

[image: cover]




[image: image]

Alex Neptune is struggling to get to grips with his new oceanic powers…so the last thing he needs is Haven Bay being attacked by pirates in a ship made of rubbish. The marauders are hunting for the missing egg of the elusive Water Dragon – and Alex is determined to reach it first to stop them stealing its power.

Along with friends Zoey and Anil – plus a clumsy seal, a lock-picking hermit crab and some seriously menacing otters – Alex sets out on a treasure hunt to a secret shipwreck where they must face three monstrous challenges.

Indiana Jones meets Pirates of the Caribbean in this ultimate treasure-hunting, puzzle-solving ocean adventure!
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For Piggy and Barb

My animal companions
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Wielding the infinite power of the world’s oceans turned out to be a lot more difficult than Alex Neptune had hoped.

In fact, as the tide lapped around Alex’s waist while he summoned a curl of wave and tried to tease it taller, only to lose his grip and watch it splash to nothing, he couldn’t help but wonder if he had already reached the limit of his ability.

“Keep trying! You got this!” shouted Zoey Wu, his best friend, from the beach close behind him.

The placid surface was gilded by the early October sun, unseasonably warm, sinking between the wide jaws of Haven Bay. Alex took a bracing breath of salty air and drew his hands through the cool water. Threads of the ocean, tight bands of swirling sea, nibbled his fingertips like inquisitive fish.

Two months ago, Alex and his friends had discovered that the Water Dragon, mythical main character in countless stories passed down through generations of their sleepy seaside town, was actually real. Together they had rescued the dragon from the clutches of predatory poacher Raze Callis, who had plotted to seize its power to make himself stinking rich.

That, as Zoey would say, was already a lot. But on top of that, Alex had discovered his ancestors had once bonded with the Water Dragon to share its awesome power – an ancient magic that had now rekindled inside him, allowing him to control the ocean.

A thread tickled Alex’s palm. Its delicate vortex weaved throughout the ocean, immensely long, connected to everything that relied on the water for life. He closed his fingers gently around the thread and pulled just enough to rouse a wave to roll over and over on the spot. Now he simply needed to make it bigger.

“Remember everything you did while rescuing the dragon,” Zoey called encouragingly. “You ordered seaweed to shackle bad guys! Summoned an army of sea creatures to fight at your side! Making a big wave is easy.”

Nerves sloshed in Alex’s belly like a dog jumping into a tide pool. He tugged harder at the thread, trying to force the wave higher. It obeyed, rearing up tall, but then the thread wriggled free of Alex’s hand like a slimy eel. The wave collapsed, crashing over Alex’s head. Water stung his nose and sand scuffed his skin as it dragged him high up the beach.

Zoey washed up beside him, coughing and spluttering. Despite the warm weather, she wore her usual grease-stained overalls, now thoroughly soaked.

“I need to start wearing waterproof underwear.”

Anil Chatterjee had been far enough away from the waterline to stay dry. Now he stood over them. “You could just wear a swimming costume.”

“Swimwear is hardly safe apparel for handling incredibly complex machinery.”

Anil studied the probes that sat nearby on the sand. “They don’t look particularly complicated.”

Zoey brushed her straight black fringe aside and glared. “Trust me, they were a lot of hard work.”

The probes looked like polished glass eggs inside inflatable nests. Each contained cameras and thermometers and other technology Alex pretended to understand that would monitor the surrounding coastline. Zoey had made them in her dad’s boatyard, Mr Wu adding his artist’s touch by painting the faces of sea animals onto the eggs. Alex recognized a grinning orca, a snarling great white shark, and a penguin wearing waterproof goggles.

Four very real sea otters flanked Anil and poked the probes with their wet noses. Alex scratched their ears and under their bristly chins. The otters had been crucial in rescuing the Water Dragon and had stayed close by ever since (earning him a lot of funny looks as they trailed him around town like a troupe of bodyguards).

“We need to launch the probes further out.” Zoey turned to Alex. “Do you think you can try again?”

With the dragon by his side, Alex had used his new-found power to save the world. But the Water Dragon had been injured in the final battle against Raze Callis and had gone out to sea to recover. Nobody had seen it since. Now, by himself, Alex could hardly rally a current strong enough to carry a tiny probe.

“I can take the probes!” Anil took advantage of Alex’s hesitation to snatch up the nearest egg and splash into the water. “I need the practice. My dad says I have to get quicker to stand any chance of qualifying for the championship.”

Anil had believed he was the greatest swimmer alive until he started competing in races and rarely managed to finish in the top three. The local championship was fast approaching and Anil’s dad was coaching him to win.

Holding the probe made swimming awkward, but Anil kicked stubbornly through the water, determined to carry the egg far enough to be claimed by the currents. A dolphin leaped from the water, chattering playfully as it cut a glittering arc over the boy’s head and splashed down alongside him.

Not long ago, the water of the bay had been poisoned so that no animals could live there and tourists had stopped visiting the town. The Water Dragon had wielded every last drop of its power to dissolve the pollution. Many of the animals who had joined the rescue effort stayed behind and now called the bay home. Dolphins were frequently seen skipping through the waves, seals lounging on sun-baked rocks, schools of fish shimmering like treasure beneath the surface.

Tourists had returned in force too. The summer was over but the high street on top of the sea wall behind them still bustled during the day, the multicoloured guesthouses further up the hill still fully booked. At the peak of the hill, where they had sprung the Water Dragon from the old aquarium that had become its prison, wind turbines were being built to provide the town and beyond with plentiful green energy.

Haven Bay seemed more alive than it had for a long time.

Nobody could deny this was good for the town – Alex’s family owned the Neptune’s Bounty tourist shop and business was so strong that Alex’s dad had gone away to meet new suppliers. But it also meant that Alex, Zoey and Anil had to constantly patrol the beach to pick up litter and stop people bothering the animals so they could take a selfie. Last week, they had stopped a man from trying to ride one of the seals. The probes would allow them to keep a close eye on the bay and make it easier to keep everybody safe and happy.

The influx of tourists had led to other problems too. Random junk kept being stolen from Mr Wu’s boatyard and last week the antique cannons arrayed decoratively along the sea wall had gone missing in the night. It was also difficult for Alex to practise his new-found powers without being observed. Although the locals knew about the Water Dragon and the magic it had given him, hardly any of them had actually seen him use it. Alex wanted to keep it that way so he could practise without any pressure.

He also remembered the last thing Callis told him before he was swallowed up by a raging waterspout summoned by the dragon: Keep your powers hidden. There will be others who will try to take them.

In the last few weeks, Alex kept sensing he was being watched. An old man with a thin white moustache and wire-framed glasses lingered in the corner of his eye, sun-hat brim pulled low as he peeked around a corner or through a window. It made Alex feel constantly under threat.

The fears piled up inside him until the worst of them all spilled from his mouth.

“What if my powers aren’t enough?”

Zoey looked up from where she was tinkering with a probe. “Enough for what?”

Alex swept a hand across the bay. “To protect this place.” He wanted to say to protect my friends but worried she would find it too sappy. “Maybe I’m not strong enough.”

“You’ve had superpowers for, like, five minutes,” Zoey scoffed. She dropped a probe into his hand. Its shell was painted with a chubby-cheeked stingray. “Try again.”

Alex held the probe tightly in both hands and waded back into the sea. This time Zoey went with him, despite being fully dressed. As the waves swished around their waists, Anil popped up beside them on his way back to shore.

“We’re giving moral support,” Zoey informed him.

“You can do it!” Anil immediately cheered. “Believe you’re the best and you’ll be the best!”

The threads of the ocean crowded around Alex, nipping at his skin as if daring him to play with them. He released the probe to float in front of him. This close to shore, it would drift back to the beach within minutes. Alex needed to summon a wave big enough to drag the probe out of the bay.

Once again, he spread his hands in the water and closed his eyes. Hands clapped onto his shoulders, his friends lending their support. It wasn’t quite the same as his link to the Water Dragon, but it was close. The dragon hadn’t given him power. It gave him access to what was already there.

Alex pictured a deep well of power inside himself and reached for a thread. A thunderous splash made Alex grin and open his eyes. He expected to find a towering wave standing at his command. Instead, he saw a tremendously round seal barrelling towards him like a runaway boulder.

“No!” he shouted.

The seal knocked Alex off his feet, dunking him under the water. A wave washed them all to shore once again, Alex coughing and spluttering as the seal licked furiously at his face.

“Loaf!” shouted Anil. “Get down!”

The seal was one of the first animals to make Haven Bay its home after the water was safe again. A thickly spotted grey back faded to splodgy white over a colossal belly that made the animal almost as wide as he was long.

Anil had been trying to train the seal to respond to commands but hadn’t had much luck. It didn’t work now either, so Zoey and the otters wrestled with Loaf until he used his stocky flippers to roll off Alex. Stumbling to his feet, Alex opened his mouth to scold the seal. Loaf peered up at him with wide, glistening eyes and twitched his whiskers. He was like an overexcited dog, always ready to play.

“I can’t stay angry at that face,” said Alex.

Loaf gave a yelping bark and coughed up a fish skeleton onto his feet.

The stingray probe had survived the encounter intact and this time they let Anil swim it out to deeper water.

“The power is there inside me. I can feel it,” said Alex. “I just wish the dragon was here to show me how to use it.”

Zoey drew a snarling dragon in the wet sand with her finger. “You just need to practise and believe in yourself. Just like the Water Dragon believed in you enough to awaken your powers in the first place.”

It was almost dark by the time the final probe was dispatched, the sky growing an ever-inkier blue.

“Let’s get these things working so I can make it home for dinner,” said Anil.

Zoey produced a laptop from her waterproof bag and began tapping away at a series of complicated menus. “They’ve reached the natural currents now,” she said. “Time to fire them the heck up!”

With a flourish, she lifted a single finger high before bringing it down on the keyboard. A steady beeping fuzzed from the speakers.

“The probes check for changes in water quality and temperature. They’ll also alert us to any unexpected arrivals. You know, like maniacal poachers leading a whole fleet of bad guys, that sort of thing.”

“At least Callis is gone for good.” Alex gazed out across the bay. Maybe the poacher’s final devious act was to lie to him, make Alex believe there would be others after him so he would never feel safe. Maybe there was nothing bad out there at all.

The beeping from the laptop became more urgent. Zoey frowned at the screen. Alex felt a heavy anchor sink in the pit of his stomach.

“Is it going to explode?” asked Anil, backing away.

“My inventions don’t do that any more! One of the probes is picking up a strange reading.”

“Fun strange or bad strange?” asked Alex.

“It’s more complicated than that.” Zoey sighed in frustration and glared at the screen as if it was lying to her. “The probe says there’s a big ship approaching the bay at speed. Apparently it’s made from metal, wood and…crisp packets?”

Alex relaxed a little. “The probe must be broken.”

“Maybe…” Zoey sagged before instantly perking up again. “Wait, another probe is giving the same reading! Tins, plastic bags, glass bottles…this ship is made from more materials than I can count!”

Frenzied splashing from the waterline made them all look up from the laptop. A girl stumbled onto the beach, sodden clothes plastered to her skin, long strands of green hair sticking to her face.

Zoey gripped Alex’s arm. “You see that, right?”

“Mermaids aren’t supposed to have legs,” Anil said, stepping closer to his friends.

The girl staggered across the sand towards them, weaving dizzily from side to side. Loaf and the otters moved in front of Alex to form a protective barrier.

“Are you okay?” he asked. She might have been a tourist who had swum out a little too far and struggled to make it back, except that she was fully dressed in mismatched shabby clothes, including tattered shoes that squelched as she walked.

“You’re Alex Neptune,” the girl said, short of breath, voice pinched by urgency. “You have to run.”

A distant boom rolled across the water behind her. In the fading light, a ship was sailing into the mouth of the bay. Smoke drifted from its side. Snapping in the wind above its tall sails was a black flag, emblazoned with a white symbol Alex didn’t know existed in real life.

The skull and crossbones.

Nobody realized the noise they had heard was a cannon firing until the first shot hit the town.
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The shot struck the high street on top of the sea wall with a heavy splat. Alex braced himself for an explosion and the cacophony of crumbling stone. Instead, rubbish spattered across the road, swampy slime and rotten banana skins showering a group of tourists enjoying an evening walk. When the spray settled, a ball of concentrated garbage festered on the road where it had landed.

The washed-up girl began shoving Alex away from the water’s edge.

“They’re coming for you,” she insisted.

Alex dug his feet stubbornly into the sand. “Who are they?”

“And who are you?” asked Zoey, pushing her away.

Beyond them, the ship was rapidly approaching shore. Against the deep blue sky, it cast the silhouette of an old-fashioned galleon, sails bulging with wind, a wide deck teeming with crew. Only when the ship drew closer to the lights of the town did they see the slight crookedness to its profile, the irregularity in the height of its masts and the rickety rail that ran around its edge.

“I told you there was nothing wrong with my sensors,” said Zoey, hastily packing away her equipment.

There was a modern boat at the heart of the ship. The throbbing of its engine bludgeoned across the water, the glass window of its covered helm reflecting the town’s lights. But it had been expanded and customized with a vast amount of junk. The masts were sheared lamp posts and the broken uprights of rugby goals. The sails rigged to them were a patchwork of stained bed sheets, strips of plastic bag and crumpled crisp packets, slivers of sky winking through the gaps. Wooden boards in mismatched lengths and colours, along with rusty car doors and panels of garden fence, were bolted to the original metal hull to widen the deck. The result was an enormous ship, bearing down on them fiercely as it manoeuvred towards the shallows of the bay.

Zoey watched it in disbelief. “That’s where all my dad’s stolen scrap went!”

Another boom and a white puff of smoke from the ship made them duck. A second ball of rubbish whistled overhead and crashed into the sea wall.

“And that’s where the stolen cannons went,” added Anil. “Pirates took them! I knew it!”

“You did not know it,” said Zoey.

“I know it now and I think we should run away.”

Alex shook his head. “It can’t be pirates. That’s ridiculous.”

The ship turned its flank to face the town, more cannons being pushed into place along its deck. The skull-and-crossbones flag snapped in the wind.

“Reluctantly, I have to agree with Anil on this one,” said Zoey.

More trash balls were fired from the ship, splattering onto the cobbles and bursting against wooden-framed shopfronts. The washed-up girl observed the unfolding chaos for a moment before she grabbed Alex’s wrist and tried to drag him towards the sea-wall steps. She was taller than him, limbs long and rangy, surprisingly strong.

“I’m not running away!” he said, pulling his arm free. It was his job to protect Haven Bay, even if he wasn’t sure he could.

The girl scowled. “They know about your powers. They want to take you prisoner.”

Zoey and Anil stepped up alongside him, Loaf and the otters spreading out to form a barrier.

“They’ll have to get through us first,” said Zoey.

The cannon fire paused as the ship came close enough to lower skiffs – rowing boats cobbled together from assorted plastic and toy inflatables – into the water. People – pirates – crowded the benches. Dirt stained their faces and clung to matted braids of greasy hair. The pirates looked like they’d got dressed by rolling through a jumble sale. Threadbare tea towels had been fashioned into bandanas, furry leopard-print coats pulled over holey T-shirts and baggy waistcoats tied shut with lengths of rope, jeans torn off at the knee or with short legs revealing flashes of hairy ankle. One of them wore inflatable armbands.

Alex turned to the washed-up girl. Scruffy braids hung over her shoulders. A soggy, oversized jumper hung from her slight frame, patched with scraps of leather and multicoloured felt. Her shoes didn’t match.

“You’re one of them,” he said.

Her eyes widened into a desperate appeal. “You don’t understand—”

There was no time to try. The pirates were rowing hard for shore. Alex clicked his fingers and the otters shifted to guard her. When he splashed forwards into the water, the girl reached to hold him back but Zoey blocked her off.

The tide lapped around his legs, giving him the courage to face the approaching boats. Please help us, he thought, reaching out for the animals of the bay. His powers didn’t allow him to compel them, but his bond with the ocean meant they would respond to calls for aid – or so he hoped.

The invaders were already close to the beach when a dolphin leaped from the water and vaulted the nearest boat, knocking one of the pirates overboard. Crabs began swarming and nipping at hands and noses, making some of the pirates cry out and drop their oars. Alex cheered them on as relief flushed through him, beating back some of his fear.

Still, the boats kept coming, bringing the pirates closer. Sweat shone on their skin and gaps the size of caves gaped between their teeth.

“No eyepatches,” noted Anil. “That’s disappointing.”

The ship’s cannons resumed their bombardment, balls of rubbish whining overhead. Alex spread his hands in the water and tried to shut the noise from his mind. He curled his fingers and a rogue wave rose up to sideswipe the boats. A couple capsized, tipping their crew into the surf, but others managed to dig their oars into the water and stay upright.

“I knew it,” Alex croaked despairingly. “I’m not strong enough.”

Close to shore now, the pirates slung themselves over the side of the boats and waded towards the beach. Others who had fallen overboard emerged from the waves to join the landing.

A huge man led the crew ashore, thick beard beading with water as he smirked, muscles flexing under heavily tattooed skin. Alex expected to see crude inkings of swords and flintlock pistols, skulls and anchors. Instead, he was mesmerized by intricate depictions of trees, birds with wings spread wide, a solar system of planets. They were enough to make him miss the heavy net in the pirate’s hands until, eyes fixed firmly on Alex, he began swinging it above his head ready to throw.

“Loaf, charge!” Anil commanded.

The seal blundered past, honking furiously, and collided with the pirate hard enough to send them both sprawling.

“He actually listened to me!” Anil exclaimed.

The other pirates wielded what looked like old-fashioned cutlasses, shaped from lengths of scrap metal, hammered flat and sharpened to a deadly edge.

“I think it might be time to run the heck for our lives,” said Zoey.

They backed away from the surf. The washed-up girl goggled at the approaching pirates in horror.

“You promise you’re not one of them?” asked Alex.

She huffed in frustration. “I tried to warn you, didn’t I?”

While the otters scurried to pounce on the pirates who Loaf was knocking over like bowling pins, the four of them ran for the sea-wall steps. The mystery girl was unsteady on her feet, frequently having to catch herself on the rail before she fell over.

“Are you hurt?” asked Zoey.

The girl pushed herself upright again. “I’m not used to being on land.”

The sight that greeted them at the top of the steps made it clear any further questions would have to wait. Pandemonium had spread through the town. Trash balls continued to rain down, forcing tourists to cower in doorways or run screaming for higher ground. A few locals worked to shepherd them into shelter. The street was covered with fish bones and mouldering vegetables, rusty tin cans clattering along the cobbles and soiled nappies tumbling in the breeze. Only the seagulls were pleased about this disgusting turn of events, gathering in raucous swarms to pick at the rich selection of rubbish.

