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    For Ivan, whose bright eyes already hold the wonder of many worlds.

May your dreams always take flight, your heart stay brave, and your spirit never stop exploring.

With all my love,Oupa Karel
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Chapter 1 - Taken
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The war between the Scar and the Dragons had dragged on for far too long. Normally, the King and Queen stayed out of government affairs. But now, King Aureon and Queen Celestia had no choice, they had to try and broker peace.

Scarmon, the Scar’s home planet, was not their favorite destination. A cold, storm-wracked world with ash-colored skies and jagged obsidian towers that sliced through the clouds like claws. But too many lives were lost. Too much damage was done.

***
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QUEEN CELESTIA LOOKS at her son with love in her glowing eyes as she telepathically speaks to him. “Now be good, Zephros. We’ll be back before you know it. You’ll be safe here.” She pauses. “And maybe, when we come back, you can go out again play in the town and fly to the mountains.”

A tear rolls down her cheek as she softly whispers, “War... why do we always have to resort to war? There are no winners.”

Zephros, only twelve years old, looks up proudly at his parents. “Don’t worry about me, just end this stupid war!”

The King nods. “We’ll do all we can. The dragons are tired, we all deserve peace and prosperity.”

As the royal Dragon Space Yacht disappears into the clouds, Zephros flies behind it as far and as fast as he can. His silvery scales shimmer like starlight in the last rays of their sun. The wind whistles through his golden horns, and his bright, curious eyes stay locked on the ship until it becomes only a speck then vanishes from sight.

***
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EXHAUSTED, ZEPHROS returns to the palace, a vast crystal structure suspended on floating spires of light, but something is wrong. Usually, the palace guards come out to greet him. Now, the only movement he sees are creeping shadows, closing in from all directions.

As a royal dragon, Zephros is blessed with a special ability. He turns invisible!

He knows it won’t last long, but it might give him the edge he needs to escape the trap.

Holding his breath, Zephros darts toward the southern wing of the palace. “If I can just make it to the gate...” he thinks, weaving between the shadows realizing now they’re pirates. Space pirates. The worst kind.

It isn’t the first time they’ve tried to raid the palace. They know the war has worn the dragons down, and they prey on the weak. Until now, the palace guards have always held them off. But with the King and Queen away, they’re unprepared.

Zephros feels it, his invisibility is fading, and he’s still far from the gate. Two pirates spot him and sprint in his direction.

He pivots midair, charging straight at them.

The pirates hesitate for a split second, just enough time for Zephros to unleash a breath of ice, another of his special abilities! At twelve, his icy breath isn’t strong, but it’s enough to freeze their feet and stop them cold.

He surges toward the gate, but more pirates close in from every angle. He breathes fire, but it barely singes their armor. Worse, it only makes them angrier.

Zephros fights with everything he has. Pirates fly backward, crashing into pillars and slamming into crystal walls. He dives low, skimming beneath a row of columns. One pirate leaps at him, he twists midair and knocks the attacker off course with a blast of wind from his wings.

Almost there. Just a little farther...

That’s when the net comes, hissing through the air like a serpent. He doesn’t even see where it came from. The net shoots out from the shadows, fast, heavy, and humming with energy.

Zephros’s heart pounds. Not like this. I was so close... He twists in the air, wings straining, trying to dodge, but it’s too late.

With a sinking feeling, he realizes - he’s captured.
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Chapter 2 - Crash on Frostmoon
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Minutes stretched into hours as Zephros lay restrained in the filthy cargo bay of a pirate ship. “This one’s a real treasure! Even dead, we could fetch a fortune for him!” Zephros heard one of the pirates excitedly whisper to another. 

He rested his heavy head on his forelegs, tears streaming from his wide, frightened eyes.  “I’m only a child... what have I done to deserve this?” he whispered to himself. 

The usually quiet Skyburn engines suddenly roared to life. The overhead lights flickered violently, then went out. Only a few emergency strobes blinked, casting jagged shadows across the metal walls. 

“We flew right into a micro-asteroid field!” shouted a panicked voice.

“We’re gonna crash into that moon!” another pirate screamed.  Within moments, escape pods burst from the ship like bubbles breaking the surface of water. 

Zephros, still tied and now completely alone, felt the dread settle deep in his chest. The ship was spiraling toward an unknown moon.  “I’m not going to die on this ship!” Zephros growled.  Summoning every ounce of energy, he took a deep breath and exhaled a blast of icy frost onto the ropes binding him.

The fibers crackled, froze, and splintered. With one final surge of strength, he tore them apart.  Free at last, Zephros scrambled toward the nearest escape hatch. But the pods were all gone. Even if one remained, none would be big enough to hold a young dragon. 

He looked through a narrow viewport. Below, the moon swelled larger and larger, its pale surface glittering like glass under the nebula-lit sky. 

No time. 

He steadied his breath, shoved himself into an escape channel, closed his eyes and slammed the release button.  The vacuum-force draft sucked him out like a stone from a sling. He clenched his wings tightly against his body. One wrong move, and the sheer force could tear them clean off. 

Wind howled past his ears, a shriek of air and heat. Then, slowly, he began to unfurl his wings. Pain shot through every tendon. His muscles screamed in protest, but he held on.

The icy surface rushed up to meet him.  With a final cry, Zephros flared his wings, just in time. The wind caught beneath them, turning his fall into a rough glide. He soared only a few feet above the ground, skimming the ice like a pebble skipping across a frozen lake.

With the last of his strength, he found a clear patch and landed hard, sliding to a stop. His legs buckled beneath him.  Gasping, trembling, he looked up and it struck him.  The moon was covered entirely in ice. 

*** 
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IT DIDN’T TAKE ZEPHROS long to realize he wasn’t alone on this frozen, merciless world. One of the escape pods, dented and half-buried in the glittering snow, hadn’t been recovered by the space pirates who had rushed off toward their friends’ distress signal.

From its shadow, a towering figure emerged: a pirate, easily two meters tall, his ragged coat flapping in the sharp, bitter wind. 
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