, trembling, looking for the clues. She let out a cry when she saw the small marking that said the hovering monstrosity was clearly part of the enemy KOGN and not I-Force.
The planet Suzair was under the protection of the Interplanetary Force or I-Force. For a ship from the King of the Galaxy Nations, or the KOGN, to appear so brazenly could only bode ill. She ran from the room, wanting to protect her son.
Please Jasper, this time I hope you didn’t go to those trees, she thought, sliding down the stairs. She regained control without falling and moved to the last step. Immediately, she headed through the kitchen and out the back door. She ran into the backyard yelling Jasper’s name. Behind her, Jamie and Buster huddled at the kitchen window, watching the Galaxy Creeper reach the grove of trees.
Her voice caught in her throat when she saw the sudden purple flash of an indigo transport beam arc from the ship to the ground. Tears came to her eyes. “Please, don’t take my child,” Jasper’s mother cried in a weak voice.
“Mom!” Buster’s voice cut through her despair. She quickly returned to her other children and joined them inside. They all gathered at the window in fear, clutching each other. Little Jamie had tears streaming down her cheeks. Buster was pale.
Jasper’s mother hugged her other children, wishing their father were home.
•
Jasper was relieved when the conversation with the high-pitched voice stopped. It was replaced by a clinking sound that he had never heard before. The sounds let him know that there were a lot of people walking around them. He listened to the clinking sound move past them and off into the distance.
Suddenly, a high-pitched whine of a huge engine overhead drowned out the other sounds. Jasper tried to twist his head to look up at the sky, but the person holding him wouldn’t allow it. Jasper suspected the sound overhead belonged to a spaceship and he wanted to see it.
He jumped when he heard, “We found it!” Then he heard feet running past them. Jasper could feel his captor breathing in a slow, measured rhythm. It seemed to comfort him.
He heard, “It’s just the box! There is no white Stone!”
Another voice countered, “We aren’t picking it up.”
A new voice said, “There’s a house nearby, sir. Do you think they found it?”
Someone interrupted,” Sir. I-Force has entered the atmosphere.”
“Secure the structure immediately, and anybody within a half-mile radius. I want that white Stone now. Move!”
Jasper wondered what they meant by “secure the structure.” But his attention was diverted by a rumbling sound and the ground trembling underneath their feet. Jasper so wanted to see what was happening, and he struggled to get away. His captor held him in place. Looking up through the hole in the cloak, he saw the purple sky turn light amber. At the same time, a mechanical shriek pierced the grove, followed by a whooshing sound. Then everything fell silent.
The hand on Jasper’s mouth loosened and the person holding him stepped back. Jasper’s knees buckled from the sudden release, and he slumped down to the ground. Quickly, he turned around, leaning against the tree. Before him stood the man that Jasper knew had held him.
The man was tall with white hair that he wore a little long in the back. His eyes were a still blue, with small wrinkles at the corners that reminded Jasper of his own grandfather. He looked to be in his mid-sixties, but Jasper knew that his body was lean and strong. There was concern in his face, and Jasper wondered what would happen to him now. Was this man with the others? If not, who was he? Why didn’t he leave with the other voices?
Jasper wanted desperately to go home. The drive that had pushed him toward the forest was gone. Watching the white-haired man carefully, he stood and started to run.
The grove of trees that he knew so well seemed to whisper that he was going the wrong way, but it didn’t stop him. His desire to get away brought him to the edge of the trees. At last, he halted. Amazed at what was before him, he thought for a moment that he had stepped into another place and time. At his feet lay a wide, black swath cut into the soil that seemed to go for a long way. At the end, Jasper could see the smoldering wreck of a Star Skipper. The trees were right; he had gone the wrong way.
In his heart, he knew that he should start running in the opposite direction, but his curiosity got the better of him as he stared at the wreckage. It was the closest he had ever been to a real spaceship. He gazed at it, hypnotized by the sight of the twisted metal and half-melted shell.
•
Jasper jumped when he heard feet walking behind him again. Whirling around, he saw the white-haired man had followed him. This time Jasper recognized that he was wearing an I-Force uniform, his cloak flowing with each step.
Stopping in front of the boy, his eyes seemed to sparkle with life as he spoke. “Son, you can’t stay here. It’s too dangerous for you now. They’ll come back for you.”
“Why?”
“Because you have the white Stone that they are looking for.”
“I don’t have a white Stone. I don’t know what you are talking about!” insisted Jasper with all innocence. He had no memory of the white Stone. The man’s voice gave Jasper the courage he needed to run again. His desires were strong to get to the safety of his home.
Entering the grove, Jasper headed for his house. Quickly, he realized something was wrong. The grove of trees was covered in a cloud of dust. Everything looked eerie and unrecognizable. He choked and coughed, picking his way among the trees. Trunks and branches loomed through the grayness. Evil shapes and shadows seemed to taunt him.
Finally, he stopped, pulling the bottom of his shirt up over his mouth to breathe more easily. He stood peering through the dust in search of something that looked familiar, but he recognized nothing.
As tears formed little trails in the dust on his cheeks, Jasper’s despair felt more stifling than the dusty air settling over him. I want to go home, he cried inside.
“TURN TO YOUR RIGHT A LITTLE AND START WALKING. YOU WILL FIND WHAT YOU ARE LOOKING FOR,” soothed the white Stone in his pocket.
Jasper didn’t question the voice, as it kept him quiet and feeling calm again. He headed where the voice told him to go to find his home. The voice kept encouraging him every time he questioned his direction. The dust had thinned out by the time he reached the stream that he crossed earlier. The stream let him knew exactly where he was. He jumped it and excitedly ran toward his home, keeping his face covered.
The frightened boy entered his backyard and stopped, stunned. He dropped his shirt as he searched for his home. This was his backyard, but the shed and the house were gone! In place of the shed was a smooth patch of dirt, as if the whole thing had simply been picked up. Where his house had been, there was a giant hole.
Jasper walked to the edge of the hole. It was several feet deep. The sides and bottom were smooth except where water dripped on the far side. The water was coming from the underground pipe that ran to the house, and it looked as if it had been sheared off as cleanly as the dirt and shrubs and grass at the edge of the hole.
Jasper just stared at the water as it continued to splash into the hole. Where was his house? Where were his mom and Jamie and Buster? Jasper began running around the yard searching for any sign of his family. Nobody answered his cries. After several frantic minutes he collapsed on the grass in fear, shock, and fatigue. His mind kept repeating. Where was his house? His family? His father wouldn’t be home for hours yet. How could he get word to his father? Does he know about this?
•
A soothing, familiar voice interrupted his thoughts. “Son, you have to leave now.”
Jasper faced the same white-haired man walking across the lawn toward him. “Come with me to my ship, and we’ll find your family,” assured the man.
Should he trust this stranger? The man was wearing an I-Force uniform.
“JASPER. GO WITH HIM. YOU NEED TO HURRY AND GET OUT OF HERE.” It was the same calming voice that he heard in the grove of trees. Jasper didn’t move, and the voice added, “HE WILL PROTECT YOU AND KEEP YOU SAFE UNTIL I-FORCE CAN BRING YOUR FAMILY BACK. YOU WILL FIND YOUR FAMILY, IF YOU GO WITH HIM.”
Jasper felt peace from the hypnotic voice. Standing, he followed the man as he left for the meadow. The white-haired man led him back through the meadow, but in a different direction. Jasper followed him closely for some time as they wandered in and out of the different groves of trees. Eventually, however, Jasper grew tired of the silence.
He ran up to the man’s side and asked, “Where are we going?”
“My ship,” the man replied with a smile.
“Why aren’t they coming for you?”
“I don’t want them to get shot down like I was.”
“Was that your Star Skipper?”
“Yes.”
“Was anyone else on board?”
“No. I was the only one.”
“Where did all of the other men come from?”
“My, aren’t we brimming with curiosity.” The man stopped to look at him, as if he was considering something. “The other men were from a Galaxy Creeper,” he finally said.
“Did they take my family?”
“Yes.”
The man started to walk again with Jasper staying beside him. Jasper continued, “I heard people walking around us, and they were afraid of I-Force. Who were they?”
“KOGN.”
“Why couldn’t they see us?”
“You’re full of questions! And bright, too. How old are you?”
“I’m seven years old. How old are you?”
“Old.”
“You look old.”
The man smiled. “Thank you.”
Jasper continued, “Why did KOGN take my family?”
The man knew he couldn’t answer his question if Jasper didn’t remember the white Stone. The man expected it because he was aware of the Stone’s powers. He was glad that he saw Jasper pick it up.
Changing subjects, the man asked, “What is your name?”
“Jasper. What’s your name?”
“My name is Dapper.”
Jasper pointed at the insignia on Dapper’s uniform and stated,” You’re a general in I-Force, aren’t you?”
“You are right.”
“Someday I’m going to join I-Force and fly one of your spaceships.” Dapper’s lip twitched at that. Jasper asked, “How come the KOGN soldiers didn’t find us?”
•
“You’re persistent,” stated Dapper, looking at him. He told him that he had a secret weapon that helped him to not be seen. The general had the ability to become invisible for himself only. Knowing the boy had the Stone, he chanced the Stone would help him hide the boy too. It did.
He didn’t want the boy to know that he had mastered the ability. It was a secret that only a few knew about. For the boy’s safety, Dapper didn’t want to tell him the complete truth.
His curiosity satisfied for the moment, Jasper stopped questioning Dapper. They walked on and Jasper began to lag behind. Dapper stopped and asked him if he was hungry or thirsty. Jasper’s head bobbled up and down. Dapper reached into a small compartment on his belt and pulled out a white substance he called “field food.”
Jasper reached out to take it, but Dapper pulled it back. He saw blood on the boy’s hands. He motioned him over to a tree and they sat. The general put the food back and took out a disposable wet cloth. He wiped Jasper’s hand, but it only made his cut bleed more.
Jasper told him that he got it earlier in the day and his mother had put a second skin on it. Somehow, Jasper had torn it off. Dapper guessed it happened when Jasper tried to fight to get away from him.
The general applied medicine and a second skin over the cut so it would be protected. Then he gave Jasper the field food. Jasper took a bite and was pleasantly surprised by its taste. He ate while he watched Dapper take the washcloth and rub it between the palms of his hands. When he pulled them apart, the cloth had disappeared. Jasper wanted to know how it happened.
Dapper explained that I-Force never left anything behind so they couldn’t be tracked easily. Jasper asked him questions while he ate. He was surprised that one small piece of field food took care of his thirst and hunger.
The general said, “We need to leave, if we want to reach my ship in time for it to take off.” As they got up, Jasper noticed other objects on Dapper’s weapons belt. It started him on a new path of questions. As they walked, Jasper asked, “Dapper, in one of my books it says I-Force soldiers carry six knives. I don’t see any knives on your weapons belt.”
The general shot him a glance before he removed a black four-inch stick that fit nicely in his hand. He held it out, and suddenly a knife blade appeared. Just as quickly, Jasper saw a new blade replace the first. Dapper went through all six blades without warning. Jasper reached out to touch the black stick. Dapper gave it to him to examine.
It was smooth. Jasper couldn’t figure out how to open the knife or where the blades were housed.
Handing it back to Dapper, the boy asked, “How did you do that?”
As he put it back on his belt, Dapper explained,” I know the energy waves of my equipment and get into harmony with them before I order it to perform.”
“Where are in blades kept?”
“Inside the stick,” answered Dapper.
Jasper wanted to know about the rest of the weapons Dapper had hanging on his belt. The general was impressed with how much Jasper already knew about his blaster. He was aware that the blaster had multiple uses. It could become a handheld light or fire laser blasts. But what Jasper didn’t know was that the blaster was also designed to launch gas bombs and shoot out fire.
When it came to Dapper’s field glasses, Jasper knew that they doubled as a communication device, or “comset.” He even knew about their ability to use a black light to show hidden metallic substances. But he was surprised to learn that the glasses could show objects from a great distance up close (called “longview” ), that they could let a soldier see perfectly at night or day, and that they could help someone see through fog or smoke.
•
Suddenly, Dapper felt the signal of his ship, paging him from his comset. He touched his glasses to communicate to his ship that he was on his way. His commander wanted to know if he wanted them to pick him up. The general glanced over at the boy to watch him wrap his arms across his chest because it was getting chilly. Dapper asked his commander if the KOGN were still around the planet. His commander gave him an affirmative.
The general looked over at the sun quickly disappearing behind the hills. He sighed to know that it would be dark soon and he couldn’t have his ship pick him up. With the KOGN still around, he couldn’t have them trace the Stone back to his ship. It bothered Dapper to lie to his commander.
When he turned off his comset, Dapper grabbed the edge of his cloak and said, “Here. Wrap yourself up in this. It looks like it’s going to get dark soon.” The boy eagerly accepted it.
Dapper looked over at the last golden rays of light and added, “Stay very close to me, Jasper; I can’t give you my blaster for a light. There are spies out and about, and I don’t know if they belong to KOGN or I-Force.”
Jasper nodded as he thought about the many times Johnny and he had made up stories about spies in their games and adventures. He glanced up at the sky to see clouds ahead. It looked like they might be walking toward a storm. He wanted to know how close they were, but Dapper warned him that he needed to stay quiet.
•
Soon it became dark. Since clouds had covered the planet’s two moons, Jasper could see very little. He struggled to maneuver through the rocky terrain. Dapper kept his hand on Jasper’s neck to guide him through the blackness of the night. As they stepped into a small clearing, Dapper stopped abruptly and stiffened. Jasper pulled the general’s cloak tighter around him, seeking warmth.
Resting his head against Dapper’s hip, Jasper heard a soft humming sound. He looked up sharply at Dapper, when Dapper imitated the hum. A new hum returned at a higher pitch. Dapper answered back with a different pitch.
Jasper searched the blackness trying to see the person that the general was talking too. He read in his books that the spies used a secret language of pitches and hums. He hoped that was what the general doing. Again, he looked up at Dapper only to have the general place his hand over his mouth. Then the general warned him to be quiet as he removed his hand.
Jasper leaned in closer to Dapper’s leg for warmth. The humming sounds became louder with each minute. Suddenly, the hums stopped and Jasper stiffened. Momentarily, the clouds parted, allowing the moonlight to illuminate the clearing. Jasper could see that a group of men had joined them. He relaxed to see the I-Force emblem on their uniforms.

The clouds obscured the moon again, making it hard for Jasper to see. He, Dapper, and the other men were walking somewhere at a pace that Jasper struggled with. The air was humid from the approaching storm, and the dampness seeped through Jasper’s clothes. Even Dapper’s cloak wasn’t keeping him completely warm.
To add to his problems, the man next to him kept using his hands to talk to Dapper. Jasper guessed that was what they were doing because the general would let go of his neck to respond to the other man’s gestures. When Dapper’s hand left his neck, Jasper stumbled because he couldn’t see. The men had field glasses on, and Jasper wished that he had a pair. He was getting tired of walking blind over the rough terrain. When a cloud did move, allowing the moonlight through, Jasper saw that the other four men who joined them had made a perimeter around him. Dapper and the man he was talking to stayed close to Jasper, using their hands to speak with each other off and on.
Once, a glint of moonlight reflected off an object in the hands of one of the perimeter men. Jasper figured out that he was holding a blaster. He hoped they weren’t going to have to use them tonight.
Suddenly, Dapper’s companion grabbed Jasper by the shoulders and pulled him behind Dapper. Jasper realized they were walking through trees and they had to be single file to get through them safely. The man stayed behind him with his hand on his shoulder, while he followed Dapper. When the man pulled him behind Dapper, he lost the general’s cloak. The wind picked up, causing Jasper to shiver.
Jasper wondered how much longer he was going to be behind the general. Peeking around him, he saw a glimmer of soft, pulsating lights through the trees. They seemed to be just off the ground, and he wondered what they were.
Shortly, they exited the trees, and Dapper pulled Jasper back underneath his cloak. Jasper found himself staring up at a massive dark object. He wondered what it was. The lights underneath the object let him know that it was huge. As they got closer, Jasper heard a soft, low hum come and go. It seemed to stay in rhythm with the pulsating lights. It gave him the feeling that the massive object was alive and breathing.
Dapper moved him away from the lights. A section in front of the object dropped down and out, forming a ramp. Jasper was about to get his dream of being able to enter a spaceship. It’s a Star Screamer! He grinned and wished Johnny were with him.
•
In great anticipation, Jasper walked up the ramp between Dapper and the same man who had been walking behind him. His eyes were fixed on the ship as the door opened at their approach. The man next to him entered first with Jasper following him and Dapper bringing up the rear.
Jasper stopped a few steps inside the small room so he could take it all in. It was beyond his wildest dreams. One wall took up the whole length of the nose of the ship. It was unusually colorful with blues, greens, and burgundy swirled in a pattern over a beige background. Soft, pinpoint lights lined the floor and ceiling. They were the only lights in the empty room, creating a soft, comforting atmosphere.
He watched Dapper and the man with him walk up to a beautiful wall. So this is what the inside of a Star Screamer looks like, he thought, grinning. Jasper glanced over his shoulder as the other men entered the room. Half of them left through an exit leading into the ship. The other men joined Dapper at the wall.
The men placed their hands on the wall, touching the pattern in different places. Immediately, open spaces appeared in the wall, exposing compartments in which each man put his equipment. I know what this place is called, Jasper thought, beaming. This is the Officers Staging Area or OSA for short. Jasper remembered reading that the crew had their staging area in the bay. Now he understood why all the men didn’t stay there. He was in the presence of officers.
All of a sudden Jasper jumped, hearing an unexpected sound behind him. He quickly turned around to see the ramp retract into is proper place as the door closed. The door made a loud suction sound as it sealed shut.
He faced the men in the room only to see that everyone had left but Dapper and the man who walked beside him outside. Astonished, Jasper looked at the floor. He felt a sudden slight vibration and realized the ship was moving. The thought of the ship taking off scared him; now he was trapped, and he had no idea what to expect.
Jasper went to the wall for security, unsure of the spaceship moving. In the process, he tripped over his own feet. The feeling of falling added to the fear clutching his insides. To his relief, someone caught him, stopping his small body from hitting the floor.
Peering up, he saw that the other man had grabbed him, instead of Dapper. He spoke. “Are you okay?”
He stared at the man. He was a lot younger than Dapper and Jasper’s father. The man’s hair was dark, and his deep, green eyes seemed to look right through him. Yet his eyes and expression felt warm and friendly. “I...think I’m okay,” Jasper finally said.
“First time flying?” the man asked.
Jasper nodded and noticed the I-Force insignia on the man’s uniform. It had four small triangles underneath a larger triangle with a single “I” inside it. Jasper blurted out with excitement,” You’re a commander!”
The man smiled,” Yes, you are right. How do you know that?”
“I read...I read a lot about space and traveling. Someday, I want to do it,” Jasper replied with his eyes dancing.
The commander smiled,” Welcome to the Liberty Quest. You are already flying. I hope you enjoy your visit with us.”
Jasper’s eyes got big. “Really!” he gasped. “I’m flying?” It seemed too good to be true. Jasper turned his head in the direction of the only doorway out of there. He wanted to see the rest of the ship.
The commander followed his gaze. “Well, young man, what is your name?”
Facing the commander, he answered,” Jasper. And yours?”
“Commander Ghonllier,” said the man as he reached out to shake Jasper’s hand. The boy took it, beaming at him. When he let go of the commander’s hand, Ghonllier gestured toward the doorway. “Why don’t you wait in the corridor, and Dapper will show you where you can sleep.”
“Yes sir,” said Jasper as he gingerly headed for the doorway. It was comfortable to walk in the ship. The floor was soft and responsive to his steps. The colors in the floor swirled with mixture of blue, silver, and dark green.
•
Commander Ghonllier watched Jasper leave as he walked back to his open compartment. As he started to remove his weapons belt, he whispered,” Dapper. I want to know why you broke regulations and brought this boy aboard our ship.”
“I told you outside. KOGN took his family and his house. He was totally alone, and I feared KOGN would come back for him.”
“We can’t pick up everyone who is in danger.”
Dapper sighed. “I did what I thought was best, and I need you to trust me.”
Dapper faced Ghonllier to see him staring at the exit from the room. The commander whispered,” I can’t believe the KOGN would be that bold. Coming into our territory and taking a family. It is totally out of character.”
Ghonllier faced him and added, “And you not wanting us to come and get you. What was that about?”
“Why didn’t you do it anyway?” challenged Dapper. Ghonllier didn’t want to answer his question. So the general added, “Justin told you not to, didn’t he?”
Justin was their superior officer, and he gave Ghonllier orders to let Dapper come to him. It irritated him to just wait.
“Yes,” responded Ghonllier. Dapper shut his compartment while Ghonllier glanced over to make sure Jasper had left the room. He sighed before he stated,” Something isn’t right. KOGN uses a Galaxy Creeper to shoot down an unarmed Star Skipper in our territory. The boy’s home is taken, and you bring him here. Suddenly, everything I’m ordered to do is against regulations.”
Ghonllier started to leave and Dapper joined him. He whispered,” Son, there is something else you need to know.”
“What?” Ghonllier asked, stopping in the doorway.
“When I went back to save the boy, I heard Scremper’s voice chatting with the KOGN soldiers. Apparently, he was aboard my Star Skipper when they shot me down.”
Ghonllier squinted his eyes. “Are you sure it was Scremper?”
“How can you miss the high, shrill voice he has when he’s upset?”
“Was he upset that KOGN had him?”
“No. He was upset about something else?”
“What?”
“I couldn’t hear it all.”
“Did you know that he was on board your ship?”
“No. And I wouldn’t have known about Scremper if I hadn’t stayed with the boy.”
Ghonllier frowned. “Great, if he’s a double spy, I’d better let the regional office know,” the commander muttered. “Justin isn’t going to like this.”
This time, he left with Dapper following. If Scremper was a double spy, the general hoped that he wasn’t a spy for Suzair the Great. It was known for leaders to have their personal spies. Suzair the Great became the KOGN’s newest leader when the longtime leader suddenly died just days ago.
Dapper wondered who was behind Jasper’s family being taken—Suzair the Great or the old leader. He suspected it was Suzair the Great since he knew about the white Stone being in the meadow behind Jasper’s home. He had no intention of mentioning to his commander anything regarding the white Stone.
•
Jasper wasn’t in the corridor where Ghonllier had told him to wait. I have a pretty good idea where he is, thought Dapper, walking stride-for-stride with Ghonllier. The two men traveled twenty feet to where the corridor opened into a large room that exposed the bridge of the ship where the pilots were operating the controls. The corridor reappeared straight ahead of the other side of the large room.
Ghonllier went to his flight chair while Dapper joined Jasper. He was running his fingertips along the top of a table behind the captain’s control panel and the flight chair. In the background, Dapper heard the captain on duty announce,” Commander on the bridge!”
Dapper watched Jasper press his face right up against the dark table, trying to see inside. The table was rectangle, about four feet wide and five feet long. The general smiled to watch him. Just like Commander Ghonllier when he was the same age. This boy is going to love being in space. I can see the same signs, thought Dapper as he joined Jasper.
“What are you looking at?” he asked.
“Isn’t this a navigational table?”
“You are correct. This is what we use to navigate through space,” answered Dapper. The boy looked up at him, and he added, “We call it NV table for short.”
“I can’t see anything. How does it work?” quizzed Jasper.
Glancing back to where the commander was sitting, Dapper pointed to a short console between two flight chairs by Ghonllier. It was the height of the arm of the chairs. “Do you know what that is?” the general asked.
Jasper looked at it and cocked his head before he answered,” It holds the stones that run the ship.”
“Correct.”
The boy ran to the console with Dapper following. Dapper grabbed a hold of his collar and warned,” We need to be quiet. The commander is working.” Jasper nodded to let him know that he understood, and Dapper let go of his collar.
•
Jasper stared at the stones, wondering what each one did. As Dapper arrived, the blue stone was lit up. Ghonllier touched it with his hand, and Jasper realized that the commander had an earpiece in and was talking to someone. He couldn’t hear him, but his mouth was definitely moving. Peering up at the general, Jasper inquired about it. The general explained that the earpiece caused the conversation to be private.
A C-stone was a blue stone that allowed communication from one stone to another. I-Force used C-stones in handheld devices and in the comsets in their field glasses.
The blue stone was also used for communication on spaceships. Whoever wanted to use it would touch the blue stone, mentally telling it who they wanted to talk with. When someone used the ship’s C-stones, everyone around would be privy to the conversation unless they used an earpiece. Then the conversation would become private.
“Who is he talking to?” asked Jasper.
“He is turning in a verbal report to our superior, Justin.”
Looking back at the stones, Jasper touched a purple one. He said, “This stone looks like the top of the NV table.”
“You are right. It’s the navigational stone...” Dapper lowered his voice while he explained how the purple navigational stone operated the ship. It navigated space, kept track of those on board, and handled the security of the ship. Then he pointed to the NV table and explained that the stone operated the table plus a small screen called the navigational screen. It was a short distance from the NV table.
Dapper pointed to a black stone. It was twisted, shiny, and opaque. The general explained that this was the jump stone, and it pulsated softly when it was working.
Jasper knew from school that the galaxy was laid out in grids. Navigators figured their ships’ coordinates by these grids. Jump stones enabled ships to jump grids, allowing them to travel from one solar system to another in weeks or days.
The boy reached out to touch the green stone. Dapper explained that it allowed communicated throughout the ship in different ways. It operated the ship’s speakers for general announcements, or it would privately tell someone that they had a message.
Jasper touched the orange stone and Dapper explained,” We call that the time sync stone. It works with the purple navigational stone to let you know the time of your arrival at your destination.” Then Dapper gestured toward the tiny lights that lined the ceiling and the edge of the floor. He explained,” The orange stone also controls our mood lights. At night they are very dim. They’re very bright during the day. They allow us to experience days and nights on board our ship.”
“What about the red stone? What does it do?”
“They are energy stones. They operate the pumps that move water and fuel for our hullercasts and camouflage gel.”
“Hullercasts?”
“I’ll show you what they are,” assured Dapper.
Ghonllier looked up at them and used his hand to say something to Dapper. The general put his hand on Jasper’s shoulder and whispered,” The commander wants us to leave.”
The general started to guide Jasper away when he noticed a pink stone near the captain who was on duty. Pointing, Jasper asked, “What does the pink stone do?”
Dapper explained that it was a database stone that would tell them about each and every solar system in the galaxy. He added, “You might find it interesting. It has our Eraphin history on it.”
Wanting to keep Jasper focused, he kept his hand on his shoulder as they walked over to the opposite side of the room to a group of flight chairs. They looked the same as the flight chair the commander was sitting in near the console of stones.
•
Gesturing toward the chairs, Dapper said, “This is where we’re going to sleep tonight. The captains sleep here when they’re on duty and want a nap.”
Jasper stared at the chair, not sure that it would be comfortable. Dapper left to open a drawer in the wall just beyond the chairs, retrieving a pillow and a blanket. Please don’t tell me that I have to sleep sitting up, thought Jasper, scrutinizing Dapper. Seeing the expression on his face, the general studied him for a few moments before tossing the things into the chair.
“Is something wrong?” he asked.
“How do I sleep in the chair?”
Grinning, Dapper reached out and touched a spot on the chair. It reclined, causing a look of relief to cross over Jasper’s face. “That looks a lot better,” Jasper declared, letting out a sigh.
“I’m glad you approve,” said Dapper. Jasper’s stomach growled. “Are you hungry?” Dapper asked.
“I think so,” responded Jasper, embarrassed.
“Follow me,” said Dapper, turning to leave. Jasper joined him and he added, “We are going to the dining room.”
The two walked across the bridge near the captain of the ship. Jasper watched him touching the control panel in different places. The control panel ran the whole length of the room. At different places, Jasper counted four tall, comfortable looking chairs. The captain sat in one of them. Jasper’s attention went back to the tiny lights that illuminated the panel. He raised his eyes to notice the wall behind the panel. The whole wall showed the stars twinkling in the heavens.
Jasper asked, “What’s behind the control panel?”
“It’s a hullercast of the outside,” Dapper explained.
“That’s the hullercast that you were talking about?”
“Yes. You are seeing an image projected by sensors that are on the exterior of the ship. They let the captains see what is outside,” answered Dapper, placing his hand on Jasper’s shoulder.
•
The general successfully guided Jasper out of the command center and into the corridor. Jasper was excited to be able to see more of the ship. They had barely stepped into the corridor when they heard a voice coming out of the wall.
Dapper touched a green strip on the wall. “Yes, Butler.”