“It smells like a blocked drain,” shouted Zoey as they ran along the high street.

“Or stinky cheese left in a hot car,” added Anil.

Alex led them towards Neptune’s Bounty. Locking themselves inside the shop would be as safe as anywhere else. Maybe they could bring some of the stranded sightseers with them.

Screams further up the street brought the group to a halt. More boats must have landed because pirates were now marauding along the road, tipping over rubbish bins and flower tubs and hurling rocks through shop windows. One of the pirates spotted Alex and ran at him, mouth twisted in fury, cutlass raised above her head. At the last moment, the washed-up girl stepped into her path and the pirate faltered as if afraid, lowering her weapon.

The strange stand-off made Alex realize there was something unconvincing about some of the pirates. Many of them were scrawny, holding their cutlasses as if they weren’t sure which end to swing. Several trailed uncertainly behind the main mob, who seemed to be wreaking enough havoc for all of them.

More voices rose up behind Alex. He turned, expecting to find himself cornered by pirates on both sides. So he was surprised to see Mr Ballister, one of the local men, dressed in an old military outfit and marching towards the pirates with a boathook in his hands. Mrs Bilge wasn’t far behind, waving a frying pan, while Cannonball the dog waddled alongside her with a table leg clenched in his jaw. More locals followed, brandishing cricket bats, metal buckets and any other makeshift weapon they had been able to grab.

“Form up!” wheezed Mr Ballister. “Squad column, protect our main phalanx!”

Everybody ignored him and charged the pirates, lifting their voices in a bloodthirsty battle cry. The pirates immediately began to back away.

Another figure caught Alex’s eye – the mysterious man with the moustache lingered on the other side of the street, watching him from under the brim of a sun hat.

Hands seized Alex’s shoulders and hauled him back. It was Bridget, his sister, huge muscles easily steering him away from the battle. Mr Chatterjee and Mr Wu were there too, peeling away from the scrum to form a protective ring around their children.

“I’m going to guess this is totally your fault,” said Bridget, while Zoey and Anil were enveloped in hugs by their parents. The washed-up girl lingered awkwardly beside them.

“They came after me!” Alex protested.

When he looked again, the man with the moustache was nowhere to be seen.

“You are annoying enough to attack with a whole pirate ship.” Bridget waved behind them. Familiar chimes started up a jangling, off-kilter tune. An ice cream van edged around the rubbish littering the street and pulled up alongside them. Grandpa leaned out of the window, wiping sweat from his bald head.

“How about we let this lot handle the fightin’ and get you kids out of ’ere, eh?”

It all seemed to be over anyway. The pirates had picked the fight but now they were streaming away along the street and back to their boats without even trying to win it. Bridget ran off to join the counterattack, rolling her enormous shoulders threateningly.

Alex frowned at the pirates’ retreat. The locals, harrying them all the way, could be fearsome, but it still seemed too easy.

“Don’t mess with Haven Bay!” shouted Zoey as she climbed into the ice cream van.

Alex was almost the last inside. Only the washed-up girl remained on the road. He wanted to shut the door and leave her behind, sure she had played some role in the attack. But she was also their only chance of getting information about the pirates and their ship.

The girl gave Alex an imploring look that made up his mind. He held out a hand to help her in.

“You’d better come with us.”
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From the top of the hill, they had a clear view of the aftermath. The pirates retreated to their ship without bothering to fight the locals, who harried them all the way back to the beach. Once its crew was safely aboard, the hodgepodge vessel wheeled around and floored its engine to speed out of the bay, quickly slipping into the cover of darkness, only visible in the clockwork flashes of the distant lighthouse.

“That’ll show ’em!” crowed Grandpa.

Alex shook his head. “Why come here and cause chaos if they were just going to run away at the first sign of trouble? They outnumbered us and had better weapons. If they really wanted to capture me, wouldn’t they have tried harder?”

“Maybe just be grateful you’ve not been taken prisoner by actual pirates?” suggested Zoey.

But Alex couldn’t shake an uneasy feeling in his belly. There was only one way they could get any answers.

“Who are you?” he demanded, rounding on the washed-up girl.

She had kept her distance from them, lingering close to the shelter of the ice cream van.

“My name is Meri,” she said. “I’m…sort of one of the pirates.”

In the light of the rising moon, Meri’s hair shone faintly green. Crystals of sea salt crusted her patchwork costume. The bridge of her nose was red and peeling with sunburn. She chewed nervously on a braid as she waited for a response.

“Are you with them or not?” asked Alex at the same moment as Anil exclaimed, “I can’t believe those were real pirates!”

“They’re not bad people!” Meri shrank back at the volume of her own voice. “At least, they didn’t used to be.”

Zoey raised an eyebrow into her fringe. “You might have noticed they just attacked our town and tried to kidnap our friend.”

Meri cowered further. On the beach she had been bold enough to try and drag Alex away. Now, faced with them all, she looked like she wanted the cliff to open up and swallow her whole. As his adrenaline ebbed, Alex felt himself soften towards her. She had come to warn him.

Grandpa cleared his throat loudly and climbed inside the van. He pressed a button and the ice cream machine whirred to life. In swift, practised motions he produced four soft-serve cones and handed them out to the group.

“Nothin’ calms yer down like ice cream.”

Zoey and Anil both wrapped their entire mouths around the ice cream and immediately screwed up their faces in synchronized brain freeze. Meri was much more delicate – she touched her tongue to the frozen treat and seemed surprised to find it was cold. When she finally took a lick, her face lit up with delight.

The cool sweetness of the ice cream helped Alex’s racing heart slow to normal. He realized they had parked up close to where the old aquarium had stood. Their rescue of the Water Dragon had destroyed half of the glass building and the rest had been knocked down shortly after. Now it was a building site while the foundations for a wind farm were laid.

Almost the whole town was visible from up here. The streets were a riot of activity, bustling with people guiding shaken tourists back to their accommodation or already beginning the clean-up.

Alex noticed that Meri was swaying slightly on the spot as she lapped at her ice cream. He remembered how she had tottered up the beach as if the ground was moving under her feet.

“Are you okay?”

A blush warmed Meri’s cheeks as if she was embarrassed to be caught enjoying something so much, though it didn’t stop her from finishing the ice cream in two more bites.

“I’ve never had it before,” she said in a small voice.

Anil’s mouth dropped open, leaving Zoey to speak for him. “You’ve never had ice cream?”

“There’s no way to keep it cold, back on…” Meri trailed off and gazed uncertainly between them.

Behind her, Grandpa filled another cone and pushed it into her hand. “Yer can tell us when you’re good and ready.”

The ice cream refill seemed to give her strength. “You remember when Haven Bay was all choked up with rubbish? That’s happening all over the world. More trash than you can imagine, being thrown away into the sea. Ocean currents pick it up and bring it all together into massive islands of floating litter. Dense and stinking, as far as the eye can see. Nobody to clean it up. Except for people like us.”

She sucked down a breath, as if she wasn’t used to talking this much and it was tiring her out. Everybody waited patiently for her to say more.

“I come from an environmental group dedicated to cleaning up that rubbish. Well, one patch of it. As much as we can,” Meri continued. “We live on a decommissioned oil rig about ten miles offshore. We’re not actually allowed to be there, so we hardly ever come to land in case we draw attention.”

“You don’t go to school?” asked Anil, slack-jawed with horror at the idea.

Meri shook her head. “I just learn what I can from experimenting with whatever I find in the water.”

“I think this is supposed to be a sad story, but I have to be honest,” said Zoey, “that sounds amazing.”

“Mostly we just work around the clock cleaning up rubbish,” Meri continued, a little defensively. “But it wasn’t enough. We never even made a dent.”

Alex remembered his feeling of hopelessness when Haven Bay was clogged with filth, how they had cleaned litter from the beach every morning just to see it covered again by the afternoon.

“Six weeks ago, a man washed up in one of our nets.” Meri looked between them ominously. “We fished him out and nursed him back to health. He stayed with us, told us he wanted to help. Instead, he manipulated people and convinced them to launch a mutiny against the leaders of our community. My parents.”

Anil gasped as if he was being told a particularly thrilling bedtime story.

“Are your parents okay?” asked Zoey.

“They’re prisoners on that ship.”

“This man…” Alex said, dread tugging at him like a rip tide. “Who is he?”

Meri fixed her eyes on him. “He calls himself Brineblood.”

They sank into stunned silence, faces turning pale as if they had seen a ghost – which apparently Meri had.

“Do you know him?” she asked.

“Know him? He’s only the most famous pirate in the history of Haven Bay!” said Anil. “Centuries ago, Brineblood was one of the people granted powers by the Water Dragon, but then he betrayed the dragon and stole its only egg so he could be even more powerful – totally not cool. The egg was lost when the dragon sought revenge and chomped a hole out of the town. Brineblood gave up his powers to escape the dragon and then spent ages trying to capture it, until the Water Dragon summoned a big storm to destroy his flagship – The Dragon’s Shadow – and then swallowed him whole.”

Anil gasped and leaned on his knees, apparently having told the entire story on a single breath.

“So…you do know him,” said Meri.

“It can’t be him,” said Alex. “He died centuries ago.”

Zoey made a sceptical noise and Alex rounded on her.

“It’s impossible!”

“So is commanding a crab army and being besties with a dragon, but you managed both of those,” said Zoey. “Maybe the ghost story is true. Maybe Brineblood’s corpse really did rise from the depths in search of a crew.”

“On a scale of one to ten, how dead did he look?” asked Anil.

Zoey nudged his shoulder. “He can’t have looked that dead if he convinced everybody to turn against her parents.”

Meri sighed. “Everybody on the rig has given up their whole lives to try and make a difference by cleaning up a small part of the ocean. But now it’s worse than when they started. Some people were already giving up hope. Then Brineblood – who seemed pretty alive, by the way – came along and told them they could help him gain enough power to clean up the entire ocean in one click of his fingers. All they had to do was find a treasure hidden away in the waters around Haven Bay, protected by magic.”

Anil’s eyes lit up at the mention of treasure. “A diamond? No, a mystical trident!”

Before she spoke again, Meri looked each of them in the eyes, as if willing them to believe what she was about to say. “The Water Dragon egg that was stolen centuries ago.”

“Now that’s impossible,” Alex said. “The egg was lost for good. My grandma spent centuries searching for it.”

“Maybe not.” Grandpa had emerged from the van to listen. “It’s true she looked, tryin’ to put right what Brineblood and his followers did to the dragon. It’s true she never found it. But…”

He trailed off and peered wistfully out to sea, the moon casting a wavering silver trail on the surface as if they could run along it in pursuit of the pirate ship.

“Enough with the dramatic pauses and meaningful looks!” shouted Zoey.

Grandpa huffed, but his expression was thoughtful when he turned to Alex. “Yer grandma heard tell the egg weren’t lost, but stashed away somewhere nobody would find it.”

A Water Dragon could only ever have a single egg. If the egg really was still out there, it would be the only way to bring more dragons into the world.

“If somebody finds and hatches it, they would have their own baby Water Dragon,” said Alex. “They’d have power over the whole ocean.”

“And if it really is Brineblood, he might know exactly where it’s hidden,” added Zoey.

Meri nodded furiously. “We heard what happened here this summer – that the Water Dragon was real and had given a boy powers the world hasn’t seen for centuries. That the dragon used its magic to dissolve all the rubbish in the bay. It was enough to make people believe that Brineblood really could give them enough power to help the ocean.”

Anil shivered. “Who was that big guy with all the tattoos?”

“He calls himself Inkbeard.” Meri scowled. “My parents were always arguing with him because he thought they weren’t doing enough. He was the first to follow Brineblood.”

“Brineblood is lying to all of them,” said Alex. “If he gets the egg, he won’t use it to help them. Even if he wanted to, it took all of the Water Dragon’s power just to clean up the bay.”

Meri continued her story. “Brineblood got his followers to build the pirate ship in secret, using junk they fished from the ocean and scrap they stole from land. They call it The Flying Dustman.”

“I’d like a famous ship with a cool name,” muttered Anil.

“I managed to escape when Brineblood came for my parents. I stowed away on the ship and eavesdropped on their plans. Then I swam ahead so I could warn you.”

Alex watched her carefully. It was true she had risked herself to reach him before the attack. Still, he couldn’t help but feel she wasn’t telling him the whole story.

“If Brineblood knows where the egg is hidden, why does he want to capture me?” he asked.

“He can’t get it by himself,” said Meri. “There’s a sort of treasure hunt and he needs your power.”

“At least that means Brineblood’s power wasn’t restored when he came back from the dead,” said Zoey.

Meri pointed out to sea. “The trail begins at the lighthouse just outside the bay.”

They all turned towards the water. From this distance the old rock lighthouse was little more than an occasional flash of bright yellow light puncturing the gloom.

“Brineblood says there’s a riddle to solve: ‘Find a new perspective and follow the light’,” recited Meri.

“I know it’s bound to be really dangerous and there’s a lot at stake,” said Zoey, as if she had read Alex’s mind, “but I really enjoy a treasure hunt.”

“It’ll be the greatest treasure ever found!” added Anil, eyes turning dreamy. “My name will be in history books and museums.”

Alex crossed his arms and tried not to notice how his friends waited for his response. While the dragon was gone, it was his job to protect the bay – he knew he had no choice. But his friends did. They shouldn’t have to go into danger again because of him.

He looked between them. “You don’t have to do this.”

Zoey and Anil spoke at the same time. “Yes, we do.”

A smile broke across Alex’s face before he could stop it. “All right, we’ll find the Water Dragon egg before the pirates can reach it, save it from Brineblood’s clutches and return it to the dragon.”

“And you’ll help me rescue my parents?” asked Meri in a small voice. “If we can prove Brineblood is a liar, I know my old crew will help save them.”

Alex felt a flush of shame. He had almost forgotten about them. “Of course we will.”

As the others cheered, Alex glanced sideways at Meri. He expected her to look happy. Instead, she wiped a tear from her cheek and turned away as though hoping nobody would see.
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Alex was ready to mobilize a fleet of dolphins to carry them out to the lighthouse straight away.

“We have to go right now!” he said, bouncing on the balls of his feet, itching to get to the water. “There’s no time to lose!”

Grandpa slapped an ice cream cone into his hand. “Eat this and calm down.”

The ice cream dampened the fire in Alex’s belly and he stopped fidgeting (though this might also have been because Grandpa was holding onto his shoulders).

“Brineblood failed to take yer prisoner, so he can’t go and get the egg,” said Grandpa. “The best thing yer can do is get a good night’s kip and make a plan. The lighthouse keeper is a mean old grump—”

“Takes one to know one,” muttered Zoey.

Grandpa pretended not to hear. “—and after they tried to get rid of ’im in the summer, he’s more protective of that place than ever.”

Anil nodded in eager agreement. “I’ve heard loads of bad stories about the lighthouse keeper.”

“Surely we could just ask him to let us take a look,” said Alex.

Anil scoffed. “Do you really want to ‘just ask’ a man who voluntarily lives by himself on a sea-shaken rock all year?”

“Maybe if we explained—”

“Do you really want to ‘just ask’ a man who eats barnacle shells for breakfast and once bit a great white shark?”

“Those are just rumours, he might actually be—”

“Do you really—”

“Okay, we won’t ask him!”

It felt wrong not to act straight away, but Alex had to admit that planning gave them the best chance of success – even if their plans had a habit of falling apart at the first sign of trouble.

Plus, now the adrenaline was gone, he felt bone tired. Using his powers always left him exhausted. He’d probably fall asleep before they reached the lighthouse.

They piled back into the ice cream van and drove down the hill. The boatyard was the first stop. Mr and Mrs Wu ran out to greet them.

“Thank you for keeping her safe,” Mrs Wu said to Grandpa.

Mr Wu ruffled his daughter’s hair. “I should have known pirates wouldn’t stand a chance against you.”

“Can my friend Meri sleep over?” Zoey asked sweetly. “Her parents are out helping with the clean-up.”

Meri blinked in surprise as if she hadn’t even considered she would need a place to stay. But when the request was granted, she looked relieved as she followed Zoey inside.

Next they dropped off Anil, whose parents were waiting outside.

“Of course I was safe!” Anil said before anybody else had even spoken. “You should have seen me – I called in a tactical battle seal to take the pirates down! Not to actually hurt them, that wouldn’t be very nice, just to stop them doing anything mean…”

He kept talking while Mr Chatterjee turned to Alex and Grandpa. “How much of this is true?”

“Most of it,” Alex said. “He just makes it sound made-up.”

Mrs Chatterjee nodded fondly. “Stories mean so much to him. He won’t miss the opportunity to star in one.”

Finally, Alex and Grandpa made their way back to Neptune’s Bounty. The high street was busy with people scooping rubbish into bags and cleaning walls and windows with soapy water. Mr Ballister was busy regaling them all with tales of his heroism.

“Knaves! Picaroons! Lily-livered, the lot of them, cowed by the fiery rage in my eyes!”

Alex and Grandpa reached their rooms above the shop via the back door. Alex had fought to keep his eyelids from drooping during the drive home. The otters were asleep in a pile on his bed along with Chonkers the cat, who had begrudgingly accepted their presence in the house. Alex climbed in without undressing, and the otters chirruped drowsily as they nestled around his head.

Before Grandpa could leave, Alex reached out and hooked his sleeve.

“You’re not going to tell Dad about this, right?”

“He’d never let me watch you and yer sister again if I did.”

“What if my powers aren’t strong enough to stop Brineblood stealing the egg?” Alex whispered.

Grandpa laid his hand lightly on Alex’s chest. “There’s more power and bravery in there than you’ll ever know.”

Alex just had time to smile before he drifted off to sleep.

A dream carried him to the bottom of the ocean. A deep chasm yawned, pitch black except for a faint green glow. Fathoms of water pressed on his body and pinned him to the seabed.

It had to be where the Water Dragon had gone to recover. Alex had been transported inside its body to share what it felt. The connection between them was still intact!

Can you hear me? Alex thought. Are you okay?

The dragon responded with a flicker of power. Its strength was slowly growing, magic regrouping. A dormant volcano waiting to erupt.

Another creature moved nimbly along the seabed, plumes of sand shifting under the passage of multiple limbs.

Kraken! Alex thought.

The octopus stopped and looked straight at him, orb-like eyes glowing inside her bulbous head. A clutch of arms whirled like a propeller and she darted closer.

You can hear me?

Kraken bobbed on the spot in what might have been a nod.

The crafty octopus had helped him rescue the Water Dragon before accompanying it out to sea. Alex was so glad to see they had stuck together all this time.

Kraken waved an arm covered in bright white suckers, as if making sure she had his attention, before pointing it straight at him. Or was she pointing at the slumbering Water Dragon? Sharing its body made it impossible to tell.