“An important message has come in, but the commander is busy,” Butler’s voice replied.
“I’ll be right there.”
Dapper looked down at Jasper. “Wait here for me.”
Jasper paid little attention to Dapper’s departure. He was trying to figure out how the voice came out of the wall. The walls were beige and had a six-inch strip of the same green and burgundy colors that he saw in the OSA. He remembered that the general touched the green part of the design. Looking back at the command center, Jasper remembered Dapper telling him that the green stone handled the communication throughout the ship. With the design halfway up the wall, Jasper tried to touch it only to learn it was just out of his reach.
Bringing his hand down, he looked down the corridor. At that moment, something new caught his attention. He ran farther down the corridor to examine a colorful eight-by-eight-foot picture in the wall. Smiling, Jasper realized it was moving.
“A fish aquarium,” Jasper said in astonishment. “I don’t believe it!”
He watched the beautifully colored fish, swimming in the blue waters of an ocean. The swimming fish mesmerized him. Suddenly, someone walked right through the fish tank. Startled, Jasper banged his head against the wall behind him.
“Oh, be careful there. Are you all right?” the man exiting the aquarium asked.
“I’m fine,” Jasper told him, watching him walk away while he rubbed his head.
“Do you have a headache?” inquired a voice behind him.
Jasper lowered his hand and faced the voice to see Dapper striding up to his side. Excited, Jasper pointed to the fish tank. “What’s that? A man just walked through it.”
Dapper chuckled. “Hullercast.”
“That isn’t outside right now, is it?”
“No. This is special. We call them hullercast doors. We have programmed them to look like anything we want.”
“How? Where does it come from?”
Dapper pointed to a sensor near the ceiling. He explained that it was projecting a pre-programmed scene.
“Why aren’t hullercast doors in my books?”
“With our ship not having a home base, Commander Ghonllier had added them so we wouldn’t miss being on land. It helps keep our spirits up.”
Jasper was surprised to learn that the Liberty Quest didn’t have a home base. Again, the information was not in his books.
•
Dapper disappeared through the fish tank, and Jasper followed, looking sideways. He wanted to see how thick it was, but saw that it had no depth. Jasper looked back at the hullercast. The colors were lighter and semi-transparent on this side. He could faintly see the corridor through the fish and water. That man could see me when he was coming out.
“Jasper,” called Dapper,” what would you like to eat?”
The boy joined the general as he stood in front of several monitors with pictures of different foods. He pointed to the pictures and Dapper placed his finger on the monitor while he said, “Gen-Dapper-G1” and “Gen-Dapper.” Then the general pressed a silver bar and out popped a tray containing eating utensils. Words appeared on another monitor that said, “In Process.”
It bothered Jasper that Dapper ordered him water. The general explained that he must drink more water since they were going into space. Jasper beamed at the thought. A chime sounded and Jasper noticed that the words on the monitor had changed to “Ready. Gen-Dapper-G1” and “Gen-Dapper.” Jasper took the opportunity to ask what it meant. Dapper explained that only military personal could use the galley. So Dapper-G1meant that he had a guest. The general palmed the door and it opened. He reached in for Jasper’s sandwich and water. Then, still holding the door open, he reached in for his own water.
Jasper followed Dapper to a nearby table. The food smelled delicious, and Jasper sat as Dapper placed his tray of food in front of him. The general joined him as Jasper removed his utensils from their package and started eating. Everything tasted wonderful. Looking up at Dapper during bites, he saw the general watching him as he sipped his water.
“Dapper,” said Jasper.
“Yes?”
“Why aren’t there very many people here right now?”
Dapper glanced around. “It’s because we’re on night mode. Remember, I showed you the tiny lights.” Dapper pointed again toward the ceiling. Sure enough, the lighting in the room was still somewhat subdued.
“So, if everyone is asleep, why aren’t you?”
Dapper folded his arms and leaned back. “I think it’s because a little boy named Jasper has me up. Do you think you’ll be ready for sleep when you finish eating?”
“Why aren’t we in space? Where are going?”
“We’re on our way to join up with the Liberty Pursuit,” commented Dapper.
“Why?”
“I lost supplies when I crashed. We are going to pick up some more from her,” stated Dapper, watching Jasper take his last bite.
The general asked him if he was finished, and Jasper nodded. He stood and picked up the boy’s tray. Together, they walked back to the galley. Dapper palmed a place near the door, and it opened up. He placed the tray inside and they left.
•
When they entered the corridor, Dapper headed for the command center. Jasper gazed down the corridor in the other direction and saw another hullercast door. He took off to see it only to be stopped by Dapper, who had come up behind him and grabbed a hold of his shoulder. The boy looked at him and Dapper smiled.
Jasper pointed and asked, “Dapper, am I seeing another hullercast door?”
“Yes.”
“What room is that?”
“It’s the commander’s office.”
Dapper left with his hand on Jasper’s shoulder. The boy wondered about the mountain scene that he saw on the commander’s hullercast door. Peering up at Dapper, he asked, “Does the commander like mountains?”
“No. He likes the ocean. It was his wife who loved the mountains.”
•
They entered the bridge and walked to the chair where Jasper’s blanket and pillow were waiting for him. Taking his pillow in his hand, Jasper asked, “Will I get to see rest of the ship when I wake up?”
“Yes. I promise you will get a personal tour tomorrow,” Dapper said.
He opened up the blanket, expecting Jasper to get into the chair. Looking over the top of it, he realized that the boy was gone. Turning around, he found him at the NV table, peering into it. Letting out a sigh, Dapper went to retrieve the child. Jasper was gently running his fingers along the top, while laying his face against it.
“Jasper,” said Dapper quietly. Jasper lifted his chin. The two just looked at each other before the moment of silence was broken. “Do you want to see what an NV table looks like when it is on?”
Jasper beamed at the white-haired man and straightened up. Dapper smiled, rested his hands lightly on the edge of the table, and said, “Watch the top.”
The boy stared into the table to see it instantly light up from within. Inside, an image of part of the galaxy appeared, complete with the planets, moons, comets, and cosmic debris. Each planet and moon looked real, as if it had been captured in space, shrunk, and put into the table.
Jasper gasped. “Is this actually space?”
“In a way, yes. The ship’s navigational stone is reading everything that is in space right now and projecting it here inside for us to see,” Dapper replied.
“Is this what it looks like to fly through space?”
“On a Star Screamer, no. We travel too fast. The colors will blur together. You’ll see for yourself when we travel out in space.” Dapper stepped away from the table. He added, “Come, let’s go to bed.” Jasper watched the table darken back to the purple color of the navigational stone.
Then Jasper joined the general and asked, “Dapper, that wasn’t the entire galaxy, was it?”
“No. That was only a slice of the galaxy. After I get into harmony with the table and feel its energy waves, I have to mentally request the part of the galaxy that I want to see.”
Arriving at the chair, Dapper picked up the blanket, gesturing for Jasper to climb into bed. This time, Jasper obeyed, and Dapper placed the blanket over him. He watched Dapper tuck him in. The general smiled at him and patted his leg, telling him to get some sleep.
•
Before Jasper could close his eyes, the commander joined them. “Jasper,” he quizzed,” did the KOGN take your whole family?”
Jasper shook his head.
“Was someone left behind?”
“Yes. My father.”
“Where was your father when your house was taken?”
“He was at work.”
“Did they touch the town at all?” signed Dapper to Ghonllier.
The commander answered “no” with his hands.
Smiling at Jasper, Ghonllier said, “You should enjoy your rest, Jasper. When I’m flying, I get the best night’s sleep.”
Jasper smiled as Ghonllier pulled the blanket up closer to his neck. Then the commander left, giving Dapper the sign to follow him. Jasper closed his eyes and tried to relax. It was so hard, knowing he was actually flying on a Star Screamer.
•
The two men walked over to the commander’s console that was flanked by two flight chairs. Ghonllier sat, and Dapper joined him. Ghonllier signed,” Have you told me everything?”
“Why are you questioning me?” he signed back.
Ghonllier studied him before he answered. “In my gut, something doesn’t seem right. We learned that Suzair the Great authorized them to take the boy’s house. This is out of character for Suzair the Great. I can’t understand his reasoning. He usually kills people, not kidnaps them.”
“Has he killed the boy’s family?”
“No, not yet. For some reason, he has ordered the KOGN to keep them alive. I think Justin knows more than he is telling me.” Dapper stiffened as Ghonllier continued, “Can you tell me anything more?”
Dapper’s heart ached to tell him about the white Stone, but he made a promise to a secret group of men that he would never talk about the white Stone outside of their circle. The general was prepared to die to keep his promise. It was hard for him to assure Ghonllier that he had no more information, regarding his time on land. Before the Stone appeared that day, Dapper had never withheld any information from his commander. He watched Ghonllier replace his earpiece and continue his conversation with someone he assumed was Justin.
Looking at Jasper sleeping, Dapper thought, I wonder when the Stone will decide to leave the boy. He sighed before he stood to leave the room.
•
Moments after he fell asleep, Jasper found himself back at his house. He and his brother were in their backyard playing ball. Buster had the ball and threw it long. Jasper hustled, watching it float through the air. He didn’t make it and the ball hit the ground. Jasper ran to pick up the ball.
Looking up, Jasper saw a man in a KOGN uniform step into his line of vision. The man stared at Jasper and said nothing. Consumed with fear, Jasper dropped the ball and ran toward his brother. It was then that he realized his brother was gone. He headed for the house only to watch it disappear before his eyes.
Turning around, he found the KOGN soldiers had encircled him, blocking his escape. Jasper yelled,” HELP!”
With a start, he awoke to realize it was only a dream. Relieved, he looked around the room to find himself alone and in what seemed another place. The whole room had completely transformed, with the hullercast showing trees glistening in the night light and stars above him. He threw back the covers to get a better look.
Jasper remembered seeing the ship’s sensor that showed the captains what was outside. He faced the wall behind the control panel to see that it matched the scene in the room. “We’ve landed,” whispered Jasper.
He took a quick three hundred sixty degree spin, looking for Dapper or the commander. All he saw were stars, trees, and a dim light back by the corridor that led to the dining room. Curious to discover the source of the light in the far corner, Jasper headed for the OSA to see if the door was open.
•
He arrived in the OSA to find the door open and the ramp down. Stepping out onto the ramp, Jasper felt the cold damp night. To his right, Jasper saw a soft glow, and he wanted to see what caused it.
Stepping out a little further, Jasper heard voices in the distance. He assumed that they were with the light. Moving down the ramp, the voices became louder. He shivered from the cold and debated about returning to the warm ship. Looking back at the open door, he could hear the voices.
Jasper decided to take a quick peek at the source of the light and voices before he returned to the ship. Leaving the ramp, he followed the curvature of the ship, moving toward the light. The first thing he saw was a real Star Skipper. He beamed to see it, and he wanted to get closer.
Stepping closer, he discovered another ramp where he saw men unloading supplies from the small ship onto a sled. A Star Skipper and a sled. He had read about them, but he had never seen them in his life. Jasper was wishing he could go touch them when he heard a man’s voice above him.
“Everyone turn off the lights and use your field glasses.”
Jasper looked up to see the largest aurora orbiter he had ever seen. The lights in their galaxy were called aurora orbiters. They were self-contained, and they floated above an object or person. They could be programmed to illuminate up or just shoot out rays of light to specific areas. Aurora orbiters could also be programmed to follow you. When they were used inside, they could be programmed to come on at your presence.
Everything immediately went dark. Fear consumed Jasper. What would happen to me if they left me? he thought. Not being able to see, Jasper decided to retrace his steps instead of using the nearby ramp. No one knew him outside of Dapper and the commander. He couldn’t see them, and he didn’t want the other men to think he was sneaking onto the ship. As he moved away, he kept his hand on the ship, retracing his steps. With each step, Jasper hoped that the ramp was still out and the door still open.
He was relieved to finally feel the ramp. He looked up to see if the door was open. He let the air out of his lungs to see the light coming from the door. Scampering up the ramp, the boy cuddled against the wall, peering out the door. The warmth and safety of the ship felt wonderful. For the first time, Jasper realized how frightened he was. His breathing was just starting to become regular when he heard footsteps in the blackness of the night. Before Jasper could get up and run away, he saw a man step onto the ramp.
•
Jasper froze to see a man scurrying up the ramp. He wanted to run and hide but he couldn’t move. When the man stepped into OSA, he heard, “Jasper?”
Looking up, Jasper exhaled,” Dapper.”
The general walked past the boy and placed his hand on the wall with the design. Immediately, Jasper heard, “General Dapper requesting access for Sooner.”
After processing his handprint, a voice confirmed it and a compartment opened. It exposed a couple of cloaks that were Jasper’s size. Jasper hurried to Dapper’s side and the general placed one around his shoulders.
Jasper was about to thank the general, when he said, “I need you to go with me to a meeting.”
“What kind of meeting?” asked Jasper, wrapping the cloak tighter around his body.
“There are some generals and commanders who want to talk with you.” Dapper noticed a very concerned look cross Jasper’s face. He soothed,” Don’t be afraid of them. You know Commander Ghonllier.”
Jasper asked, “Are you going to be there?”
As he finished fastening Jasper’s cloak, Dapper reassured him that he wouldn’t leave his side. The boy looked down to watch Dapper’s hands, and he spied the I-Force emblem on the outside of his cloak.
Tenderly, Jasper reached up to touch it as Dapper left to wait patiently for him to join him at the door. When Jasper arrived, Dapper motioned for him to leave the OSA first.
•
The general followed the boy down the ramp, keeping his hand on his shoulder. He warned him of what was ahead since Jasper wouldn’t be able to see. Jasper was relieved that Dapper kept his hand on his shoulder.
After a few moments, Jasper asked, “Are we going to another ship?”
“No. We have a remote shelter between our two ships,” answered Dapper, moving him in a slightly different direction than he had gone before.
Remote shelters were something new to Jasper. He had learned about them from his books, and he was exited to actually see one. They were portable housing with no windows and one door. They had their own ventilation, cooling, and heating systems that could be put up and taken down in minutes. Each shelter could hold six sleeping adults and could easily blend in with its surroundings.
Glancing around, Jasper saw a pink line forming along the horizon. The jaggedness of the line told him that there were mountains in the area and dawn was close.
As he looked away from the horizon, they arrived at the remote shelter. Dapper opened the door and quickly guided him in, shutting the door behind them.
The bright light in the shelter caused Jasper to cover his eyes. The men in the shelter stopped talking at his presence. Removing his hand, Jasper squinted to see Commander Ghonllier sitting on a stool in front of a table. Around the table, Jasper saw men in I-Force uniforms. On the table, they had tablets with maps projecting above them. Seeing Jasper, Ghonllier turned off his tablet.
Jasper looked at the other men who surrounded the table. Standing next to Ghonllier, he noticed a tall man with the insignia of a commander on his uniform. The other men also had insignia, letting him know that they were generals. Jasper looked behind himself to see Dapper, leaning near the door with his blaster in his hand.
Ghonllier’s voice brought his attention back to the table. “Gentlemen. Let me introduce you to Jasper.”
The commander next to Ghonllier said, “We are glad to have you join us. I’m Commander Houser, and these other men are my generals. Can I ask you a couple of questions?”
“Is my family okay?” asked Jasper.
Everyone stared at him and stayed quiet. Finally Commander Houser answered,” They are alive and on the same KOGN ship that took them. I want to know if you saw the ship take your family.”
“No,” answered Jasper boldly. He glanced over his shoulder and finished,” I was hidden underneath General Dapper’s cloak.”
“So you saw nothing?” quizzed Houser. Jasper nodded, as he faced him. Houser added, “Did you hear anything? Voices?” The boy nodded, so Houser inquired,” What did you hear?”
“A high-pitched crying. It sounded awful.”
“Scremper!” Houser whispered through gritted teeth.
“What words or conversations do you remember hearing?” asked Houser.
Jasper looked away and answered,” They were looking for something, and I heard a deep clinking sound move past us.”
“A stone excavator?” questioned Ghonllier, looking at Dapper.
The general was staring at the floor, acting very uninterested in the conversation. While staring at Dapper, Ghonllier asked, “Jasper, did you hear them talking about a Stone?”
“Yes.”
Ghonllier watched Dapper purse his lips as Houser asked, “What kind of a Stone?”
“I don’t remember. They called it something stone and said it was gone. They did find an empty container,” replied Jasper.
“Did they mention the Stone’s color?” asked Ghonllier, keeping his gaze on Dapper.
“White,” answered Jasper as Dapper jerked slightly at the word.
Ghonllier knew Dapper well enough to know that he already knew about the white Stone. If he hadn’t, Dapper would have questioned Jasper, too. Instead, he stayed quiet.
Now Ghonllier was livid, but he kept it to himself. Why didn’t Dapper tell me about a white Stone? Now, it made sense why the KOGN would enter the planet’s atmosphere. Something else bothered Ghonllier. Justin sidestepped his request to check with his source of spies to learn if something fell from the from the Star Screamer that he destroyed in battle before the KOGN entered the planet’s atmosphere. This was not like Justin. What was going on with the men around him? He planned on finding out, as he was quickly becoming suspicious of Dapper.
A white Stone was very valuable in their galaxy. The Stones had a mind of their own and they were very powerful. But their powers were limited until they bonded to a human, making him immortal and all-powerful.
The I-Force and KOGN were in a civil war because the white Master Stones had disappeared. Soon after the Master of the Galaxy disappeared, the KOGN professed to have the Stones. Whoever had the Master Stones would be the leader of the galaxy.
When the KOGN began ravaging the galaxy with murdering and genocide, I-Force formed to protect the galaxy from the KOGN. As long as the KOGN kept murdering people, I-Force fought to defend and protect them until the Master Stones could be found. Those in I-Force did not believe that the KOGN had the Master Stones. Otherwise, one man could have already wiped out I-Force and ended the war.
Houser asked, “Did you see or find a white Stone before Dapper found you?”
“No. I have never seen a white Stone,” answered Jasper.
•
Houser’s question to Jasper regarding the white Stone brought Ghonllier back to the conversation. He listened as Houser repeated his question from different angles. Jasper held firm to the fact that he had never, ever seen a white Stone.
Ghonllier changed the direction of the question by asking,” What does your father do for a living?”
Jasper answered,” My father does something with energy.”
“What kind of energy?” quizzed Ghonllier.
“I think he calls it cold fusion. He does something with orbiters.”
Houser started to shake his head and said, “That’s a very common job. The KOGN wouldn’t want his family to get something from his father.”
“Is my father okay?” asked Jasper, searching Houser’s face.
“Yes. The regional office has talked to him. He knows that we have you,” Ghonllier answered.
“Are you going to take me home?” asked Jasper.
Ghonllier looked down at his tablet and answered,” Do you mind staying with us a little longer?”
Jasper nodded. Everyone at the table but Ghonllier started to talk among themselves. Ghonllier stared at Dapper, who was rolling his blaster in his hand while he stared at it. The general stayed out the conversation, too. Finally, Dapper glanced over at Ghonllier. They stared at each other until Dapper looked away with a very sad expression on his face. Ghonllier wondered what it meant.
While everyone discussed their plan, Ghonllier listened to their conversation, running his fingertips along the edge of the table. He had a bitter hatred for Suzair the Great since he killed his wife. The commander didn’t like him winning at anything. For some reason, the thought of Suzair the Great with a Master Stone really upset him.
In his heart, Ghonllier never really believed the Master Stones still existed. They disappeared soon after he was born. Yet, the possibility that the Stones might be back in the galaxy intrigued him. He half listened to the others discussing the plans that they were making before Jasper joined them. Deciding he had heard enough, Ghonllier decided how to handle the situation. Justin had put him in charge of this mission of getting Jasper’s family back.
He interrupted. “Houser. We need to go. Justin told me to tell you that you’ll have two other Galaxy Creepers joining you” He nodded as Ghonllier added, “I asked before we came here if the KOGN are still outside the planet waiting for us. They are.”
“How many Galaxy Creepers do they have?” inquired Houser.
“They have one on its way here. Star Screamers are watching for us.”
“Are you going with us?” asked Houser.
Ghonllier picked up his tablet and answered,” No. I need to go pick up Thaine.” He faced Houser and said, “Since I was in the battle with them, I will leave, acting like a wounded ship.”
“Why?” questioned Houser.
Ghonllier stood and slipped the tablet into his pocket. “I want to intercept the Galaxy Creeper that is coming here.”
“You don’t need to do that Ghonllier.”
“It will give you a chance to leave without being noticed,” finished Ghonllier.
“It isn’t necessary. I know the games you like to play with the KOGN.” Houser shook his head and said, “One of these times, you won’t be able to get away from them.”
“Well, I need to know if this ship has Suzair the Great on it.”
Everyone started to leave, and Houser stopped Ghonllier. He leaned in and whispered,” Squirt. We have been friends for a very long time. I’m concerned that you have become too reckless.” Ghonllier grunted. Houser looked over at Jasper and said, “Why don’t you let us take the boy since we are picking up his family.”
“No!” shouted Dapper, coming to life.
Dapper surprised everyone in the room, including himself. It frightened Jasper, and he backed in closer to the general. Everyone stared at Dapper.
Houser responded,” Dapper, if it means that much to you...”
Ghonllier interrupted,” Justin ordered me to keep the boy.” Houser nodded as Ghonllier added, “Be careful Houser. I don’t want to lose you.”
“Me? It’s you I worry about. I don’t want to go after another Galaxy Creeper because they have you. I’m tired of bailing you out of trouble.”
Ghonllier grunted before he said, “You wish.”
Houser’s generals exited the shelter as he faced Ghonllier and asked, “When are you going to grow out of taunting danger?”
“When you grow taller, Beanpole,” countered Ghonllier, stepping past Houser and leaving.
•
Dapper clasped Jasper’s arm, escorting him out the door. They were the last ones to leave, and the general swiftly moved Jasper away from the remote shelter.
The dawn was stronger, leaving shadows. It was now light enough for Jasper to see if the Star Skipper by their ship was gone. The wind picked up and Jasper tightened his cloak around him. Suddenly, Dapper grabbed hold of his shoulder to stop him.
Slowly, Dapper stepped around Jasper to look closer at a shadow on the ground. Jasper peered over his shoulder to see a bird lying motionless. He heard Dapper command his glasses to change to a black light. He only did it for a moment, and then he quickly stood up, clutching his blaster a little tighter. The general placed his hand on the boy’s neck as he increased their speed to the ship.
As they left, Dapper released a few hums from his lips. It was then Jasper realized that he had been listening to hums ever since they left the remote shelter.
Ghonllier joined Dapper and asked, “Did I hear you right? You found a dead KOGN spy?”
“Yeah.” Immediately, Ghonllier switched on the comset on his field glasses to pass on the information to Houser. When he finished, Ghonllier asked, “Dapper, how did it die?”
“A cat.”
“Do you think it was killed by a Tron?”
“Yes, by one of ours,” replied Dapper.
“How do you know?” questioned Ghonllier.
“I heard a hum, communicating to the other spies in the area that were more KOGN spies around our remote shelter.”
“Great,” Ghonllier muttered as they reached the ramp.
•
All three ran up the ramp. As soon as the last foot hit the floor of the OSA, the doors started to close and the ramp retracted into the ship. The general started to talk on his comset. Someone from the ship had contacted him.
“Butler, don’t worry,” Dapper said. “We have the boy. Get us out of here now.”
Ghonllier was quiet, looking at the boy. Jasper matched Ghonllier’s stare. The commander took off his glasses, putting them on his belt, before he spoke solemnly,” Thank you, Jasper, for your help.”
Jasper smiled at him as Dapper removed the boy’s cloak. Ghonllier quickly opened the door to his compartment, placing his cloak and weapons belt inside. Then he left the room, leaving Jasper and Dapper alone.
The two looked at each other. “Ready for bed again?” Dapper asked.
Jasper nodded, and the two headed for the bridge in silence. When they entered the bridge, Ghonllier was at the NV table. Jasper ran to it. Dapper shook his head. “Right, as if he’ll go to sleep now,” mumbled the general, following.
Dapper joined them just as Ghonllier finished charting the course for the ship. Jasper was disappointed the commander wasn’t going to spend much time at the table. He wanted to see all that the table could do. Before he could protest, Dapper put his hand on Jasper’s neck. The boy gazed up at him.
“Come, let’s go to bed. You have tomorrow to see the NV table.”
They walked over to Jasper’s chair. Dapper helped him crawl back to his pillow and blanket. Jasper laid down as the commander ordered,” Butler, I want to fly in code blue. Don’t let Sam change it when he comes on duty.”
As Dapper finished tucking him in, Jasper regarded him with tired eyes. “What does code blue mean?”
“We want the KOGN to see us. We don’t fly in secrecy,” Dapper replied, patting him on the leg.
•
Jasper watched him leave. The captain on duty stopped Dapper.
“General,” he said in a hushed tone,” is he serious about flying at this speed?”
He showed Dapper the vanishing paper where Ghonllier had written his instructions.
After Dapper read it, he nodded. “Is he planning on doing what I think he is?” asked Butler.
“I’m afraid so.”
“Does Sam know about this?” asked Butler, as he put the paper between the palms of his hands and rubbed them together.
“No, not yet. We both know you two are the best pilots in I-Force, especially Sam,” smiled Dapper, leaving. He sighed and mumbled,” I wish he wouldn’t play these games with the KOGN.” Knowing that the white Stone was in Jasper’s pocket, he wondered if the Stone would have a role in the battle. It had the power to do anything it wanted.

Jasper felt very relaxed as he started to hear the sounds of a full and functioning ship wash over him. The more he listened, the more excited he became. Opening his eyes, he was startled by how bright the lights were in the command center.
The ship looked different to Jasper, and he kept blinking while trying to adjust to the brightness. There sure is a difference between day and night mode. I like it, he thought, noticing that a new captain was working at the control panel. I wonder how long I was asleep.
He jumped when he heard a voice beside him. “I’ve been waiting for you to wake up.”
Turning sharply, he saw a boy about his own size and age sitting next to him. The boy had dark brown hair, hazel eyes, and a very enthusiastic expression. “Who are you?” Jasper asked in a startled voice.
“My name is Sooner,” the boy replied, sliding out of his chair. “I was told your name is Jasper,” added the boy as he picked up Jasper’s blanket and started to fold it up.
Jasper noticed that Sooner was wearing an I-Force uniform, just like everyone else. It was exactly the same, right down to the I-Force insignia on his chest. Staring at it, Jasper asked, “Are you part of the crew?”
“Yep!” Sooner replied proudly.
“How come?” asked Jasper. “I thought you couldn’t be part of I-Force until you were eighteen. Did the KOGN take your family, like me?”
Sooner answered with a “no” as he tucked the folded blanket underneath his arm. Jasper stood to help Sooner put his bedding away. Sooner pulled out the drawer, while Jasper helped him put them away. Then Sooner shut the drawer and looked at Jasper.
“You are going to stay with me. Would you like to see our room?”
“Yes!”
Sooner headed for the corridor with Jasper on his heels. This time, the corridor was full of people in the blue and gray uniforms. As the boys maneuvered through the people, Jasper looked for the insignia on the uniforms so he would know who was an officer and who was not.
When they passed the fish hullercast, Jasper smiled at it. Shortly, he could see the mountain scene was the next open door, and he slowed down to look at it. For some reason, Jasper thought it looked different from the night before.
Glancing away from the door, he opened his mouth to inquire about it only to find Sooner was gone. He searched through the crowds and found Sooner farther down the corridor. Jasper ran to catch up.
Arriving, he asked, “Sooner. The hullercast on the commander’s door—it looks different from last night. Did it change?”
He stopped and glanced back, and Sooner answered,” It changed.”
“Can you program your hullercast door to change?” Jasper asked.
“Only the commander of the ship has the authority to change his,” answered Sooner, stepping toward the wall.
Jasper looked behind Sooner to see a hullercast door twice the length of the dining room door. He said, “Sooner. What does that door go too?”
Sooner joined Jasper and answered,” I’ll show you later. Right now, I want to show you where you are going to sleep.”
Reluctantly, Sooner looked away from the hullercast’s image of a lush, green rainforest. As he turned around, Jasper heard Sooner say, “Hullercast door open.”
Immediately, a huge three-by-eight-foot waterfall appeared. Jasper grinned as they walked through it. Sooner closed the door while Jasper slowly surveyed the room. Sooner went on to explain that he had something to show him. Jasper stared at the only small bed in the room and he questioned where he was going to sleep.
When he questioned Sooner, Sooner palmed the wall above his bed and ordered another one to appear. Then, out of the wall, another bed appeared above Sooner’s. With the bed being tall, Jasper wondered,” How do I get up there?”
Sooner palmed the end of the bed. Before he removed his hand, a metallic ladder appeared out of the bottom of the bed. Jasper grinned as he touched it.
“I have clothes for you to wear,” said Sooner.
“You do?” asked Jasper, looking away from the ladder.
Sooner went to the wall across from the beds and commanded it to open. The wall parted to show uniforms hanging in a neat row, some longer than the others. With Jasper being a little taller than Sooner, he figured that the longer uniforms were his.
“Can I see if it fits?” asked Jasper.
“Sure,” answered Sooner, reaching up for one of the longer uniforms. He handed it to Jasper and added, “You can use the bathroom to shower and change.”
“Where is it?” asked Jasper, looking around.
Sooner ran over to the wall by his nightstand. While Sooner palmed the wall by a small white pulsating light, Jasper noticed two stones, a green and orange stone embedded in the nightstand. Above the stones an aurora orbiter floated. The wall parted to expose the bathroom. Jasper entered and Sooner showed him how to shut the door and use the water. Everything was different from his home.
When he shut the door, Jasper was excited about taking his first shower on a Star Screamer. Quickly, he showered and put on his new clothes. Looking down at his old clothes, Jasper picked up his pants to retrieve the white Master Stone from his pocket. Without looking at the Stone or realizing his actions, he placed the Stone in the pocket of his new clothes. Then he opened the door.
•
Jasper exited the bathroom with his old clothes in his hand. He wanted to see how he looked in his uniform. Sooner said, “Put your clothes on the bed and come here.”
Next to the closet, Sooner palmed the wall to expose a full-length mirror. Jasper grinned to see himself in an I-Force uniform.
“Where did you get this uniform?”
Sooner joined him at the mirror and answered,” It’s mine. When we stop at my grandfather’s place, I pick up uniforms that are taller than me so I have something to grow into.”
“Thanks,” beamed Jasper.
Jasper faced the room so he could survey his new surroundings. He expected quarters on a ship to be larger. Yet, he decided that this room was adequate. At the foot of the beds, Jasper saw a desk with a monitor and amplifier secured to it. Next to this, Jasper saw a clear plastic case that was built into the wall. There were shelves inside where small rocks were displayed, each one labeled with the name of a different planet.
Jasper went over to the case and studied the rocks to see if all of them would easily fit in his hand.
Looking at Sooner, Jasper asked, “Do these stones have powers?”
Sooner joined him and explained that they didn’t. They were rocks that he picked up from the ground each time they landed at a new place. Jasper was impressed to see how many places Sooner had been. He even noticed a rock from his own planet.
He inquired where Sooner got the rock from the Suzair planet. Sooner explained,” We landed at a place by a lake. The Liberty Pursuit joined us so we could do some minor repairs. Father allowed me to get off the ship and I found this rock.”
“Can I look at your rock?”
Sooner commanded,” Case, open.”
The clear protective shield disappeared, allowing Sooner to take out the rock Jasper wanted to see. He picked the rock that had a myriad of deep colors with little flecks of sparkles in it. After a few moments, Jasper handed it back and asked, “Do you like rocks?”
Sooner nodded as he placed the rock back in its proper place and commanded,” Case, close.”
The protective clear shield reappeared as Jasper turned to explore the rest of the room. Sooner went to the bed and picked up Jasper’s clothes. Jasper watched him come toward him.
He asked, “What are you doing with those?”
Sooner explained that Jasper needed to put his clothes into the laundry chute. This is what they called it at home. Sooner called it the suction chute. When he palmed the wall, a hole appeared and Sooner placed his clothes just beneath it. Immediately, the clothes were sucked into the wall. Jasper was relieved to learn that his clothes would be returned to his quarters, cleaned and pressed.
•
When they exited their quarters, Sooner shut the door and asked if Jasper was hungry. Jasper nodded, so they headed to the dining room. The boys quickly found that they were both competitive. They giggled to see who could walk the fastest and maneuver around people in the corridor without bumping into anyone—but without running. Sooner explained that they weren’t allowed to run in the corridors.
Jasper was having fun, and he didn’t care or notice that the crew stared at him strangely. The boys quickly made it to the dining room. Sooner beat Jasper, but just barely. They both slipped past two people coming out and ran over to the galley. Jasper expected to see the same food displayed on the monitors.
The pictures had changed to show breakfast meals. He studied the pictures and finally decided to just get what Sooner ordered. Jasper found it too hard to choose since the galley had so many of his favorite foods. The two boys retrieved their meals and went to what Sooner called his favorite table. It was in the back corner.
Sitting, Jasper took out his utensils from the package. Then he looked at Sooner and asked, “How long have you been flying?”
“Ever since I was a baby,” Sooner answered, taking his first bite.
“Have you ever lived on land?”
“Not really.”
“Never?”
“The closest we get to it is when we visit my grandfather, but we never stay long,” informed Sooner.
“Why don’t you stay with him?”
Sooner shrugged and went back to eating. Jasper gazed around the room while he chewed his food. He thought, Sooner is so lucky. I would love this. Looking at Sooner, he asked, “How does your mother like living on a Star Screamer?”
“I don’t have a mother,” answered Sooner, feeling empty when he spoke the words. No one had ever asked him about his mother before. Leaning back, he added, “Do you have a mother?” Jasper nodded because his mouth was too full to speak. “Are you in school?” Jasper responded with a positive nod. “I hope to go soon. Father says I will. He promised me that I would go to school on land, when I’m old enough.”
“How old are you?” asked Jasper.
“Six.”
“What does your father do on board?”
“He’s the commander, and this is his ship.”
Jasper dropped his fork and scrambled to pick it up. “Your father is Commander Ghonllier?!”
“Yes,” answered Sooner. “Why do you look so surprised?”
“Your father looks a lot younger than my father does,” Jasper answered. “He must be a new commander.”
“He’s been a commander ever since I can remember. I’ve heard other people say he became the youngest commander in the fleet,” informed Sooner.
“How old is he?”
“Twenty-eight.”
Jasper asked, “When did he become commander?”
“I think around my first birthday. At least, that’s what I was told. He was about twenty...three!” answered Sooner.
Jasper took a bite and swallowed. “I met Commander Houser last night. He and your father seemed to be good friends. How long have they known each other?”
“They went to the academy and ended up rooming together. They’ve been friends ever since,” Sooner replied, as he started to giggle.
Surprised by Sooner’s outburst, Jasper asked, “What’s so funny?”
“Oh, Houser. He tells me stories about my father, when he was younger. They knew each other since they were boys. I often wonder what it would be like to have a friend like that.” Sooner gave Jasper a thoughtful look. “Do you have a close friend?”
Jasper nodded. “I did. But he just moved away.”
•
Sooner planned on asking another question when the conversation was abruptly interrupted by flashing red lights. Along with the lights came warning sounds that poured fear into Jasper’s heart. Stunned by the sudden change in environment, Jasper just sat there, watching everyone scatter, including Sooner. He wasn’t sure what to do. After a moment, however, his sense of survival took over, and he followed Sooner. He caught up to him running toward the command center.
Sooner continued to the flight chair Jasper had slept in the night before. After crawling into it, he gestured for Jasper to sit in another chair. When he did, Sooner touched a spot on his chair, ordering “security.” A safety strap moved across his body. Jasper did the same thing.
He quickly forgot about the harness holding him tightly against the chair when a wall started to drop out of the ceiling. Looking at Sooner, he finally asked, “What is happening here?”
“We are going into shutdown mode. We’re being attacked,” Sooner explained calmly as Jasper’s eyes skittered about the room. The moment the wall touched the floor, the whole room turned into one big hullercast. The floor, ceiling, and walls became a big monitor projecting what was happening outside in all directions. It was like when they landed, but now, this was space. It was what he wanted to see.
Instantly, the hullercast turned green. A chill went up Jasper’s spine. He noticed Sooner looking up and behind them. Jasper followed his gaze to see a KOGN Galaxy Creeper.
“Why did the hullercast turn green?” asked Jasper.
“We’re in a retractor beam.”
“Are we going to go inside that KOGN Galaxy Creeper?”
“They will try,” answered Sooner.
“Are you afraid?”
“No,” answered the boy calmly. “KOGN has tried to capture us numerous times, and we escape every time.”
Jasper was about to ask another question when he heard a very calm, soothing voice. His eyes searched for the source. It seemed to be coming from the NV table, but there was no one there. Then he heard it again and understood the words very clearly. Jasper noticed the commander’s crossed legs sticking out of the flight chair by the small console of ship’s stones.
•
Ghonllier asked, “Can you tell me if this Galaxy Creeper is Suzair the Great’s?”
Butler touched the purple stone and waited patiently for an answer. Shortly, he answered,” No Commander. It is not Suzair the Great’s ship.”
After a long moment of staring at it, Ghonllier ordered,” Let’s do some target practice, Sam.”
“Any changes?” asked the captain, joining Butler at the control panel.
“No. It looks like we’re at the right angle to take out the subber station. So do it,” replied Ghonllier.
Jasper noticed his voice was just as calm as Sooner’s and his father’s. Sam glanced at the other captains and said, “Butler, since you’re driving this time, make the break quickly and don’t hesitate.”
Break? thought Jasper. What are they talking about?
“Okay, let’s go on three...two...one. NOW!” Sam ordered.
•
The stars seemed to jump and twist as the Liberty Quest abruptly came about and headed straight at the Creeper. The Galaxy Creeper was now in front of the captains, being mirrored on the huge monitor above their control panel.
“Butler, I need at least 50 percent acceleration,” ordered Sam, as Jasper watched him reach over and lightly touch the purple stone embedded in the control panel.
Jasper’s stomach started to churn, and he swallowed hard to hold it back. The Liberty Quest went speeding toward the Galaxy Creeper. We’re ramming a Galaxy Creeper!! thought Jasper, gulping air. The Galaxy Creeper was quickly increasing in size. When it looked like they were about to hit it, their ship changed directions and veered underneath the Galaxy Creeper. Suddenly, the green glow disappeared.
Jasper almost lost his breakfast as the ship dropped straight down and zoomed underneath the Galaxy Creeper, only to be picked up again by the green light on the other side. Being grabbed by the retractor beam caused the ship to jerk hard. Jasper understood why they were in the flight chairs in security harnesses.
The Liberty Quest spun in the retractor beam and faced the Galaxy Creeper. Huge doors started to open on the KOGN ship, exposing one of the ship’s bays. A low rumble consumed their ship.
“What’s that sound?” Jasper asked.
“They’re our quasar cannons,” answered Sooner. He pointed and said, “Sam is going to fire.”
Just as Sooner said the words, Jasper saw red quasar blasts leave their ship and hit the Galaxy Creeper. Since they were so close, Jasper saw the blasts strike the surface of the ship and ricochet in three different directions, causing a piece of the ship to fall away. He wondered what part it was.
Again, he heard Commander Ghonllier’s soothing voice. Uncrossing his legs, the commander calmly ordered,” Sam, hold the picture firmly in your mind of the subber station. You can do it, I know you. Let’s do it again.”
“Going again on three...two...one. Now!” announced Sam.
Jasper’s eyes were on the open door of the KOGN ship’s bay. It was growing larger by the second. He heard the rumbling sound again, and the red blasts left the ship. This time Jasper knew the blasts hit the target, as the green light disappeared.
“Very good, Sam. Now destroy us,” ordered Ghonllier.
DESTROY US?! What are they talking about? Jasper thought.
Jasper didn’t have time to think about it at all because Sooner said, “Brace yourself, Jasper. We’re going to jump speed.”
Jasper gave Sooner a quick glance when he felt the ship rocking back and forth. “Is this what a jump feels like?” he asked, looking at Sooner with a startled face.
“No, it isn’t,” Sooner replied, concerned. Looking around, he added, “We were hit from a blast from the Galaxy Creeper.”
The confusion increased as another Star Screamer appeared just outside their ship. Where did that ship come from? he wondered, trying to control his stomach. They started to veer away as the other ship exploded, breaking up. Jasper gripped the arm of the chair harder, wondering what was going to happen next.
The hullercasts suddenly showed streaks of beautiful colors all around them.
“Where are we now, Sooner?” Jasper choked out.
“We’re in a jump field,” answered Sooner, letting himself out of the safety straps.
•
When he saw Sooner out of his chair, Jasper realized it was over. For some reason, he couldn’t release his grip on the arms of the chair.
“Are you okay?” Sooner asked, standing in front of him.
Unsure of how he felt, Jasper just looked at him. Finally, Jasper asked, “Is it really over with?” Sooner nodded. “Does this happen often?” asked Jasper, fumbling to find the release of his safety harness.
“It depends,” Sooner answered, glancing in his father’s direction because he could hear his voice.
The sound of the wall retracting into the ceiling let Jasper know they really were okay. He got out of his chair to join Sooner. The commander noticed the boys out of the corner of his eye, arriving at his side.
Ghonllier asked, “Well, how did Jasper handle his first battle in space?” Jasper rested his head on the NV table and moaned. Ghonllier chuckled. “Son, I think you better take Jasper to see Anna.”
“Come, Jasper,” said Sooner, leading him away.
•
As Sooner led Jasper down the corridor, Dapper strode past them and noticed Jasper’s white face. He suspected Sooner was taking Jasper to go see Anna, the ship’s head medic. Smiling, he headed for the captains.
“Did we come out clean this time?” asked the general.
Slowly, Sam shook his head. Ghonllier noticed it as he glanced up from the NV table.
He asked, “Sam. What are our damages?”
Sam finally glanced over his shoulder at the commander before he answered,” Commander, I’ve questioned my stone twice. It gave me the same answer both times. I don’t think you’re going to believe what the stone just told me.”
Giving Sam a concerned look, Ghonllier asked, “Give it to me.”
Turning his chair to face Ghonllier, he said, “The blast damaged our main fuel line. Our red stones are putting out energy surges trying to compensate for the loss of fuel moving through the pumps.”
Joining Dapper and Sam, Ghonllier asked, “Can you stop the leak?”
“I’ve already shut down the fuel lines, Commander,” assured Butler.
Ghonllier questioned,” Are you sure they hit our main line?”
“Yes.”
He mumbled,” That’s impossible. The hit should have ignited the fuel, and we would have ended up like our hullercast decoy.”
“I know, Commander. I knew you wouldn’t believe it with you being a pilot yourself.”
“Captains, get me General Jackson,” ordered the commander, going to his flight chair. Sitting, he touched the green stone and waited until the captains transferred the call to him. “Jackson, we have damage to the main fuel line,” he said. “Pass it on to everyone that all hullercasts have been shut down. Then I want you to see if you have everything to repair it.”
“Acknowledged, Commander,” replied the voice on the other end.
•
Dapper noticed the concern on Ghonllier’s face and he, too, felt the same way. They were in a dangerous situation. Damage to the main fuel line meant they wouldn’t be able to use the hullercasts or camouflage gels if they needed to be invisible.
He watched Ghonllier stand and ordered,” Captains, give me a report on how much fuel we have left.”
“Acknowledged,” responded Sam as Ghonllier returned to the NV table.
Dapper looked in the direction Jasper and Sooner left in. I know the Master Stone that Jasper is carrying had something to do with this. Why did it allow our ship to be damaged in a dangerous place and keep us from exploding? Where is it sending us and for what reason?
Glancing back at the message center, Dapper decided to send a message to the regional judge, Justin. As he started to type the message, Dapper heard Sam announce that Ghonllier had another page from General Jackson.
Ghonllier raised his gaze from the table and paused, looking back at the console with the stones by his chair. He went to it and touched the green stone and asked, “What did you find?”
“We have the equipment and parts, but we’ll have to go outside to fix it,” Jackson replied.
Ghonllier responded,” I already suspected that. Thanks for verifying it for me. Study the situation from the stones. We might need to fix it in record time.”
“Acknowledged, Commander.”
•
Ghonllier looked at the captains and asked, “How much fuel do we have in our emergency supply? Did we lose any there?”
Butler reached over and touched the purple stone. Shortly, he removed his hand and explained that they still had their reserved fuel. It meant they had at least two hours of use for their camouflage gel. Now, Ghonllier needed to find a place to land and hopefully not need to use it.
The commander went back to the NV table. They used their fuel to operate hullercasts and camouflage gels. If they left the lines empty for too long, it would cause the red stones to malfunction. When the red energy stones malfunction, they take energy from the other stones, causing a complete shutdown.
Butler interrupted Ghonllier with a complete status on the fuel left in the lines. He was relieved to see there was enough for the red stone to function until they landed. Ghonllier knew that he needed to find the closest planet or moon and land. Before the captains interrupted him, he had just pinpointed which grid they were jumping over.
Ghonllier stayed at the NV table for a while, working out different scenarios. Finally, he saw that he had no choice. Reaching out on the table, he palmed it, causing vanishing paper to pop out. Picking up a writing utensil, Ghonllier wrote down the coordinates before he took them over to the captains.
He ordered,” Put these coordinates in and let’s see if we have enough fuel to use our camouflage gels when we land.”
Butler did what Ghonllier asked. When he finished, he looked over his shoulder and announced, “We have three hours of fuel, once we’ve landed.”
A light groan escaped the commander’s lips at Butler’s news. Dapper turned away from the message center and asked, “Commander, what’s the closest place to land?”
Ghonllier stared at him before he answered,” The planet Jasmine.”
•
Dapper leaned against the panel. He was in the process of sending a message to Justin, the Regional Judge of their section, when the commander and the captains started talking about their problems. The general offered to check on what spies I-Force had on the Jasmine planet. The commander agreed, and Dapper faced the message center again.
The general planned on sending more than just the one message to Justin. Dapper and Justin were a part of a secret group of men who had a different agenda for the galaxy. No one on board the Liberty Quest was aware of Justin’s involvement or of the group. This included Ghonllier.
When he finished, Dapper watched Ghonllier at the NV table while he waited for his answer regarding the spies. Ever since Ghonllier had become the commander of the Liberty Quest, he went after KOGN Galaxy Creepers looking for Suzair the Great. Dapper wondered when it would catch up with the commander. Then he thought about the Master Stone that Jasper carried. Did the Stone have something to do with their ship becoming damaged? This was the first time they had left a battle with serious damage.
Dapper wondered about something else. He expected Ghonllier to quiz him about the news that the KOGN had lost a Master Stone. In the past, he would have been all over him. Why not this time? Why had Ghonllier not even acted like that they had a discussion with Houser about the white Stone? Dapper wondered if the Master Stone caused Ghonllier to forget just as it had with Jasper.
The answer to his message interrupted Dapper’s thoughts. He glanced at the message coming in as Ghonllier ordered the captains to take them to the coordinates he had given them moments before. While he waited for the message to finish printing out, Dapper rested against the message center, glancing at Ghonllier. The Jasmine planet wasn’t just under KOGN rule. It was one of the most dangerous planets in the galaxy. He was very familiar with it, and so was the commander.
When he heard the printing of the message stop, Dapper reached for it. Another message started to come in after he removed the first one. Dapper noticed that the second message was an answer to his first message to a person in their secret group. He waited for it to finish while he read the first message.
Shortly, the last message finished and Dapper removed it from the message center, placing it in his pocket. Then Dapper took the message in his hand to Ghonllier so the commander could figure out the coordinates for landing near their spies. On other ships, the captains would chart the landing by using the navigational screen. With Ghonllier being a licensed pilot, he would usually handle the landing himself.
Ghonllier read the message from Justin while Dapper watched Butler touch the purple stone, giving it instructions mentally. The general moved away from Ghonllier so he could read the second message in private. When he finished, Dapper took the vanishing paper and rubbed it between the palms of his hands. Then Dapper went to the time sync stone and touched it. The orange stone projected above it,” Twenty hours.” He took a deep sigh. They would be at the Jasmine planet in twenty hours. Dapper wondered if they would live through this encounter with the KOGN. Looking at Ghonllier, he thought, So Far, you have been luckily. Will it continue?
Dapper looked away knowing his own fate, if the KOGN captured him. They knew Dapper as a spy and they would kill him on the spot. No one on board the Liberty Quest knew about his true status.
•
Ghonllier joined him and interrupted his thoughts. Dapper said, “How do you feel about getting us in and out without the KOGN seeing us?”
The commander studied him before he answered,” Why are you asking me that question? I’m not capable of knowing the future.
“Dapper shrugged his shoulders and expressed,” I’m not happy about going there is all.”
“I think our chances are slim to get out alive,” whispered Ghonllier.
The general patted him on the shoulder and expressed,” If anyone can do it, it will be you.”
Ghonllier watched him leave, hoping he was right. Then Ghonllier looked over at the navigational screen and decided to go check out the terrain where the spies were last reported. The commander did not notice that Dapper pulled out his portable C-stone and started to speak to someone in an ancient language known only by a handful of men.
•
When Sooner and Jasper reached Anna, she gave Jasper something for his upset stomach. Sooner and Anna were friends. She had taken care of him ever since he was a baby. After she checked out Jasper’s condition with her analyzer, the boys were ready to leave.
The boys scurried out into the waiting room. Sooner headed for the open door. Jasper stopped him and said, “Where are the hullercasts?”
Sooner looked at Jasper and then pulled him in a new direction, not answering his question. Letting go of Jasper’s arm, Sooner disappeared through a side door that Jasper never noticed before. Jasper followed Sooner and found they had entered a new corridor.
Jasper paused to study the corridor. Doors lined the left side of the corridor, but there was just one door on the right side. Sooner stood at the first door on the left and Jasper joined him. The first door belonged to a salon. Someone was sitting in a chair getting a haircut.
Sooner looked at Jasper. He gestured for him to follow. They moved at a fast walk to the next door.
“Wow,” expressed Jasper.
The room was full of exercise equipment. Jasper was unfamiliar with some of the machines. He pointed at the back wall where they could see an entrance. A red light was flashing on and off next to it.
Jasper asked, “Where does that doorway lead to?”
“It’s a running tunnel. We call it RT for short. It is fun to go in there,” stated Sooner.
A running tunnel could be programmed for all terrains, weather, and temperatures. A runner ran on a moving floor while the tunnel, lined with hullercasts, changed around him. But with the hullercasts being shut down, no one could use it right then.
“Let’s go in,” said Jasper, moving past him.
“No. We can’t. It’s shut down,” said Sooner, gesturing toward it. Then he added, “We will do it some other time. It’s important that you exercise when you fly in space.”
“Why isn’t anyone in here?” asked Jasper.
Sooner shook his head and answered,” I don’t know.” Then he nudged Jasper’s arm and added, “Come. I want to show you the game room.”
The boys left and started moving down the corridor. Jasper slowed down in front of the next door and Sooner said, “No, not in there.”
“What is it?” asked Jasper.
“A spa,” answered Sooner.
Moving past the door to the spa, Jasper found the door on the right. He saw that it led into the Med-C, where he could see Anna working. Sooner encouraged him to keep going. Jasper joined him at the last door on the left.
When Jasper arrived at Sooner’s side, they entered a large room with tables scattered throughout the room. Jasper was amazed to see how many tables there were, each with a game built into its top.
Sooner stepped into the room and stopped. He looked around and said, “This is strange.”
“What is wrong?” asked Jasper.
“Hullercasts. There are no hullercasts anywhere,” he mumbled, going to one table.
“What do you mean by no hullercasts?”
“We won’t be able to play all of the games.”
“Is that why no one is here?”
“Yeah,” answered Sooner. Then he gestured for Jasper to follow him.
Sooner took him to a table that had a game Jasper wasn’t familiar with. “Sit. We can play this one. It doesn’t take hullercasts to play it,” explained Sooner.
The boys sat and started to play. During the game, Jasper noticed a sealed door with another flashing red light next to it. “What is behind the sealed door, Sooner?” Jasper asked, pointing at it.
Sooner glanced over his shoulder and answered,” It’s the Reality Room. You can go in there and practice using your blaster, have different fights, do rock climbing, and things like that.”
“That sounds fun. Can we go in?”
Sooner shook his head before he said, “Father won’t let me go in there. He says that I need to be old enough to handle a blaster. Plus, it isn’t working with the hullercasts down.”
The boys went back to playing the game.
•
Jasper and Sooner spent the rest of the day in the game room and only came out to eat. When the lights started to shift into night mode, Ghonllier came to find them. He wasn’t surprised the sensors on the tracking panel reported Sooner was here. Jasper and Sooner had just finished a game and were about to start another when the commander placed his hands on Sooner’s shoulders.
“Boys, you have all day tomorrow. I want you to go to bed now,” he said sternly. Sooner gave his father a very disappointed look. Ghonllier smiled at his son, and his voice softened. “Come, Sooner. You know the rules.”
“Okay, Father.” Looking at Jasper, he said, “C’mon, Jasper. I have another game in my room.” Sooner stood to leave and added, “I think you might like it.”
Ghonllier wanted to tell him that he needed to go to bed, but he stopped. Instead, he watched the boys leave. Alone, he looked around the room. It had been a while since he had sat down to enjoy a game. The room looked barren and uninteresting with the hullercast windows gone and no one there.
With the whole ship looking different, it reminded him of how he felt. Everything sat on his shoulders, and he wasn’t quite sure how he was going to pull it all off. Without being able to talk with the spies, he really couldn’t come up with a plan ahead of time.
Slowly, he walked toward the door, running his fingertip along the tops of the chairs as he went. I don’t want to go to the Jasmine planet. I thought I’d never see that place again. How ironic: I’m forced to return when I thought the KOGN deserved the place. Maybe it will be the last place I ever go.
He sighed aloud. “Maybe this time Houser is right,” he mused quietly to himself. “Maybe I flirt too much with danger, and it has caught up to me.”
For some reason, Ghonllier lived for the thrill and excitement of danger, even though there was a secret part of him that cringed every time he brought his son close to peril. But he couldn’t bear to be away from Sooner. He promised his son that he would live on land when it was time for him to go to school.
When he went to live on land, Ghonllier knew that he would have to give up his ship. His heart ached at the thought of giving up being the commander of the Liberty Quest to live on land again.
As he exited the game room, Ghonllier felt regret for having his son with him this time. He wished Sooner was with his grandfather. It was against regulations to have him on board, but he had special permission. Most of the time, he was deeply grateful to have Sooner with him. Knowing he had placed his son in great danger, Ghonllier realized how much he truly loved his son.
“I hope we live through this,” he whispered to himself.

Leaning into the doorway, Jasper took in his first glimpse of the planet called Jasmine. Sooner would’ve been with him, but his father stopped to talk with him in the corridor. It allowed Jasper to win their race to the OSA. While he waited for Sooner, Jasper decided this planet looked the same as Suzair except for a strange plant that he found captivating.
On the port side of the ship, the trees were thick and close together, staying in a straight line. They seemed to stretch out forever. It reminded him of the grove of trees back at his home where Dapper found him. He searched the trees, wondering if this strange plant was among them. The trees were too dense for him to know.
But looking to the right, or starboard, side of the ship, the trees were sparse. The grass was tall, and the strange plants were visible. The tree branches swayed in the breeze, but the strange plants stood motionless, with their huge flowers facing the ship. They gave Jasper the feeling that they were watching him.
The plants stood about four feet tall, and their green branches twisted around themselves in odd shapes. Each bush seemed to have a different-colored flower that ran through the color scheme with the same colors grouped together. Each flower appeared to be at least the size of Jasper’s foot.
Another breeze caused the trees to sway without affecting the plants with the flowers. But this time, the breeze brought a wonderful smell into the ship. Jasper smelled a mixture of delicious scents that made his mouth water. The aromas gave him an overpowering desire to follow his nose to find the source of the smells.
He was about to follow his desires when he heard someone entering the OSA. Moving away from the doorway, he was pleased to see Sooner, who quickly picked up on the same smells.
Sooner said, “I can smell licorice candy and butterscotch.”
Jasper nodded. “That’s exactly what I smell. Where do you think it’s coming from?”
Sooner stepped out on the top of the ramp and studied the area with Jasper joining him. Shaking his head, Sooner concluded, “ I don’t know.”
“It has to be here somewhere. Let’s go find the licorice,” suggested Jasper, as he moved down the ramp.
Sooner warned,” Wait, Jasper. Father just made me promise not to venture outside without Dapper or him.”
Disappointed, Jasper faced him. Behind Jasper, Sooner spied a flower change its colors and designs in the breeze. Excited, he pointed it out to Jasper. The boys decided that the flower worked like a kaleidoscope. They had started to count the different changes when someone entered the OSA.