I don’t understand.

The Water Dragon’s power was slowly returning. Still, Alex hoped he would be able to tap into his own full strength without waiting for the dragon to come back to Haven Bay. He was pretty sure he would need it in the race to beat the pirates.

The octopus kept pointing, clearly trying to deliver some kind of message.

I don’t want to let the dragon down, Alex thought.

Kraken’s skin flickered pink in dismay as she brought up two arms to form an X of protest. But the dream was already slipping away as Alex surfaced from the depths of sleep.
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In the morning, Alex hurried to the boatyard to meet Zoey and Meri. His best friend emerged first, rubbing sleep out of her eyes with both fists.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

Zoey grimaced. “Two problems. The first was explaining to my parents how I pulled a new friend out of thin air. If anybody asks, Meri’s new at school. Second, my parents love her and won’t leave her alone.”

“Why is that a problem?”

“Because I want her to myself! Meri is awesome!” Zoey exclaimed. “I showed her all my inventions and she understood them without me having to explain everything a million times. She even suggested a way to make one better that will totally work!”

Alex frowned. “Are you sure we can trust her?”

“She took a big risk coming to warn you. Plus, she called me a genius, which means she can definitely be trusted.” Zoey fixed him with a serious look. “Remember when you told me to be friendlier to somebody I wasn’t sure about?”

When Anil first moved to town, Zoey had considered him a rival for Alex’s friendship and tried to keep him away from them. Now the pair still argued all the time but mostly because they seemed to enjoy it.

The front door opened and Meri stepped out into the yard. She had borrowed a fresh set of clothes: an overlarge You couldn’t drag(on) me away from Haven Bay! T-shirt and jeans held up with a length of rope cinched around her waist, short enough to flap around her ankles. The thick, green braids of her hair were piled on top of her head and leaning to one side like an underbaked cake.

“Do you think people are going to notice me?” she asked.

Two of Meri’s braids parted like a curtain and a crumpled drink can emerged from her hair. Slowly, it dragged itself onto her shoulder.

“A few people might notice that,” said Zoey.

Meri picked up the can and held it flat in her upturned palms. The dented metal wobbled side-to-side like an egg about to hatch. A pair of thick, sandy-red claws emerged from the ring-pull hole. Two front legs appeared before being followed by long, thin antennae and a pair of black eyes like tiny berries.

“Did you know there was a hermit crab in your hair?” asked Alex.

Meri smiled. “This is Sheldon. I found him stranded on some rubbish, miles out to sea. I’ve brought him loads of proper shells to move into, but he prefers random junk instead.”

Sheldon shifted to peer up at them, the drink can rattling, as if full of secrets.

“So where are we going so early on a Saturday morning?” asked Zoey.

“The lifeboat station.”

Alex tried to explain his plan as best he could: they needed a way to get into the lighthouse and reaching it at the mouth of the bay wasn’t their only obstacle. As Grandpa had reminded them, the lighthouse keeper was a notorious grump, which meant they couldn’t just go and ask for a tour. Alex needed a way to get the lighthouse keeper out so that they could get in.

Unfortunately the plan hinged on asking his sister for a favour. Bridget had gone out too early for him to catch her at home. So they’d have to see her at work instead.

Alex, Zoey and Meri made their way towards the high street.

“I saw the Water Dragon in my dream last night,” Alex said. “It’s resting. It’ll come back when it’s ready. Until then, I have to look after everything here without it.”

“We have to,” Zoey reminded him. “Just because the rest of us aren’t magic doesn’t mean we can’t help.”

“I know. It just feels like…”

“A lot?”

Alex nodded. “Exactly.”

The clean-up of the high street was almost finished. Sacks bulging with rubbish were piled at the side of the road and locals prowled with brooms to round up any loose litter. Alex and Zoey held their noses against the rotten smell while Meri hardly seemed to notice.

“Is this like what your group did out on the ocean?” Alex asked nasally.

Meri swept her eyes across the street. “Imagine this mess multiplied by a million, constantly pouring in faster than we can collect it, carried there forever on currents from all over the planet.”

Through his connection to the ocean, Alex knew it was suffering. But he hadn’t imagined it could be so bad. He was beginning to understand how Meri’s group had been swayed by Brineblood’s promise to clean everything up with the power the egg would give him. If only it were so easy.

They met Anil halfway along the street, holding a bag open for his parents to throw rubbish inside.

“We were up early for swimming practice so thought we should help,” he explained.

After waving goodbye to his parents, Anil joined them for the walk to the lifeboat station.

Pinch, a seagull Anil had befriended after rescuing him from injury, plummeted out of the sky and landed clumsily on his shoulder. A net hung around the bird’s neck, the top open like a feed bag. Nestled inside it were a mobile phone, a pair of glasses and a set of car keys.

“This isn’t litter!” Anil extracted the items and waved them in front of Pinch’s face. “This is just stealing!”

Anil had tried to break the seagull’s habit of pinching snacks from tourists by retraining him to collect litter instead. Unfortunately, Pinch was either unable or unwilling to work out exactly what counted as litter. Anil now spent half his time returning property to its rightful owners.

“At least you’re trying.” Anil scratched Pinch’s head and received an affectionate nip in return. “We’re actually quite a lot alike.”

Zoey looked puzzled. “You’re like a kleptomaniac seagull?”

“Not exactly. Alex has his powers and you have your amazing inventions. Me and Pinch are still working out how to be the best at something that will really make a difference.”

“You always say you’re the best at everything,” said Zoey.

Anil grinned. “Believe you’re the best…”

“…and you’ll be the best,” Zoey finished, rolling her eyes.

“Is that why you like swimming so much?” asked Alex.

“I love swimming! When I moved here, before we became friends, it helped me feel like I belonged by the sea. I know I’m good at swimming, but…” Anil nodded to himself as if he had made a decision. “The other thing that helped me feel like I belonged here was discovering all the local stories. They’re only told about properly significant people. I want to be so good at something that I have a really important role when somebody tells our story someday.”

“If anybody tries to leave you out, they’ll have me to answer to,” said Zoey.

Alex grinned. “And me.”

Meri had hovered at the edge of the group throughout the conversation, but now she watched them with eyes that brimmed with longing.

Before he could ask her what was wrong, a familiar movement caught the corner of Alex’s eye.

“Don’t look, but I think that man is following me again.”

Zoey and Anil immediately looked.

“A man with a terrible moustache just ran away down an alley,” said Zoey.

Anil’s eyebrows screwed down in concentration. “He looked familiar but I’m not sure why.”

Alex would have to confront his mystery follower eventually, but for now he was happy for the man to keep his distance while they got on with something more important.

The lifeboat station sat on the far side of the beach where the land steadily curved outwards to form the jaw of the bay. The station looked like a farmyard barn that had been relocated to the sand, its wooden roof rising to a point in the middle above a large door set into its front. Years of harsh weather had seen the red-and-white paint fade and strip away in broad patches. A concrete slipway extended from the front door like a tongue.

“Do not tell me you brats are here for my presentation.”

Bridget appeared from inside the station. Her highlighted hair was pulled back into a neat ponytail, fingernails painted bright pink. The sleeves of her lifeboat service volunteer T-shirt had been too small for her arms and shoulders, so she had hacked them off with a pair of scissors.

Alex smiled sweetly at his sister. “We’re just really interested in the history of lifeboats.”

It was unlikely she would buy this excuse because Alex knew she wasn’t particularly interested in lifeboats either. As well as earning her a place on the weightlifting team, the events of the summer had given her a taste for using her incredible strength to help people and look heroic doing it. Becoming a weekend lifeboat volunteer was supposed to provide regular opportunities to show off her muscle. Instead, she had spent most of her time so far scraping barnacles off the bottom of the boat.

“There might not even be a presentation anyway because my co-host has totally bailed on me.”

Footsteps thudded along the beach towards them. Gene Lennox, a fellow volunteer, huffed towards them, flip-flops slapping with every step and quiff of dark hair bouncing on their head.

“Sorry I’m late,” they panted. “Somehow I lost my phone, glasses and car keys this morning.”

Anil sighed and reached into his pockets. “I might be able to help you there.”

“We need to talk to you about—” Alex began as they filed into the building, but Bridget and Gene hurried off before he could finish.

The lifeboat took up most of the space, its grey-and-blue-painted hull spotless and orange cabin bristling with antennae and other equipment. Zoey eyed it all hungrily while Meri gaped in amazement.

“It’s so new.”

“Some of the tech is really cool…” Zoey trailed off – this was usually when her friends zoned out. But Meri nodded eagerly for her to continue.

“I want to know everything.”

Zoey narrowed her eyes as if it might be a joke. Then she realized Meri was being serious and launched instantly into a detailed explanation full of words Alex didn’t understand.

A few tourists waited for the presentation, snapping selfies with the boat or studying the framed newspaper clippings of dramatic rescues that hung on the walls.

“It seems like Bridget takes this really seriously—” Alex began to say, before tinny K-pop music blasted from unseen speakers, bouncing around the walls of the station. “Oh no.”

Bridget reappeared, biceps bulging as she hefted a wide tin basin above her head, swaying it roughly side-to-side as if it was being tossed on stormy waves. Gene was crouched inside it, skinny arms frantically drawing an imaginary oar through thin air.

“These rough seas are a big yikes!” Bridget shouted.

Gene mimed losing their oar to a vicious wave. “I can’t control my mighty vessel any longer!” they cried. “I’m getting swept away!”

“Making the right decision could totally be life or death!” Bridget swept her eyes across the audience. “What would you do?”

“Swim for it!” shouted Anil.

Zoey cleared her throat. “There used to be this device called a breeches buoy that stranded sailors wore like a big nappy that fired them along a zipline on a rocket—”

“Wrong and wrong. You’re both dead!” Bridget declared.

“Call the lifeboat service,” Meri muttered behind them.

“Correct!” Bridget dropped the tin basin a little too heavily and sent Gene spilling out onto the floor. “Who said that?”

Meri put her head down and stayed quiet.

“If you’re going out on the sea, you should always carry a radio and an emergency flare.” Gene held up examples of each. Zoey sighed wistfully at the sight of a bright red, snub-nosed flare gun.

Despite being a year or two older, Gene was half Bridget’s size, their baggy volunteer T-shirt draped over their slight frame like it had been hung there to dry. Bridget glanced sideways at them and beamed. Maybe showing off her strength wasn’t the only reason Bridget had decided to volunteer…

“I don’t understand why the heck she likes Gene,” grumbled Zoey. “They’re such a weed.”

Alex couldn’t help but wonder if she was jealous. “And you’re not?” he whispered.

“I’m stronger than you!” Zoey flexed an arm to prove it and Alex knew it was wiser to back down than be proved wrong.

“As soon as we’re alerted to your peril, this lifeboat will launch to rescue you,” said Gene, patting the boat proudly.

Zoey had stopped listening. “Bridget could literally break Gene in half with her bare hands.”

“Storms! Whirlpools! Mutant sharks with seven mouths!” bellowed Bridget.

Gene gave her a sideways glance. “I don’t think there are mutant—”

“There’s all kinds of gross danger we can save you from!” Bridget concluded.

Alex knew his sister had been disappointed to learn that new volunteers didn’t go on rescue missions until they had completed a bunch of training. Now he hoped he could turn her desire for drama and excitement to their advantage. A boat in distress would be sure to get the lighthouse keeper out of the way.

“Now we’re going to teach you how to deal with common problems out at sea until help can reach you,” said Gene. “Bridget will hold up some pictures and you tell us what you’d do.”

Bridget lifted a placard showing a cartoon jellyfish with an angry face. “Jellyfish sting!”

“Pee on it!” shouted Anil.

“Ew, no, incorrect.”

“Remove any spines, rinse the sting with seawater and soak it in warm water,” Meri said quietly.

“That’s right!” Next, Bridget held up a picture of a man who had turned bright green, leaning over the rail of a ship. “Seasickness!”

Zoey lifted her voice eagerly. “Rig yourself a full body harness from ropes and belts and suspend yourself from a high ceiling so you sway with the ship!”

“Creative but not quite,” said Gene.

“Chew on ginger root and try pressing on the inside of your wrist,” mumbled Meri.

“Yes, both effective!”

Zoey frowned. “That all sounds so old-fashioned.”

“Sometimes the natural remedies are still the best,” said Meri. “People have been sailing the seas for millennia. They managed just fine without all the technology we have today.”

Zoey nodded thoughtfully. “How do you know all this?”

“We don’t have much equipment on the rig.” Meri smiled wistfully. “People learned the natural remedies instead and passed them on.”

“Maybe you could pass them onto me? It could be useful to combine the old ways with my cool new inventions.”

Meri blinked in surprise and then smiled. “I’d like that.”

The presentation ended with Bridget and Gene playing out another short scene that saw them both swallowed by a whale. It wasn’t entirely clear how a lifeboat could save them from such a scenario, but it gave Bridget the opportunity to act out prising open the whale’s mouth using just her brute strength.

While Gene led the rest of the audience on a tour, Alex and the others stayed behind to talk to Bridget.

“That was…interesting,” he said.

Bridget scoffed. “It’s not interesting. I thought I’d be leaping onto sinking boats and throwing people to safety.”

“Well, if you’re looking for some excitement…”

Bridget narrowed her eyes at him. “You only trail off tantalizingly like that when you’re planning something dangerous.”

“It’s important,” Alex clarified quickly. “Like, save the world important.”

He briefly outlined his plan. Bridget listened carefully, trying to remain expressionless even as excitement shone in her eyes.

“Gene does have a boat we use for sailing practice…” she said when Alex was finished.

Now his sister was trailing off tantalizingly, he knew he had her.

“Does Gene really have to be there?” said Zoey sulkily.

“They won’t say anything.” Bridget smiled at Gene across the room. “All right, we’re in. See you tonight.”
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Sneaking up to the lighthouse in a boat under cover of darkness made Alex feel like a secret agent, though he suspected secret agents didn’t usually have sea otters hiding up their trouser legs.

The blazing yellow beam of the lighthouse swept around in an endless circle, briefly banishing broad strips of the night before darkness pressed back in its wake. Each return of the light revealed treacherous rocks creeping closer, jagged shapes outlined in white sea foam. Before the lighthouse was built a couple of hundred years ago, ships had regularly been chewed up in the mouth of the bay.

The short-masted boat jounced Alex, Zoey and Anil in their hard seats. A wave slapped the hull and the boat swayed towards a spur of rock. Bridget wrapped her arms around the mast to keep from falling while Gene, at the helm, deftly steered them back on course.

“Maybe we’ll see a ghost ship,” whispered Anil. “The legends say you can hear the cries of drowned sailors haunting the wind in the dead of night.”

“You probably shouldn’t believe every story you hear,” said Alex.

Anil pouted. “But they’re all so cool. If the Water Dragon turned out to be real, why not ghost pirates?”

“I suppose if Brineblood really is back from the dead,” Alex conceded, “it means anything is possible.”

“Quiet,” whispered Zoey. “We’re almost there.”

Alex, Zoey, Anil and Meri crouched on the floor of the boat so they could hide behind its benches. The otters tried to wriggle out of Alex’s trousers but he pinned them firmly against his legs, their fur tickling his skin.

“Okay, time to reduce our speed,” said Gene at the helm. “You remember how to do that?”

Bridget scoffed. “Of course I remember.” She yanked on a rope and the sail opened wide, catching the wind to send them flying towards the rocks.

“Abandon ship!” squeaked Anil.

Gene grabbed another rope and the sail fell away. The boat immediately slowed, cruising to a halt at the base of the rocks.

“You see,” said Bridget. “Perfect teamwork.”

The waves chopped and slapped around the rocks. One by one, they hopped out of the boat until only Bridget and Gene remained aboard.

“We’ll hide until the lighthouse keeper spots your diversion and comes out to help,” said Alex.

“Fire your flare gun to make sure he sees you,” added Zoey.

Bridget looked confused. “We don’t have a flare gun.”

“Volunteers aren’t allowed to use them,” said Gene.

“I have something.” Meri reached deep into a pocket and produced a glass bottle, half full of a thick, glittering green substance. A cork was pushed firmly into its top.

“Thanks, I am a bit thirsty,” said Anil, reaching for the bottle.

Meri lifted it out of reach. “Do not drink it! It’s seafire – made from bioluminescent algae. When you break it open, it reacts with the air and looks like fire, but it doesn’t actually burn. Pour a little bit into the boat and the lighthouse keeper can’t miss you. But only a little bit!”

Zoey gaped at the bottle. “Another old-fashioned sea recipe?”

“My mum taught me to make it. Now I can use it to help save her.”

Bridget took the bottle and shoved it into the waistband of her shorts. “All right, let’s go.”

“Take us gently away from the rocks,” Gene instructed.

Bridget snatched the tiller and the boat lurched away, Gene staggering to keep their balance.

“They might get into actual peril,” said Anil.

Zoey shrugged. “At least it’ll look convincing.”

The lighthouse loomed above them, a pointed spire with its pinnacle ablaze. The natural rock foundation had been chiselled flat, the sides sloping gently to the sea, making it easy for them to pick their way up. The otters spilled out of Alex’s trousers and went ahead as scouts.

A cracked concrete slab at the top offered firm footing and an old metal container provided a hiding place. They peered at the front door of the lighthouse and the rusted steps that led up to it. Now they just needed to wait.

“That’s weird,” whispered Zoey. She pointed to a square patch of concrete where severed cables poked from the ground, as if something had recently been torn away.

Before Zoey could study it any further, they caught sight of the boat steering around to the far side of the lighthouse.

“Aren’t they moving a bit quickly?” whispered Anil.

Alex squinted through the darkness. “I’m sure Gene knows what they’re doing.”

Then he saw that it was Bridget holding the ropes that controlled the sail.

“Oh no.”

They watched as Gene lunged across the boat to seize a rope and reduce their speed. That left the tiller unattended and the boat veered towards the rocks.

It ran aground with a heavy crunch, jerking to a halt violently enough to send Bridget and Gene sprawling. A brief moment of quiet passed before a green light sputtered to life in the bottom of the boat.

“I think the bottle broke,” said Meri.

Silent green fire spread across the boat. Bridget and Gene sprang up, shouting and slapping wildly where it caught their clothes.

Alex moved to help but Meri caught his arm.

“Remember, it doesn’t burn. They’ll be fine.”

“You have to show me how to make that stuff,” said Zoey.

Across the top of the rocks, the lighthouse door banged open. A man with a grey, heavy beard stumbled out, clumsily belting a silk dressing gown around his bulky body, hairy legs ending in slippers that slapped on the metal stairs as he ran to help.