•
Dapper walked over to his compartment while he kept his gaze on the boys. He figured out what they were doing and smiled. After he retrieved his weapons belt, Dapper took it with him to the door. He stood in the doorway as he put on his belt.
Jasper saw Dapper first and ran to him, grabbing his arm. “Dapper, there’s a wonderful smell outside and beautiful large flowers out there. Can we go look at them close up?”
“You like the smell of dirty old socks?” Dapper teased, smiling at him as he fastened his belt around his waist.
Jasper didn’t pay any attention to Dapper’s negative comment as he dragged him through the door. The breeze brought them another big whiff of licorice candy.
“Dapper, where is that wonderful smell coming from? I want to go find it,” Jasper repeated.
“Yes, you and everyone else who smells that smell. But, boys, you don’t want to find the source of that smell. It means death to those who do,” Dapper said, while he put on his field glasses.
Sooner joined them and asked, “Death! Why?”
“Those large flowers are probably underneath our ship and they are very dangerous,” he divulged.
“Why do they smell so good if they’re so dangerous?” asked Sooner, peering up. “I don’t understand.”
“They are called snacker vines, and they live only on this planet. They have about fifteen different fragrances all for the purpose of luring you to them so they can capture you,” warned Dapper.
Sooner gave him an unsure expression and asked, “What do they do with you?”
Dapper just smiled at him.
Jasper wasn’t completely paying attention to Dapper’s words, as he asked, “Can you tell us which flower has what smell?”
Dapper pointed and said, “Those yellow ones smell like butterscotch. The multi-colored ones smell like licorice candy. The red and white flowers smell like baking bread and strawberry jam.”
•
Everyone’s heads turned upon hearing a compartment opening. Ghonllier was in the OSA to retrieve his weapons belt. Sooner entered the OSA to join his father, hoping to get his permission to go outside.
“Father, there are plants outside that I want—”
While he put on his weapons belt, Ghonllier interrupted,” Those are carnivorous plants, boys, so stay away from them.” He faced them while he fastened his belt. “I do not want you to go outside this ship.”
“What does ‘carnivorous’ mean?” asked Sooner.
“I didn’t want to scare you, boys, but ‘carnivorous’ means ‘meat-eating, ’” Dapper explained quickly, hoping to soften Ghonllier’s words.
“I didn’t know there were plants out there that would eat you!” Sooner said in astonishment. “Why haven’t I known about them?”
“Because they only live here,” answered Ghonllier. He looked out the door and thought, I never figured to come back here.
The boys wanted to know if the plants had teeth. While Ghonllier removed his field glasses from his belt, he explained that the plants sent out runners that quickly wrapped around the bodies of their victims. Looking into the boys’ astonished faces, he added, “Then they drag you into the main plant where you suffocate.”
Dapper cleared his throat and Ghonllier looked up at him. The general gave him the sign with his hand to stop frightening the boys. Ghonllier went on to tell them that the Snacker vines would eat anything that they could get their vines on. When the boys inquired if anyone could escape, Ghonllier assured them that once the plants pulled someone inside the main plant, the plant covered him in a green slime, making it impossible for him to breathe.
Dapper rolled his eyes, feeling Ghonllier was taking the truth too far. The boys didn’t need to know how the plant could kill them.
“Can the vines come in here?” Jasper quizzed, concerned.
Dapper decided to take over and he answered,” No. You will be fine if you stay off the ground. The vines can’t climb anything.
“Sooner asked, “How do you walk around on this planet with Snacker vines here?”
Dapper answered,” The Snacker vines respond to vibration when something hits the ground. Do not drop anything on the ground or brush up against the plants. If you follow those rules, you should be okay.”
•
A voice interrupted their conversation. One of the captains paged Commander Ghonllier. Instead of going to the wall to answer him, he activated the comset on his field glasses. After answering the page, he left for the command center, and Sooner followed.
Dapper put his hand on Jasper’s shoulder. “Do you want to go outside with me to see how many Snacker vines are underneath the ship?”
Jasper nodded, and Dapper guided him down the ramp while he rested his hand on the boy’s shoulder. Close to the bottom of the ramp, Dapper stopped and asked, “Jasper, can you see any Snacker vines underneath the ship?”
The boy got down on his hands and knees to look. He saw something that looked purplish-blue, but it was dark underneath the ship and he wasn’t sure if it was a Snacker vine. Just as he turned his head to report to Dapper, Jasper got a whiff of blueberries.
Looking up at Dapper, he reported,” I smell blueberries.”
The general sighed before he said, “They are the Snacker vines.” Dapper retrieved a C-stone from his pocket. Then he added, “I guess you’re not leaving the ramp.”
•
Jasper stared past Dapper as the general examined his C-stone. The boy saw what appeared to be a watery substance move in the air behind Dapper’s head. It was transparent, because he could see the sky. A breeze happened to pick up, causing the substance to wiggle. Standing, he grabbed a hold of Dapper’s arm and pointed. “Dapper, why is the air wiggling, and I can see it?”
Dapper looked in the same direction and smiled. “What you’re seeing is a camouflage gel.”
The general explained that it was the fuel creating a clear and easily penetrating dome that covered the ship. The camouflage gel reflected what was underneath the ship, creating the illusion that nothing was underneath it. No one outside of the gel would ever know that they were there. Jasper wanted to know if robots or I-Force’s field glasses could see through the gel. Dapper answered with a definite “no.” But he did tell him that a robot could pick up human energy waves from underneath the gel if it was programmed to pick up a specific energy signature.
The boy wanted to know why he hadn’t heard about camouflage gels before. Dapper explained that the military were the only ones allowed to use them. He explained that the gels worked on transports as well as ships.
•
While Dapper talked with Jasper, he kept his gaze on his C-stone. He was waiting for the signal that the ship had made contact with their spies. When Jasper became quiet, the general raised his gaze to witness the boy in a trance. At first, it frightened him, but his memory of what it looks like to see someone in a trance came back to him. The trance meant that the Master Stone was in control of the boy.
Slowly, Jasper raised his hand and Dapper noticed his fingers were tightly gasping something. Dapper held his breath, hoping the Master Stone was transferring itself to him. The general raised his hand to match the boy’s, keeping his gaze on the boy’s eyes. Dapper felt the Stone drop into his hand. Without looking at it, he quickly placed the Stone in his pocket while he watched Jasper’s face. The moment the Stone was hidden away in his pocket, Jasper started to blink his eyes and look at Dapper. The general smiled at him.
Jasper continued on with his questions as if he had never been interrupted. Dapper looked away, feeling the responsibility of the Master Stone on his shoulders. It was his job to protect and bring the Master Stone to the next person it wanted as its Master. Dapper had been working for the Stones for most of his life.
When Dapper was a young man, he took an oath to serve the Master Stones. If he broke any covenants that he made with the Stones, he would instantly die. It was a stiff penalty. The Stones requested total loyalty from those who worked closely around them. They were so powerful that when they bonded with a person of their choosing, every element in the galaxy would obey them.
So far, everything had happened just like Dapper was told by the former Master of the Galaxy. He glanced back at the ship, wondering if the man meant to receive the Stone was ready for it. Dapper filled his lungs with air as he started to understand that his suspicions were correct. The Master Stones had orchestrated the battle with the KOGN Galaxy Creeper so the Liberty Quest would sustain damage and have to land on the Jasmine planet.
•
Suddenly, screams interrupted Dapper’s thoughts. They came from the starboard side of the ship. The bay! The general leaped off the ramp, warning Jasper to not follow him. But the boy didn’t listen, and he followed.
Coming around the side of the ship, the general found one of the men on the ground near the bay ramp. Snacker vines were enveloping him. Before Dapper could reach him, they were dragging him underneath the ship. Dapper noticed a tool on the ground. Knowing there were men on top of the ship working on the fuel line, he assumed they dropped it, triggering the Snacker vine.
Dapper attacked the main vine with the largest blade on his knife. His knife sliced right through the vine, stopping the Snacker vine from taking the man. The general activated his comset. “I need help with Snacker...” Just then, Jasper arrived at the general’s side. Dapper ordered,” Son, get out of here! Get onto the ramp.”
Before he could turn back to the downed man, a new Snacker vine grabbed a hold of Dapper’s leg. Looking around, Dapper saw numerous vines coming for him. The general shouted,” Jasper, run as fast as you can.”
He wanted to make sure that the boy was safe, but the Snacker vine wasn’t going to allow it. The general swung his knife at the vine, managing to inflict a deep gash. This seemed to ignite the anger of the Snacker vines, and they began to attack Dapper as a group, seemingly wanting to tear him apart.

The general went for his weapons belt to retrieve his blaster, but the vines grabbed his wrists, taking control. Other vines wrapped themselves around his chest.
Knowing he only had moments to live, Dapper tried to see if Jasper made it away before the vines took him. He couldn’t see because everything was going dark. As he drifted into unconsciousness, Dapper heard the sound of multiple blasts. Hurry, son, thought Dapper, as he passed out.
Dapper felt someone pulling the vines off him, and fresh air filled his lungs. Opening his eyes, he saw Ghonllier cutting away the vines while other men made a perimeter, firing their blasters. Breathing easier, Dapper whispered,” Thank you, son.”
“You’re welcome,” answered Ghonllier, finishing up by clearing away a few more vines. Glancing at his men, he ordered,” Don’t shoot unless you have to. We don’t want the enemy to hear.”
Getting up, Dapper looked around. “Where’s the boy? Did he make it to the ship?”
“He didn’t make it before the Vines got him. I think he’s alive,” Ghonllier told him as he studied Dapper.
He looked very pale. Ghonllier gestured for Dapper to walk ahead of him. Dapper stumbled a little and Ghonllier moved next to him, helping him. Another man joined Ghonllier to help him with the general. With men on both sides of him, Dapper made it up the ramp. They heard another shot before they reached the top.
Ghonllier stopped because he could feel Dapper trying to move his arm off his shoulders. Once in the bay, Dapper was able to stand on his own feet.
Watching Dapper, Ghonllier asked, “Are you okay?”
“Yes,” answered Dapper, slowly walking toward the inside wall of the bay.
Inside, Ghonllier activated his comset and said, “Captains. Let me know if you pick up any communication between the KOGN and their spies. We have made a lot of noise out here.”
“Yes, Commander,” answered Butler.
•
Although Dapper felt very lightheaded, he knew that he was okay. He leaned against the wall near the open doorway and watched Ghonllier join him. Ghonllier handed Dapper his knife. “Where is the boy?” asked Dapper, feeling weak and faint.
“He’s over here,” answered Ghonllier, gesturing.
Anna, the ship’s head medic, was with the boy. Jasper was leaning against the wall with Sooner by his side.
Seeing the boy was okay, Dapper asked, “What about Sweeny? Is he alive?”
“I don’t know,” answered Ghonllier, gesturing toward another medic.
Sweeny was lying on a gurney that floated above the floor. Underneath the gurney were a supply cabinet and monitors that medics needed in an emergency. The medic was watching the monitors while Sweeny’s hand rested on what they called an analyzer.
An analyzer gave a medic a complete picture of a patient’s insides and vital signs. It also picked up on emotions and feelings that affected the body, allowing the medic to prescribe the correct dose of medicine or determine the right procedure.
Looking at Dapper, Ghonllier asked, “Do you know why he was out there?”
“I’m guessing a tool was dropped from the top of the ship. He was either out there, or he must’ve gone out to pick it up—”
Ghonllier interrupted,” I should’ve explained the rules to those who had never been here.”
“It was my fault, Commander. I should have done that for you,” answered Dapper.
Ghonllier grunted as he left to check on Sweeny. Dapper watched Anna work on Jasper, thinking about what he was supposed to do now that he had the Master Stone in his pocket.
The commander learned from the medic that Sweeny would be fine. Relieved, Ghonllier headed for Anna to check on Jasper. Stooping down, he smiled at the boy, who gave him a weak grin in return as he turned to speak with Anna. She had Jasper’s hand on an analyzer, reading all of his vital signs.
When Ghonllier inquired about how Jasper was doing, Anna, whose attention was focused on the monitor, was slow to respond. Finally, she looked at the commander and answered,” He’ll be fine. He’s just shaken up.” Then she looked back at Jasper and said, “Why don’t you boys come with me. I’ll give you something for the shock, Jasper.” The medic reached out to touch him on the cheek. She soothed,” You’ll feel a lot better with it.”
Jasper started to stand up slowly, with Anna and Ghonllier joining him. Glancing over at Dapper, she asked, “Do you want me to examine you, General?”
“Yes,” Dapper replied, seeing the green stone on the panel in the bay light up.
Ghonllier activated his comset to inquire about the message from the green stone. Anna placed her portable analyzer on Dapper’s hand. Dapper noticed Anna glancing at the commander the whole time she was with him. It was obvious that she had strong, warm feelings for Ghonllier. In his heart, Dapper hoped Ghonllier would someday return her looks. But Ghonllier was good at keeping his heart out of his relationships with his crew.
Ghonllier’s crew respected him even though he was younger than most of those on his ship. After all, Ghonllier was the youngest and most famous commander in the fleet. He had a reputation for handling dangerous missions with ease. The games he played with the KOGN earned him the reputation. Ghonllier liked studying his enemy under adverse conditions, and he did it often.
Turning off his comset, Ghonllier turned to face Anna and asked, “Is he okay?”
“Yes, sir. The general fared the best out of the three,” she replied briskly.
Ghonllier glanced down at his timepiece. “Good, we have contact, and we’re running out of time. We’ll lose our camouflage gel soon.” He looked at Dapper and ordered,” Let’s go.”
No one paid attention to Anna as she stood there fondly watching them leave. With Ghonllier never returning her looks, she relished any moment she interacted with him. Being the head medic, she always insisted on taking care of Sooner and Ghonllier. The commander seldom needed her skills, much to her disappointment. But she did help Sooner quite often. The boys joined her, and they left together for the Med-C.
•
Two figures ran from the camouflage gel to the nearest tree. The protective shield shimmered and wiggled from their exit. Staying close to the tree, they searched the sky. Seeing no birds flying, Ghonllier leaned up against the tree and started to hum while Dapper kept guard.
Someone joined the commander’s musical communication. Dapper tightened his grip on his blaster, keeping his attention on the Snacker vines. He was taken aback to see how many of the plants were underneath their ship. Dapper wondered how many of them had tried to kill him.
Suddenly, the hums started to sound closer. They were hearing them coming from the ground and the sky. Knowing they had made contact, Ghonllier headed back to the ship with Dapper following him at a run.
They passed through the shield of gel as a large bird came swooping over their heads, landing inside the ship. They entered the ship with their blasters pointing at a large gray eagle. The bird studied the two men as a small yellow and white calico cat ran up the ramp. The cat entered and rubbed up against the bird as he nipped at her with his beak.
Looking at Ghonllier, the bird said, “Permission to change.”
“Granted,” answered the commander.
•
There was a slight shimmer, and suddenly, in place of the bird, stood a young man with white hair and dark green eyes. He wore old civilian clothes that were weather-beaten and frayed at the edges.
The cat did the same thing and turned into a slender young woman with blonde hair. Her clothes were very neat and precisely tailored. She daintily brushed herself off and then cocked her head toward Ghonllier.
“Well, Commander?” she inquired in a sultry alto. “Shall we proceed with the formalities?”
Ghonllier blocked the entrance into the rest of the ship with his body, keeping his blaster pointed at them. Dapper activated the metal reader panel that was right next to the main loading door. A person placed their hand on the reader panel so the ship’s stones could read their energy waves or signature. If they checked out with the Regional Judge’s office, the captains would allow them to log into the ship as part of the crew.
Once the reader was ready, Dapper watched the reader panel, pointing his blaster at the two strangers. As the young man stepped forward first to place his hand on the plate, he heard, “Excuse me.”
He froze for a moment, and then, smiling, stepped aside. “My apologies, Celia,” he said. “Ladies first.”
Celia gave the young man a sultry, teasing expression as she stepped up to the device that would verify her identity. She placed her hand on the metal reader. A chime sounded, followed by a flashing purple light. She gave the three men an innocent, winsome smile and moved out of the way for the young man to do the same thing. Once again, the panel gave its approval, and the two officers holstered their weapons while Dapper concealed the reader back into the wall.
“Your names,” demanded Ghonllier, looking between them.
“Celia,” stated the woman.
“Bert,” answered the man.
The commander nodded and introduced himself. “I’m Commander Ghonllier, and this is General Dapper. Welcome to the Liberty Quest.”
Bert looked at their uniforms and stated,” You’re a part of the main I-Force fleet?”
“Is that a problem?” quizzed Ghonllier, facing him.
“How did you know our language if you’re not a part of Special Services?” asked Bert.
“Later,” Ghonllier said. “We are in need of fuel or we will lose our camouflage gel. How close are we to a base or some fuel?”
Bert answered,” Three miles to the north, the KOGN has a base. It’s quite a large one that repairs Galaxy Creepers and Star Screamers.”
Dapper grunted and asked, “Who mans the base?”
“Mostly robots. They handle the repair work and refueling while the humans supervise,” educated Celia.
Ghonllier sighed before adding,” That doesn’t surprise me. If the Snacker vines get the robots, it’s no great loss.” With a sick feeling inside, Ghonllier headed for the corridor and ordered,” Let’s head for the transports. I want to go see this place.” He walked at a very fast pace thinking, I don’t think Justin can get me out of this mess this time.
•
Dapper took a minute to put the reader panel away in the OSA. Then he caught up to the others and stopped them. Everyone looked at him as he ordered,” Bert and Celia, you go to the transport and tell the others we’ll be there shortly. I need to debrief the commander on some new information I just received.”
The two Trons left while Ghonllier glared at Dapper. Using his hands to communicate, he asked, “Why did you do that? We can talk in the transport.”
Dapper shook his head. “Trust me, son. We cannot talk about this with our hands. We’ll have others with us who can read our conversation.”
Knowing Dapper was referring to the spies, Ghonllier watched Dapper walk past him before the commander followed him into Ghonllier’s office. Ghonllier was surprised when Dapper locked the door after them.
Angry, Ghonllier stated,” Look, Dapper, I have no patience for this delay. I have less than two hours to pull off a miracle, and I need information now.”
Reaching into his pocket, Dapper stated,” I have something that will give you that miracle.”
Dapper looked away before opening his hand to expose the white Stone. Immediately, Dapper saw the same white glow that momentarily consumed Jasper right before he picked up the Stone. The general gave Ghonllier a quick glance to see that he was completely consumed in the white light. Dapper wanted to leave, but he knew that the commander hadn’t taken the Stone from his hand yet.
The former Master of the Galaxy had instructed Dapper to not look at the light when he passed the Stone on. But he wanted to see why Ghonllier hadn’t removed the Stone from his hand. Not being able to tolerate the intensity of the light, Dapper noticed that he could watch a reflection of the scene in the shiny surface of a metal piece of artwork Ghonllier had in his office.
Finally, Dapper felt Ghonllier take the Master Stone. Then he heard a sound that sent a chill down his spine. It was Ghonllier’s voice, but he did not sound the same.
With the Stone out of Dapper’s hand, he turned his back on Ghonllier. The former Master of the Galaxy warned him about watching the introductory meeting of the Master Stone and its Master. Patiently, Dapper waited for the process to finish, wondering what it was going to be like to finally have the Stone and Ghonllier together.
Dapper knew that the Master Stone had to be kept a secret from everyone on board. The general was aware that Ghonllier’s personality would change. How? He wasn’t sure. The general just remembered that his instructions were that the commander’s crew members weren’t allowed to know about the Master Stone.
•
Finally, Dapper’s thoughts were interrupted,” General, what information do you have for me?”
The general whirled around, realizing that, like Jasper, Ghonllier did not know he had the Master Stone. Dapper cleared his throat and said, “I’m sorry son. I guess it isn’t that important.”
In a huff, Ghonllier exited his office. Dapper walked beside him to the bay, trying to remember all that Gostler, the former Master of the Galaxy, told him about this part. As they walked into the bay, Dapper remembered why the Stone brought them here.
For the Master Stone to bond to the person it picked, they had to use the Stone. Ghonllier needed the white Stone to get out of the mess they were in. Dapper glanced over at Ghonllier and wished Gostler was with them. He was the only person who could answer any questions Ghonllier might have about the Stones.
As they entered corridor to the bay, Ghonllier activated his comset and asked, “Jackson. How close are you to getting the repairs done?”
Dapper couldn’t hear Jackson’s side of the conversation. From Ghonllier’s comments, he suspected Jackson would have the repairs done soon. Ghonllier shut off his comset as they entered the bay.
Seeing his officer, Mason, waiting outside the transport, Dapper became nervous. He hoped that Ghonllier didn’t act too strangely on this mission. Ghonllier’s behavior would change if the bonding started correctly.
•
Mason was a second-class cadet officer, while Dapper was a general. Dapper and Ghonllier were the only higher-ranking officers traveling on the transport. Upon seeing his superiors approaching, Mason greeted them with a salute.
“Everyone here, Mason?” asked Ghonllier, stopping in front of him.
“Yes, Commander.”
Mason moved, and all three men entered the transport. Mason shut the door and the transport left the bay by moving down the ramp. Celia sat next to the driver, telling him where to go.
Ghonllier interrupted Celia’s instructions by saying,” Stanley, I want you to leave the gel near the main loading door. Follow the dense trees on the port side until I tell you differently.”
“Are we going in code red?” Stanley asked. Everyone waited, but Ghonllier didn’t answer. Wanting to hide Ghonllier’s change, Dapper replied for him. “Code red, men.”
Code red in the military meant they were using a camouflage gel to make themselves invisible. But driving in code red also meant the driver had to be careful. The camouflage gel couldn’t keep anyone from entering their space. With birds being used as spies, they could accidentally fly through the gel and discover their presence.
Everyone was nervous in the transport but Ghonllier. Dapper noticed the difference between the crew and the commander. He was calm, too, knowing the Master Stone was in charge. Dapper glanced over at Ghonllier as he stared at the floor in a trance. The general wondered if he was seeing events in his mind. If the bonding had started properly, Ghonllier would be able to see anything he desired.
Looking away from Ghonllier, Dapper watched the transport glide over the terrain as it floated two feet above the ground. Only military transports had the capability to use camouflage gel, which made them very flammable if they were hit with a laser. It was a compromise of safety for the sake of stealth.
Bert faced his new superior officers and asked, “Sir, do you want me to take to the air so I can tell you if the KOGN are around?”
Dapper looked quickly out the window, expecting Ghonllier to answer. They didn’t need Bert in the air if the bonding was taking place. But it was procedure, and Dapper didn’t know how Ghonllier would handle it.
When Ghonllier didn’t respond, Dapper sighed internally. When Bert repeated his question, Dapper gave him permission to leave, keeping to military procedures. He told him to stay close to them and that if he lost contact with Celia, he should return to the ship. Spies had earpieces that allowed them to communicate with each other and not be easily detected.
Mason opened a window, allowing Bert to fly out. Ghonllier did not pay attention to the events around him. He kept staring at his feet in the same trance expression that he saw with Jasper.
Soon after Bert left, Ghonllier suddenly broke his silence. “Stanley, I want you to slow down. To your left, you’ll find a gap in the trees. It will be big enough to get the transport through,” Ghonllier instructed, not looking up.
Celia countered,” Sir, that is not the way to the base.”
Ghonllier responded,” We aren’t going to the base.”
•
Celia passed on the information to Bert while everyone watched for the break in the trees. Shortly, it appeared and the driver made the turn. It was tight, but doable.
Soon after they entered the opening, Ghonllier ordered,” Stop when you get through the trees. Be careful, because you will find we are on a plateau. Below, you will see a valley. In the valley, you’ll find a sled carrying two large fuel canisters. They will enter the valley right after we arrive. I want you to commandeer them.”
Facing Ghonllier, Mason asked, “Is the sled guarded?”
“It’s guarded by four humans and six robots,” Ghonllier replied, keeping his gaze down.
Surprised, Mason raised his eyebrows, and Dapper motioned him to face front. The general wasn’t happy to see Mason notice the change in Ghonllier’s personality. Ghonllier was giving them information that would be impossible for anyone to know.
Looking at Ghonllier, Dapper whispered,” Why are there so many humans with the robots?”
“They are from the ship the fuel is going to,” informed Ghonllier, not looking up.
Mason overheard their conversation, and he sharply looked over his shoulder. Dapper could only guess what the officer was thinking. It was hard to tell the difference between a robot and a human.
Looking out the window, Dapper decided the bonding had started properly. Dapper lightly chewed on his lower lip, wishing Ghonllier was aware that he had the Master Stone. Maybe he would share his sudden knowledge more carefully.

Trees were crushed when the KOGN Galaxy Creeper made its emergency landing. Now she just sat there, intimidating anything that dared to approach. Her commander’s goal had been to fly to the repair base on planet Jasmine when, suddenly, the steering mechanism completely failed. The commander had no option but to set the ship down right there.
The crew was lucky the steering mechanism lasted as long as it did, after the Liberty Quest severely damaged it. It worked in space, but upon entry into the planet’s atmosphere, the mechanism totally gave out, causing them to make an emergency landing five miles from their intended goal. The manager at the repair base was upset. This meant he had to fly equipment, robots, and parts out to the ship. They had a schedule, after all, and other ships were waiting to be worked on.
The Galaxy Creeper had the same problem the Liberty Quest had. The fuel line had been hit, causing a leak that could cause the energy stones to burn out. If that happened, they would have to replace all the stones—a major repair that would take months or years to complete. So the Galaxy Creeper jumped to the top of the repair schedule.
Immediately after the ship’s crash landing, the base sent three shuttles with fuel to keep the red stones from burning out. Like the crew on the Liberty Quest, KOGN men were on the ship fixing the lines before the red stones were drained of their energy. The crew would have to wait to fix the Galaxy Creeper’s drive mechanism.
The base sent out shuttles with the robots and fuel to stop the red stones from burning out. Shuttles weren’t operated by stones like the Galaxy Creeper and Star Screamers. They used fuel like the transports and Star Skippers. The shuttles flew side by side as they made their way to the downed Galaxy Creeper. Mysteriously, a small canister of fuel sprung a leak seeping into the red stones that operated the pumps on the shuttle. The red stone pumped the fuel for the shuttle and they were hot. When the fuel reached the red stone, an explosion happened that took out all three shuttles.
It happened close to the downed ship. The men working on the down Galaxy Creeper reported it to their commander. He notified the base and decided to send out more fuel and they would use a sled.
Sleds functioned by floating two feet above the ground, with control panels at either end. The sleds had no defenses and were a very slow way to deliver the fuel compared to flying smaller canisters on a shuttle.
When the commander of the downed Galaxy Creeper learned about the base using sleds, he was angry. He was concerned that their red stones would have a complete burn out. After a lengthy discussion on the subject, the commander lost and he had to wait for them to being the fuel to them on sleds.
•
In a valley about three miles from the downed Galaxy Creeper, the air was heavy from an impending storm. Bert ruffled his feathers, almost as a sign of defiance to it. The storm seemed to be crouching on the opposite side of the valley, waiting for something. This is an interesting phenomenon, thought Bert. I’ve never seen a storm just sit there before. Usually, they are fast-moving on this planet.
It was as if the dark clouds were bumping up against an invisible wall, unable to move forward. Lightning flashed impatiently, telling whatever was impeding the storm that it wanted to move forward.
Bert had seen plenty of storms before; it was almost an everyday occurrence on this planet. But this one was different. He watched in fascination, never suspecting that the odd weather had something to do with his new commander.
Celia and Bert were the last of the I-Force spies left on the planet. When the KOGN moved in after I-Force left, Bert and Celia were left behind accidentally. The two of them somehow found each other and survived. The Liberty Quest was their first opportunity for escaping the planet.
Celia told Bert to watch for fuel canisters being carried on a sled. While he waited for them, Bert scanned the sky for other birds, always keeping an eye on the storm. A bad lightning storm or an encounter with a KOGN bird could make it impossible for him to fly back to the Liberty Quest, and he didn’t want to get left behind again.
Just recently, a KOGN Tron had discovered Celia and him. They narrowly escaped a deadly attack. Since then, they had been laying low, trying to be invisible. He was concerned every time he flew that he would be spotted again.
A familiar purr brought him out of his thoughts. Glancing down, he saw Celia climbing up into his tree to avoid any Snacker vines that would be disturbed by the impending battle. He was relieved to see her. It meant I-Force had arrived. Now, he just hoped they could pull this off and leave.
Looking past her, he was pleased to see Dapper and the other five I-Force members from the transport cautiously moving through the trees. The trees they were hiding in lined the edge of the valley. He looked in the direction where he expected the sled and, sure enough, he saw it entering the valley.
•
Ghonllier wasn’t with them because he stayed back in the transport, talking to the Liberty Quest. Jackson, his officer in charge of repairs, was reporting what they found and repaired. During the conversation, Ghonllier heard the same rich, full, sonorous male voice that he had heard before.
“GHONLLIER, MOVE! YOUR MEN NEED YOU NOW OR THEY WILL DIE.”
Leaving the transport, Ghonllier was consumed with saving his men. Instinctively, he knew Dapper had already ordered his men to shoot gas bombs from their blasters at the sled. In his mind, he could see his men poised to fire at the edge of the smoke. Yet, he couldn’t understand why they weren’t closing in on the sled. He didn’t realize that his eyes were penetrating right through the smoke.
It upset him to see his men just standing there, not firing. The KOGN men lay on the ground, rendered unconscious by the gas bombs. The robots stood like statues, their sensors temporarily disabled. The military frequently used gas bombs for ground attacks. The gas bombs—or knockout grenades as they were sometimes called—were effective only on humans. Robots were only momentarily disabled while they recalibrated their software. When the robots came back on, their sensors would allow them to see through the smoke. With this advantage, they could easily win this battle with the I-Force men.
Ghonllier could see that the robots were about to finish recalibrating and begin functioning again. Why aren’t my men moving? Ghonllier thought, reaching for his blaster, in a dead run. The commander bolted out of the trees at a speed he had never run before. Dapper barely saw the commander vanish into the smoke, firing his blaster as he went.
•
Dapper panicked to see Ghonllier enter the gas bomb smoke. He did not want the men to follow their commander. Concerned, he ordered,” Don’t follow him!! No one enter the smoke.”
Afterward, he listened intently, counting each shot. He heard one...three...five and finally six shots almost simultaneously, coming from different positions around the sled. He wondered whether all of the blasts had come from Ghonllier or whether a robot had fired upon him. Dapper held his breath, waiting to see if his boy, as he so fondly called him, was all right. In his heart, he wanted to follow Ghonllier, but he resisted the urge. He had seen the effects of gas bombs on humans before, and it wasn’t pleasant.
After the smoke cleared, I-Force could easily capture their enemy without firing a shot. The gas bombs left everyone alive so they could interrogate them with Truth Tests, when the effect of the gas bomb wore off. Dapper had used the smoke bombs because of the flammable fuel. A battle with blasters might have caused the canisters to explode and bring in more robots and men from the downed Galaxy Creeper. The robots were being tracked from the base or the ship. It depended on the origin of who owned them.
When the smoke dissipated, the I-Force men saw humans and robots lying on the ground. They moved forward, stepping around the robot parts that Ghonllier had shot off. Ghonllier had to be moving like a Vanisher to take out all of these robots as fast as he did without hitting the fuel canister, thought Dapper. Looking at his crew, he started to bark out orders for the men to cover the sled with a camouflage gel. It would only last a short time, but it might give them enough time to get the sled back to the ship without the KOGN discovering them.
After giving out the order, Dapper searched for Ghonllier only to finally hear his voice over his comset. “Mason!” he heard. “Get up here. I want you to drive the sled.” Mason obeyed by running to the front of the sled. Then he heard, “Everyone on the sled. Snacker vines are coming.”
•
Dapper followed Mason. Seeing Ghonllier brought peace to his heart. He moved from behind the steering wheel and motioned Mason to take over. Grabbing Mason’s arm, the commander quickly said, “Take us through the trees in front of us and go to the ship. If you hurry, the storm will wait. Dapper and I will follow in the transport and cover your tracks.”
Mason nodded while he studied the controls. To operate a sled, the driver had to have the codes and proper ID. To steal a sled, the unit had to be jimmied or bypassed by recoding the unit. That took time to do, and Mason could see the controls showed no sign of being tampered with.
Seeing the sled wasn’t jimmied, Mason looked up as he asked, “Commander, how did you reprogram the unit so fast?”
Ghonllier was gone, having jumped off the sled. Mason looked sharply at Dapper, who was sitting nearby. With Ghonllier gone, Mason asked, “General, how could the commander possibly pull this off without the codes?”
“Just follow his orders and drive,” warned Dapper.
“General, what is going on? The commander wasn’t even affected by the smoke.”
“Just do your job like he’s doing his. Your commander just saved your butt,” Dapper responded, hoping Mason would be the only person to notice.
Hearing someone shout “Snacker vines!” Dapper looked in the direction of the trees to see the vines traveling quickly over the ground.
Looking back at Mason staring at the vines, he ordered,” Just drive, Mason. The commander knows exactly what he’s doing, and someday, he just might tell you how he did it.”
•
When Ghonllier jumped off the sled, Dapper suspected where he might have gone. Knowing Ghonllier like he did, he suspected the commander was sitting on the back of the sled, timing the vines to see how fast they could clean up the area. When they were previously stationed on Jasmine planet with I-Force, Ghonllier would always taunt and challenge the Snacker vines to see what they really would eat.
Looking up at the approaching trees, Dapper worried that he hadn’t yet heard from Ghonllier. When he finally did, he had already made the jump off of the sled and was walking to the transport. Dapper was relieved to see Ghonllier waiting for him in the transport. Ghonllier surprised him by sitting in the passenger seat, which let Dapper know he was driving. Closing the door and settling into his seat, Dapper glanced at Ghonllier.
“How long did it take the Snacker vines this time?” he asked, starting the engine.
Rubbing his eyes, Ghonllier replied,” Did you know a Snacker vine can travel up to five hundred feet when scavenging for food?”
Dapper chuckled. “No, I didn’t. I guess there’s been no one around long enough to measure it. So how fast were they this time?”
“Four minutes, thirty-two seconds,” Ghonllier answered, putting his glasses back on. He added, “They are good.”
Dapper glanced over at Ghonllier and asked, “Where are the Trons?”
“Celia’s on the sled and Bert is flying,” answered Ghonllier, giving him a questioning look. He added, “Why is he flying? I don’t remember ordering it.”
Dapper didn’t respond. Ghonllier looked away and activated his comset, ordering Celia to bring in Bert.
When Ghonllier finished, he turned off his comset and looked at Dapper. He quizzed,” Why didn’t you attack the robots? That wasn’t like you to just stand there.”
Dapper wasn’t sure how to answer, remembering his oath to not tell Ghonllier how he accomplished these great feats. He stated,” I’m sorry, son.”
“Dapper, I’ve never seen you so sloppy. You all could have been killed,” responded Ghonllier roughly.
“I’m really sorry, Ghonllier. It won’t happen again.”
There was silence. Dapper glanced at Ghonllier to see him resting his head back with his eyes closed. His field glasses were now on top of his head. The Stone had caused Ghonllier to go into a trance, showing him what was going on around them because he desired to know.
When he came out of the trance, they were almost at the top of the incline, about to reach the plateau and the dense trees. Dapper noticed him replace his glasses on his nose.
Dapper asked, “What do you think happened when the KOGN lost contact with the robots?”
“Right now they think interference from the storm made them lose contact,” Ghonllier answered, not realizing what he was saying.
“So we will have no incident?” asked Dapper.
Ghonllier shook his head before he replied,” No. They need the fuel before they have a complete meltdown. The commander is sending out an escort to hurry them up and to make sure they make it back safely.”
Dapper smiled. It feels great to have the Master Stone back. They sure make things easier. Driving into the trees, Dapper wished he was driving a smaller transport. The one he was driving could comfortably seat fifteen personnel, plus carry a small amount of cargo. A smaller transport would have made it easier to maneuver through the trees.
The budding Master ordered Dapper to stop the transport. Glancing at Ghonllier, Dapper could see that he just sat there. He wished Ghonllier would just tell him what he was seeing in his head, but this silent behavior was normal for someone with the Master Stone. After a few minutes of debating, Dapper decided not to disturb Ghonllier’s thoughts.
Dapper’s thoughts went to Gostler, the former possessor of the Master Stone, and he wondered if Gostler knew about the Stone being passed on to its new owner. It was a passing thought as Dapper studied the directional finder in the transport. A directional finder can pick up the energy waves of moving objects in front of it. The directional finder showed Dapper that the sled was still moving forward, making its way to the ship.
Glancing up, he happened to notice a branch breaking on the far end of the dense trees. He guessed it was caused by the sled making the bend out of the forest. He looked back down at the directional finder to see that it verified his theory. The sled was now on a direct line to their ship.
Dapper’s thoughts were interrupted when the door to the transport opened. Ghonllier had disappeared again. On his comset, he heard, “Dapper, get out of here. Go back to the ship. I will take care of this myself.”
That’s what you think, Dapper thought, getting out of the transport to join him. Staying underneath the camouflage gel, Dapper found Ghonllier at the back of the transport. He didn’t acknowledge his presence, which was a new behavior. Dapper sighed, already missing the old Ghonllier that he loved so much. He knew that he was losing him to a good cause.
•
Ghonllier was concerned that the KOGN had sent an escort to bring the canisters back. The Master Stone was showing him everything taking place at the downed ship. Being a pilot, Ghonllier was aware of the inner workings of a Galaxy Creeper. So the Master Stone showed him everything he thought about, and this gave the Stone an opportunity to learn about him.
The Master Stone showed him the charred housing on the engines, enabling him to study the damage his ship had done to the Galaxy Creeper. Without realizing what was happening to him, he began gleaning information about the KOGN ship as fast as his mind could absorb it.
Dapper interrupted his thoughts. “I wonder where the sled is.” Ghonllier didn’t answer. Dapper persisted in trying to make conversation. “Is Mason at the ship?” The commander grunted and Dapper added, “How long do we have before the ship loses its ability to produce the camouflage gel?”
Finally, Ghonllier spoke. Without looking at his timepiece, he answered,” An hour and ten minutes.”
“How are the energy stones doing?”
“They are drained, but they will charge back quickly,” Ghonllier answered distractedly.
“It looks like that storm is going to hit us before we leave,” Dapper observed.
“Yeah,” Ghonllier replied as lightning hit the ground where they had stolen the sled.
It was now raining hard in the valley where they had been moments ago. Thunder rumbled with a deafening vibration. Dapper flinched to feel the storm. The experience reminded him of the last Master of the Galaxy. For some reason, the Master wanted everyone to know that he and the Stone were controlling the elements. Today, he felt they were delivering the same message.
Watching the storm, Dapper suspected why the Stone was controlling it. He smiled as he realized the storm was helping them get away unseen by the KOGN. It was too bad that the KOGN commander of the Galaxy Creeper had sent out an escort. He wished that it wasn’t going to happen. Dapper didn’t like situations where he had to kill someone. Now, it might happen.
•
Suddenly, Ghonllier straightened up, keeping his gaze in the direction the sled was headed when they took it.
“What’s happening, son?” Dapper asked, tensing up.
“They’re coming.”
“How many are coming?” Dapper asked, taking his blaster off his belt. Ghonllier waited for the thunder to subside. Then he replied,” Four men on single transports, and they’re at full speed.”
Single transports didn’t surprise either man. Like any other transport, they floated above all kinds of terrain, including water. However, single transports had instant maneuverability at high speeds, which meant they could navigate quickly through dense trees. They weren’t enclosed. A clear shield at the front blocked the wind and displayed preprogrammed readings. For Ghonllier, single transports were fun to ride.
Unfortunately, if the KOGN were on single transports, it meant they would be able to find clues more easily. Dapper glanced at the approaching storm and wondered if it was going to hurt or help them.
Ghonllier activated his field glasses while Dapper changed his glasses to long view. Dapper saw the men for only a second, because of their speed. Changing back to normal view, he still struggled to see them. A single transport could really move. Apparently, these men were under orders to quickly find the sled.
“Where are they?” inquired Dapper, watching Ghonllier stare at the other end of the valley.
“They’re through the valley. It will take them only five minutes to reach the base.”
“Where is Mason?”
“At the ship,” answered Ghonllier, standing away from the transport and appearing tense.
“What’s happening now?” asked Dapper.
“They stopped before reaching the base. They figured out that the sled’s last report came from the valley.” He looked at Dapper and added, “They’re coming back.”
At that moment, the KOGN men reappeared, entering the valley at a slower speed. This time, Dapper watched them fan out, staring at the ground. Rain pelted them, but it didn’t seem to slow their search. The soldiers scanned the ground on both sides of their transports, searching for signs of what happened to the sled. The rain enabled them to see the tracks of the Snacker vines more easily.
Dapper groaned when one of the soldiers stopped at the area where the attack took place. He inquired,” Did the Snacker vines leave something behind?”
“Yep,” answered Ghonllier, reaching for his blaster.
The man got off his transport and crouched down close to the ground. Ghonllier sighed. He looked at Dapper and ordered,” Get out of here, General, and go back to the ship. I’m staying here to keep them from finding their sled.”
“Ghonllier,” Dapper protested,” you need me. That storm isn’t going to make it easy for you to shoot them before they get you.”
“Leave me. And that is an order!”
Dapper looked back to see the soldier calling the others over to him. He held something shiny in his hand. Moments later, another KOGN soldier pointed to the broken tree branches the sled made while leaving the valley.
The general felt Ghonllier grab his arm. He ordered,” Now, Dapper! Get out of here. They’re coming up.”
This time Dapper scurried through the open door of the transport. Ghonllier moved at an inhuman speed, disappearing behind a tree before Dapper left. The general took the transport out of the trees, leaving it pointed toward the Liberty Quest. Then he stopped the transport and stepped out. He was going against orders and joining Ghonllier. With his ability to be invisible, Dapper figured that Ghonllier would never know. He had done this many times in the past without him ever finding out.
•
A loud clap of thunder shook the trees as Dapper ran through the dense foliage, searching for Ghonllier. He found the commander with his body pressed up against a tree just inside the thicket. Dapper was pleased that he had arrived before the KOGN soldiers.
Dapper stepped on a twig, and Ghonllier looked at him and muttered,” I thought I ordered you to go back.”
“Report me,” Dapper replied, stepping next to the commander. He added, “I promised your father that I would bring you back alive. He holds a higher rank than you do.”
That remark made Ghonllier bristle. His father, Justin, seemed to smother him at times. He expected him to change when he became the youngest commander in I-Force’s fleet. Instead, Justin became upset with his missions, and this was one of them that he disliked. I hope I don’t smother Sooner like my father does me.
Dapper moved to a new spot. Even though Dapper was invisible, Ghonllier continued to look in his exact direction as they spoke. The general knew the KOGN men wouldn’t see him, but Ghonllier’s new ability reminded him that the Master of the Stones would always be able to see him. Dapper sighed, realizing that his job to protect Ghonllier had become more difficult.
On his comset, Dapper heard Ghonllier moan. He asked, “What’s wrong?”
“They’ve requested help from their Trons.”
“Will they get it?” signed Dapper.
Instead of answering, Ghonllier signed with his hands that the KOGN spies were close by. Then Ghonllier stopped in the middle of a sentence. He continued to sign that the Trons were grounded because of the storm. Dapper grinned, knowing they had the Stone on their side.
Dapper decided to focus on their impending battle. The general had never seen a man with just one Stone use weapons to defeat his enemy. If Ghonllier had all four Stones, he wouldn’t need any weapons; everything around him would obey his wishes and protect him. Since Ghonllier held just one Stone, Dapper wasn’t sure he’d be protected, which was why he came back.
•
Suddenly, a loud clap of thunder rocked the trees and heavy rain began to fall. Ghonllier stood motionless against the tree, watching the four soldiers arrive. They entered the dense trees and stopped. Gripping his blaster tightly, Dapper moved out a little farther so he could get a better shot.
The wind increased and Dapper was finding it harder to stay in harmony with the air. With the constantly moving air and the heavy raindrops, Dapper knew it was only a matter of time before he would be exposed to the KOGN. He took his shot as if he was the only one who could protect his boy and stop the KOGN from following the sled.
The general hit the leader, causing him to fall to the ground. Engines screamed and the transports scattered in different directions. Dapper followed up with more shots. The transports moved too fast. He wasn’t sure if he missed or hit his targets. They zoomed away as he spun around to follow. As he faced the other three transports, he found them missing riders. He lowered his blaster as he watched one crash into a tree. Looking around, he wanted to find his boy.
The commander was running toward the first single transport, which was idling in the path. Dapper was stunned to realize that Ghonllier had hit the other three soldiers, each traveling at top speed. He knew it meant that each shot he made hit its mark. Before taking each shot, Ghonllier would have calculated the speed of his target and the direction of the wind.
“I can’t believe it,” Dapper said aloud. So this is what one Stone could do with a man who hadn’t even embraced the Stone’s power.
•
With men and blasters landing on the ground, the Snacker vines were activated. They were traveling at a very fast speed to pick up their favorite food. Rumor had it that they ate anything, but anyone living with them knew they loved fresh meat the best.
Ghonllier was aware of the vines and commanded his blaster to return to his belt as he ran. He took one last leap for the single transport, knowing he was cutting it close. One foot made it to the footrest of the transport, but the other didn’t. A Snacker vine had beaten Ghonllier to his transport. It wanted more fresh meat. He felt pain when the vine yanked him hard to the ground.
His hand automatically went for his blaster, only to be stopped by another vine gripping tightly around his wrists. Now he couldn’t move, even though he tried to break the vines’ grip. Another vine slithered across his chest, wrapping around him in an attempt to crush his ribs and lungs. The vine was close to accomplishing its goal when the sounds of Dapper’s blaster rang out. Ghonllier heard Dapper’s blaster between claps of thunder.
The Snacker vines abruptly loosened their grip. Breathing hard, Ghonllier was able to get oxygen to his head. Quickly, he stood and hopped onto the transport. He noticed Dapper running away from him.
Activating his comset, he said, “Thank you, General.”
Dapper responded back as Ghonllier watched more vines encroaching into the area. The rain had increased and Ghonllier was glad. It might wash off the mud he had collected by rolling on the ground with the Snacker vines. Slowly, Ghonllier followed Dapper to his transport, making sure the Snacker vines stayed away from him.
Seeing the Snacker vines slither past Dapper, he activated his comset and asked, “Why aren’t you affected by the Snacker vines?”
“When I’m invisible, they can’t detect me,” Dapper’s voice replied.
“But you aren’t invisible,” Ghonllier pointed out.
Dapper didn’t respond since he was at the transport. He turned off his comset. Ghonllier didn’t pursue it as he tried to increase the speed from his single transport. The engine sputtered. Immediately, the Master Stone told him that the transport had been slightly damaged from one of Dapper’s blasts. In Ghonllier’s mind, the Stone showed him how to fix it. Relived, Dapper watched him gun his engine before he entered his transport.
As Dapper opened the door to the transport, Ghonllier looked for the general. Seeing him, Ghonllier turned on his comset and warned,” Dapper, be careful. The gel has stopped working on the transport for some reason. I can see it perfectly.”
“Don’t worry about it,” came the words in Ghonllier’s comset. The commander sped off to test his new transport, sitting low and grinning. He wanted to go as fast as the it could move. Normally, the hard pelting rain would have caused him to join Dapper in the transport, but, for some reason, he couldn’t really feel the raindrops hit his body.
•
Dapper tried to pick up the commander’s signal, but the single transport was traveling too fast. Why doesn’t that surprise me? He always did like speed, even before the military. Dapper hoped the Stones would not completely change Ghonllier. For some reason, Ghonllier seemed to be in his element with danger present. Dapper smiled, thinking about his boy.
The general contacted the ship captains, alerting them to the incoming commander. He didn’t want them to fire upon him. With the Master Stone on Ghonllier’s body, Dapper wasn’t sure how sensitive the Stone would be to someone firing on them. The Stone had the power to destroy the ship, and Dapper didn’t want to take any chances.
•
Sooner stood in the entrance of the main loading door, watching the storm. He hadn’t seen or experienced many storms since he had spent most of his life in space. He found the storm interesting, since he had seen very few storms in his life. While he stood there, Sooner received a page from the captains, telling him that his father was coming and he could meet him in the bay.
After he answered the page, the boy left the wall to give the storm one last look. He saw something speeding toward the ship. Sooner hesitated to leave, wanting to know what it was. The boy was relieved when the object slowed down and he could see that it was a single transport, piloted by his father.
Ghonllier passed through the gel, being greeted by Sooner’s wave. The commander returned the greeting before taking the transport toward the bay. He came around the side of the ship to find the KOGN sled abandoned outside the bay. It annoyed him that it hadn’t been brought inside. He wanted to leave right away. They know the rules of commandeering something from the enemy! What’s wrong with these men? They haven’t messed up before, thought Ghonllier angrily, riding the transport up the ramp.
As he got off his ride, Ghonllier’s men quickly arrived to secure the transport to the bay floor. Ghonllier looked around for the officer in charge of the bay. Expecting to see Simon, the commander saw Mason.
As he headed toward Mason, he activated his field glasses and quizzed,” Captains, do you have this single transport recorded?”
“Yes, Commander,” said Butler.
“Do you have the sled?”
“Yes,” answered Butler again.
He turned off his comset before he spoke. “Mason!” Thunder echoed inside the bay as Ghonllier waited for the noise to allow him to be heard. He ran his fingers through his hair to get rid of the excess water that kept streaming down his face.
When the echoing stopped, Mason answered,” Yes, Commander?”
“Why is the sled outside? You all know regulations—” Ghonllier was interrupted by lightning striking close by. Everyone in the bay felt the electricity. Then they heard the thunder again. Mason waited for the echoing to stop before he explained,” Sir. We tried. The sled stopped there and no one can get the engine to turn over. We have been waiting for you to give us the codes.”
Codes! Ghonllier couldn’t remember what he did to get it started. In a huff, he went to the edge of the bay and jumped onto the sled. He didn’t realize the white Stone had been controlling it, and he would have to bring the sled in. Sliding into the seat, he instantly knew the codes and entered them. The sled responded easily to his touch.
The sled moved and Ghonllier turned it around, heading for the ramp. As he approached the ramp, he saw Dapper arriving with the transport. Ghonllier waited for Dapper to go ahead of him. Looking back at the empty canisters still on the sled, he whispered,” I think the canisters need to stay here.”
Everyone in the bay heard or saw the sled’s cables suddenly break, releasing the empty canisters. They rolled off the back of the sled as Ghonllier brought it up the ramp. At the top of the ramp, he stood to look out the bay door. He glanced at his timepiece, timing the Snacker vines. It pleased him to see them go after the fuel canisters. The vines put on quite a show as they ripped the canisters apart.
“Now, this is a battle I like to watch,” Ghonllier observed softly. As the bits and pieces of canister were pulled quickly into the surrounding bushes, Ghonllier hopped back into the seat of the sled and brought it to his waiting men.
As he traveled over to them, he activated his comset and asked, “Sam. Is everyone is on board?”
“Yes, Commander,” replied Sam.
“Let’s leave before the KOGN finds us.”
The doors to the bay started to shut as Ghonllier turned off his comset. When the commander reached his waiting men, he turned off the sled and jumped down.
Dapper joined Ghonllier, watching him run his fingers through his wet hair, removing the excess water. Taking off his glasses, Dapper grinned and said, “You couldn’t resist, could you?”
Ghonllier also removed his glasses, grinning back. “Yeah, wasn’t it great to watch?”
The two walked away as Dapper asked, “How long did it take?”
“Six and a half minutes. Man, they’re good.”
•
Ghonllier and Dapper passed three crewmembers deep in conversation. The men were arguing about Ghonllier being a robot. Overhearing them, the commander stopped. When he stopped, he could still hear the conversation continue regarding him.
Spinning around, Ghonllier snarled,” What did you just say?!”
The crewmembers stopped their conversation and stared at him. Dapper noticed Ghonllier’s jaw was locked, which meant he was angry. He was about to say something when Mason approached and stepped between the men and Ghonllier.

He offered,” Commander, I’ll take care of it!”
“I’ll handle it, thank you, Mason,” Ghonllier replied coldly. Stepping around Mason, he repeated,” What did I just hear one of you say?”
“Sir, we saw you run into a gas bomb and take out six robots within seconds. We heard you tell us that six robots were with the sled before we ever saw it. How could you know they were robots unless you were one—”
Dapper interrupted,” Commander, we’ll take care of it. You have other things to do.” Ghonllier was covered with mud, and his wet clothes were already forming a puddle on the floor. The commander glanced at Dapper and then he looked at his men. A wave of fatigue swept over him. “Commander,” Dapper urged,” why don’t you get out of those wet clothes?”
Ghonllier was feeling weaker with each breath. He agreed and left.
•
When Ghonllier had moved out of earshot, Dapper faced Mason and the three men. He threatened,” I do not want to hear one rumor going around this ship about what he did out there today. Does everyone understand me?!” He let the anger show plainly on his face and in his voice.
“Yes, sir!” everyone replied.
“Can you tell us how he did it, and why he wasn’t affected by the smoke?” asked a crewmember timidly.
Dapper sighed internally. “First, remember the commander has a son. I don’t want Sooner hearing how dangerous it was out there. Second, the commander just saved the lives of everyone on this ship. Third, there is such a thing as holding your breath. Fourth, who says he won’t be affected by it? I don’t want any rumors flying around this ship. Do we understand each other?!” They nodded and Dapper added, “If I find anyone on this ship indulging in spreading rumors or gossip about the commander, they will lose points and pay.”
They affirmed to Dapper that they would stop any speculation. He dismissed them and requested Mason to stay. When they were alone, he told Mason to set up a meeting in the conference room with all officers within an hour.
He watched Mason leave, not sure what he was going to say at the meeting, but he hoped something would come to him. Now that the Master Stone was with its new Master, he had to let everyone know that something had changed, but without telling them what.
•
Meanwhile, Jackson entered the bay corridor, wanting to report to Ghonllier about his repairs on the fuel line. Entering the corridor, he found Ghonllier leaning up against the wall. Dapper entered the corridor from the bay just as Jackson arrived at the commander’s side. Ghonllier reached up to rub his forehead.
“Commander Ghonllier, what’s wrong with you?” Jackson kept repeating.
Ghonllier didn’t respond. When Dapper arrived, he placed his hands on Ghonllier’s arm. The commander closed his eyes and started to slide down the wall. He looked at Jackson and ordered,” Help me get him into his quarters.”
Dapper and Jackson put his arms over their shoulders and carried him down the corridor. Jackson asked, “What is wrong with him?”
Dapper didn’t answer his question. He said, “Jackson, stay with me and help me get him out of his clothes.”
“What’s wrong with him?” repeated Jackson.
“I’m not sure.” Dapper gazed at the commander and asked, “Ghonllier, how do you feel?”
“I’m so tired,” he whispered.
They reached the door to Ghonllier’s quarters. Some of the crew were in the corridor and stopped to watch. With Ghonllier’s quarters being across from the Med-C, they were at the busiest place on the ship. Dapper looked at Ghonllier and said, “Ghonllier! I need you to open the door to your quarters.”
Opening his eyes and raising his head slightly, Ghonllier rasped,” Hullercast, open.”
He dropped his head again as the door opened. Dapper was relieved to get him out of the corridor. There were more people than he wanted. One of them must have told Anna, because she followed them into the quarters.
“What’s wrong with him?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” said Dapper, seating him in a nearby chair. Ghonllier looked like he was out cold. “I’ll go get my analyzer,” informed Anna.
“Anna!” Dapper called. She stopped and faced him. “Don’t enter without permission.”
She nodded and left as Jackson started to unfasten Ghonllier’s uniform. Dapper left to get some dry underclothes. By the time Dapper returned, Jackson had him out of his wet uniform.
They carried him to his bed. Dapper moved back the covers and handed Jackson the dry underwear. Since Ghonllier was unconscious, he only retrieved shorts for him.
While Jackson was busy putting the shorts on Ghonllier, Dapper picked up the wet, muddy uniform. He retrieved the Master Stone from the pocket and put the clothes in the suction chute. He pocketed the Stone and placed Ghonllier’s C-stone on his nightstand. Turning to Jackson he asked, “How serious was the damage on our ship?”
Jackson brought the shorts up Ghonllier’s legs as he answered. “The fix was surprisingly easy. The fuel line was hit in the only place that wouldn’t have caused an explosion.”
Just as Dapper helped him finish clothing Ghonllier, they heard Anna at the door. The general asked, “Would you go tell her that she can come in.”
The moment Jackson’s back was turned, Dapper reached into his pocket to transfer the Master Stone to the pocket in Ghonllier’s shorts. He had Ghonllier covered up with his blankets by the time Jackson and Anna returned.
•
When Anna entered with Jackson, Sooner ran past them.