“We build a lighthouse and people still crash into the rocks,” the lighthouse keeper complained loudly. He grabbed a coil of rope and began to pick his way down towards the luminous boat. Behind him, the door hung open.

“Let’s go,” said Alex.

Together, they hurried up the steps and inside the lighthouse.
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The otters lined up across the top step to serve as lookouts. Alex nodded a thank you before the door closed with a thud that echoed up through the lighthouse.

The first room was cold and round, stone walls stained black with damp and dripping moisture. Steep stairs curved around one side of the cylinder, coiling up to the rooms stacked above.

“It smells like a seal’s armpit,” said Zoey, voice echoing.

“Or a bath of tuna water,” added Alex.

Meri crossed the room and peered at the wall on the far side. Beneath a patch of damp some words were visible, carved into the wall.

Find a new perspective and follow the light.

“It’s the same riddle I heard Brineblood telling,” said Meri.

A chiselled line underscored the words. Alex reached out and rubbed away some of the damp. The line extended away from the riddle towards the stairs. He ran his finger along the wall, the line leading him upwards. The others followed.

A complete loop of the ascending spiral staircase brought them to a low doorway that opened onto another cramped, circular room. A flowery perfume piggybacked on the smell of damp.

“This is definitely not what I was expecting,” said Anil.

Thick pink carpet cushioned the floor and the stone walls were almost entirely covered by specially fitted shelves. These were stuffed with fluffy toys: teddy bears and plushie sea lions, beanbag dolphins and cuddly octopuses with trailing arms. In the middle of the floor was a low table, a child-sized chair on each side. Three fluffy toys had been served empty plastic teacups and plastic cakes. The fourth (slightly larger) chair was tipped over where the lighthouse keeper had run to aid the stricken boat.

“I guess it gets pretty lonely out here,” said Zoey.

Anil nodded. “Come on, we’ve already crashed the party enough.”

The carved line continued up the stairs, Alex running his hand along the wall to expose it. They ignored the other rooms they passed until the air grew warmer and bright light began to wash down the steps.

At the top of the staircase, a final chamber took up the entire width of the lighthouse. A gigantic lantern of ruffled glass, fitted inside metal brackets, hummed and clicked in the centre of the room, flinging a sharp yellow beam through panoramic windows.

The top of the lighthouse certainly offered a new perspective. On one side was a view of the wide mouth of the bay, the lights of the town sparkling beyond like rare gems inside a cave. The other side simply looked over an endless expanse of dark ocean.

“The riddle must mean the lighthouse beam will point us where we need to go for the next clue,” said Alex.

“But it’s always moving,” said Zoey. “It’s impossible to follow it anywhere.”

“Maybe we find a new perspective by stopping the light so it only focuses on one spot?”

Alex’s hand was still pressed against the wall. The carved line ended at the doorway. It had led them up here but now they would have to discover the solution by themselves.

“The answer must be here somewhere.” Anil began searching frantically around the room.

“We don’t even know what we’re looking for,” said Alex.

The others gathered in front of a control panel at the base of the lantern, a grey box covered in old plastic switches, blinking bulbs and cracked dials.

“I did some reading on lighthouses,” Zoey said. “The lantern is a combination of polished prisms and lens arrays arranged concentrically to funnel light into a beam brighter than its source. There are eight bullseye lens panels that the light passes through.”

Alex blinked at her as if she was speaking a different language.

Zoey growled in frustration. “You could at least try and understand! It means if we knew the right spot, we could jam the wheels or ball bearings so the light stops—”

Meri cleared her throat to interrupt. “Or we could pull this secret lever I just found.”

The metal casing of the control panel had buckled slightly at its base, allowing Meri to prise it open. Inside was a scuffed brass handle.

“You’re kind of annoyingly a genius,” said Zoey.

Alex watched Meri closely. “How did you find it so easily?”

“The control panel is too modern,” Meri answered sheepishly. “So I thought it might be covering the original controls.”

It all felt a little too simple to Alex. He glanced at Zoey to see if she thought the same, but his best friend only looked impressed.

The floor in front of the control panel was scraped as if the metal casing had been opened before now. Alex glanced a question at Meri but she simply nodded at the hidden handle.

“We have to hurry. The lighthouse keeper will be back soon.”

The brass felt cold and brittle, in danger of breaking off. He turned it carefully, wincing as it creaked stiffly around.

Clunk.

Immediately, the lantern began to slow. The glass of the lenses rippled and shifted before flushing green as if dye was pouring inside.

Alex recognized the colour: it was the same luminous green that shone from the Water Dragon’s scales when it summoned its powers.

The lantern juddered to a halt. A steady beam of bright green light sliced decisively through the night.

“Great, you broke it,” said Zoey.

Meri sighed. “Maybe that was just the off button.”

“Who turned out the lights?” Anil called from the other side of the room.

Alex looked at them quizzically. “There isn’t time for jokes! This is it. We can follow the light.”

Zoey looked baffled while Meri watched him closely.

“But there’s no light to follow,” she said.

Alex laughed and pointed at the beam, bright enough to make him shield his eyes. “You don’t see that?”

The girls looked up at the lantern easily. Nearby, Anil stumbled into a table and yelped in pain.

“I can’t see anything!”

“Either he’s delusional or this is an ancient sea powers thing,” said Zoey.

Nobody but Alex could see the green light. It was an ancient sea powers thing. That must be why Brineblood – who had given up his magic – needed Alex to help follow the trail to the egg.

A smile broke across Meri’s face. “Where is it pointing?”

Alex stepped to the windows and pressed his forehead to the glass so he could peer past the glare. The beam angled away from town and instead pointed towards the cliffs at the far edge of the bay. The light cast a perfect round spot on the cliff face, where gulls and other seabirds flapped in annoyance at their rude awakening.

“It’s just cliffs,” said Alex. “There’s nothing there.”

But as he stared longer, a shape became clear on top of the cliff. A single square of yellow, like light in a window. Alex strained his eyes until he could make out the shadow of a large house in the darkness, set a little way back from the cliff edge.

“The Argosy house,” he said.

“It’s been empty for decades,” said Zoey.

“Not any more.” Alex pointed to the square of light. “Somebody’s put a light on.”

Heavy footsteps on the stairs startled them away from the window. There was nowhere to run. Alex hurried to grab the hidden lever and cranked it back. The lenses rippled and the green light flushed warmly yellow again. The lantern creaked and whirred back to its routine rotation.

The lighthouse keeper crested the top of the stairs, otters dangling from his arms and clinging stubbornly to his legs. “Trespassers! Meddling with my light! You cannot fathom the peril you provoke by extinguishing the lantern!”

“Actually, modern ships are fitted with GPS and electronic chart displays that—” Zoey began explaining.

The lighthouse keeper herded them down the stairs, complaining the entire way.

“There was I, hosting a dinner party for important guests, when some senseless children strand themselves on the rocks! Then while I hasten to their salvation, more senseless children go meddling with my light!”

“We’re really sorry,” said Anil. “Please apologize to your guests for me.”

“I’d petition for better security out here, but they never listen,” the lighthouse keeper continued. “First it was pirates and now it’s kids!”

Alex craned back to look at him. “Wait, when were pirates here?”

They had reached the ground floor. The keeper hustled them out of the door.

“Last week, extinguishing the lantern just like you!” He pointed across the concrete platform to where the frayed wires poked from the ground. “And they stole my backup generator!”

As soon as they were clear of the rusted steps, the lighthouse keeper let them go and stormed back inside, slamming the door behind him.

“He wasn’t as frightening as all the stories make out,” said Anil, sounding a little disappointed. “I hope whoever writes our story doesn’t just make stuff up.”

Bridget and Gene sat on some rocks, clothes dripping and hair plastered to their faces. Bridget’s mascara had run dark tracks down her cheeks.

“I’m totally getting the hang of the whole sailing thing,” she said.

The boat had been freed from the rocks and was still afloat, but the short mast was listing badly, sails torn and tangled.

“I don’t know how we’re going to get back,” said Gene.

“Don’t worry about it,” Alex said, ushering them all aboard.

Once everybody was settled on the benches, Alex dipped a hand into the water and called for help. Moments later a pair of dolphins surfaced, clicking busily, and took some trailing ropes in their mouths.

Gene gaped. “So the stories about you are true.”

“Probably not all of them,” said Alex.

The dolphins drew them carefully away from the rocks and soon they were skimming quickly towards the lights of town.

Alex turned on Meri. “Why didn’t you tell us the pirates had already been there?”

She cowered against the side of the boat, but her jaw tightened with determination. “I didn’t know. I must have still been hiding.”

“They might already be ahead of us on the trail.”

Zoey shifted to sit beside Meri, putting a hand protectively on her shoulder. “Not if you’re the only one who can see the light.”

“We can’t risk it. We have to find out why it points to the Argosy house,” said Alex. “And we have to do it fast.”
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The tide was high and heads bobbed in and out of the bay, creating ripples that sparkled in the early morning sun. The school swimming club – including Anil – was racing laps around a course marked out by bright yellow buoys.

By the time they had returned from the lighthouse it was too late to investigate the Argosy house itself, but they’d wasted no time getting together the next morning to discuss plans.

“The Argosy family is probably the oldest in Haven Bay,” Alex explained to Meri. They sat on the sea wall, kicking their feet against the concrete. “They were the local lords. So they collected taxes, settled local disputes, all that kind of stuff. Every local history book is full of their names. The Argosy manor has been outside town for centuries.”

“But no Argosy has lived there for decades,” said Zoey, picking up the story. “It’s supposed to be haunted. People who go near say they can hear waves breaking and ropes creaking inside.”

“This town seems to think everything is haunted,” said Meri.

It was easy to believe about the Argosy manor. The crumbling old house sat empty on the cliffside, inspiring tall tales of what tragedy must have befallen the surviving heirs.

Yet Alex had seen a light in the window. Surely that meant somebody was finally home. And that meant it was too dangerous to go up there without finding out as much as they could first. As soon as it opened, the library would be their first stop.

“The whole town would know if an Argosy was back,” said Zoey.

“Not if they were trying not to be noticed,” Alex countered.

Shielding his eyes, he looked towards the water, trying to pick Anil out from the racing crowd. He was probably the swimmer being hampered by a seagull who kept dropping litter on his head.

“Why are they swimming in circles?” asked Meri.

“They’re training to compete against other schools,” said Zoey.

“Competing at what?”

“Uh…swimming.”

“What’s the point of that?”

Zoey blinked, momentarily lost for words. “Anil really wants to be the best.”

“My parents taught me to swim as soon as I could walk, in case I ever fell into the water. Staying afloat was more important than being fast,” Meri said matter-of-factly, before pointing towards the swimmers. “Anyway, right now he’s only fifth best.”

It was true: although Anil was clearly swimming as fast as he could, he was beginning to fall behind the pack.

Alex turned his attention to the far side of the bay. The cliffs curved away from them, the headland with the broken church at its top hiding any view of the Argosy manor.

“The Argosy family might go back far enough to have always known the Water Dragon is real,” said Alex. “Maybe they were even after the egg.”

Zoey’s eyes went wide. “And maybe they found a clue that leads to it.”

“The light pointed directly under the house. Are there caves or anything there like the dragon tunnels under the church?”

“No idea. Anil might have heard stories.”

Returning their gaze to the swimmers, they found their friend still trailing behind. As he passed the breakwater that extended out from the beach, one of the rocks seemed to separate and slip into the water. A seal, racing through the surf towards the swimmers.

“Uh oh,” said Alex.

Loaf caught up easily and ducked underneath Anil to lift him out of the water. Then the seal launched after the leading swimmers, Anil a captive passenger on his back. Loaf barrelled through the pack, leaving flailing limbs and shaking fists in his wake, before he hurled Anil forwards with so much force that he skimmed on the surface of the water over the finish line.

Zoey swung her legs off the wall and stood up. “Looks like practice is over.”

Anil protested for the entire walk to the library.

“I would have caught up by myself!” he insisted, seawater still dripping from his hair. “I was just waiting for the right moment to strike.”

“It’s usually best to strike before the race is over,” said Zoey.

“I’m beginning to think swimming might not be my special talent,” Anil said dejectedly. “So what else can I be the best at?”

Pinch thumped down onto his shoulder and nuzzled his cheek. Anil scritched the top of the bird’s head.

“You’re good with animals,” suggested Alex.

“Yeah, but stories will only talk about your magic bond with them.”

Zoey groaned. “If you care so much about stories, why don’t you tell us what you know about the Argosy family?”

“There’s not much to know. They’re super secretive,” said Anil. “There are rumours they had a hand in local smuggling, but I’ve never seen evidence to back it up. The records about the Argosy family are confidential. You’ll have to convince the library to give them up.”

A sly grin spread across Zoey’s face. “I think I can manage that.”

Shortly after Mayor Parch was kicked out of town for conspiring with Raze Callis to capture the Water Dragon, the library moved back into the building he had taken for his office. Grand columns flanked heavy double doors and tall rows of colourful bookshelves beckoned them inside. Bays of computers lined the walls and children lounged in beanbags arranged around the plush red carpet, absorbed in books and comics.

Meri’s eyes bulged. “I’ve never seen so many books.”

“Isn’t it magnificent?” said Zoey.

“They’re not wet or mouldy!” Meri gaped at the shelves like she might start stuffing books into her pockets. “I bet they don’t even have sand fleas!”

A desk at the back of the library guarded a shady doorway beyond. A sign hung from the ceiling: TOWN ARCHIVE.

Zoey slapped a small bell on the desk.

“Oh no,” drawled a voice from the other side of the doorway. “It’s her.”

Sugden the librarian ducked into view and unfolded to full height. He pushed his glasses up his nose and then snatched the bell away before Zoey could ring it again.

“How did you know it was me?” she asked.

“A shiver tiptoed down my spine and the tea leaves in my cup spelled ‘danger’,” said Sugden. “Plus nobody else in town uses my bell as if they’re trying to pulverize it.”

Zoey looked thoughtful. “Does anybody else in town use your bell at all?”

Sugden paused. “No.”

“So you should be happy that we need your expertise.”

“Oh yes, I’m thrilled.”

Zoey leaned on the desk. “We need information about the Argosy manor.”

An eyebrow twitch betrayed Sugden’s icy demeanour, the closest the librarian could come to showing open curiosity.

“What can you tell us?” Anil asked eagerly.

Sugden reached under his desk and retrieved a dog-eared book: A Long Stay in Haven Bay. The librarian flipped to a particular page and spun the book around so they could see.

“There used to be more land on that side of the bay,” he said. “A fishing hamlet. Everything but the church was swallowed by the sea years ago.”

The page showed a foggy brown and white photograph of small, lopsided huts leaning against each other. Fishermen and women posed stiffly with wooden pipes clamped between their teeth. Instead of a cliff, the land sloped smoothly down to the water, mere steps from their front doors.

“Look!” Anil jabbed a finger at the photograph. In the background, a man stood separately from the other sailors. He had a dark moustache and wore an embroidered kurta, belted around the middle with a braided sash. “I didn’t know there were any lascars in Haven Bay.”

Sugden nodded. “A handful, over the years. Indian sailors were often vital crewmen, but ship’s captains would abandon them once a voyage was over.”

“They had to work harder than anybody else to distinguish themselves and keep their spot.” Anil still looked at the photograph, but his eyes had grown distant.

“The Argosy family owned the huts and the boats these people used, but wouldn’t live too close to the rabble,” Sugden said. “They built their house far enough away that it survived the cliff fall. But most of the sailors and fishermen had no choice but to seek a new life elsewhere.”

The lighthouse beam had pointed to the cliff face underneath the house. Whoever left the trail of clues might have done it hundreds of years ago. If there had been more land there then, the light might now be pointing to something that no longer existed. But Alex couldn’t just give up.

“Do you know anything about the house?” he asked.

“It’s big.” Sugden sniffed. “And empty.”

Not so empty any more. “Are there any Argosys left?”

“If he still lives, Erasmus Argosy would be the last surviving member of the much-diminished Argosy dynasty.” Sugden smiled tightly, all too pleased about the old family’s downfall.

“I’m sure I’ve heard that name before…” said Anil.

“The Argosy clan was supremely secretive,” said Sugden. “Even I don’t know much about them and I know almost everything.”

“You must have been tempted to snoop in their records,” said Zoey. “Find all their dealings, maybe building plans for the house…”

Sugden lifted himself to full height like a bird preparing to defend its nest. “You haven’t told me why you’re so interested.”

Zoey pressed a hand to her chest as if offended. “I just want to make sure our town archivist knows his stuff.”

“Those records are confidential. Never in a thousand lifetimes would I violate such a sacred trust.”

“If you let us look at them, I’ll leave and never bother you again,” offered Zoey.

“Deal.” The librarian spun on his heel. “Let me see what I can find.” He ducked away through the doorway and into the gloom of the archives.

Alex realized that Meri and Anil were no longer beside them. He turned to find Meri with her nose buried inside a book, eyes scanning rapidly from side to side. Gasping as if she had discovered some great secret, she threw the book onto a teetering pile clutched in Anil’s arms.

“Maybe that’s enough reading material for now,” squeaked Anil, legs shaking under the weight.

Meri halted in the middle of reaching for another book. Her pale cheeks flushed when she saw they were all watching. “Sorry. There weren’t many books on the rig. Occasionally we found one in the water, but fish had usually eaten the ending.”

A howl of distress rang from inside the archive. Nobody else was supposed to go back there, but Zoey didn’t hesitate before leaping over the desk and through the doorway. Alex hurried behind.

Long shelves were lined up so close together that Alex had to shuffle sideways to move between them. Every inch of space was stuffed with heavy books and browning papers, bulging cardboard boxes and spilling files. There were no windows and the only light hummed from dim fluorescent tubes overhead. Their feet slapped thunderously on the concrete floor, kicking up dust to float hazily on the air.

A peal of piteous sobbing led them to Sugden, collapsed on his knees between shelves.

“Were you attacked?” asked Zoey, readying her fists to fight. “I bet there are feral moles in here or something.”

“My archive…ruined!” Sugden cried, lifting eyes that brimmed with tears behind his steamy glasses. “My life’s work reduced to nought.”

Alex cast around the archive for any sign of danger. More footsteps approached but it was only Anil and Meri catching up.

“Missing!” sobbed Sugden. “A whole category of records missing.”

Every inch of shelf was stuffed to bursting. But the space in front of the librarian was completely bare, like a single slice of cake taken from the whole.

“I’m so sorry,” said Anil, looking almost as stricken as the librarian.

“Maybe you moved them and forgot,” suggested Zoey.

Sugden glared at her fiercely as if she had used his oldest file as a handkerchief. “My filing system is the most rigorous ever to bless this disorderly town. If records are missing, it’s because somebody else has taken them.”

“It’s just the Argosy family records that are missing?” asked Alex.