“Father!” Sooner cried. Dapper pulled the boy in and wrapped his arms around him. “What happened?” Sooner asked.
Dapper whispered,” He is okay Sooner. Let’s move so Anna can examine him.”
They moved back, and Jackson asked, “What happened out there?”
Dapper answered,” He had a fight with a Snacker vine. They threw him hard to the ground.” Finally, Anna stood and faced the general and Sooner.
“What’s wrong?” questioned Sooner.
Anna gave Dapper a troubled look. The general ordered,” Sooner, would you shut the door?”
Dapper let go of the boy. Sooner looked over at the door and said, “Hullercasts, close.”
Then he left Dapper and sat next to his father. He tried to wake his father up. Ghonllier didn’t move. Everyone watched him for a moment before Anna faced Dapper.
She said, “Did I hear you right that he had a fight with a Snacker vine?” Dapper nodded. She added, “I heard he went into a gas bomb. Is that true?”
Dapper nodded. Sooner reached out for Anna. She looked at him. He asked, “Can a gas bomb kill you?”
“No,” assured Anna. She put her hand on his shoulders and added, “They can make you really sick for a while.”
“Is that what is wrong with my father?” asked the boy.
“Sooner. He is fine. He’s only asleep,” Dapper interjected before Anna could speak. Gesturing toward the door, Dapper suggested,” Let’s go and let him sleep it off.”
She looked nervously at Sooner. Slowly, he moved off the bed. Figuring Anna and Dapper wanted to talk alone, Jackson guided Sooner out of the room, assuring the boy that his father was tough. They exited the quarters with Anna and Dapper watching them.
•
When they were alone, Anna asked, “How did you know that he was asleep?”
“I just told Sooner something that he would understand. What’s the problem?” asked Dapper, trying to redeem himself from knowing too much.
Anna answered,” According to the analyzer, he’s fine except for a foreign substance in his blood.”
“Did the gas bomb cause it?” quizzed Dapper.
“No. He shows no signs of fighting with a Snacker vine or that he went into a gas bomb.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’ve seen blood from people who’ve been affected by smoke bombs. His blood doesn’t look the same.”
“Then why is he unconscious?” asked Dapper.
Anna let out a sigh. “I know this sounds bizarre, but he isn’t unconscious. He really is asleep. He’s in a deep sleep.”
Dapper let out a sigh of relief, knowing it meant the Stone was bonding properly to him. Relieved, Dapper said, “I see. What do you recommend we do for him?”
She looked at Ghonllier and answered,” Like you said. Let him sleep.” She looked at the open door and asked, “Can we leave the door open so I can check on him?”
“No,” answered Dapper flatly. “If you want to see him, you’ll need to have Sooner let you in. Please do not tell anyone, including the commander, about the foreign matter in his blood.”
Anna nodded. Dapper went to the nightstand and used the green stone to ask the captains to send Sooner back to the room. While the general spoke to them, Anna slowly left the room, looking around. This was the first time she had been in Ghonllier’s quarters. Sooner had told her what it was like, but she didn’t believe him. Now, she understood the boy had told her the truth. Ghonllier had beautiful art on the walls and tables. The wood paneling and colors weren’t typical of a military Star Screamer. It was a very beautiful, plush room.
Sooner passed Anna as she left the quarters. Shortly, Dapper and the boy followed her out, with Sooner shutting the door. In the corridor, the general watched Sooner disappear into the Med-C.
Dapper heard the announcement for the officers to have a meeting in thirty minutes. The general sighed, finally having something to tell them. He knew that Ghonllier would be asleep for a couple of days.
•
Anna came out of the Med-C to see Dapper leave. Looking back at the door, she wished it was open. Anna wanted to go back in and check Ghonllier’s condition with a different analyzer. What was happening to him was very strange.
She sighed, happy to have the opportunity to take care of him. Maybe he would finally notice her. Gripping her portable analyzer tighter, Anna disappeared through the Med-C’s hullercast.

Ghonllier opened his eyes, feeling rested. Looking over, he realized that the other side of the bed was empty. In the distance, he could hear Jenny humming, which meant she was feeding the baby. He stretched out his hand and rested on her side of the bed, wanting her warmth, knowing Jenny had just started to feed their son.
After a few minutes, Ghonllier got out of bed and went to the door, realizing it was close to dawn. My favorite time of the day, he thought with a sigh. He ventured outside his father’s Star Skipper and felt the wind blow through his hair. Taking in a deep breath, Ghonllier enjoyed the sweet smell of summer grass.
Jenny loved to come to this mountainside for their vacations. The beach was his favorite place to be, but he never told her. She loved the mountains and he loved to please her.
This morning the sunrise over the mountaintop was especially colorful. There were wisps of thin clouds just above the mountains, which caught the light just right, turning them a soft pink. As the sun rose, they kept changing to different shades of pink until they whitened. He enjoyed watching the sunrise.
Walking through the grass, Ghonllier finally found a fallen tree and sat. The warm rays of the sun felt good, and he smiled as he watched the meadow come to life. He didn’t know how long he was there when he heard a soft voice. “Ghonllier.”
“Jenny!” he exclaimed, standing to receive her in his arms. They hugged and he kissed the top of her head. She moved back while they both grinned at each other. “Where’s our son?” he asked, pulling her back into his arms.
“He’s asleep now,” Jenny whispered.
The two looked at each other for a moment before eventually heading back to the ship arm in arm. After a few steps, Ghonllier watched his body separate. Stunned, he found himself watching Jenny in his arms, walking away. He wanted to go with them but he couldn’t move. Watching them, he remembered this was their last vacation before her death. His emotions wanted to rewind the moment so he could hang onto every word Jenny had spoken. Now, he was left with how she smelt and it consumed him. He had forgotten how much he loved her. The hatred for her killer had marred his love for her and now he realized how much he had forgotten about their relationship.
At the door of the Star Skipper, they kissed and he could feel the bonding fires from that kiss as he watched. “The bonding fires,” he whispered. “I forgot how they felt or that I ever had them.”
They started to kiss again and Ghonllier wanted to look away because his heart ached to watch. It reminded him of what he had lost. The pain in his heart was so strong Ghonllier threw back his head to scream. Then after releasing the pain, Ghonllier found himself in total blackness until drifting off into another dream.
The Master Stone caused these dreams. The Stone wanted to review Ghonllier’s past. It found a lot of pain that Ghonllier had never dealt with before. After his wife was reported killed, Ghonllier closed off his heart and threw himself into his career, never allowing himself to think about Jenny.
In his heart, he had a lot of hatred for her murderer. Suzair the Great was responsible. He destroyed her ship after luring it into a trap. The hatred caused Ghonllier to taunt every KOGN Galaxy Creeper he found. A Star Screamer couldn’t destroy a Galaxy Creeper but Ghonllier wanted to find a way to do it.
The Stone took him to other dreams with Jenny. Every time he had to watch himself kiss her, Ghonllier thought about their bonding fires. The bonding fires were a special marriage contract that came only to those who lived by their rules. In their culture, the bonding fires were cherished and everyone tried to live for them.
They would appear during a marriage ceremony. No one knew if they would appear for certain until they did. A couple married with the bonding fires had to live by their rules or the marriage contact was broken. If a couple honored the contract with the fires, they would teach them how to have a relationship and keep it safe. Every time Ghonllier touched Jenny, he would feel the warmth from the fires. The warmth let him know that they were still committed to each other and their marriage contract was strong and healthy.
Tears glistened on his cheeks as he watched the two of them kissing and talking about their future plans. He had forgotten how happy they were. Ghonllier whispered,” There is no future, Jenny. Our dreams mean nothing to me anymore with you not here.” Then he would find himself screaming again from his heart hurting so much.
When the last scene vanished and Ghonllier opened his eyes, feeling the tears sting them, he stared at the artwork that he had on the other side of the room. Confused and feeling deep pain, he wanted the dreams of his past with Jenny to stop. The dreams from the Master Stone was very intense and real. He could feel the breeze, smell the grass, and feel the warmth of the sun. More important, he could feel Jenny touching him and the taste of her lips. Rolling onto his side, Ghonllier thought, This is the first time I’ve dreamt about her, since her death. Why now?
He had done a very good job in the last five and half years putting up walls that prevented him to think about her and their life together. It was the only way he could move forward without her and take care of their son. Seeing his past with Jenny reminded Ghonllier how empty his life really was today.
•
Sitting up in bed, Ghonllier shook his head, wanting to get the images out of his mind. He looked at the timepiece on his wrist to learn it was late morning. He was always an early riser, so why was he still in bed? Standing, he headed for the bathroom to shower. Then, removing a towel from a small closet, Ghonllier caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror.
Stopping abruptly, he stared at his face. This can’t be real, Ghonllier thought, touching his face. He had at least a three to four day growth of facial hair. He wasn’t sure how many days, since he had never allowed it to grow. It was part of military regulations to be clean-shaven and Ghonllier was a stickler for rules. Feeling bewildered and confused, Ghonllier stepped into the shower. In a daze, he showered while trying to remember something.
When he came out, the commander just stood in front of the mirror, staring at his face again. He still had no memory of what he did before he went to bed. He couldn’t remember how he got into bed.
Leaving the bathroom, Ghonllier paged Dapper. He was dressed before the general knocked on his door. He wanted answers and decided not to wait for him. Picking up his old drawers, he went to put them into the suction chute when he felt something hard in the pocket.
Reaching in, he pulled out the white Stone. He was stunned to see it. How did this get into my knickers? Ghonllier was really confused. In his mind, he searched for any kind of information that would tell him how a white Stone got into his pocket. Staring at it, he remembered Jasper telling him that the KOGN were looking for a white Stone before they took his family. Was this the Stone? How did it get here?
At the same moment, Ghonllier heard a knock. Sharply looking at the door, he roared,” Hullercast, open.”
Dapper entered to find Ghonllier glaring at him with the Master Stone in his hand. Surprised to see the Stone out in the open, Dapper quickly looked away.
“Dapper, why do I have this?!”
“I suggest you close the door, Commander,” commented Dapper, walking away.
Ghonllier closed the door while Dapper glanced over at him to see the Stone still in his hand. “Son, put that away!” he warned.
“Where did it come from?!”
Dapper faced him with a curious expression and asked, “Are you telling me that you don’t remember?”
“No! I want to know what is going on. I woke up with a beard and the last thing I remember is checking the Trons into the ship.”
The general blew out the air in his lungs and replied,” You took a nasty fall when the Snacker Vines got a hold of you.”
“Snacker Vines! Where are we?” he asked.
Dapper explained to him how they commandeered the fuel and made it out alive from the Jasmine planet. He retold Ghonllier about their fight with the KOGN men and the Snacker Vines. Ghonllier couldn’t remember anything. The general suggested that he go look at the single transport that he stole from them.
Staring at Dapper with a blank expression, Ghonllier asked, “Did you put the Stone in the pocket of my knickers?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“We found it right before we left. You put it in your pocket for safe-keeping.”
“I need to tell Justin about it,” said Ghonllier, clasping his fingers over it.
“He knows about it. He contacted the former Master of the Galaxy. They want you to keep it in your pocket and let no one see or know about it. A white Stone could be lethal.”
“Lethal?” Ghonllier stepped closer and continued, “Then why do I have it? It should be put in a vault...What am I supposed to do with it?”
“Justin wants you to keep it on your body until Gostler can authenticate it,” explained Dapper.
Ghonllier gave him a disgusted expression and snarled,” Yes. I very much want to give this to Gostler, the former Master of the Galaxy...I have something to say to him.”
Dapper rolled his eyes as Ghonllier turned his back on him, slipping the Stone into his pocket. The general was relieved. Then the commander peppered Dapper with questions to what happened the last four days. Ghonllier was stunned to learn that he had been asleep for that long.
•
Dapper finished updating Ghonllier on everything that had taken place the last four days. He requested to leave and the commander watched him disappear through the door, feeling angry that Jasper had it all the time but he forgot.
With Dapper gone, Ghonllier kept trying to remember something. He decided to take Dapper’s advice and look at the single transport. Maybe it would trigger some kind of memory.
He exited his quarters into a crowded corridor. With the corridor to the bay near the Med-C and his quarters being on the other side of both of them, there was usually a large number of people coming and going.
Looking between the bay corridor and the Med-C, Ghonllier changed his mind and decided to go talk with Anna instead. Maybe she could shed some light on what had happened to him.
Entering the Med-C waiting room, somehow he knew Anna was there and alone, even though the room was empty. He wasn’t allowed back without being invited. So he decided to disregard his knowledge about the medics not being busy and keep to the regulations.
Touching the green stone, he requested to see Anna.
“Come on back,” responded a voice.
Anna lit up when he entered. For the first time, Ghonllier noticed her face start to glow. He felt confused as to why she was beaming at him. Ghonllier wasn’t aware that the Stone made him more sensitive to his surroundings.
“How do you feel?” she asked.
Pushing his feelings of being uncomfortable aside, Ghonllier asked, “Anna, why do I not have any memory of the last few hours or days?”
“You don’t?” He shook his head. Anna faced him and asked, “You don’t remember going into a gas bomb?”
Ghonllier was stunned. Dapper didn’t tell him about that part. He asked, “Is that why I can’t remember?”
“No. A gas bomb doesn’t affect your memory. Do you want me to use a Truth Test on you to see if we can learn why?”
A Truth Test caused a person to divulge everything that they were feel-ing and thinking. Ghonllier wasn’t sure that he wanted to let someone else know what he knew. He had sensitive information that someone without his clearance couldn’t know.
He shook his head and asked, “Is there anything different about me that you saw when you last checked me?”
“Commander, you have something foreign in your blood that the analyzer has never seen before. May I check it again since you are here?”
The commander put up his hand and responded,” No, I need to go check on my ship.”
“I need to check...”
Ghonllier interrupted,” I’ll come back.”
“Page me and I’ll come to you if you want.”
He thanked Anna and left. What she told him caused him to panic and he wanted time to process it all.
•
Standing in the corridor outside the Med-C, Ghonllier stared at his quarters across from him. His mind still struggled to remember anything. How did the foreign matter get into his body? What was it? Was it causing him to forget what happened? Would he lose his ship because of it?
Realizing the Med-C wasn’t a safe place to be standing with his crew having to stop and move around him, Ghonllier headed for his office. Shutting the door behind him, Ghonllier stared at one of his favorite pieces of artwork. It was made out of soft, bendable metal with lines that gave him the same feeling as a wave breaking on a rocky beach. He usually found looking at it very calming. However, today, the sculpture did nothing for him. Looking away, he found the picture of his beloved Liberty Quest hanging on the wall.
After a moment of staring at it, he ordered,” Vault, open.”
The picture disappeared, revealing a shiny panel about two feet wide and three feet high. A reader panel was adjacent to it for him to press his hand against. The reader glowed, recognizing his handprint. “Activate to voice commands only,” requested Ghonllier, watching it glow again. “Vault, open.” The panel slid aside, revealing a large compartment within the wall. Reaching into his pocket, he took out the white Stone to place it into the ship’s vault.
All ships had vaults for their commanders, and they were the only ones who could open and program them. If he were killed, no one else on board would be able to open it. Even Justin, being a regional judge, couldn’t open it by himself. He would have to get another person with the same I-Force clearance and together they could deactivate the lock. It was definitely the safest place to put the white Stone.
After carefully placing the white Stone into the vault, he commanded,” Vault, close.”
For the first time, the vault refused to respond to his command. Why didn’t it close? It’s impossible for it not to work!
Ghonllier stared at the Stone inside the vault. It glowed as he heard, “YOU WERE TOLD TO KEEP ME IN YOUR POCKET. TAKE ME OUT.”
The voice Ghonllier heard was clear, rich, and full. He had heard that voice before. Staring at the Stone, he knew it was talking to him. Afraid to move, he heard, “GHONLLIER, YOU KNOW I AM TALKING TO YOU. TAKE ME OUT.”
“It is safer for you to stay here,” Ghonllier explained.
“NO. I HAVE TO STAY WITH YOU.”
“What kind of a Stone are you? Are you a server or Master Stone?”
“MASTER STONE AND WE HAVE PICKED YOU TO BE OUR MASTER.”
Ghonllier started to back away. He wanted to get away from the Stone and he didn’t care if the vault wouldn’t close. The commander ran for the door only to have the door lock before him. He ordered the door to open and unlock. But, like the vault, the door stayed shut.
Closing his eyes, Ghonllier knew the white Stone was the Master Stone and it had taken control of his ship.
He faced the Stone and explained,” I can’t be your Master. You need to find someone else.”
“YOU PROMISED US YEARS AGO THAT YOU WOULD BE OUR MASTER. DO NOT GO BACK ON YOUR WORD, COMMANDER.”
“Years ago? I don’t remember—”
The Master Stone started to play back in his mind the time they spent together. The moment reminded him of the dreams that he had while he was asleep. The voice of the Master Stone came to him when he was a young boy. They requested that he become their Master and Ghonllier agreed.
Coming out of the trance, Ghonllier looked at the Stone and defended,” I was just a boy before I knew that I would be a single father.”
“IS THAT WHY YOU WON’T DO IT ?” asked the Stone.
“Yes. I would never see my son and he is the reason I breathe.”
“IS IT REALLY? YOU ARE ALWAYS PUTTING YOURSELF IN VERY DANGEROUS SITUATIONS AND YOUR SON IS WITH YOU.”
“How do you know what I do?”
“WE KNEW ABOUT YOU BEFORE YOU WERE BORN. WE WANT YOU TO RULE OVER US.”
“I can’t. I don’t want to be immortal. I will lose my son.”
“YOU PROMISED US. WE ARE NOT GOING TO GIVE YOU BACK YOUR SHIP UNTIL YOU PUT ME BACK IN YOUR POCKET.”
Ghonllier went back and tried to open the door. When it refused his request, he faced the white Stone again. After a long moment, he asked, “Did Dapper know about this?”
“YES. HE HAS BEEN WORKING FOR US MOST OF HIS LIFE. WE HAVE HAD HIM WITH YOU SO HE COULD PROTECT YOU FOR US. HE WAS SUPPOSED TO KEEP YOU ALIVE FROM THE DAY WE LEFT THE GALAXY.”
Everything closed in on Ghonllier as he slumped into a nearby chair. After a long moment, he asked, “What is in my blood?”
“WE ARE. WHEN A MAN BONDS WITH US, WE BECOME A PART OF HIS BODY AND HE A PART OF US.”
“So I’m already starting to become immortal?”
“YES.”
“Why me? Why are you picking me?”
“YOU WILL UNDERSTAND AS WE BOND WITH EVERY CELL WITHIN YOUR BODY, MIND, INTELLIGENCE, AND SOUL.”
“What about my son?”
The Stone replied,” IF YOU DO NOT DO THIS, YOUR SON WILL DIE ALONG WITH EVERYONE IN THIS GALAXY. WE CANNOT EXPLAIN IT ALL TO YOU NOW. BUT THE REASONS TO WHY WE LEFT THE GALAXY AND WHY YOU ARE THE ONLY PERSON WHO CAN STOP EVERYONE FROM DYING.”
“That’s a lot to put on one man!” shouted Ghonllier, standing.
“JUST DO IT AND WE WILL TAKE CARE OF YOUR SON AND YOU.”
Ghonllier stared at the Stone in the vault. He started to ask why Jasper had to get involved with them. They promised that he would understand everything as he grew to become the man with ultimate power.
The commander thought about Dapper knowing about this his whole life. He just questioned him and Dapper lied to him. How many times had Dapper lied? Anger increased and he wanted a talk with him now.
Looking at the Stone, he asked, “Where is Dapper?!”
The Stone answered,” ON THE BRIDGE.”
“Hullercast, open,” Ghonllier barked. Still the door wouldn't respond. “Stone! Open the door now!”
“NO. I HAVE TO STAY ON YOUR BODY. TAKE ME OUT AND I’LL GIVE YOU BACK YOUR SHIP.”
Ghonllier went to the Master Stone and removed it. He slipped the Stone into his pocket and commanded the vault to close. The ship readily obeyed his orders.
•
Out in the corridor, he greeted his crew with a very stern face. Dapper happened to enter the corridor at the same time from the command center when Ghonllier exited his office. They stared at each other for a moment as the general walked toward him. Halfway to him, Ghonllier started to lean against the wall, feeling tired again. In spite of his ire, the anger inside was hard to feel by the fatigue of bonding. Now, he was glad that he didn’t have to go all the way to the bridge to find Dapper.
“Are you okay?” the general asked, reaching him. Ghonllier shook his head. “Let me help you back into your office or quarters?”
“Office,” mumbled Ghonllier.
They entered the office and Ghonllier slumped into his chair behind the desk. The general knew Ghonllier well enough that he was upset. His ire showed on his face. So he requested the door to shut as he sat in the chair in front of the desk.
As Ghonllier stared at the general, the words kept repeating that Dapper knew all this time that he was the future Master. His anger gave him the momentary energy to stand up. He came around to sit on the edge of his desk in front of Dapper.
He said, “I’m thinking about giving my own report to Justin, about this Stone. I want to know if you told my father what kind of Stone I have.”
“He knows it is white,” Dapper replied.
Ghonllier was quiet. Then he said, “Justin knows I have the Master Stone and you knew it when you saw Jasper and that is why you brought him on board and why Justin ordered me to take the boy with us and not back to his father.” Dapper gave him a stunned expression as Ghonllier continued, “You knew that you were going to pick up the stone when I asked you to take the Star Skipper to pick up the supplies from Houser’s ship.”
The commander was stunned himself to hear what he had just said. Watching Dapper, he knew that he had upset the general because he looked away and gripped the arm of the chair.
Ghonllier waited for a response from Dapper. Finally he said, “Can I go now?”
“Is this all you have to say to me?!” bellowed Ghonllier.
Dapper faced and matched him. “What do you want from me, Ghonllier?”
“The truth! Why didn’t you tell me that the boy had it?” Dapper matched his glare as Ghonllier ordered,” Tell me the truth, Dapper!!”
“You know the truth. Why ask me?”
Ghonllier choked on his words. “I need to hear from you. For our friendship, I need to hear it from you.”
Dapper stepped back and replied,” I can’t tell you anything. I gave an oath to the Master Stone that I would never discuss this with you. I can’t say more.”
The commander knew he was telling him the truth because the Master Stone verified it to him. Ghonllier was angry with the Stone and Dapper. He wanted answers now. More importantly, he needed to hear them from Dapper.
The general started to leave and Ghonllier responded,” Dapper, don’t you even dare think about leaving.”
•
He continued and Ghonllier requested the door to lock. The general closed his eyes. Gostler, the former Master, warned him that Ghonllier could and would become irrational. He just didn’t expect it to happen so soon. He could see the pain and anguish in his boy’s eyes and he wished that he could have spared him from this. For Ghonllier to become the Master he needed to change so the Stone and he could find a common ground of communication and build their relationship. For him to do this, Ghonllier would have to make peace with his life.
Again, he tried to leave by unlocking the door himself. Ghonllier overrode his order and surprised Dapper by reaching across the desk and paging Anna.
Facing him, he asked, “What do you think you are doing?”
“You tell me, Dapper,” answered Ghonllier, looking at him. Then he added, “You tell me why I would need a medic when I want the truth. You know it isn’t for me.”
Dapper’s insides sank. “You wouldn’t.”
“Try me, Dapper. I need to hear the truth from you, even if I have to use a Truth Test to get it.”
“Son, you don’t know what you’re asking of me.” They heard a knock on the door.
“Hullercast, open,” Ghonllier commanded, glaring at Dapper. As the door behind Dapper opened, he moved away so Anna could enter. Dapper stopped at the corner by the windows and turned his back on them.
•
Anna came in beaming as she asked, “Commander, are you ready now?”
“Yes,” answered Ghonllier, commanding the door to close.
She took his hand, hoping that he would look into her eyes. But Ghonllier kept his gaze on Dapper. Disappointed, she placed his hand on her portable analyzer, still hoping to catch his eye.
Then, finally, she got her wish. Ghonllier happened to glance away from Dapper and their eyes met. After a moment, Ghonllier asked, “Can you see anything different in my blood?”
For some reason, she blushed and looked down at the analyzer to get a reading. “The foreign substance in your blood has increased.” She gave him a worried look and asked, “I’m seeing fatigue. How do you feel?”
“Tired. Very tired,” whispered Ghonllier.
“Will you let me send out your information to see if anyone else in the galaxy has seen this phenomenon before?” She waited to get complete eye contact with him before she continued. “Do I have your permission?”
“Yes, as long as you don’t identify who I am or our ship,” Ghonllier told her.
“I know. You don’t want this to get back to the regional office,” said Anna, removing his hand. “I don’t want you to lose your ship.”
Ghonllier smiled. “Thank you.”
Responding back with a warm smile, she left. “Oh, Anna,” Ghonllier said as she arrived at the door.
“Yes?”
“If I wanted a Truth Test made up, how long would it take you to make a patch?”
“Oh...about five minutes,” she informed, crinkling up her eyes. “Have you changed your mind about wanting one now?”
“I might want one made up quickly.” Ghonllier paused and looked over at Dapper before he added, “Do we need it now, General?”
“No,” Dapper replied in almost a whisper.
“Thank you, Anna.” Ghonllier watched her leave the room and closed the door, after her. Then he stood and faced the general. “Do you agree to tell me the truth?”
Dapper cleared his throat and faced him. Ghonllier was astounded to see his cheeks glistening from tears. This was the first time Ghonllier had seen Dapper show such emotion.
The general choked,” I’ll tell you what I can without breaking my oath.”
Ghonllier soothed,” Why the tears? This is so against your nature, Dapper.”
“I didn’t expect to feel this way...” the general choked. “I was thinking about your parents and the other people who have sacrificed so much to get the Stone and you together,” he answered. “How did you find out that you had the Master Stone?”
“The Stone told me.”
“It was supposed to be Gostler, the former Master—”
“I know who he is!!” Ghonllier snapped, surprised at his own anger.
In his heart, he blamed not only Suzair the Great for his wife’s death. Gostler, the former Master, was also on the list. With fatigue consuming him again, he found it hard to walk. Slowly, he moved along his desk, going back to his chair. Sitting, Ghonllier felt relieved.
Leaning his head back, he quizzed,” When did you make this oath?”
“I gave my oath at your age, and there were other people who witnessed it,” Dapper told him.
“Who was there?”
“Gostler, for one. A few of his assistants, including your father.”
“My father worked for the former Master of the Stones?”
“Yes.”
“Which father?”
Facing him, Dapper crinkled up his eyebrows. “What are you talking about?”
Ghonllier grunted. “We both know that Justin isn’t my blood father. So which father are you talking about?”
“They both worked for him,” Dapper answered slowly. “When did you learn about Justin not being your blood father? I didn’t know you knew that.”
“Justin called me into his office right before I left for the academy. It was then he told me the truth.”
“Did he tell you your blood father’s name?”
“No. He said I couldn’t know, until I was older. I never went back and asked him, and I never thought about it until now.”
“Why didn’t you tell me that you knew Justin wasn’t your blood father?”
“Because I promised him I would never tell a soul.” Dapper sighed and Ghonllier continued, “What did you do for the former Master?”
“I was in charge of Intelligence or Special Services.”
“But that was before the war. Why would he need spies if there was peace?”
Wiping away the moisture from his wet cheeks, he answered,” There’s a lot the Master of the Galaxy needs to keep track of. You need a good staff around you and out in the galaxy reporting to you what you need to know. It takes a lot to stay on top of everything and aid you.” Returning to his chair, he added, “What we did then in Special Services wasn’t as dangerous as it is now. We still worked hard and the Master needed us.”
“So, you’re a spy,” grunted Ghonllier. Tapping his finger on his desk, he added, “How convenient when you have the ability to become invisible.” Ghonllier raised his gaze to match his and added, “You taught me everything you know, which means, I know what spies know.”
“Yes. The Master Stone told me to do it so you would be educated in all things. We started with you as a baby.”
“Baby?”
“The sign language. Remember, we taught Sooner when he was a baby. We taught you the musical language and you have taught Sooner too. It’s easy for a child to learn and you enjoyed it.”
Ghonllier nodded. Then he asked, “Is this why you turned down my offer to become a commander?”
“I turned it down when you offered because I am a commander and my job was to stay with you,” answered Dapper.
“The Master Stone told me that you have been with me since I was born,” stated Ghonllier. Dapper nodded and he continued, “So you knew my blood parents.”
“Yes. I knew them well.”
“Can you tell me about them?”
“No. I cannot unless the Master Stone releases me from my promise.”
The Master Stone immediately told Ghonllier that Dapper was not released from his oath. The words choked in his throat as he repeated the Master Stone’s words. So the commander asked, “Dapper, why didn’t Justin introduce you to me as my bodyguard?”
“You know! How?”
“The Master Stone just told me.”
“We didn’t want you to ask why. Gostler and the Master Stone were the ones authorized to tell you.”
Ghonllier leaned his head back into the chair. Tiredness seemed to overwhelm him. He closed his eyes and Dapper waited to see if he was finished. Expecting Ghonllier to be asleep, Dapper decided to go back to work. He exited the office and closed the door behind him.
•
During the same time Dapper and Ghonllier were having their meeting, Jasper and Sooner were having their own. They had arrived in the dining room to eat lunch when they heard two people talking next to them about two new Trons. Trons! Are they really real? thought Jasper, looking around and trying to figure out who they were.
Unsure, he asked, “Sooner, where are the Trons?”
“Why?”
“I’ve never seen a Tron before. I want to meet them,” stated Jasper.
“They look just like everyone else,” educated Sooner, ordering their food.
After he finished, Sooner caught a glimpse of Bert and Celia and knew they were new. He pointed at them and told Jasper they were probably the Trons. They happened to be close by, eating together at a table.
•
Jasper was elated to really meet a Tron. After the two boys retrieved their food, Jasper wanted to go over to the table to meet them. Sooner wasn’t so sure. He guessed that they were the Trons because they were new to the ship. But he wasn’t completely sure.
Before Sooner could stop him, Jasper darted over to their table and asked, “Do you mind if we sit down and eat with you?”
The woman smiled. Jasper liked her instantly. “Please come and join us,” she said, gesturing toward the chairs.
As Jasper sat next to the man, Bert said, “We heard there were two young boys on board. How did they convince you two to join the military?”
“It was easy,” said Jasper as Sooner joined him. “My family and home were taken by the KOGN, leaving me behind. General Dapper found me and brought me on board.”
The two adults blinked their eyes at him. After a few minutes, they both said at once,” You have to be kidding.”
Jasper just smiled. The woman looked over at Sooner. “What’s your story?” she asked.
“My father is Commander Ghonllier,” he replied.
“Oh, interesting,” the man said, eating another mouthful.
The woman seemed to be through eating and pushed her plate away. “Well,” she began,” my name is Celia. This is Bert.” Bert nodded.
“I’m Jasper, and that’s Sooner.” Jasper gave Celia a boyish grin. “Are you really a Tron?”
“Oh, do you know about Trons?” she smiled.
“I’ve only read about them, and the book said Trons are myths,” Jasper told them.
“Do I look like a myth?” chuckled Celia.
“No,” answered Jasper. “You’re beautiful,” he praised.
Celia kicked Bert underneath the table. “He knows what to say.”
Bert grunted. “Wait until he gets to know you, Celia. Then he’ll learn you’re a diva and very demanding. It’s not in my job description to tell you every day you’re gorgeous.”
“You finally admit it,” Celia giggled.
Bert shook his head and then looked at Jasper and asked, “What have you heard about us?”
“That you can turn into fiery dragons and werewolves.”
Bert rolled his eyes. “Do you believe it?”
“Some people say it’s true. So when I heard there were real Trons on board, I wanted to ask you for sure,” Jasper confessed.
“Well, would you be disappointed to learn that it isn’t true?” Bert asked. Jasper shook his head. Bert continued, “Good, because it isn’t true. There are no such things as dragons or werewolves. They really are myths, along with all the other things out there that people like to use to scare each other with.”
“Can you change into animals?” asked Jasper.
“Yes,” Celia answered.
Jasper leaned in with excitement. “Can you change to any animal you want?”
Celia laughed. “You’re cute, Jasper. Would you like to be able to change into an animal?”
“Yeah, I think it would be exciting,” Jasper breathed as the two Trons exchanged looks.
“We can only change into one kind of animal,” Bert told them.
“What are they?” asked Sooner, getting into the conversation.
“I’m a gray eagle, and Celia is a small calico cat.”
“What other kinds of animals can a Tron turn into?” asked Sooner, pleased with their answers.
“Well, let’s see. We’ve already mentioned birds and cats of any size,” Bert mused.
“Horses, dogs, wolves, rats, and a few can become koalas,” Celia added.
“How do you do it?” asked Jasper, fascinated.
“We’re born with the ability,” Celia told him.
“Where did you come from? Are you human?”
The two laughed out loud for a moment. “We’re very human,” Bert replied. Then he put down his eating utensil and continued, “Ages ago, before you Eraphins entered our galaxy, our ancestors lived and worked in this galaxy. Sorcerers ruled it. The sorcerers who our ancestors worked for treated them like slaves. The sorcerers would change them into animals when they didn’t need their services to keep them in line.
“They kept going back and forth from human to animals so often that eventually some could do it on their own. Some escaped from bondage because they became so good at it. For some reason, the ability was passed down through the generations through our genes. With the war, most Trons are employed in the military and their identity kept secret.”
“How do you actually change?” Jasper persisted.
“I don’t know. We just think about it and it happens,” Celia shrugged. Then she added, “It was kind of frightening the first time it happened, come to think about it.”
“Did you know it was going to happen?” asked Sooner.
“No, I’m just glad it happened when my parents were there,” Celia confessed.
Bert started to laugh, recalling their first time, and Celia joined him. “Frankly, Jasper,” Bert explained,” both of us are simply glad to have that moment of discovery behind us.”
•
Sooner was glad Jasper had wanted to talk with the Trons. He was about to ask a question when he felt a hand on his shoulder. Looking up, he found Dapper peering down at him.
He requested,” Sooner. Your father woke—”
Sooner stood and interrupted,” Can I see him?”
Dapper remembered that he promised to tell Sooner when his father woke up. He happened to be returning from the bridge with a blanket when he remembered his promise to the boy. They left the dining room to find Ghonllier still asleep in his chair.
Sooner ran to his father while Dapper apologized that Ghonllier wasn’t awake. While he spoke, Sooner gingerly ran his fingers over his father’s chest. Dapper unfolded the blanket, expecting the boy to move. When he didn’t, Dapper asked him if he was okay.
Sooner looked at Dapper with a few tears trickling down his cheeks. The general dropped the blanket on Ghonllier’s feet and took the boy into his arms. Sooner started to cry and Dapper waited to learn what had him upset.
Finally, Sooner said, “I’ve been hearing stories about my father.”
“What did you hear?” quizzed Dapper, looking at him.
“I heard some of the crew talking about him. They are saying he is dying,” divulged Sooner.
Dapper held him tightly and soothed,” Sooner, he’s not dying.”
The boy lay in his arms, watching his father sleep. Dapper thought, We didn’t think about what this was going to do to Sooner. How do I explain this to a boy who has never seen the power that his father is absorbing? Dapper closed his eyes and shook his head. I can see why Ghonllier wants to find a heart stone for him. It would be helpful right now. Sooner buried his head into Dapper’s chest while he held him.
Trying to help Sooner, Dapper asked, “Son, what would help you to know that your father isn’t dying? Did you talk with Anna?” He nodded. “What did she say?”
“That he was okay. He just has something that is making him weak and tired.”
“So what has you upset the most?”
Sooner pushed away from Dapper and stared at his father and asked, “Dapper, what if he doesn’t...? What if he dies at another time from now? What will happen to me?”
“I’ll be there, me and your grandfather.”
“What happened to my mother?”
“Why are you asking about her?”
“Jasper asked me about her and I realized that I knew nothing about her.”
Then Sooner fell on his father’s chest and sobbed. Dapper wished that he had something to make Sooner feel better. He thought about Jenny and knew how much she loved Sooner. She wasn’t there and Sooner never asked about his mother until now. Until Jasper and the Master Stone came on this ship. Neither Sooner nor Ghonllier thought about Jenny. He wondered if the Master Stone was causing this in Sooner. Why? He wished Gostler were here on the ship. Maybe he could explain to Sooner what was happening to his father and himself.
Looking at Ghonllier, Dapper said, “I think your father will get you a mother when you start to stay on land.” Then he looked at Sooner and he added, “Let’s not talk to him about it now. Your father needs to get his strength back first.”
Sooner stopped crying and he slowly raised his head, watching his father breathe. Then the general picked up the blanket so he could spread it over Ghonllier. Sooner grabbed the end, pulling it up his neck. Then he reached out to touch his father’s face. Leaning over, he gently kissed him on the cheek before they left the room.
Dapper paused at the commander’s side, pondering Sooner’s words. Why didn’t he ever get the boy a mother? This would be a lot easier on the father and the child if he had a loving wife. With that thought, Dapper left, closing the door.
•
It had been a couple of days since Sooner and Dapper had talked in his father’s office. Everyone had readily accepted the fact that Dapper was in charge of the Liberty Quest. Justin changed his commission to commander so the ship would accept him and the ship’s stones would follow his orders. Dapper made the captains promise to not tell anyone that he was really a commander in the I-Force fleet. They agreed, expecting that Dapper would explain later why he had been pretending to be a general.
Each day, Dapper saw Sooner become quieter. He wasn’t aware that Sooner felt alone with the crew talking about his father. In spite of the officers’ efforts to stop the gossip, Sooner would overhear conversations that he shouldn’t have. The growing feelings of insecurity gnawed at him.
The rumor about Ghonllier being a robot was stopped on the first day in the bay. However, one rumor Dapper didn’t stop, when it started. In fact, Dapper silently encouraged the rumor and in some cases, he helped it by not getting after his officers to stop it. When Dapper was asked point blank if Ghonllier was going to lose the ship, he didn’t discredit or verify it. So everyone put their own spin on it.
Concerned for Sooner, Dapper kept close tabs on him. Sooner stopped talking to the crew. Jasper was the only person that he spoke to and Dapper was grateful that the boy was in their lives. The Liberty Quest was the only home the boy had known, and to hear people talking about his father losing it caused Sooner to become despondent. Dapper needed the crew to know that there was going to be a change. He felt sorry that Sooner was caught in the middle.
Since Sooner had to let Anna or himself into Ghonllier’s quarters. She picked up on the change in Sooner and pulled him aside. Anna had taken care of Sooner since he was a baby and she loved him. Sooner responded to her loving touch and Dapper noticed it.
Each time, Sooner took Anna to his father. She would lovingly run her fingers down the side of Ghonllier’s face, trying to get him to wake up, while talking with Sooner. There was never a response to her touch or Sooner’s. Before, Sooner had always been able to get his father to wake up quickly. Each day Sooner’s fear of being totally alone and parentless kept mounting. He found it hard to believe that his father was fine when he never ate or drink.
Anna could see the fear in his face and it concerned her, too. She would go out of her way to check on Sooner just to make sure he was okay.
One day, Sooner challenged her when she assured him that his father was fine. Anna studied him before she asked, “Sooner, why don’t you believe me?”
Looking at his father, Sooner expressed,” He doesn’t look like my father anymore.
“Anna studied Ghonllier’s face. “What do you mean he doesn’t look like your father?”
Sooner reached out to touch his father’s face. “This! He’s never had a beard before.”
Anna smiled at him and asked, “Would it make you feel better if we shaved his face?”
The boy nodded. Anna smiled and stood. Before she left, she requested that he stay to watch his father. She had a surprise for him.
•
Dapper was in the corridor when Anna and someone from the salon entered Ghonllier’s quarters. Curious, he followed them. The general found Sooner instructing the person from the salon on how he wanted his father’s face shaved. The boy was very vocal about it . Dapper found it quite humorous. Anna and Dapper exchanged looks and he went to her side.
He asked, “Whose idea was this, Anna?”
“His,” Anna answered, folding her arms. Facing Dapper, she asked, “I can’t find any information about the commander’s illness. Every request comes back empty. Some places want to study his condition.”
“Tell them no,” responded Dapper, leaving the room.
“I have,” countered Anna.
Anna watched him leave before she joined Sooner and the stylist. She thought, I would like to know why he isn’t showing any signs of dehydration or starvation.
•
Dapper noticed a change in Sooner’s demeanor after the shaving, but it didn’t last long. The concern crept back into his face. “Sooner,” Dapper asked after Sooner had spent an hour with his father while he was awake. “You look like you’re upset again. What is it?”
“Dapper, Anna says he is fine. But he looks very thin. My father was so strong, and now he looks so thin and frail. Are you sure he isn’t dying?”
The general took a deep breath and put his hand out for Sooner to take. He said, “This time we’re going to talk with your grandfather. I think you need to hear it from someone else that he’s okay.”
The two called Justin. His grandfather wasn’t any more convincing than Dapper and Anna. Justin did do something smart, however. He contacted Gostler, the former Master. Gostler gave Justin a drink that would stop Ghonllier from losing weight. The drink would keep Ghonllier’s muscles toned until he was ready to use them again.
They hoped the drink would help Sooner feel better about his father’s condition. The benefit was mostly for Sooner, and it worked. The care-free attitude returned and he started to engage with the crew. As long as Sooner was taking the drink to Ghonllier when he woke up and someone was shaving his face regularly, Sooner’s fears calmed down.
It perplexed Dapper and Justin that the beard upset the boy. They surmised it was because Sooner hadn’t been around men with facial hair. He had only known a military life.

This time when Ghonllier woke up, he reached over to touch the time sync stone. Good, I didn’t miss the landing on the planet Sussia, he thought, throwing back the covers. He wanted to shower and dress. It had been days since he had left his quarters. Today, he planned to leave and he was anxious to see Thaine.
After they dropped Thaine off at the planet Sussia, Justin contacted them regarding the KOGN heading for the Suzair planet. The Suzair planet was under the protection of I-Force and the KOGN hadn’t received authority to enter.
Ghonllier jumped on the opportunity to interfere with Suzair the Great’s plans. At the time, Houser and he weren’t too far away from the solar system where the Suzair planet was in. This was how the Liberty Quest came to be on the Suzair planet and how they met Jasper.
Now they were back to pick up Thaine and Ghonllier wanted to hear his report firsthand now that he had the Master Stone. It pleased him to have awakened just in time to talk with the man. Thaine was a known expert on the white Master Stones. He was a part of Ghonllier’s crew and Justin had sent them there on a tip that Thaine would find a white stone. Apparently, they were wrong because the KOGN had it near the Suzair planet. Now, Ghonllier had the alleged Master Stone.
Getting dressed, Ghonllier opened his drawers and found a surprise. Lying on top of his clothes was a note from Sooner. Lovingly, he picked it up.
Father,
I came in to tell you goodnight in hopes that you were awake. You were asleep. Dapper keeps telling me you will stop sleeping and become strong again. I hope he is right. I miss seeing you in the corridors and talking with you at night before I go to bed. I miss eating my meals with you. I hope to see you soon.
Your loving son, Sooner
Smiling, he carefully placed the note where he found it and shut the drawers. He was grateful for Sooner. When he finished dressing, Ghonllier reached for the white Master Stone on the bed and slipped it into his pocket. Then he picked up his old clothes and placed them in the suction chute, thinking about landing. I wonder if there are any KOGN spies with Thaine.
“YES ,” the Stone answered.
A very concerned feeling swept over Ghonllier. Is Thaine okay? he mentally asked.
“YES ,” the Stone answered.
How many KOGN spies are there?
“ONE.”
“Show me the spy,” Ghonllier demanded aloud. The face of an old friend appeared in his mind. He shouted,” Scremper! He’s a KOGN agent?!”
“YES.”
“Has he made contact with Thaine?” questioned Ghonllier.
“HE IS WATCHING THAINE SO HE CAN STOW AWAY ON YOUR SHIP.”
“That’s what he thinks,” Ghonllier fumed, heading for his door.
Storming out of his quarters, he entered the Med-C. There were people in the waiting area. Ghonllier didn’t even stop to page the med-techs, which was protocol. He already knew Anna was seeing patients. Today, waiting wasn’t an option.
•
Anna suddenly glanced up at his entering. Again, he entered without requesting permission. This was not like Ghonllier and she wasn’t going to inquire about the change in his personality.
She smiled and asked, “Commander, is something wrong?”
“Yes,” Ghonllier replied, motioning with his hand for her to follow him.
“Jeff, would you handle this,” Anna told the other medical tech, who was on his way to bring back another patient. Ghonllier stood on the other side of the room, waiting for Anna to join him.
When she arrived, he spoke first. “Anna, in about a half hour, I’m going to bring in someone to see you. I want no one but you to take care of him.” She nodded and Ghonllier continued, “When I do, I want you to be ready with a Truth Test patch for him. Totally disregard what I say in front of him, and just put it on him.”
“Do you want me to examine him?”
“I don’t care. If he has ten broken bones, you give him that patch. You can take care of him after I get through with him,” he ordered.
“Okay,” Anna replied.
Finished, Ghonllier left. She watched him leave, concerned about his change of behavior. His request was unusual for him, since he had been asleep. She wondered why he wanted her to do what he just requested. She debated about not following his orders. However, if she disregarded them, Anna would have to explain to the regional judges office that she disobeyed her commander because he hadn’t been well. This could cause Ghonllier to lose his ship and she couldn’t do that to him. She wanted to stay there with Ghonllier as her commander.
•
When Ghonllier arrived at his office, he was relieved to sit down. He didn’t have a lot of energy and he knew that he would have to be careful. Reaching over his desk, he paged the captains. “Butler, I want to go into the atmosphere in code blue. I want to make sure Thaine sees us.”
“Acknowledged, Commander. It’s good to hear your voice again, sir.”
“Thank you,” he replied, leaning back in his chair.
Ghonllier faced the window, waiting for the colors to change. Moments later, he was able to watch them move through the transition phase of flight. Transition happened the moment a ship entered a planet’s atmosphere. It only lasted for a moment, but he always enjoyed watching the colors change.
Dapper entered the office to find him awake with a faraway look. “Son,” approached Dapper gingerly.
“Yes,” Ghonllier responded.
“Why are we flying in code blue? Is the KOGN not there?”
Ghonllier looked at Dapper. “They’re here.”
“Is there a reason you want them to see us?”
Ghonllier nodded while resting his arm on the desk. “I want you to help me capture a KOGN spy.”
“Why don’t you just report him and let Special Services handle it?”
“I want to hear from his own mouth why he concealed himself on your Star Skipper,” Ghonllier answered.
“Scremper! He’s here?” Ghonllier nodded. “How did he get here, before us?”
“He left on a Star Screamer from the Suzair planet, before we left. He arrived ahead of us because we had to stop at the Jasmine planet,” reminded Ghonllier.
“What about our next stop? Does your father have KOGN spies around him?”
Ghonllier stared at him before he reached for some vanishing paper. It popped out of the desk and Ghonllier started to write down names. Finished, Ghonllier handed the list to Dapper and ordered,” Send this to my father in your code.”
“Code? What makes you think we have one?” Ghonllier grunted and looked away. Dapper sighed. “The Master Stone told you.”
“Of course.”
Dapper asked, “Is there anything else you want me to do?”
“Yes, let me take a nap. Wake me up before you bring Thaine in here,” Ghonllier answered wearily. Reclining back, Ghonllier closed his eyes. Dapper gave him a half smile and left to talk with Justin.
•
At the first sign of the Liberty Quest landing on the planet Sussia, Jasper scurried toward the OSA. His curiosity was piqued to see yet another new planet. Jasper had challenged Sooner to race him, but he found himself maneuvering through the corridors at a fast walk by himself. Still it pleased him to see he was the winner this time.
Sooner took his time on purpose. This was a planet he had seen before, and it wasn’t his favorite. Sooner nonchalantly entered the OSA to find Jasper gasping for air. He started to laugh and Jasper gave him a stunned look.
“Well, what do you think?” Sooner asked as Jasper moved away from the door.
“It smells awful! What would cause such a terrible smell?”
Sooner grinned. “I’ve asked that question before, and no one has answered it for me in a way that I understand.”
Their conversation suddenly ended when they both felt a hand on their shoulders. Looking up, they saw Dapper towering over them. “What are you two up to?” the general asked, stepping away. Then he asked, “Are you two planning on going outside?”
He smirked to see a disgusted look on Jasper’s face.
“NO!” answered Jasper emphatically, and Sooner started to giggle.
“It’ll be okay to go out here. There are no Snacker Vines, Jasper,” Dapper teased.
“No way! This place smells awful.”
“Oh, I see. You don’t like this planet,” Dapper observed with a wink at Sooner.
Jasper stepped a little closer to the door again. “Why does it smell so bad?” he asked.
“Oh, you mean like dirty, old, wet socks?” Dapper smiled, glancing outside to see someone in the distance.
“Yes, like that. Why?” quizzed Jasper.
“Well, probably because there are a lot of ponds on this part of the planet, and the water is stagnant.” Dapper frowned slightly.
“What lives here?” asked Jasper. “It doesn’t seem like anything could live through that smell.”
“You get used to it,” Dapper stated as he started to uncover the reader panel.
Sooner answered,” I think it’s mostly trees and bugs that live here.”
Jasper crept closer to the door to peek outside again. He noticed for the first time that there were trees standing in the water. They weren’t just any trees. The trunks of three of them were wide and twisted together, creating one tall trunk reaching high into the sky. Fish nets hung from the branches. Jasper had never seen a place like this before.
He brought his gaze down to see the man walking toward them on a very narrow strip of land. Jasper realized the ship was perched on a small patch of land. Now, the air outside the ship was starting to change. Dark clouds were forming near the ramp.
Jasper asked Dapper about them and he explained that the ship sent out a sonic sound that kept the bugs from entering their ship. He explained that they didn’t see it on the Jasmine planet because they were using a camouflage gel.
He was about to ask Dapper about the bugs when a page from the captains came in. Dapper took the page and then looked at Sooner and requested,” Would you check Thaine into the ship and tell him to see your father. He’s in his office.” Sooner nodded and Dapper left.
•
Jasper’s eyes began to water from the smell, but he braved it to watch Thaine jog through the dark cloud. Once through the cloud, he brushed himself off from any bugs and walked up the ramp. Jasper backed into the OSA as he watched him enter.
Thaine greeted Sooner with a hello and then noticed the reader panel waiting for him. He placed his hand upon it. “I see they left you in charge,” he said. Then he winked at Sooner and added, “I must be important to get you.”
Sooner grinned as Thaine removed his hand and asked, “Are you planning on seeing Father?”
“Yes, where is he?” he asked, facing him.
“Father’s sick and waiting for you in his office.”
“Oh, I see,” said Thaine, noticing Jasper for the first time. He asked, “Who’s your friend?”
“His name is Jasper,” answered Sooner, closing the panel. He added, “Jasper, this is Thaine.”
Jasper put his hand out for a handshake as Thaine took it. “Glad to meet you, Jasper.” Looking back at Sooner, Thaine repeated,” He’s in his office?”
Sooner nodded, before he explained,” Don’t be surprised when you see him! He’s been really sick.”
Sooner watched Thaine leave the OSA, studying him. He wanted to compare him to his father’s current condition. Thaine had always been a good measuring stick to compare against Ghonllier, because they were so similar in build. Watching Thaine, Sooner decided his father definitely wasn’t himself.
•
Thaine headed for Ghonllier’s office to see Dapper enter first. He had hoped to find Dapper first so he could ask him about Sooner’s comment. Upon entering the room, all his questions were answered. Thaine actually halted, questioning if the man sitting behind the desk really was his commander. Ghonllier was thinner and frailer-looking than he had imagined from what Sooner explained.
The look on Thaine’s face was obvious and Ghonllier didn’t miss it. He looked down at his desk, wondering how he was going to explain his appearance. Thaine came to the desk and took his seat.
“You have a strange look on your face, Thaine,” Ghonllier commented, leaning forward. “Do I look that bad?”
The two men studied each other. “Sooner was the one who checked me in at the reader. He said you were sick. I’m glad he prepared me a little. What’s wrong with you?” Thaine asked, leaning back.
Ghonllier smiled. “I picked up something on the last planet we visited,” he said, pausing. Changing the subject, he asked, “Did we send you on a lost cause or did you find the stone?”
Thaine glanced over at Dapper before he answered,” Oh, I found the stone. I have mixed emotions about my visit here.”
“Why?” asked Ghonllier.
“I have good news and bad.”
“What’s the good news?” asked Dapper, sitting.
“The Master Stone was here like we were told,” educated Thaine, looking down at his hands. He added, “The bad news is the KOGN beat me to it.”
“Are you sure they took a Master Stone?” Ghonllier interjected.
Thaine nodded slowly. “I had just arrived at the cave where the regional office told me to go. In the cave, I found piles of rough stones scattered around the floor. I had just decided how I was going to tackle the project of finding the Master Stone when I heard voices coming into the cave. I quickly hid behind a narrow waterfall.”
“Was it definitely KOGN soldiers who entered?” Dapper asked.
Thaine nodded.
“Why didn’t they find you?” quizzed Ghonllier.
“They would’ve, if they were planning on looking through each pile of stones like I was. Somehow, they knew exactly which pile of stones to find the Master Stone in. I don’t know where they got their information, but it was better than ours. It took them five minutes to find the Stone and leave.”
Ghonllier leaned forward. “What did they do with the Stone once they had it?” he asked. The Master Stone began showing him exactly what had happened even as Thaine spoke.
“They tested it by trying to use it. If it was a server stone, they would have been able to see what they requested.”
“Are you sure that they found a Master Stone?” quizzed Ghonllier.
The Master Stone told Ghonllier that Thaine was telling the truth.
“You didn’t see the Stone close up. How do you know that it was a Master Stone?” inquired Ghonllier.
“The Stone was under a pile of rough, unpolished stones. The pile the Stone was in started to light up. Only a Master Stone would light up and the Stone wanted the KOGN to find it. For some reason, the Stone didn’t want to go with me.”
Ghonllier was perplexed to why the Master Stone wanted to go with the KOGN. When he put the question to the Master Stone, it told Ghonllier that he would learn as they bonded together.
The new Master asked, “What is this light that the Master Stone gives off?”
“The Master Stones will give off a white light when they greet people. Enemy or friend.”
Dapper went on to inquire how a man would react when he started to bond with the Master Stone. Thaine went on to explain the sleeping and fatigue. He explained that the person was absorbing a lot of power and the body would struggle until the bonding with the first Stone had finished.
Ghonllier stopped Thaine because his knowledge was correct and he didn’t want him to figure out that he was bonding with the Master Stone. The Master Stone informed him that Thaine wasn’t supposed to know that he was the future Master.
•
With the subject changed, Thaine asked, “What kept you guys? I expected you back a week ago.”
“I’m sorry, Thaine,” stated Ghonllier, and then he explained their problems, including their landing on the Jasmine planet.
After he explained, Thaine leaned forward and asked, “Why the kid? It isn’t like you to break rules, Commander. You know civilians aren’t supposed to be on board.”
Dapper explained Justin ordered them to keep him until Houser could bring back his family. Ghonllier left the conversation, trying to understand why the Stone wanted Suzair the Great to know it was back. For some reason, the Stone felt it was important and he wondered why.
When Dapper finished, Thaine looked at Ghonllier and let out a long whistle. “You guys have been busy since you left me here,” he said, standing. “Do you mind if I go to my quarters and get cleaned up? I would love a shower.”
“You’re dismissed,” Dapper told him.
“No, wait,” said Ghonllier, hearing the Master Stone telling him to ask another question. He put out his hand and asked, “Do you have anything else for me?”
Thaine’s face lit up. “Thanks for reminding me. Yes, I do,” he answered, taking a small bag off his belt. He quickly opened it, allowing stones to tumble out of the bag.
Ghonllier reached out to touch them and quizzed,” Yellow stones. Do they have powers?”
“Yes. They belong to the new Master of the Stones. He or she will be the only ones who can open them,” Thaine answered.
“How do you open a stone?” asked Dapper.
Thaine shrugged his shoulders. “From my research, a Master can only open them. Why they would want to was never in my research.”
Ghonllier felt emotional to see these stones. He rubbed his forehead, closing his eyes to hide his emotions. “Why did you bring them back here?” he asked.
“Justin personally asked me to bring them back and give them to you. I guess the Liberty Quest is a safe place until the Master shows up.”
“Yeah, you’re probably right,” Ghonllier mumbled. He watched Thaine leave and another question came to his mind. “Thaine.” He faced Ghonllier and he added, “Do you know what the predictions say about the next Master of the Stones?”
Thaine being an expert, Ghonllier wanted to know if he fit the predictions.
“According to the ancient predictions...Are you aware of them, sir?”
“No, I never really paid attention to them. The Master Stones weren’t an interest to me. I was more interested in flying,” Ghonllier confessed.