Sugden nodded and instantly sank back into despair. “Every bit of paperwork there ever was about the most important family and house this town has ever known.”

“Almost as if somebody else is looking into their secrets,” said Zoey, giving Alex a significant look.

“Brineblood,” he said. “The pirates must have broken in here and taken everything.”

Sugden whimpered and grabbed the nearest book to hug against his chest.

Anil patted his shoulder reassuringly. “Don’t worry, the pirates can’t hurt you now.”

Meri shifted impatiently. “So what do we do to beat Brineblood and rescue my parents?”

“Maybe we’ll just have to pay Erasmus Argosy a little visit,” said Zoey.

Behind them, Anil clicked his fingers. “Now I remember where I saw that name! Sugden, do you have a copy of the programme for the Haven Bay Dragon Sleigh Christmas Carol Extravaganza in 1994?”

The librarian picked up his head and sniffed proudly. “Of course.”

As soon as the document was retrieved, Anil began flicking through the pages. “A while ago I read through thirty years of programmes because I thought if you pieced them together they’d form a map to smugglers’ gold.”

“And did they?” asked Zoey.

“Obviously not. But!” Finally he found the page he was looking for and jabbed at a poorly printed black and white photograph. “I remember finding this.”

The picture showed a man standing in front of a church pillar, smiling as he pointed to a brightly decorated Christmas tree. He wore a suit with wide lapels and trousers that piled up on top of polished black shoes. Wire frame glasses made his eyes look large and round, a white moustache like the last squeeze of toothpaste from the tube sitting on his top lip.

Erasmus Argosy turning on the Christmas lights in Argosy Chapel, read the caption.

“That’s the man who’s been following me,” said Alex. The man in the photo was younger and neater but Alex was sure it was him. “Why would the only surviving Argosy be sneaking around after me?”

Zoey frowned. “At the same time as pirates are trying to kidnap you.”

“Pirates in my archive! I’ll have to disinfect everything,” Sugden wailed. He snatched the programme from Anil’s hands and shooed them away. “Leave me to my misery.”

They trooped out of the archive and back into the main library.

“We have no choice but to go up to the Argosy manor and find out what Erasmus knows,” said Alex as they made their way between the bookshelves.

Somebody stepped across the front doors to block their way.

“And what do yer want to be talkin’ to him for?”

“Hi, Grandpa!” Alex piped brightly. “Your head is looking shiny today!”

“Don’t yer try and flatter me,” he said, rubbing his bare scalp. “I came lookin’ for yer ’cause I knew yer would be plottin’ trouble.”

“You can help with the trouble if you want?”

Grandpa failed to restrain a smile. “Well, yer know I hate feelin’ left out.”

They went out to the ice cream van where nobody would overhear them. Alex quickly explained everything they had discovered since last night.

“So Erasmus is back,” said Grandpa, his expression curdling. “I should of known he’d hear about what happened with the dragon and come sniffin’ around.”

“You know him?”

“Aye. And he’s not to be trusted! Try and talk to him direct and he’ll just spin yer a web of lies. If yer want answers, yer should sneak into that big ugly house. I can drive yer up there.”

“We just need to make sure he won’t be home,” said Zoey.

“He’s been following me around for weeks,” said Alex. “So now it’s time to lead him somewhere.”
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Two hours later, Alex lingered suspiciously on the beach while trying to pretend he wasn’t being deliberately suspicious.

Zoey’s voice fizzed through the walkie-talkie. “You look like you’ve sat on a sea urchin. Act natural.”

Alex wasn’t entirely sure how to do that. He decided to vigorously scratch his bottom – it seemed the best way to appear unaware somebody might be following him.

“That’ll put anybody off coming anywhere near you,” said Zoey. “Remember to maintain visual contact with Anil.”

Nearby, Anil perched on a rock, peering in Alex’s direction while trying to pretend he wasn’t.

“I see him,” Alex said. “Any sign of Argosy yet?”

“Negative.”

The sun was high and tourists filled the beach, lounging in stripy deckchairs behind plastic windbreakers. Alex studied them for any telltale sign of being a spy. They all seemed too invested in topping up their tans to even notice him.

Close by, an unattended towel had been laid out, pinned tightly at the corners by heavy stones. Alex hoped none of the tourists would try to claim it for their own.

The walkie-talkie fuzzed in his pocket. “See if you can draw him out.”

Alex wandered away from the growing crowd, making sure to keep the towel behind him, towards the waves lapping gently against the beach. The water beckoned him. Last night he had dreamed once again of the Water Dragon and Kraken gesturing frantically. The message still wasn’t clear. Only the sea held the answer.

“We’ve got movement,” said Zoey.

Blinking, Alex realized he had crouched to reach for the water. He straightened up and glanced around just in time to see a man peel away from a bickering family. A wide-brimmed sun hat hid his face and he was dressed more smartly than the average tourist in a neat linen shirt and trousers. As soon as he realized Alex had spotted him, he veered away as if simply enjoying a morning stroll.

“That’s Argosy,” said Alex, pointing him out.

Anil immediately lifted two fingers to his lips and whistled sharply. Loaf burst from the water and lumbered across the sand like a windswept beach ball. The seal galloped into the man’s legs and sent him tumbling. When he hit the towel, it caved in, dumping him into the deep hole they had dug underneath.

A few people moved to help but were held off by the barking seal. Pinch swooped low to bombard the stricken man with old chips and mushy peas before Loaf began using his short tail to bury him in sand.

“Hurry!” shouted Zoey.

Alex and Anil whirled away and ran towards the sea-wall steps. The ice cream van was idling at the top. As soon as they had jumped in the back, Grandpa revved the engine, fired up the chimes and they sped away, leaving behind a line of disappointed customers.

“We might not have long,” said Alex, catching his breath.

Ice cream dripped onto his foot. He looked up to find Zoey and Meri, each with a cone in hand, otters perched on their shoulders, all of their mouths (and whiskers) stained creamy white.

“We got hungry,” said Zoey, wiping a drip from her walkie-talkie. “And Meri really wanted to try it again.”

Meri wiped her mouth on the back of her sleeve. “I got – what did you call it? – brain freeze seven times.”

A traffic jam snaked into town but the road leaving it was clear. They hurtled along the coast road, past the broken church on the headland and uphill until they were racing along the clifftop. It wasn’t long before the Argosy manor appeared in the view ahead.

“At least we know Erasmus won’t be home,” said Alex. “Loaf and Pinch should keep him occupied for a while.”

A wall higher than the ice cream van bordered the Argosy estate. Years of neglect had made the stone flake and crumble. The black iron gate had rusted off its hinges and lay propped to one side, giving them access to the long driveway that approached the house.

“Fancy git,” muttered Grandpa.

The estate grounds had clearly gone decades without being tended. Sweeping lawns had grown high enough to reach over their heads if the grass didn’t bow under its own weight. They left the van on the drive and used the overgrowth to cover their approach on foot, in case anybody was watching from the house. Weeds and stubborn thickets snagged their clothes.

“What happened between you and Erasmus?” asked Alex.

“He’s a snake!” spat Grandpa, breathing heavily. “Always sniffin’ round yer grandma, like his family name would impress her.”

Grandma had been one of the people gifted the power of the ocean by the Water Dragon. After Brineblood stole the egg and turned the dragon against them, she had spent years living in the sea, trying to retrieve it so she could make peace. Finally, she had left the ocean – and the gift of unnaturally long life – behind to live on land with Grandpa.

“One day I came home and Erasmus was there. They were havin’ a massive row. I’d never seen her so het up.”

Alex tripped over a rock hidden by the grass. “Does he know about the dragon and Grandma’s past? Maybe they were arguing about that.”

“She went quiet as soon as I turned up,” Grandpa said. “Plus I was too busy tellin’ that worm to sling his hook!”

Closer to the house, the grass formed unruly collars around bulbous bushes growing in peculiar shapes.

“Used to be topiary,” grumbled Grandpa. “Ruddy show-off.”

“I think this one might have been a fish?” said Anil.

Zoey squinted. “Or a hotdog.”

The grass spat them out against the concrete rim of a wide, hexagonal fountain. A stone mermaid held a conch shell to her lips that must once have dribbled water into the bowl below. Now it was parched and choked with weeds. A gravel path ran around the fountain and through the grass towards the house.

It was even bigger up close, looming four storeys tall. A heavy wooden door reinforced with black iron bands was set into brown brickwork. Ivy grew in a thick coat up the walls, smothering some of the windows.

Something about the house made unease grate in Alex’s gut like tectonic plates deep underwater. The manor was more than bricks and metal: it gave off some kind of energy, a faint hum on the air that Alex found strangely familiar.

“Does anyone else feel—”

Meri cut him off. “What’s the plan?”

“The lighthouse pointed below the manor. The next clue to reach the egg must be under there somewhere,” said Alex. “So we get inside and search for a way down.”

Meri waited for him to say more. “And?”

“And what?”

“Oh. It’s just…that’s more a general objective than an actual plan.”

“At least this time we tried doing our research first,” said Zoey. “Usually we just pretend to have a plan so we can justify going in unprepared and hoping for the best. So let’s cut to the chase.”

Alex really hoped there wouldn’t be a chase. They left Grandpa and the otters by the fountain as lookouts, the four water sausages climbing the stone mermaid for a better view.

“Let’s try the front door. The lock is probably old,” said Zoey. “Does anybody have a hairpin?”

Anil rummaged in his pockets and produced a pair of swimming goggles, a used tissue, a toy sheep and half a sandwich. “Sorry,” he said.

“Here.” Meri reached into her hair. Instead of removing a hairpin, she held Sheldon the hermit crab by his drink-can shell, sandy-red legs dangling. Sand and dirt tumbled from the ring-pull hole as she gently shook the can, followed by a piece of string and a hard-boiled sweet. Another shake jogged loose a wire hairpin.

“Definitely the weirdest handbag I’ve ever seen,” said Zoey, accepting the implement.

The hum of energy was stronger the closer they got to the door. Alex lifted a hand, sure he could feel it on the air, bend its weight around his fingers.

“Something isn’t right,” he said.

“Grandpa will warn us if Erasmus comes home,” Zoey said, bending the hairpin until it snapped into two pieces.

“I didn’t know you can pick locks,” said Anil.

“I can’t. But I understand the mechanism. How hard can it be?”

The energy was definitely radiating from the house, as if an invisible force waited inside. Alex closed his eyes. As the energy rippled around him, he heard waves chopping at rock, storms flogging the sea into a frenzy, spray lashing the hull of a ship.

All at once he recognized it: the same energy lived inside him. It was the restless power of the ocean, bottled up and straining for release.

“Wait!” he shouted.

Too late. Zoey stuck the pieces of wire into the keyhole. The hum of energy swelled to a deafening howl and the door groaned like a ship going under. Alex hunkered down and braced himself.

Water dribbled from the keyhole, spluttering over Zoey’s shoes.

“Oh,” said Alex. “That wasn’t so bad.”

A tsunami erupted from the lock; a gout of water strong enough to lift them off their feet and send them floundering across the gravel. It poured away across the overgrown lawn, washing them up beside the fountain. Grandpa had jumped up onto its rim to keep his feet dry.

“I told yer to use the toilet before we left.”

The otters jumped down from the fountain to splash in the water. It tasted salty on Alex’s lips.

“It’s the sea,” he said, squelching upright.

Anil spat out a mouthful of water. “How?”

“It’s like somehow the Water Dragon’s power was bottled up to protect the house.”

Zoey rejoined them from where she had landed on the other side of the fountain.

“I have two pieces of bad news,” she said. “The first is that my underwear is wet again. The second is that we need to run because I think we’ve triggered some kind of booby trap.”

Behind her, the long grass shook and rustled, hiding whatever was approaching with rapid footsteps. Sharp clacking noises filled the air, coming from all directions.

“Where’s Meri?” Alex asked.

Zoey’s eyes went wide. “I lost her.”

The otters formed a protective circle around the soggy group, facing out towards the murmurous grass. The tops of the blades swayed and flattened in trails moving closer, leaving nowhere to run.

“Guard dogs,” whimpered Anil. “They’ll tear us to pieces!”

Finally, the grass parted. Furious white, long-necked shapes darted towards them. Not dogs. Birds. Beating their huge wings against the air and clacking bright orange beaks menacingly.

“Guard geese!”

The otters launched themselves at the geese, dodging swift wing strikes and snapping beaks. One otter used its tail to sweep a goose’s webbed feet from under it. Another pinned its long neck to the ground so a third otter could flip onto its back and ride it like a feathery horse. But more geese streamed out of the grass and swarmed the fourth otter, beating it with furious wings.

“Can we fight geese?” said Zoey, raising her fists just in case. “It feels wrong somehow.”

The otters tried to use their lithe speed to stay just out of reach of the geese’s fearsome beaks. Alex pointed to a gap in the circle of snarling fur and flying feathers. “Maybe we should just run instead.”

The birds snapped at their heels as they dashed along the gravel path.

“We have to find a way inside!” shouted Alex.

More geese appeared ahead of them to block any way forwards. The others closed in behind, trapping the group against the front of the house. The geese raised their beaks in victorious honking.

“This en’t exactly how I imagined I’d die,” said Grandpa, trying to push Alex behind him.

A shrill whistle pierced the air. The geese immediately fell quiet, lowering their wings and swivelling their long necks in search of the sound.

Somebody was walking up the drive. The same man they had tipped into a hole on the beach. Only now his linen shirt and trousers were rumpled and stained with seaweed, his jaunty sun hat missing completely. He lowered a metal whistle from his lips and regarded them through his spectacles.

“Erasmus Argosy,” growled Grandpa.

“You should know better than to go around attempting to break into people’s homes.” Argosy’s voice carried a thwarted haughtiness, as if he had been raised to believe he was better than everybody else, but life had proved him wrong.

“What are you gonna do about it?” taunted Grandpa.

“You might notice you are surrounded by highly trained attack geese. Another blow of this whistle and they’ll…well, not tear you apart, they’re geese. But you’ll get a serious nipping!”

Argosy focused on Alex. There was no longer any need to pretend he wasn’t watching.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“We’re looking for—” Anil began.

Zoey stamped on his foot to shut him up.

“We just want to talk,” said Alex.

“Oh?” Argosy appeared startled by the idea. “Well, you’re quite welcome to come inside as my guests.”

Grandpa had warned him of Argosy’s lies, but maybe they could find a way to tease out the truth they needed. If their only other option was to face the vicious geese, Alex was more than happy to accept the invitation.
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There was no way the cramped entry chamber, with its scuffed parquet floor and stack of muddy boots tottering against the wall, could have confined an ocean. The salt water that had poured from the keyhole must have come from…where? Alex searched for some kind of trickery that would disprove the presence of magic. Magic he thought this house should not possess.

There were only two ways the Argosy family could wield the power of the ocean: the Water Dragon might have gifted its power to them, which could make Erasmus an ally to be trusted. Or his family had somehow stolen the dragon’s power, making Erasmus Argosy their enemy.

Anil leaned close to whisper, “Do you think we should take off our shoes?”

Alex glanced around at the mess and shrugged.

There was still no sign of Meri. Apparently she had abandoned them at the first sign of trouble.

Erasmus led the way through a side door. A narrow hallway extended on the other side, the wooden floor sagging and creaking under their feet.

“It’s so creepy here,” whispered Zoey. “I think I love it.”

The old house was a warren of shadowy doors and tapering passages that promised secrets. Alex’s ears popped as power pulsed around him. Ripples of it collided in the air, stirred from different places all over the house. If it were wielded against him, Alex didn’t know if he’d be able to seize control of that power to help them. There was no ocean to wet his hands. It made no sense for the power to be here.

Grandpa pulled them all close as they walked. “I won’t let nothin’ happen to yer.”

“Maybe he just wants to talk,” whispered Alex. “It’s been a long time since you knew him.”

“Some people don’t change.”

Erasmus guided them through a high-ceilinged room haunted by furniture cloaked in grubby dust sheets, chunks gouged from the walls to reveal the timbers of the house beneath. A drooping doorway brought them to a staircase, each step groaning in a different key as they climbed.

Yet another hallway at the top was lined with closed doors. Paintings hung between them at irregular heights: portraits of stuffy-looking men with their noses lifted proudly, each sporting the same feeble moustache as Erasmus Argosy. Other paintings depicted the manor in better days, the lands around it still intact and crowded with huts and livestock, before the sea rose to devour them.

“I should commission a portrait of myself,” Zoey mused.

Anil looked thoughtful. “Maybe I could be a great artist and make epic paintings of our adventures.”

“Do you know how to draw?”

“I drew a really good horse once,” Anil said. “The problem was, I was trying to draw my uncle.”

Everybody passed the doors without a second glance. Apart from Alex. He slowed and fell behind the group. The hum of power was louder here. The sea called to him from behind the doors. Wind whistled through the keyholes, carrying the bite of salt and the slimy pungency of seaweed. It beckoned him closer. Dreamily, he reached for the nearest handle.

A hand caught his wrist. Alex looked up sharply to find Argosy standing over him.

“I wouldn’t, if I were you,” the old man said. “Remember what happened when you tried to force my front door?”

It felt like a warning rather than a threat. A small sign that he might not be against them.

Grandpa seized Argosy’s arm and wrenched it away. “Don’t you dare touch my grandson.”

Erasmus nodded what might have been an apology before he turned to continue leading the way.

“The house has fallen into disrepair, much like my family line,” he said, stopping at a door towards the end of the hall. “Leave anything untended near the sea for too long and it will atrophy. Decline.” He fished in his pocket for a key and fitted it into the lock. As he swung the door open, he glanced at them with a sad smile. “Just look at me, eh?”

Argosy ushered them into a drawing room that must once have been luxurious. The ceiling was high enough that Alex had to crane his neck to see its swirling pattern and golden borders, defaced by flaking paint and thick wads of cobweb. The walls were divided into large square sections, each painted with sea creatures wreathed in flowers. The colours had blanched and succumbed to the spread of black mould. Moth-eaten curtains hung like scruffy capes beside tall windows that offered a sweeping view of the overgrown estate, the cliff edge outside the walls and the ageless sea beyond.

Argosy waved them to a collection of ornate chairs with wide armrests. Dust puffed from the upholstery as they each took a seat. Grandpa was the last to sit, first peering suspiciously around the room as if scanning for hidden attackers.

“You have a lovely home,” said Anil, whose manners would never be daunted by personal danger.

“Yer always did think you was fancy,” said Grandpa. “It never impressed my wife like yer thought it should.”