“Well, there’s more than one prediction,” informed Thaine, leaning against the wall. He looked down as he thought. Then he said, “The Master Stones have to come to a young man because of the power. They have their own agenda, so I don’t know why they left.”
“I’m not asking why they left. Was there any prediction made about the person who would become the next Master of the Galaxy?” questioned Ghonllier.
“Well it’s interesting that you asked that question. It was predicted that the next Master would be single and lonely. He would be pining over a loss in his past. He would be raised as a single child, not knowing his ancestors or his bloodline.”
He paused for a moment, then continued. “He’ll have the Master Stone delivered to him by a child.”
Ghonllier lowered his gaze to his desk. Thaine’s description of the new Master of the Stones fit him perfectly. As Thaine attempted to leave again, Ghonllier asked, “Did you see the KOGN return here after they left with the Master Stone?”
“I haven’t seen anyone, but I did hear what sounded like a ship hovering the other night. I thought it was you at first. When I put my field glasses on, I couldn’t see anything.”
“Thank you for your report, Thaine. I have it recorded, and I’ll turn it in to the regional office,” said Ghonllier quietly, looking at the tablet in Dapper’s hand.
Thaine moved away from the wall and said, “I hope you feel better soon.”
“I will,” smiled Ghonllier, watching Thaine leave.
•
When they were alone, Dapper looked at Ghonllier and asked, “Why did you ask him that last question?”
“I wanted to know if he knew that Scremper was here,” whispered Ghonllier.
“Are you going to let Special Services handle it?”
Ghonllier leaned forward. “I want you to help me capture him. We can drop him off at the regional office, since we’re going there next.”
“Where is he?”
“He’s working his way here through the tree branches. He is going to enter my ship through the bay.”
“I question if it’s smart to capture him. If he is tied to the KOGN, it might be better to manipulate them by feeding him useless information.”
Pondering Dapper’s words before he spoke, Ghonllier finally hit his fist on the desktop. “I want him. I want to hear from his own mouth why he wants to sneak on board my ship.”
Dapper matched him and said, “I don’t like it. I think you’ll regret it. You aren’t strong enough right now to hold court. Let me do it and you go back to bed.”
Ghonllier stood and glared at Dapper. “Help me get to the bay area,” ordered the weak commander.
Dapper watched him walk past him. At the door, he paused to place his hand on the wall before he entered the corridor. Dapper stepped to his side. “Son, are you sure about this?”
“Yes,” whispered Ghonllier, standing up straight.
After a moment of rest, the commander emerged into the corridor with Dapper by his side. His crew hadn’t seen him for a week. They gave him the same reaction that Thaine had moments earlier.
•
Reaching the bay area, Ghonllier questioned if he had made the right decision to capture Scremper. His inner drive to see this through was a strain on his body.
“Dapper, page Sam and tell him not to leave until I give the order,” ordered Ghonllier, resting on a bench just inside the bay.
Dapper nodded and left for the control panel by the open bay doors. Ghonllier leaned his head back, closing his eyes. There were men in the bay area waiting for those who left to return with Thaine’s camp. They all stopped working to watch Ghonllier rest with concerned expressions.
The officer in charge cautiously approached him, and Ghonllier, sensing someone was there, opened his eyes. “Commander, I didn’t want to bother you, but can we do something for you?” Duncan asked.
Ghonllier quickly scanned the bay before he answered. “Duncan, I want you to wash the bay down after the men return with Thaine’s things. I want the remote shelter washed, too. We don’t want to pick up anything here that will make us sick.”
“I agree, Commander. Do you want us to use the decontamination units?” Duncan inquired.
Ghonllier shook his head and insisted they use water and wash. He wanted them to take time so Scremper could make it to the ship. The captains didn’t quite land where the spy expected, so he was working his way to them, hoping to reach the ship before she left.
•
Duncan left as Dapper returned. The two men stared at each other. “Are you up to this?” asked Dapper seriously.
“No,” Ghonllier answered,” but help me up. I want to stand in the doorway. I want Scremper to see me. It will motivate him to move faster.”
Helping him stand, Dapper wished Ghonllier wasn’t doing this. For some reason, he didn’t have a good feeling about it. Out of love and respect, Dapper helped him to the door of the bay. Ghonllier leaned against the doorway, watching the bugs swarm at the edge of their sonic waves. He let out a sigh to feel the warm sun on his body. It had been a long time since he had just stood so his body could take in the sun’s rays.
Scremper, the Tron, was a koala. It wasn’t the nature of koalas to move very fast, especially through tree branches. Ghonllier didn’t look in Scremper’s direction but watched him in his mind, waiting patiently for him.
Knowing Dapper was standing behind him, he looked over his shoulder and signed to him to close the door manually when he gave him the signal. Dapper left with a grunt, not wanting to follow orders. But he did.

While waiting, Dapper and Ghonllier watched the men working in the bay. They all looked up when the transport returned with Thaine’s camp. The men quickly secured the transport to the bay floor before they unloaded it. Dapper was surprised Duncan ordered the men to wash everything down. Ghonllier shifted positions, hoping Scremper would hurry.
The commander and general watched the water run into the grates in front of the open door. The grates recycled the water, sending it to the ship’s filtering and purification system. As the men completed their task, putting the cleaning equipment away, Ghonllier moved away from the door and signed for Dapper to close it.
The huge door moved to prepare for space. Ghonllier walked beside the door, just out of Scremper’s sight.
•
Duncan was the last to leave the bay. He watched Ghonllier, concerned in his frail state that he might fall and be crushed by the closing door. Going to him, Ghonllier motioned Duncan back. Concerned, he stood, questioning Ghonllier’s behavior. When the door had only four feet to go, Duncan saw a gray, furry object come flying through, sliding across the floor on its back.
Ghonllier ordered Duncan to grab him. He obeyed orders, bringing him back to Ghonllier. The commander greeted,” Well, Scremper. Welcome to the Liberty Quest. I didn’t know you were scheduled to fly with us.”
The Tron was so dazed he didn’t realize Duncan had given him to Ghonllier. As Dapper joined them, Ghonllier informed Scremper that he was going to see Anna. The Tron protested. Every time Scremper became excited, he would make his high shrill cry that no one else could mimic. It always took him a few minutes to calm down.
Ghonllier started out normal but quickly ended up walking slower. Dapper hoped Scremper would get control of his speech soon and talk.
When they exited from the bay, his voice was still very irritating and his words were hard to understand.
Scremper quieted down by the time they turned the corner to enter the Med-C. When he saw Anna, the Tron started to protest again with his irritating voice. She glanced at Ghonllier, remembering his orders. He ordered Anna to give him a patch that would calm him down before she examined him.
Ghonllier left, hearing Anna request that he change into a man.
•
While Dapper stayed with Scremper, he saw Jasper run past the side door of the Med-C and quickly left to stop him from entering. The general didn’t want Scremper to see him. Sure enough, Jasper entered the waiting room at the same time Dapper did.
The general quickly ushered him back into the corridor that he had just left. While he did, Jasper said, “Dapper, I heard that voice at the crash site—”
“Shh!” Dapper said, pursing his lips together. Then he got down on Jasper’s level and continued, “Jasper, you must be quiet.”
“Why?”
“You’re right. You did hear the voice of the man who was at the crash site. He’s a KOGN spy, and we don’t want him to know about you. It could affect us getting your family back,” Dapper explained. Jasper stared at him. “Do you understand me?” Jasper nodded. “Go back to the game room, and don’t worry about the spy. Don’t come out until I come and get you. If I don’t show up when you want to come out, page me. Tell Sooner to stay there too.”
“Okay, Dapper,” Jasper agreed as he left, trying to glance into the medical room.
The boy was curious to see what the man looked like. Dapper watched Jasper walk over to the game room. When he entered, Dapper let out a sigh of relief and then left to go check on Scremper.
•
When he reentered the Med-C, Scremper was now a short, slightly bald gray-haired man lying on the examination table. He was mumbling about something as Dapper entered. Anna was in the process of applying the patch Ghonllier requested. Scremper tried to grab at her hands, wanting to stop her. Dapper quickly stepped in to help her.
“Scremper, what do you think you’re doing?” scolded Dapper and placed his hand on his shoulder to restrain the use of Scremper’s arms.
It was a painful hold that caused Scremper to yell. After Anna finished applying the patch, Dapper let go of his shoulder and the pain went away. Scremper calmed down and glared at Dapper.
Anna and Dapper exchanged glances as the general helped Scremper stand.
•
Ghonllier collapsed in his chair and reclined back when he reached his office. Closing his eyes, he requested mentally, Please, Master Stone, give me the strength to endure this. Against his will, Ghonllier quickly drifted off to sleep.
Entering the office, Dapper was relieved to see Ghonllier sleeping and decided to take Scremper out. Scremper wasn’t the quietest person and when he squawked, he woke up Ghonllier.
“Scremper,” Ghonllier greeted suddenly.
Dapper stopped pushing him through the door and watched Ghonllier. While Scremper walked around him, he grinned. The two men greeted each other before Scremper took a seat in front of Ghonllier’s desk.
Ghonllier leaned back and stated,” I’m surprised to see you in this part of the galaxy. I thought you were in Jefferson’s region, not Justin’s.”
“Oh, well, you know how it is for spies with seniority. I move around a lot.”
Ghonllier put his hand out and asked, “Then give me your transfer chip.”
The Tron stared at his hand and slowly said, “I lost it.”
Ghonllier retracted his hand, knowing the Tron was lying. He asked a new question. “How did you get on Dapper’s Star Skipper?”
“I don’t know what you are talking about.”
Ghonllier glared at him and said, “I know you were on the Liberty Pursuit when Dapper landed for supplies.”
“You can’t prove that I was on the Liberty Pursuit.”
“You’re right. Because you were a stowaway on her, and a KOGN spy named Bennett hid you and helped you get on Dapper’s Star Skipper.”
Scremper assured him that he was mistaken. Then Ghonllier noticed Scremper’s eyes became glassy. He knew that the Truth Test was in his blood. Leaning back, Ghonllier asked, “Who brought you here from the Suzair planet and why did you risk your life to enter my ship?”
The Tron covered his mouth, trying not to talk. Ghonllier, being tired, wasn’t interested in dragging out an inquisition. So he just informed,” Scremper, I know you’re a double spy working for the KOGN.” The Tron kept his two fingers over his mouth. Since Ghonllier knew the truth, he continued, “Who’s your contact at the KOGN?”
Scremper removed his hand and slurred,” Suzair...the Great.” Scremper’s slurred speech was normal for someone under the effects of a Truth Test.
Ghonllier asked, “Did Suzair the Great send you here?”
“Yes.”
Dapper got between Ghonllier and Scremper and pleaded with him to stop. It angered Ghonllier to see fear in his eyes. Why didn’t he want him pursuing this line of questioning? He ordered Dapper to move and stay quiet.
Then Ghonllier ordered,” Tell me why Suzair the Great ordered you on my ship.”
“He...wants...you...” Scremper mumbled and Dapper closed his eyes.
Then he got between Scremper and Ghonllier again. The commander signed for Dapper to move and stop interfering. Slowly, the general moved away as Ghonllier snapped,” Why would he wan tme? I’m no threat to him.”
What Ghonllier heard took his breath away. “Your...brother...wants you...dead.”
The words hit Ghonllier as if Scremper had slugged him hard in the stomach. He found it hard to breathe as the Master Stone heated up in his pocket. He knew this meant that Scremper was telling him the truth. Looking at Dapper, he could see the truth in his face as tears welled up in his eyes.
Ghonllier asked the Stone, Did Dapper know about this all along?
“YES.”
Straining to control his sudden anger, Ghonllier continued. “How did Suzair the Great learn about me?”
“The...information...was left...with the...whereabouts...of the...first...Master Stone.”
“Where did he find information about me and the Master Stone?”
“He...found...out...when he...broke...into...Gostler’s vault...at his...old house.”
“Were you planning on killing me?”
“No,” Scremper replied.
“What was your mission?”
“I was...supposed to...stay...with you...so Suzair...could...find...you...He...wants to...kill you...himself.”
“Why find me, Scremper? You could’ve had the spies in Justin’s office tell Suzair the Great where I was.”
“I...wanted the...reward...that his Grace...has out...on you.”
Dapper reached over the desk and touched the green stone on Ghonllier’s desk. He looked at him and said, “This is over with, I’m paging for the guards.”
“No,” snapped Ghonllier, brushing away his hand.
Scremper fell forward and started into the next stage of the Truth Test. Dapper grabbed him before he hit his head on the desk. With his other hand, he reached out to the tablet and quickly programmed it to erase.
Ghonllier growled,” Why did you erase the chip?”
“No one should know what we just heard.”
Ghonllier touched the green stone and ordered,” Captains, get armed guards in here with restraints.”
•
The new Master’s eyes were watering up with anger as he watched Scremper reach the point where he wasn’t going to be able to get him to talk. By the time the guards entered, Scremper was unconscious.
The guards entered with restraints to quickly hold the condemned spy. With Scremper going in and out of consciousness, he was easy to work with. As they left, Dapper ordered,” Men, I want a twenty-four hour guard on his quarters. I’ll be the only person that will be able to open his door.”
“General, he’ll be detained in 1F82,” one officer said.
“Thanks,” Dapper acknowledged, reaching into one of the desk drawers for the Master Key Decoder.
“Take him to see Anna first. Tell her to remove a tracing device that was surgically implanted in his body. She’ll find it in his back. I want it drifting in space,” Ghonllier ordered.
“Acknowledged,” confirmed the officer, helping to pick up Scremper so they could drag him out.
Dapper followed them, but before he reached the door, he heard, “Hullercast, shut and locked.”
Slowly, the general faced Ghonllier. The two just stared at each other until finally Ghonllier choked out with emotion,” Why didn’t you tell me that he was my brother?”
“I can’t confirm it or deny it, Commander,” Dapper stated.
Ghonllier slapped his hands on top of his desk as he stood. “Don’t you dare play your spy games on me. I know the truth from the Master Stone that you knew! You have known all my life that Suzair the Great was my brother and you didn’t tell me,” he shouted.
Dapper let the air out of his lungs before he said, “Yes, I knew and I didn’t tell you because I couldn’t.”
Tears started to glisten Ghonllier’s cheeks.
“How dare you not tell me! I trusted you!”
Dapper matched,” You’ve always been able to trust me. How can you say that?!”
“You KNEW! You knew he was my brother and never told me!” Ghonllier accused, breathing hard. Dapper stared at him, not sure what to say. “Why didn’t you tell me?!!” Ghonllier screamed.
“What would it have accomplished?!! What if someone gave you a Truth Test, especially when you were in the academy? It is part of the training to receive a Truth Test so you know what they are like. They usually ask about your parents and siblings. We didn’t want the news to get back to your brother,” Dapper rejoined. “It was too risky.”
“Did my father know?” asked Ghonllier, picking up one of the stones that Thaine had brought.
“Of course he did! We were all friends of your blood father,” Dapper answered, watching him play with the stone, tossing it from one hand to the other.
“So...you knew Suzair?”
“Yes, I knew your brother before he changed.”
“What do you mean ‘before he changed’?” asked Ghonllier, looking at him.
“Once upon a time, he was a wonderful person. I see a lot of him in you. Then one day, he went crazy and began killing people and calling himself Suzair the Great.”
“What was his name before?”
“Gomper,” answered Dapper. Then he added, reminiscing,” You have a lot of the same mannerisms that Gomper had.”
“When were you going to tell me about him?”
“We planned on telling you when you were stronger from physically bonding with this Stone.”
“You knew before today that I was a marked man? Why didn’t you tell me?”
“You have been a marked man the day Gomper left us! He left thinking that you were dead.”
“Is that why you have been my bodyguard since I have been born?”
“Yes.”
Ghonllier said bitterly,” You’ve lied to me my whole life. You’re a worse traitor than Scremper.”
The words stung Dapper deeply. “How can you accuse me of that after all I’ve done for you, all I’ve sacrificed?!”
“Sacrificed?” Ghonllier snorted, clutching his fingers over the yellow stone in one hand. Dapper looked away from him just in time to hear something whiz past his head, striking the wall. Ghonllier shouted,” I trusted you! I have to find out from a murderous rat that the enemy’s leader is my own brother.”
“Ghonllier, there is a lot of history here you don’t understand,” soothed Dapper.
“Inform me!”
“I don’t know what to say. We have worked so hard to keep your true identity a secret. How Suzair the Great found out, I want to know.”
“Maybe it was Gostler. We all know that my brother wouldn’t be able to get into Gostler’s vault without help.”
•
Ghonllier snorted at the thought of Gostler. Now, his anger and hatred for Gostler had increased. The past event caused the new Master’s head to pound and he knew that he needed to calm down. He sat in his chair, holding his head. Ghonllier heard Dapper sit in the chair in front of his desk.
The new Master lowered his hand and asked, “Who knows that Suzair is my brother?”
“Just the men around Gostler that were with your blood father,” Dapper told him.
Ghonllier thought about Thaine’s words describing the new Master. He would not know his ancestry. They had a different meaning now that he knew about his brother. Suzair the Great was a cold-blooded killer and he had murdered millions of people throughout the galaxy. With the Master Stones gone, he had set himself up as a ruthless Master of the Galaxy.
Looking at Dapper, he saw a lament expression. Ghonllier asked, “Why did the Master Stones leave Gostler?”
“All we were told was it was because of your brother,” Dapper replied.
Ghonllier looked away. “Am I capable of becoming like him? Is it in my genes?”
Facing him, Dapper shook his head. “I refuse to believe it. You had wonderful parents. We don’t know what happened to him and we were promised that you would tell us when you became the Master.”
•
The look on Ghonllier’s face tore at Dapper’s heart. This was one moment he had never looked forward to—the day Ghonllier learned about his blood family.
“Ghonllier.”
“Leave me, Dapper,” snapped Ghonllier.
“No.”
“Go away, Dapper! I want you out of here!” Ghonllier choked out.
“Son, I’m not leaving until I’ve made sure you’re all right.”
“You want to know if I’m all right. My first officer has betrayed me, along with my adopted father and the former Master of the Stones. My whole life is a lie. I don’t even know who I am or who I belong to!”
Dapper ran his hands through his white hair, wondering how to handle this. Ghonllier was having mood changes from the power seeping into his body. I wish Gostler were here. He would at least know what he’s thinking. The general felt extremely old right then.
“Ghonllier,” he soothed,” we did what we did to protect you. We tried to give you the best childhood possible. You’ve always been with people who deeply loved you. You’ve been the son that I was never allowed to have.”
“What do you mean by that? ‘A son you were never allowed to have. ’ You could have gotten married, just like the rest of the galaxy,” stated Ghonllier.
Dapper shook his head. “After Gomper changed, none of us were allowed to bring anyone else into our circle. We were told that marrying would have brought too great a risk to you,” Dapper answered, choking a little on his words. He didn’t realize just how hard it was to talk about it. Carefully, he added, “I agreed to be at your side always. Having a family wouldn’t be allowed if I were to be your bodyguard.”
Both men stared at each other, while tears glistened their cheeks. Crying was a new experience for them.
“Son, bringing you and the Master Stones together has been a lifelong quest for all of us. We committed everything, including our very lives, to this goal. And yes, there has been much sacrifice. Mine isn’t the greatest. There were others in the group who had given more than I did—who gave more. We did it out of love for those who were slain in your family, and for the Master Stones.”
“How did my parents die?” quizzed Ghonllier.
Dapper had assumed Justin had told him. “You will have to ask Gostler. I wasn’t there.”
“He was and he didn’t save them.”
“You will have to ask him,” repeated Dapper.
Ghonllier placed his hands to his face, letting out a deep groan. Then he added, “I can’t do it, Dapper! I can’t be this man!”
“Why?!”
“Because I can’t!” snapped Ghonllier, removing his hands from his face. “I’m not strong enough. I can’t kill Suzair knowing he is my brother now.”
“You’ve talked about it for years,” reminded Dapper.
Ghonllier shook his head and snapped,” I can’t do it. For some reason, I feel that I will become like him if I do. I don’t want Sooner to see me become a murderer...I’m all he has.” Then he looked at Dapper with tears streaming down his face. He added, “How can I become the Master of the Stones and be a single father?”
“We’ll all help you.”
“For how long? Can you guarantee me, Dapper, that you will be by Sooner’s side, and be the father I won’t be able to be?” Ghonllier continued, “Sooner will grow up feeling like everyone around him is more important to me than he.”
Dapper had an opportunity to bring up something he had wanted to discuss for years. Hesitating for a second, he stated,” And if Sooner had a mother?”
“You mean, remarry?!”
“Son, I know you still love Jenny, and you always will. But you don’t have to be alone. You need to find someone to help you carry the load—a woman would be just the thing for both of you.”
Ghonllier’s eye twitched. “Don’t you EVER bring that up to me again! Don’t you ever suggest such a thing to Sooner, either. No one will ever replace Jenny. I’m single, just as Thaine said, and I’m lonely. You’re the ones who wanted me to become the Master of the Stones. Well, here I am, just as you wanted!”
“You’ve never referred to yourself as being single and alone before,” Dapper stated quietly.
“I haven’t been forced to face the fact until now.”
Dapper tried to reason with him again. Ghonllier picked up another stone from his desk, holding it tightly. “Get out, Dapper!” he ordered.
The general pleaded to let him stay and he would answer any questions for him. Dapper was deeply concerned with Ghonllier’s state of mind. With the bonding, it could be dangerous for everyone on board if he left the office. He hadn’t learned to control the power that was bonding with his cells.
In anger, Ghonllier glared at him and said, “Talk. You really want to talk? Then tell me what I ache to hear!” Dapper nodded and waited. Ghonllier added, “What is the name of my blood father?”
Dapper looked away slowly, shaking his head. “You asked the one question I can’t answer.”
The Master Stone confirmed it. Ghonllier moved his chair in a different direction. He was through talking to Dapper. He wondered if his father was an abusive parent and that was why Gomper became Suzair the Great. The Stone confirmed that his parent had nothing to do with it.
In the background, he could hear Dapper talking about Gomper. He was telling how kind and loving he was and suddenly, he changed into someone totally different. They had no warnings. Ghonllier wanted to shut out his words. He asked the Stone if Gostler was an incompetent fool and that was why the Master Stones left him. The Stone told him no and he would understand.
In anger and frustration, he wanted to leave and be by himself. But he felt too weak to leave the room. For the first time, he realized that everything had been stripped from him that he knew to be true.
•
Deciding that he had enough, Ghonllier attempted to leave if Dapper wouldn’t. However, when he stood up quickly, he was hit hard with a dizzy spell. Grabbing the edge of the desk, he braced himself. Dapper reached out to steady him. Looking at his mentor with a very painful expression, Ghonllier asked, “This is all real, isn’t it?”
“It’s very real,” soothed Dapper, helping Ghonllier sit back down in his chair. “Recliner, back,” the general commanded.
While the chair reclined, Dapper retrieved the blanket that was left in the office from the last time Ghonllier fell asleep in his chair. As Dapper returned with the blanket, Ghonllier ordered,” Dapper, I want you to leave the ship and take my son with you.”
“No, son,” Dapper assured, shaking his head.
“I can’t bear him being in the crossfire of all this.”
“You’ll hurt him more by sending him away than allowing him to stay with you,” Dapper cautioned,” and you know it. Why do you think Justin went through so much to allow you to keep Sooner on board with you? Your ship was the safest place for both of you.”
“He’s the one thing that my brother—or anyone else—could use against me. I would give my life and the Master Stones, too, to protect my son. I can’t do it, Dapper. I can’t see how this is possible.” Ghonllier closed his eyes. The tears flowed profusely and Dapper shed a few tears with him.
Oh, Jenny, I need you. I need to hear you tell me this is okay and I can do it. I need you just to hold me like you used to. How can I do this alone?
Dapper stayed with him through the sobs until he fell asleep.

The captains knew something new was happening, but what? Every time Dapper called Justin’s office, he spoke in the ancient tongue. The only things they could understand were names from the crew and he always had the ship’s log with him. Not knowing what he was saying made them nervous. The rumors were racing around the ship that they were going to get a new commander or they were going to be getting a base on land until Ghonllier became strong again. Dapper’s behavior only fueled the rumors.
Usually, ships with a home base experienced a lot of transfers. Sam and Butler along with most of the people on board had been together for a very long time. Secretly, Sam didn’t want to learn how to work with another pilot. The two had learned how to anticipate what the other wanted, especially in battle.
Everyone became aware of Scremper’s capture as a KOGN spy. Dapper’s burden was heavy with Scremper on board. Every time he brought him food, the angry Tron bellowed obscenities about Ghonllier that could be heard by others. Everyone had to leave the corridors because Dapper didn’t want Scremper to mention the commander being Suzair the Great’s brother.
However, that wasn’t Dapper’s biggest concern; it was Sooner. He didn’t know how to help him. After Scremper, Ghonllier blocked Sooner’s ability to enter his quarters and no one saw or talked with him.
If Ghonllier knew how devastated Sooner was, he might have reconsidered. Dapper’s hands were tied to help Sooner feel more comfortable about his home’s status. Since his grandfather had the power to remove them from the Liberty Quest, Dapper had him talking to Justin daily. Justin assured him that he was staying with his father on the ship. But the crew discussing the events seemed to override anything Sooner had been told by them.
How did you explain to a child that what was happening to his father was something good, not bad? Dapper wondered. The poor boy has never seen these Stones in action and has no idea who his father really is becoming. How do you explain the concept of light if you have never experienced dark?
The one thing Sooner had going for him was that he found a way into his father’s quarters and he kept it a secret. When his father blocked his entrance, Ghonllier forgot about the door that adjoined their rooms. It had been many years since they had used it.
When he entered, the Master Stone was aware of the boy’s fears. Every time he entered, Ghonllier was asleep. Knowing the boy’s thoughts, the Stone would reach out to Sooner, soothing him like a warm, comforting, invisible blanket. Sometimes he would stay and sleep on his father’s bed after Jasper had gone to bed. He craved the security that he felt from the Master Stone.
Anna posed another problem for Dapper. She became upset about being denied access to Ghonllier’s quarters. Constantly, Anna checked with Dapper to see if he had heard anything from him. Ghonllier was the only person with the authority to enter a blocked code for a door. She knew it but Anna still bothered Dapper with the same question.
•
When Ghonllier did wake up, depression consumed him. Entering the bathroom, he felt like a shell of a man with no meaning or purpose. Sleep is better for me than feeling like this, thought Ghonllier, looking in the mirror.
The replay of Scremper’s words that he was Suzair the Great’s brother wouldn’t leave his mind. Reaching up, he touched his full beard. The thought came, I should shave. Out of anger, he didn’t do it. He wanted to rebel against this life, not caring about the rules and others.
Leaving the bathroom, he stood at the foot of his bed. Ghonllier looked down at what he had on. His uniform pants covered his shorts and he was surprised that he hadn’t taken them off. Glancing at the closet, he wished for his civilian clothes. They were at his father’s home, and that was where they were going.
Glancing at the time sync stone on his nightstand, he thought, I wonder how close we are to home. Then he inquired about his ship. Instantly, the Master Stone answered him, causing his anger to explode. He headed for his door, ordering it to open.
Like always, the corridor was full of crewmembers. They were shocked to see Ghonllier bare-footed, bare-chested, unshaven, and only wearing his uniform pants. His pants rode low on his hips, since he lost so much weight. He was nearly unrecognizable. The crewmembers didn’t know what to do as they stood and stared.
•
Dapper happened to enter the corridor from the commander’s office as Ghonllier shouted,” What are you looking at?”
The general charged down the corridor to his side. Taking him by the arm, he urged,” Commander, next time page me and I’ll get you what you need.”
Ghonllier yanked his arm out of his grasp, shoving him against Sooner’s closed door. “I have a few questions for you!” the angry words erupted from his mouth.
“Good, Commander, let’s go into your quarters and we will talk there,” Dapper responded in a low, controlled voice, moving toward him.
Ghonllier planted his feet, shoving Dapper again. This time, the general fell through the new Master’s open door. He followed Dapper as Sooner appeared in the corridor from the Med-C in time to witness his father shoving the general.
The commander entered his quarters and shouted,” Who made you the commander of this ship?”
Ghonllier stood over Dapper as he waited for his answer. The general tried to stand. The commander grabbed Dapper as Sooner yelled,” Father?!! What do you think you’re doing?” He let go of Dapper to face his son. Ghonllier saw the shock and horror on the boy’s face. Sooner added, “Who are you? Where is my father?”
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