Erasmus settled into a single wing-backed chair that faced them all. “There were a lot of things I wanted your wife to think, but she never did see things my way.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean, you lecherous old—”

“Stop!” Alex had to hold Grandpa down in his seat. There was still a chance to get the information they needed. Argosy knew about the power of the ocean and maybe he could even control it. That could mean he also knew about the dragon egg and the whereabouts of the next clue that would lead them to it. But they still didn’t know if they could trust him. Alex had to be careful.

“Why have you been following me?” he asked.

Erasmus paused a moment as if choosing his words carefully. “I heard you had power and I had to make sure you weren’t going to cause any trouble.”

Keep your powers hidden. There will be others who will try to take them. The warning echoed in Alex’s mind. If Erasmus Argosy did want to steal his power, maybe Alex could exploit that desire to get the information they needed. He just needed to keep his cool.

“I’m sorry we tried to break in,” he said. “Has anybody else tried recently?”

Argosy looked faintly amused. “You mean pirates?”

“You must have seen them attack the town,” said Alex.

“They should have no reason to knock at my door,” said Erasmus, “and the house is well protected if they do. Self – what do you call it? – preservation is one thing my family always got right.”

“This protection…” The hum of power still tugged at Alex’s mind. “It isn’t…normal.”

Again, Argosy smiled. “You don’t have to be so coy. It’s important you realize there are other ways to possess the magic of the sea. Though I must admit that nothing we have here compares to the power at your fingertips.”

Alex squeezed the arms of his chair with both hands. All at once he felt exposed and in danger. They had been playing a game of cat and mouse and now Alex feared he might be the mouse.

“Yes, I know what you are.” Argosy winced apologetically. “That is to say, I know what you can do. Quite remarkable. No need for trinkets, no scraping the barrel of the past. Yes, powerful indeed, if you know what to do with it.”

“Please stop trying to be so mysterious. It’s boring!” Zoey groaned. “Just tell us what you’re hiding under the house!”

Alex glared at her as Argosy stiffened. Abruptly, the old man fumbled at the table beside him until a hidden panel slipped out. He pressed a button underneath.

Metal cuffs snapped from the armrests of their chairs, clapping over their wrists to bind them in place. Alex tried to pull free, but the thick bands of metal didn’t budge.

Argosy held up a small key. “This is the only way to release them, so you can save your struggling.” He tucked the key away into his jacket pocket.

“Let us go right this second!” bellowed Grandpa, straining against the cuffs.

Zoey appeared transfixed by their restraints. “Obviously I’m annoyed to be captured, but also these are really cool.”

“Underneath this house is the Argosy family crypt,” said Erasmus, continuing the conversation as if he hadn’t just taken them prisoner. “Generations of my ancestors were interred there after lifetimes of fighting to protect the world from the old sea magic.”

Zoey gave Alex a meaningful look. A crypt, underground where the light had pointed, would be the perfect place to hide a clue.

Erasmus was still talking. “All the way back to Emmett Argosy, who was bonded to the Water Dragon.”

Alex’s amazement made him stop pulling at his cuffs. “You’re descended from the people who lived here before the bay was formed.”

“Just like you,” said Argosy. “Emmett Argosy was granted long life at the same time as your grandmother. But he gave it up, along with his control of sea magic, far sooner. He retired to the land shortly after Brineblood’s demise.”

“Whose side was he on?” Grandpa asked bitterly.

“You mean, did he help steal the egg in the first place? I can assure you, he was every bit as horrified by the theft as your wife. They survived the dragon’s destruction of their home together and dedicated themselves to finding the egg so it could be returned. But unlike your dear wife, Emmett actually found it.”

Grandpa moaned as if he had been struck. Alex shook his head, sure it had to be a lie. Grandma had spent centuries fruitlessly searching for the egg while she avoided the Water Dragon’s wrath.

“If he found the egg, he would have returned it to the dragon,” Alex said.

Argosy shrugged. “Brineblood was still – what do they call it? – at large, hunting the dragon and the egg so ruthlessly. It was safer to hide the egg away where it couldn’t be used for evil.”

Sickness roiled in Alex’s gut. The Water Dragon had been devastated by the theft of its egg and had spent centuries grieving its loss. The ocean – the world – had been pushed to the edge of destruction. Long ago there had been enough dragons to keep the seas protected. Gradually they dwindled as people littered, polluted, overfished. Now there was only one Water Dragon left to try and defend the entire ocean from everything that threatened it. No new dragons could be born.

All because one man – one family – had decided to keep the egg secret.

“He had no right.” Alex’s voice was almost a growl.

“Emmett Argosy left a trail that only somebody imbued with sea magic could follow. That’s why he gave up his own power: so that nobody could force him to retrieve the egg. A most noble sacrifice.”

“So you want to use Alex to claim the egg for yourself,” said Zoey. “That’s why you’ve been following him around.”

Argosy blinked. “I don’t desire power. Unlike your friend, Raze Callis, I never resented my ancestor for surrendering his sea magic. My family has worked for centuries to keep that power out of the wrong hands.”

“So it’s your duty to help us,” said Alex. “Brineblood is back and after the egg. We have to get to it first so we can return it to the Water Dragon.”

Argosy shook his head. “I can’t just give up the egg to the first person who asks. Too much is at stake. Emmett Argosy took the secret to his grave!”

Movement on the carpet caught Alex’s attention. A small jug made of cloudy green glass lay upside down. Alex was sure it hadn’t been there before. As he watched, the jug wobbled and began to move steadily across the carpet towards Argosy’s chair.

“My family has made sure the old sea magic wasn’t used for evil, even as it slowly faded from the world.”

The jug continued its journey across the carpet. Its movement snagged Argosy’s attention, forcing Alex to speak quickly and distract him.

“Most of the people with powers were wiped out when the dragon attacked.”

“This is why you can’t be trusted. You don’t understand the extent…” Argosy sighed, looking away from the jug. “Haven Bay is a place of power, linked to the Water Dragon. It never used to be the only one: when there were many dragons, they were each linked to a place, one of many all over the world. Their magic spread around the globe and bonded with people who understood its importance. When the oceans began to suffer, when the magic began to decline, those people found a way to bottle it up and store it inside artefacts so it wouldn’t be entirely lost. My family could never harness the magic directly, but we have collected as many of those artefacts as could be found and stored them safely here.”

“That’s the power I can feel inside this house,” said Alex. “You can use the magic inside the artefacts.”

Argosy nodded. “Only if it’s necessary.”

Once again, the movement of the jug caught his eye.

“Smuggling!” Anil shouted.

The exclamation successfully snatched Argosy’s attention, a frown furrowing his brow.

“I read that your family helped smugglers,” Anil continued. “Wreckers, too. Stealing from ships run aground in the bay.”

“Now just hold on a minute, where did you read…?” Argosy blustered.

“The Water Dragon’s egg isn’t an artefact,” Alex said. “It’s the last chance for a new dragon, of turning the tide against the destruction of the ocean.”

Argosy refocused on him, but now he was flustered. “The egg is too dangerous in the wrong hands. It must remain hidden.”

The jug knocked against the leg of his chair. Argosy shifted to peer towards the sound.

“There’s lots of famous smugglers!” Anil said quickly, making their captor look at him in confusion. “Maybe you can help me write the first history of the dishonourable Argosy smuggling ring?”

“There was never any such thing!” Argosy exclaimed, launching into a tirade defending his heritage.

Meanwhile the jug rolled onto its side. A collection of sandy-red, armoured legs reached from the opening and set about climbing the chair, pulling the jug up after them.

“And that’s why my family can be called many things, but they were never – well, they were rarely – smugglers.” Argosy finished his rant, took a deep breath and focused on Alex again. “I’m sorry it has to be this way. I despair to think of everything that has been lost, that faded away under my family’s watch. I can’t lose what little we have left.”

Anger threatened to boil over inside Alex, but he fought to keep it from his voice. “The magic isn’t lost. The Water Dragon awakened my power because it trusts me to do the right thing. We can bring the magic back from the brink and give the ocean the protection it needs.”

The jug reached the chair seat and settled beside Argosy’s jacket pocket. Gingerly, a crab claw extended from the jug and reached inside. It plucked out the key for their cuffs and stashed it inside the jug.

Argosy was shaking his head. “You will only bring destruction.”

A tremendous boom rocked through the house, making the windows rattle in their frames and chunks of plaster rain from the ceiling. They tried to duck but couldn’t lift their arms to cover their heads.

“That was an explosion,” said Zoey. “I should know, I’ve caused a few.”

Argosy sprang from his seat, knocking the jug to the floor as he rushed to the window. Beyond, the edge of the cliffs gave way to the ocean, where a single ramshackle ship had turned its flank to face them.

“The Flying Dustman,” said Alex.

Another blast shook the walls, almost knocking Argosy off his feet. The floor rumbled but the building remained intact. From such close range, the ship could easily flatten the house. It was almost as if it was aiming somewhere else…

“They’re trying to blast their way inside the cliffs,” Alex said.

Zoey gasped. “So they don’t have to deal with the protections on the house!”

“But how did they know?”

Argosy wheeled around to face them. “You led them here!”

“There’s still time!” Alex pleaded. “Take us to the crypt before the pirates get there first.”

“No, I’ll deal with this myself.” He sounded resigned, as if forced into a decision he’d spent a long time trying not to make. “It’s my duty.”

Argosy hurried away, slamming the door behind him, leaving them all trapped in their seats as another explosion made the whole house quake.
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The green glass jug rolled over on the floor and Sheldon’s beady eyes poked from its top.

“We’re saved!” crowed Anil.

The hermit crab’s legs unfurled upside down from the jug and waggled helplessly in the air.

“As soon as somebody saves him,” said Zoey.

An explosion jolted the room hard enough to roll Sheldon back onto his feet. He tapped each leg experimentally against the carpet as if checking they were still attached before launching into a crawl towards them.

“Now we’re saved!” said Anil.

Alex frowned. “Was he always so slow?”

The green jug shell was dragged ponderously along the carpet, the crab stretching each leg cautiously ahead before heaving its weight forward. The key must have made it too heavy.

“The house will be rubble by the time we get free,” Zoey groaned.

“And the pirates will have found the next clue,” added Alex, anxiously watching the hermit crab’s leaden progress.

“Hang on,” said Anil. “If Sheldon is here, doesn’t that mean—?”

The door banged open. Meri hurried into the room and scooped up the crab. Two firm shakes of the jug made the key drop into her palm.

“We thought you’d run away,” said Alex, as she set to work freeing them from the chairs.

“I wouldn’t leave my—” Meri cut herself off, focusing instead on Grandpa’s cuffs. Alex wondered if she was going to say friends. “I’m not part of your usual group so I hoped Argosy wouldn’t realize I was missing.”

“You can’t just disappear—”

“She’s here now!” Zoey shouted as her hands were freed. “If she hadn’t hidden, we’d still be stuck in these chairs. When are you going to stop thinking the worst of her?”

Alex stayed quiet and avoided Meri’s eyes while she released his cuffs.

“I knew that old gasbag was up to no good!” Grandpa blustered, face turning purple. “All this time he knew the egg was safe and sound and he let yer grandma keep searchin’.”

Another blast made the windows rattle. Outside they saw a cannon flash from the deck of The Flying Dustman. The shot pounded the cliff face and a cloud of dust billowed into the air like a fog bank.

“What do they think they’re doing?” shouted Meri, outraged by the dust and plaster that rained down on her head. She pushed Sheldon back into her hair.

Alex rushed for the door. The hallway outside was empty, blisters of plaster scattered across the carpet. Every other door remained firmly closed.

“Argosy will try and move the clue before the pirates get inside,” he said.

“Or he’ll destroy it,” added Zoey.

“We have to find the way down to the crypt.”

The old house was a labyrinth of passageways and rooms tucked behind rooms. Even if they could remember the way back to the stairs, they could spend hours trying to find the right door.

Meri pointed to the floor. “Look.”

Faint footprints had scuffed through the dust that powdered the carpet, leading a trail along the hallway.

“Let’s go.” Alex was already moving.

The footprints guided them back to the stairs and down to the ground floor of the house. Another explosion forced them to stop and brace against the walls. Dust drifted heavily from the ceiling, threatening to cover the trail like fresh fallen snow.

The footprints led to another cramped hallway. Moisture dripped from the ceiling and oozed down the walls. The cloying smell of damp was so thick it felt like wading through a bog.

Alex was following the trail so intently that he almost ran head first into a dead end.

“I don’t understand,” he said.

The trail of footprints ended abruptly at the wall, where the carpet was wet and mouldy, the dust churned to paste.

“Secret wall,” Zoey and Meri said at the same time.

“Houses don’t actually have secret walls.”

Zoey huffed. “They don’t usually have magic traps and trick chairs either.”

“Good point.” Alex peered at the wall. “How do we open it?”

“Ask it nicely?” suggested Anil.

Zoey reached for a black iron candle sconce fixed to the wall. It folded down in her hand with a heavy clunk and the wall swung open like a door.

“It’s always the candlestick,” said Zoey smugly.

Now Anil huffed. “Name a single other time in your life when a candlestick has done this.”

She answered by shoving Alex through the secret entrance. Roughly hewn stone steps coiled tightly downwards on the other side. Cold air blustered up from below. The tunnel appeared to have been carved directly into the cliffs.

Moving in single file, they hurried down the steps, feet slapping against the slick stone. There was no time to be sneaky. Erasmus was ahead of them and it wouldn’t be much longer before the pirates smashed a hole through the cliff face.

The bottom of the stairwell opened onto a long, low cavern. Thin stalactites clung to a ceiling of craggy cliff, bristling the length of the chamber like thorns. Fetid water dripped onto two rows of coffin-shaped stone boxes that lined the cavern with a narrow aisle between them. The sarcophagi had been chiselled from the rock so the walls appeared to be slowly absorbing them.

“Definitely a crypt,” said Anil.

Zoey pointed ahead. “It might need one more coffin.”

A little way along the central aisle, Erasmus Argosy was sprawled on the floor. When they reached him, he was unconscious but breathing, a heavy rock lying beside his head.

“It must have fallen during one of the explosions and knocked him out,” said Meri.

Anil hurried over and adjusted Argosy’s arms, before lifting one of his knees to roll him onto his side. “Recovery position. I think he’ll be okay.”

The next blast shook the whole cavern as if it might collapse. One side of the crypt – the side Alex guessed faced the ocean – was crumbling away, rocks tumbling to bury the sarcophagi there.

“They’re so stupid!” Meri bunched her fists. “They could bring the whole place down!”

“Remember what Erasmus said?” Zoey slapped a hand on the nearest sarcophagus. “That his ancestor took the secret to his grave? Maybe he meant it literally.”

Alex quickly scanned the crypt. “The clue must be inside Emmett Argosy’s coffin.”

Grudgingly, Grandpa offered to stay with Erasmus. The rest of them hurried along the rows of sarcophagi, checking the names and dates engraved on the stone lids. Generations of Argosys were buried here, the first few graves dating back only twenty or thirty years. So many of Erasmus’s relatives were gone.

The names grew increasingly old-fashioned as they traced the family back through time. Lichen covered the sarcophagi, the engravings eroded to shallow dimples.

“Here!” Zoey called from the opposite row.

Alex crossed the aisle and read the name.
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They gathered around the sarcophagus and each took a corner of the lid.

Anil chewed his lip. “This doesn’t feel right.”

Another explosion rocked the cavern. Rubble tumbled from the wall and a dusty beam of daylight broke through.

Alex began to push, followed eagerly by Zoey.

“There’s no choice,” she said.

“I’m really, really sorry,” Anil whispered, before lending his strength.

The stone lid weighed a ton, their muscles straining to the limit before it grated even slightly out of place. After that it moved more easily, allowing them to tip it clear.

Alex expected to discover a skeleton grinning up at him, the clue clasped tightly in a death grip of yellowed finger bones.

Instead, the grave was empty. There was nothing inside the stone coffin but a craggy hole stamped through the bottom. A rusty chain hung down inside it, fixed to a winch bolted into the end of the sarcophagus. Through the hole, they could see a ship’s anchor hanging from the other end of the chain.

Zoey peered down into the dark. “Of course the clue is inside a terrifying hole.”

“How many terrifying holes have you encountered?” asked Meri.

“Recently? Too many.”

More than cold, briny air drifted up from the hole. The same energy Alex had felt in the house reached up from inside, invisible fingers of magic searching hungrily for fresher air.

It stilled the shake in his legs enough to climb inside the grave and begin squeezing himself through the hole. If there was magic, he had to trust it to keep him safe.

Zoey tried to hold him back. “It doesn’t always have to be you.”

Alex met her eye. “I think it does.” He wrapped his fingers around the chain. “I was the only one who could see the clue at the lighthouse. I think it might be the same here.”

“At least let me go with you!”

Alex was desperate to accept – to have the comfort of company – but he knew he couldn’t. “There needs to be enough people up here to lower me down safely and pull me back up. Anyway, I don’t think the chain will hold two people.”

The metal felt brittle in his hands, coppery flakes of rust scraping loose and flittering into the darkness below. Still, it held his weight, and he lodged his feet on the anchor for extra support.

“I’m ready,” he said.

The others gathered around the winch. “Tug the chain twice if you want to come back up,” said Anil.

“Three times if something starts eating you,” added Zoey.

“And four times if—”

Meri cut to the chase and cranked the handle of the winch. The chain juddered, almost shaking Alex loose, and then he was descending into darkness.
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The craggy walls of stone pressed close around Alex, his knees scraping and jouncing, each impact causing the chain to twist and swing. His stomach lurched and he clenched his eyes shut to avoid looking down. Cold air draughted up from the blackness below, cooling the sweat on his skin and making him shiver. There was no way of telling how deep the shaft delved into the cliff. The chain continued to reel him down and he batted away the thought that he might be sinking into a bottomless grave.

The hum of power rode the updraughts and tingled against Alex’s skin, its presence enough to keep him from panicking. When he opened his eyes, it was almost visible in the darkness, a faint green shimmer wavering on the air. What had Argosy called it?

Sea magic.

It had to be emanating from the clue that waited below. Alex needed to reach it and get away before the pirates finished breaking through the cliff.

A lustrous green glow steadily blossomed in the depths of the shaft. The walls peeled back as Alex was lowered, until they opened into another chamber. Much smaller than the crypt above, it appeared to have been excavated by hand, leaving jagged shelves of rock at odd, leaning heights. The stone seemed to be covered in stars, scattered points of delicate light, phosphorescent algae blooming in random constellations.

Its light gleamed on a treasure trove. The rocky shelves were bejewelled with a bounty of gold and silver coins, jewels in red and aqua and sapphire, goblets plated in filigree. Rotten wooden chests spilled myriad nautical knick-knacks: folding eyeglasses, ornate medals and buttons, bolts of cloth and cloudy bottles of syrupy liquid. Anil had always been convinced the cliffs were hiding secret stashes of treasure and had spent months on a luckless search.

“Maybe I’ll tell him after we’ve saved the world,” Alex muttered to himself.

The chain juddered to a halt. Alex stepped off the anchor and splashed to the floor. Seawater filled the chamber, deep enough to soak his shoes. He could feel the power of the ocean nearby, scarcely held at bay by the cliffs around him.

Alex turned on the spot to browse the treasure. The lighthouse had pointed him here but given no hint as to what he should look for.

“Why couldn’t it just be ready on a velvet pillow, with a ribbon tied around it, and a big label saying CLUE?” he asked himself.

Another blast from above rumbled through the walls. Coins tinkled from their resting places and plopped into the water. There wasn’t much time. He would just have to work it out.

“Reveal yourself!” Alex demanded, waving his hands in the air. Nobody replied and nothing moved. He dropped his arms. “Worth a try.”

The sea magic lapped against his skin and nudged at the back of his mind. If only he could tell exactly where it was coming from. Alex stepped to the nearest shelf and picked up a jewel-studded brooch. Nobody would make their secret clue so desirable. But it probably wouldn’t be the least desirable object, something easily lost, either.

Next he picked up an admiral’s hat shaped like a taco, a bedraggled golden braid hanging from its side. Alex shoved it onto his head and squeezed his eyes shut, hoping the hat might whisper its secret into his brain. After it remained silent, he completed the ensemble by shrugging on a moth-eaten officer’s jacket. A tin whistle hung from the pocket and Alex blew a note that sounded like a seagull burping into a traffic cone.

None of the items revealed any power. Alex cast despairingly around the chamber.

“I need help,” he said.

Alex closed his eyes. If he listened hard enough, he was sure he could hear the sea pounding at the outside of the cliff, patiently gnawing at the rock. Alex needed to channel that same single-minded patience. Slowly, he lifted a hand to hover above the treasure.

Every object bore a link to the ocean. They had all come from ships that once cut proudly through the waves, had all been dropped overboard by careless hands or lost in the tumult of storms and wrecks. Each item held a memory of the sea. But only one still thrummed with its magic.

Seawater lapped around Alex’s ankles. He held his recurring dream in his mind and reached for the Water Dragon in the distant depths of the ocean. The thread between them flexed – it felt as if every drop of water in his body briefly fizzed. Kraken appeared in his head, a collection of arms gathered to point in a single direction. Alex turned to follow, hand drifting over the objects. Kraken kept pointing until she frantically waved all eight arms for him to stop.

Sea magic pulsed under his hand like warm water rippling around his fingertips. Alex opened his eyes to find his fingers reaching for a tarnished brass compass, a spidery crack splintering its circular glass face.

As soon as he touched the compass, a vision – no, a memory stored in the metal – flashed across his mind.

A lightning bolt cleaving apart a black sky.

A mighty ship thrown by a mightier wave, masts splintering and hull breaking.

The Water Dragon surging towards it, mouth agape, the threads of the ocean singing a battle cry around it.

The memory retreated and Alex gasped as if coming up for air. The compass was ice cold in his palm. It had to be one of the sea-magic artefacts Erasmus had told him about.

He turned the compass over to find an engraving of a ship. Identical to the one he had seen wrecked in the memory.

Eyes glued to the compass face, Alex turned back to the chain. What he saw made him frown. North was inland, away from the sea. But the compass insisted it lay in the opposite direction. Maybe a century or two in a musty cavern had left it broken.

Or maybe the compass pointed towards something else.

The walls shook with another explosion from above. Alex shoved the compass into his pocket, stepped onto the anchor and gave two sharp tugs on the chain. Immediately it began to reel up, lifting him away from the cavern and back into the shaft. Fleetingly, Alex wondered if he should have taken a souvenir for Anil.

“It wouldn’t be the same if I found it for him,” he told himself.

The chain might not have taken the extra weight anyway – as it creaked and swayed a link right by his face began to yawn open. Alex clamped a hand over it, hoping he could hold the metal together long enough to reach safety. He focused on the small circle of dim light above, growing closer every second.

Suddenly, the chain wrenched sideways, dashing Alex against the wall. A grinding noise ricocheted off the sides of the shaft while stones and debris skittered past. He clung on tight and held his breath, waiting for the light above to be swallowed by a cave-in. The chain screeched to a halt and Alex was left suspended, the rusty links straining under his weight.

It took a moment to recognize the heavy thudding in his ears as his heartbeat rather than another explosion. Sweat ran down his face and slicked his grip, as Alex imagined tumbling down the shaft, rock closing over to stopper him inside the cliff for ever.

“What’s happening?” he called, the narrow shaft seeming to strangle his voice away to nothing. He wanted to shake the chain to get his friends’ attention but knew doing so would only seal his fate.

After an agonizingly long pause, the chain resumed its creaking journey upwards, much more rapidly than before.

“I thought that last explosion might have…” Alex began to say as he approached the lip of the shaft.

The words trailed away as he saw who was waiting at the top. It was no longer his friends reeling in the chain.

It was the pirates.
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Daylight poured inside from a ragged hole punched through the cliff face. Boulders and debris had spilled over to bury the sarcophagi on the seaward side of the crypt. The rockfall must have created a slope outside for the pirates to climb up from sea level.

They filled the crypt now and had rounded up the whole group – Zoey, Anil, Meri, Grandpa and Erasmus Argosy (now awake with a lump on his head) – to trap them against part of the wall that was still intact.

“They rushed us,” Zoey said, standing with her knees slightly bent, ready to spring at any opening.

The huge, tattooed man – Inkbeard – who had tried to snatch Alex on the beach, now gripped the crank that controlled the chain. He offered his free hand.

“Hand it over and I’ll pull you up,” he said.

Alex hung too low in the shaft to reach the top. All he could do was cling to the chain as the rusty links continued to strain apart. Still, he couldn’t give up so easily.

“Hand what over?” he said.

Inkbeard jerked the chain to rock Alex side to side. The weak link stretched further out of shape. Alex’s arms and shoulders began to ache. He forced himself not to look down at the darkness of the shaft below, knowing it would only make him lose his nerve.

“Look what you’ve done!” cried Argosy from across the chamber. “I was going to get it away from here, but now it’s too late!”

Grandpa shoved him to be quiet, but the damage was done.

“Whatever he’s bleating about, whatever you found down there, give it to me and I’ll pull you up,” Inkbeard said. “No tricks. No birds snatching it away or fish swimming off with it.”

Dizzy terror made Alex feel like he was falling and he wrapped his arms around the chain, feet scrabbling on the anchor. “You’re making a mistake,” he said, voice shaking. “Meri, tell them! They might listen to you!”

Inkbeard sneered at Meri over his shoulder. “Go on. Tell us what we’re doing is wrong.”

Meri simply shrank away, unable to meet his gaze.

“Brineblood is evil.” Anil shifted his gaze pleadingly between the pirates. “All the stories say so.”

The rusty chain bit into Alex’s hands. The ache was almost unbearable now and his head was spinning with the fear of falling. What would give out first – the chain or his strength? He swallowed hard to try and keep his voice from wobbling.

“Brineblood is lying to you,” he said.

“He’s giving us a chance to actually make a difference,” said Inkbeard. “Now hand it over.”

“It wasn’t there.”

The pirate sighed. “Then you’re no use to us any more.”

He picked up a chunk of broken stone and made to swing it at the rusted iron crank.

“Wait!” shouted Alex. Carefully, he uncurled one hand from the chain and reached into his pocket. The compass seemed to vibrate with power inside his grip. He held it out above his head.

“No!” shouted Argosy.

Inkbeard snatched it eagerly, a greedy, gap-toothed smile lighting up his face. As the compass left his hand, Alex saw the needle spin aimlessly, no longer pointing in a single direction as before. The pirate stood up and stepped away from the shaft.

“Pull him up!” shouted Grandpa.

Zoey tried to fight her way through the pirates, but they caught her arms and held her back.

The weak link would snap at any second and a grave full of treasure would not make for a soft landing.

“This will show us the way to the egg,” Inkbeard said. “We don’t need you.”

“Look at it,” Alex shouted desperately. “It won’t show anybody but me.”

The pirate studied the endlessly spinning needle. Growling, he turned back to the hole and reached for the crank. He wrenched the handle and the chain jerked sharply upwards. The weak link finally broke and the chain unravelled.

Alex kicked off the anchor and lunged for the lip of the shaft. His hands scrabbled at the rock, struggling to grip, his feet kicking helplessly. Just as he began to slip backwards, Inkbeard grabbed his wrists and hauled him to safety. The chain and anchor clattered away.

The pirate yanked Alex to his feet, pinning his arms tightly behind his back. “You’ll just have to come with us.”

The thought of meeting Brineblood made a chill run down Alex’s spine, but there was no way to escape. Inkbeard was too strong, the pirates too many, and he couldn’t reach the water to use his powers. Alex looked to Zoey, hoping she would have some preposterous plan up her sleeve to keep the egg out of Brineblood’s hands. But his best friend simply shook her head in defeat.

Then a familiar yelping bark echoed around the cavern. The pirates standing around the newly formed cave mouth cried out as something sent them flying off their feet.

Loaf lumbered across the broken rocks, knocking over anybody in his path. The otters rode on his back and geese flapped in behind, launching themselves at the pirates in a flurry of claws and feathers.

“Charge!” Anil bellowed in encouragement.

“Fight back!” shouted Inkbeard.

A few of the pirates had drawn their scrap-metal cutlasses but held them more as shields than weapons.

“We can’t hurt animals!” said one.

“They’re so cute!” squeaked another as an otter pounced on his face.

Alex tugged against Inkbeard’s grip. “Not all of you have forgotten what you used to stand for.”

Anil whistled sharply between his teeth and Loaf careened towards them, tongue lolling from his mouth. Inkbeard fumbled for his sword but couldn’t free it quickly enough. The seal crashed into him and sent him sprawling across the floor, releasing Alex’s arms.

“Good boy!” said Alex.

The seal hooted triumphantly before setting off in pursuit of the other pirates, who were flailing around with otters and geese attached to their arms and noses. Alex breathed a sigh of relief to see Grandpa and his friends dodging free of their captors.

Erasmus Argosy slipped through the fray to reach Alex first, the others following closely behind.

“We have to get you out of here,” Argosy said. “Follow me.”

“They still have the compass.”

“But they don’t have you.”

There was little choice but to trust him. While the pirates tried to fight off their animal assailants without actually hurting them, Argosy led Alex and his friends away from the hole blasted through the wall and deeper into the crypt. The daylight fell away behind them.

“Please don’t tell me we have to go inside another grave,” said Anil.

Argosy sniffed. “The resting place of my ancestors has been desecrated quite enough for one day, thank you.”

“Maybe that’s what you get for using it as the hiding place for a really dangerous magical artefact,” Zoey muttered.

A hidden passage cut through the wall between two sarcophagi. Argosy led them inside as voices and footsteps clamoured in pursuit.

“I’ll stay here and hold ’em back as long as I can,” said Grandpa.

Alex shook his head. “You have to come with us.”

“They won’t hurt an old man.” Grandpa looked at Argosy. “Make sure nothin’ happens to him.”

Argosy nodded and pulled Alex into the passage. The others bundled behind, forcing Alex away from the crypt. There was just enough time to see Grandpa turn to guard the entrance before a corner took him out of sight.

They emerged into daylight and fresh, salty air. A secluded cleft in the cliffside had been turned into a private harbour. Waves knocked against the side of a motorboat tied off on a snag of rock.

“Everybody aboard,” said Argosy.

Shouts and sounds of a scuffle echoed from the passage behind them. Alex tried to push back – he had to help Grandpa! – but Zoey blocked his way.

“He’s tougher than any of us,” she said, shoving him towards the boat.

Anil helped hurry him along. “Don’t let it be for nothing.”

As soon as everybody was safely aboard, Argosy cast off the rope and fired up the motor. It roared like a caged lionfish and the boat lurched away from the cliffs. Argosy took the tiller and carefully steered them through a winding fold in the sheer rock.

“Where are we going?” asked Alex.

“The pirates can’t follow that compass without you,” replied Argosy. “So we get you as far away from it as possible.”

“We can’t just run.” It felt so wrong to leave Grandpa, Loaf and the otters behind.

Argosy looked at him sadly. “It’s all we can do.”

They emerged from a crease in the cliff and the ocean opened up in front of them. Haven Bay was so close, the familiar view of the town so welcoming after the dark of the crypt. The joy of seeing it was short-lived: Argosy gunned the engine towards open water instead.

“Um, how fast can this thing go?” asked Anil.

Argosy’s gaze was fixed on the horizon. “This is top speed.”

“That might be a problem.”

“And why’s that?”

Anil pointed behind them. The Flying Dustman had just rounded the curve of the cliffs. Now its sails billowed as it wheeled around to give chase.
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The choppy waves flung them into the air to splash down heavily just in time to be launched again. Land retreated quickly behind them but The Flying Dustman stayed close on their tail. Its engine throbbed like a mechanical heart and its patchwork sails bulged with a banquet of wind.

“It’s too fast,” said Alex, clinging tightly to the side of the boat, stomach lurching with every plunge and lift.

Zoey reached for the motor. “Maybe if I just adjusted—”

“Don’t touch anything,” said Anil, sacrificing his hold on the rail to catch her wrist.

Only Meri was impervious to their turbulent flight, standing with her legs wide and rolling her body expertly in sync with the boat’s movement. She peered after the pursuing pirate ship. “They’re using full power.”

Argosy glanced back before snapping the tiller to one side. Their boat veered sideways, wheeling them across the face of the pursuing ship. The Flying Dustman was faster and stronger, but they were nimble, a sleek minnow evading a lumbering predator. The pirate ship heaved over to stay in their churning wake.

“The compass,” Argosy shouted over the throaty roar of the motor. “You’re sure it won’t work without you?”

Alex nodded. “It draws on my power.”

Argosy’s grip tightened on the tiller, lines of determination deepening across his brow.

Smoke puffed from The Flying Dustman’s side. It took a moment for them to remember what that meant.

“Duck!” Alex shouted.

The cannonball hit the water behind them with a plunging splash. Although it missed, the shot sent a deluge of water towards the boat, knocking them off course.

Anil paled. “That wasn’t rubbish. It was an actual cannonball.”

“They want to sink us,” said Zoey.

Meri’s gaze was fixed on the ship. “They won’t actually hit us.”

“How do you know?”

Before she could answer, The Flying Dustman fired a second shot. This time it dropped to their side, forcing Argosy to veer away from the fierce wave that threatened to broadside them.

“They’re slowing us down,” he shouted. “Can you use your sea magic?”

Alex peered back at the ship. It was huge, strong, powerful enough to conquer the worst temper of the ocean. He didn’t know if his own strength could match it.

Fear was etched on the faces of his friends, but when Zoey and Anil met his eye, Alex also saw how much they believed in him.

“I’ll try,” he said, shifting his grip on the side of the boat so he could trail his fingers in the rushing water.

Another shot crashed down beside them. Alex blocked out the noise and let the frantic beating of his heart pour out into the water. It felt like seawater rushed through his veins. The boat’s seething wake picked itself up and coalesced into a roaring wave. Alex guided it towards The Flying Dustman, feeling its strength swell as it reared higher, foam flying from its crest.

The wave crashed into the bow of the pirate ship, lifting it into the air.

“Yes!” cheered Zoey.

The slipshod hulk of the ship groaned and rasped as if it might come apart at the seams. At the top of the wave its nose tipped almost vertically downwards. The ship coasted down the spine of the wave, picking up speed as it levelled off to stay intact behind them.

“I knew it,” said Alex. “I’m not strong enough.”

Meri shook her head fiercely, braids trailing in the wind. “I’ve never seen anybody with such power.”

The chase had carried them far out to sea now. The shoreline stretched wide at their backs, growing fainter by the second. Out here, the ocean was a blank canvas, making it easy for The Flying Dustman to line up its shots. It was only a matter of time before it caught them.

Argosy gripped the motor tiller, sweat coursing down his face, moustache twitching in the wind. The others huddled together, ducking low whenever another shot doused them in stinging salt water. A seagull with a net bag around its neck landed on Anil’s shoulder.

“Pinch!” he shouted. “Go and steal something really inconvenient that will slow them down!”

The seagull opened its wings and flapped up to intercept The Flying Dustman.

Carefully, Zoey prised a hand away from the rail to grip Alex’s arm instead. “Strength isn’t just about throwing the hardest punch,” she said. “It’s about finding a way to win, even when everything is stacked against you, because you know it’s right.”

“I’ve already lost the compass. What if I was wrong to try and find it?” Alex asked. “What if the dragon was wrong to awaken my magic?”

The magic inside him was as strong as it had ever been. What held him back was the confidence to use it; to know that, without the dragon there to guide him, he was using it for the right reasons.

“You really think I’d let you use your power for evil, even accidentally?” Zoey squeezed his arm. “We all decided it was the right thing to do and I bet the dragon would agree. You’ve always been so much stronger than you know.”

This time the power that surged through Alex didn’t come from the ocean at his fingertips. It flooded into his body from the belief of his best friend.

The ship was too strong for him to fight directly. So why fight it at all?

Alex opened his palm in the water. Once again, the ocean lifted up behind them. This time the wave didn’t surge towards the pirate ship. It burst apart into the air, evaporating into a thick white mist that swaddled the boat and rolled across the water, seeming to drain the colour from the world.

The next shot fired by The Flying Dustman splashed harmlessly wide. Argosy kept them on course and within moments the bank of fog was thick enough that they could hardly see the pirate ship on their tail.

“You might say they mist,” said Anil. “You know, like M-I-S-T?”

Zoey frowned. “If you have to spell it out, it’s not funny.”

Pinch descended from the fog and thumped onto Anil’s shoulder. Inside the bag around the bird’s neck was a set of dirty false teeth. The seagull proudly puffed himself up.

“You could have snatched the compass instead.” Anil nuzzled him affectionately. “But at least you actually did what I asked for once.”

The mist provided enough cover for them to change direction without the pirates seeing. Argosy smoothly adjusted their course, steering blindly into the heavy veil of white.

“What’s that noise?” asked Meri.

They all strained their ears to listen. The fog seemed to scoop up the growl of their motor and cast it back at them from all directions. So it took them a long moment to recognize the pitch of another engine approaching fast from somewhere ahead.

“Anybody see them?” said Argosy.

Shapes moved in the mist, flicking in and out of view.

“More pirates?” asked Zoey.

Meri gazed out from the boat as if her eyes could pierce the fog. “I don’t think so.”

Another boat, larger than their own, appeared from the fog. It blocked their path, forcing Argosy to cut the motor. The figures on board were too hazy to identify.

“You have to come with us,” called a voice.

The mist thinned just enough to reveal the speaker: a young man with hair bundled neatly into a beanie cap that seemed to rest on top of his head, long shorts offering a peek of hairy ankles above spotless white socks.

“We can’t trust him,” said Meri.

“You know him?” asked Alex.

She ducked lower in the boat. “He’s from my home. From before the mutiny. We should get away from him as fast as we can.”

The other boat manoeuvred to drift up alongside them. Its engine dropped to a low grumble so the man could easily be heard.

“We tracked you on radar. The Flying Dustman isn’t far behind,” he said, lifting his chin to the bank of fog. “We have a safe place you can hide. At least for a while.”

Meri stayed low as if hoping not to be seen at all. Everybody else watched the man cautiously as if he might suddenly poke a hole in their boat.

“How do we know you’re not one of them?” asked Alex.

“My name is Darius. Not everybody believed in Brineblood and joined the mutiny. A few of us escaped and we want our leaders back.” Darius spotted Meri and a frown briefly creased his brow. “I didn’t expect to find you here.”

Meri set her jaw. “I managed to get away.”

“So I see.” He glanced anxiously into the fog. “Either come with me now or not at all.”

The mist was thinning, sunshine dissolving it like candyfloss in water. It wouldn’t be long before The Flying Dustman found them again.

“All right, we’ll go with you,” said Alex.

Meri sighed but made no further protest. Argosy drew his eyebrows into a frown but fired the motor to show he wouldn’t argue. Darius returned to his controls and the other boat pulled away, leaving them to follow in its churning wake.
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The fog was left behind as Darius led them further out to sea. Alex had never been so far away from shore. It seemed preposterous that only a couple of months ago he would have been petrified to be surrounded by so much water. Now it felt like the safest place he could be, especially with all his friends by his side.

“We should run away while we still can,” whispered Meri, only just loud enough to be heard over the gruff harmony of motors.

“Darius told us he’s not with the pirates,” said Zoey. “Anyway, we don’t have much choice but to trust him.”

“No eyepatch, no cutlass, no parrot on his shoulder.” Anil checked the criteria off on his fingers. “Definitely not a pirate.”

Zoey nodded to where Pinch perched on his arm. “By that measure, you’re more of a pirate than him.”

Anil considered this for a moment and then shook his head decisively. “I’m going to make my name the honest way. No way would I ever be a pirate.”

Darius glanced back from his boat to check they were still following. There was no sign of any other craft, nobody hiding aboard ready to jump out and attack.

“You escaped the mutiny so you could hide,” Alex said to Meri. “We have to trust that Darius did the same.”

Zoey rounded on him. “So you’ll trust him but not Meri, even though she’s been helping us this whole time.”

“I…” Alex knew he had no good answer. He didn’t know why he hadn’t been able to shake his suspicion. Frustration that his best friend didn’t share it boiled inside him. “I’m trying to rescue her parents, aren’t I? This might be our only chance to save them.” And Grandpa, he thought, if the pirates had taken him captive too. Alex swallowed a lump in his throat.

“Don’t talk about me like I’m not here.” Meri glared at him defiantly and then tipped her braids forward to hide her face.

Alex’s head was spinning and he slumped back into his seat. He didn’t have the energy for an argument. Using his powers always left him exhausted. The Water Dragon could have dashed The Flying Dustman to pieces with only a small flick of its magic, but all Alex had been able to do was give them an opportunity to run away.

At least it meant they were still in the fight. They still had a chance to stop Brineblood from seizing the egg.

“That’s the first time I’ve truly seen you use your magic.” Erasmus kept his eyes on the course ahead, guiding them alongside the wake of the leading boat.

A fragile ember of pride glowed in Alex’s belly. He found he couldn’t meet the old man’s eye in case Erasmus was about to snuff it out.

“I did enough to get us away.” Petulance hardened his voice. “Sorry if you’re disappointed.”

“Nonsense! I’m…what’s the word? Flabbergasted, certainly. When I was following you before, it wasn’t for anything nefarious. Yes, I wanted to make sure you wouldn’t use your powers to cause any trouble. But really I just wanted to see the magic for myself. It’s…” Erasmus seemed to choose his next words carefully. “It’s a great deal to have on your shoulders.”

“And now you’ve seen it,” asked Alex, “do you think it would be better if I didn’t have the magic at all?”

Argosy pushed his glasses up his nose and glanced around the boat. “Your friends certainly don’t think so.”

“We keep trying to tell him,” said Zoey.

Anil nodded. “One day he might listen.”

Alex still found it hard to believe he could live up to the promise – to the importance – of his new-found powers. But the magic had helped get them this far. Maybe it was time to trust the Water Dragon’s judgement and have faith in himself.

“I’m sorry for what happened to your family crypt,” Anil said.

“Thank you.” Argosy sniffed. “Though no doubt a few of them had it coming.”

“I’d like to hear about them some time. I bet there are lots of amazing stories.”

Argosy’s smile was both fond and sad. “That there are – good and bad.”

“We’ll start with the bad ones,” Anil said. “So I can avoid making any of the same mistakes.”

A loud knock against the side of the boat interrupted them. The sound was strangely familiar. Alex peered over the side and was met with the sight of plastic bottles bobbing on the waves like surfacing submarines. The sea around them was rapidly turning a grimy brown, viscous foam churning up around their motors. Litter seemed to multiply: tin cans and tyres, plastic bags and sodden paper, all blending together into a thick layer of scum that soon completely covered the ocean’s surface. It was even filthier than Haven Bay had been when it was deliberately polluted to poison the Water Dragon.

“We’re only a few miles from home,” Alex said.

Zoey leaned over beside him. “I had no idea it was this bad.”

The rubbish appeared to stretch for miles in long, wavering bands that swayed with the currents. Darius slowed ahead of them and Argosy did the same, dropping the motor to a gentle thrum so they could pick carefully through the mire. The rotten smell forced them to cover their noses. The air seemed thick with it, flies buzzing in black clouds. Seagulls padded across the litter like it was solid ground, pecking at whatever morsels they found. Surprisingly, Pinch stayed on Anil’s shoulder, swivelling his head busily as if overwhelmed by a buffet.

“We should see it soon,” said Meri. “Home.”

A square, squat structure emerged from the haze. Four stout metal legs delved into the sea, holding up a platform that bristled with cranes and other machinery, a single tower rising to a flat point in the middle like a decapitated church spire. An industrial desert island in the middle of a swamp.

“An oil rig doesn’t seem very on-brand for an ecological group,” said Anil.

“It was decommissioned years ago,” answered Meri. “Taking them to the scrapyard is expensive so it was just left here.”

Zoey watched the approaching rig with wide eyes, practically salivating at the sight of so much scrap. “This is the coolest place I’ve ever seen.”

“You wouldn’t say that if you had to grow up there.” Meri shifted up onto her knees. “It’s close to where several currents converge, so all the rubbish drifts into one big island. We have boats and other equipment to try and clean it up. Sometimes we stayed out on the water for weeks. But this was always our base.”

“What did you do with the rubbish once it was collected?” asked Zoey.

“We sorted through it and towed it to places where it could be recycled or re-used. Or at least disposed of properly.” Meri sighed. “Sometimes it felt like a losing battle. Not just because way more rubbish pours in every day than we could hope to scoop up. So much of it is here in the first place because there’s nowhere on land to deal with it. Half of what we collected probably ended up right back here.”

Meri reached over the side of the boat, scooped up an empty drink can, and crushed it in her fist.

“We’ll find a way, though,” she said. “We can’t give up.”

Zoey’s eyes radiated awe. “Never.”

Around the rig, the rubbish was dense enough that it would have looked like land if the surface didn’t lightly roll on the waves trying to push through from underneath.

“I think I finally understand how Brineblood got so many people to follow him,” Alex said. The possibility of cleaning all this up with a single blast of sea magic would be too valuable a prize to resist.

“It’s not just the hard work. Everybody gave up so much to be here.” Meri gazed at the rig. “I grew up with nobody else my age. I didn’t know what it was like to have friends until…”

She trailed off and dropped her head shyly.

“We are totally friends!” Zoey grabbed her hand. “You’re the first person I’ve met who’s actually interested in – who actually understands – the things I make. You can push me to be even better. These two haven’t got a clue.”

Alex and Anil shared a sheepish look.

“I thought you liked feeling smarter than me,” Anil said.

“We’ll try harder to understand.” Alex leaned forwards. “I never wanted you to think I don’t care.”

Zoey grinned. “You’ll have no choice soon enough, because with my engineering expertise and Meri’s scientific genius we’re going to be unstoppable! We’re going to learn so much from each other to help us protect the ocean.”

Meri’s eyes lit up as she seemed to glimpse this possible future. Then the light faded as if somebody had shut the door that would lead her there. “I hope so,” she said, and shoved a braid of hair between her teeth.

There was no sign of any other boats tied up at the landing docks positioned low on the legs of the rig. Nobody stood on the higher platform to welcome their arrival. The whole place seemed deserted. Alex hoped it would prove a safe haven, however briefly, while they planned their next move to protect the dragon egg.

Argosy guided the boat into the rig’s shadow. Its enormous legs were crusted with barnacles and thick with green algae, strands of seaweed hanging out to dry in the sun. Seagulls bustled in the high beams that held up the platform.

They docked behind Darius’s boat. A young woman with a shaved head and wearing a wiry high-necked jumper emerged from a stairwell. She grabbed a rope to safely tie the boat up. Darius hopped down beside her to watch the new arrivals disembark.

Alex stepped onto the dock, followed closely by Zoey and Anil. Meri seemed to consider staying put, before reluctantly climbing out after them.

Immediately, Darius and the young woman grabbed her, pinning her hands behind her back.

“Hey!” shouted Meri.

“What are you doing?” Zoey demanded. She rushed to her side.

“Stay away from her,” ordered Darius. “She’s a mutineer.”





[image: image]

Zoey blocked the stairwell, using her body to form a barrier against Meri being dragged away.

“Leave her alone!” Zoey shook a fist. “She warned us about you!”

Alex hung back. This was exactly what he had suspected all along. But now it was an open accusation, now he saw his best friend defend Meri so fiercely, it didn’t seem right.

“You’re wrong,” Alex said, stepping up beside Zoey. “We wouldn’t have known what the pirates were planning if she hadn’t come to tell us.”

Darius didn’t let go of Meri’s arms. “We saw her talking to Brineblood after he took over.”

“I was begging him to let my parents go!” A tear ran down Meri’s cheek. “That was before I hid on the ship so I could get away later.”

Anil joined his friends to block the way. Now Darius’s resolve wavered. His gaze switched between each of them in turn, searching for any hint of deception.

“Nothing is more important to me than my mum and dad,” said Meri. “Do you really think I’d betray them?”

Darius and the young woman exchanged a look, a mutual nod, before he released Meri and stepped away.

“We’re sorry. After everything, we don’t know who to trust,” said the young woman. “My name is Pearl.”

Darius swiped a forearm across his face. “If you trust us, you’re welcome to come up.”

The pair started up the metal stairs that connected the dock to the rig platform above. Before anybody could follow, Meri grabbed Alex’s arm.

“We can still leave. Let’s take the boat and go.”

Darius and Pearl had helped save them from the pirates. Despite the misunderstanding about Meri, he trusted that they would be safe on the rig, at least for long enough to figure out their next move.

Alex gently pulled his arm away. “The Flying Dustman is out there looking for us. They have the compass but only I have the power to make it work. We can’t let them catch me, but we also need to get to the egg.”

Zoey screwed her eyes shut. “That hurts my brain.”

“We’ll find a way.” Alex nodded to the stairs. “But first we need a rest and to find out anything from Darius and Pearl that might help us.”

There were more stairs up than they expected, doubling back on themselves again and again to bring the platform closer. Argosy was left breathing heavily at the back of the group.

“You should get more exercise,” Anil suggested cheerily. “Since I joined the swim team I’m literally never out of breath.”

“What about if I throttle you?” Argosy muttered.

The platform was as solid as the deck of any ship and bristled with machinery: cranes stretched long, sagging arms and trailed spools of tangled metal cable; huge shipping containers spilled lengths of rusty pipe. It looked like none of it had worked in years but the noxious smell of oil still lingered on the air.

Zoey bounced between it all like she was browsing a toy shop. “What does this do?” she asked as they passed a bright red machine covered in dials and tubes.

“No idea,” Meri replied.

Zoey peered closely at some kind of giant drill bit. “Ooh, this must do something amazing!”

“It was all decommissioned before we got here.”

“What about this?” Zoey snatched a solid black disc from the floor.

Meri studied it. “That’s a veggie burger somebody must have dropped a while ago.”

“Ew!” Zoey dropped the burger and Pinch swooped to grab it before it hit the deck.

The oil rig was so massive that it was easy to imagine the bustle of workers in black-stained overalls. Now only a few people lingered around to watch them pass, the machinery quiet except for cables clanking in the wind.

Another flight of steps led to a higher level and a panoramic view of the surrounding ocean. The sun was dropping towards the horizon, pushing long shadows across the endless sea of litter.

“I didn’t think it could be this bad,” said Alex. They had fought so hard to clear Haven Bay of rubbish while having no idea the problem was a hundred times worse out here. Surely there was no way his power, the so-called sea magic that resided inside him, could ever be a match for such a destructive force as human carelessness.

Darius and Pearl led them into a cramped office that must once have belonged to the rig boss. Blurry photographs of surly men in hard hats lined the wall above a tarnished plaque that read Employee of the Month. The only seat was behind a desk so they all remained standing.

“You must be hungry.” Darius handed around a bowl of nuts and dried fruit before pouring glasses of water.

Ravenous hunger spurred Alex to shovel a handful into his mouth, almost too much to chew, leaving him stuck with bulging cheeks. The others did the same, washing it down with noisy gulps of water.

“Thank you for helping us escape the pirates,” Alex said through his mouthful. “We’re trying to get to something first so they can’t take it.”

Pearl lifted her chin. “The power Brineblood promised them.”

Alex nodded. “It’s real. But he won’t use it to help the ocean.” He hoped they wouldn’t ask for any more detail. It still seemed safest if as few people as possible knew about the egg.

“When we pulled Brineblood from the water we didn’t think he would survive,” said Darius. “We took him straight to our infirmary and he recovered more quickly than anybody expected.”

Pearl picked up the story. “When he was well enough, he asked to join us. We always need an extra pair of hands. He went straight to work and that should have been the end of it.”

“The rumour started shortly afterwards,” continued Darius. “A power that would dissolve every scrap of litter from the ocean in seconds. The story spread across the rig until everybody was talking about it. That’s when he started saying he knew where to find it.”

“Things started going missing. People would slip away in the middle of the night and make excuses for where they had been,” said Pearl. “Later we realized they had been building that grotesque pirate ship.”

Until then, Meri had listened quietly with her fists clenched. Now she lifted her head and spoke with venom in her voice.

“Brineblood confronted my parents and demanded to lead an army in search of the power. Unlike everybody else, they didn’t trust him, so they refused. That’s when the mutiny started.”

Pearl nodded sympathetically. “A few of us managed to get away on a boat. After a while we came back to the rig and found it abandoned.”

“You should have helped my parents,” Meri said through gritted teeth.

“We were outnumbered.” Darius’s gaze slid towards her. “How did you avoid being captured?”

Meri glared a refusal to answer.

“How could they betray their leaders like that?” asked Zoey.

“You don’t know what it’s like to work day after day cleaning up that filth, only for it to keep pouring in from every direction,” said Pearl. “People are most vulnerable when they’re losing their grip on what they believe in most. Brineblood took advantage of that.”

“Why didn’t you believe Brineblood too?” Alex asked.

Darius crossed his arms. “We believed in the power. We heard how the magic cleaned up Haven Bay. But we’ve been promised help before and it never comes. We knew we couldn’t rely on magic to fix the problems humans have made. We have to take responsibility for it ourselves.”

“If Brineblood gets his hands on that power, the whole world will be in danger.” Argosy pushed himself away from the wall. “And now he has almost everything he needs to find it!”

“They still don’t have me,” said Alex.

“That’s why we have to get you as far away from Haven Bay as possible. The other side of the world, if that’s what it takes!”

“Running away means nothing gets better,” said Alex. “But if we return what was stolen from the Water Dragon, we might actually be able to do what Brineblood promised and clean up the sea.”

They locked each other in a tense stare before Argosy huffed and stormed out of the office.

“My parents always tell me I won’t get away with sulking when I’m older,” said Anil.

Alex sighed. “I’ll go speak to him. Zoey, stay here and come up with a half-baked plan that will almost certainly go wrong as soon as it begins but then somehow works out in the end.”

“Can do!” she replied, throwing a salute.

Argosy hadn’t gone far. He stood at the railing outside the door, peering out across the ocean below. The sun had sunk past the horizon. In the last of the light, the litter was like a glacier, a single solid shifting mass.

“It’s hard feeling powerless in the face of something so terrible,” Argosy said, without turning.

Tentatively, Alex leaned on the railing beside him.

“The Argosy family has presided over Haven Bay for centuries. I learned about my ancestors when I was a boy,” Argosy continued. “Some took seriously their responsibility to stop sea magic falling into the wrong hands. Others were indifferent. And a few…well, a few collected powerful artefacts for their own gain.” He sighed. “I always told myself I would be better than any of them. I would always do the right thing to keep the ocean safe.”

An orange light flickered to life in the office window. A candle lit for the oncoming night.

“By the time I was old enough, the magic had faded almost to nothing,” Argosy continued. “The Water Dragon had diminished and the oceans suffered. I searched…oh, I searched for some power that might help me fight back. All the while knowing I kept the secret of a power great enough to do exactly that.” Finally he turned to Alex. “I was too scared to bring it back into the world. So I made sure it was safe. Until now.”

“You said Haven Bay is a place of power,” said Alex. “What does that mean?”

“You have so much power and yet there’s so much you don’t know,” Argosy mused. “The places where Water Dragons were born used to brim with sea magic. The dragons were always linked to those spots, using them to spread that magic around the world. They were crucial to the health of the world’s oceans. But whenever a dragon died without another to replace it, the place of power died too. Now Haven Bay is the only one left. It has to be protected at all costs. And I’m failing to do so.”

“You’re not failing,” Alex said. “You have a chance to do the right thing, like you always wanted. Keeping the egg hidden means the magic will fade until it’s gone. But if we fight to return that power to the Water Dragon, we can help make things better again.”

Alex flexed his fingers. The thick layer of rubbish almost blocked the power of the water beneath. He still didn’t know if he was strong enough on his own to fully wield the magic given to him by the Water Dragon. Strong enough to turn the tide against such great evil.

But he knew he had to try.

Argosy’s whole body began to shake and a sound like he was choking on maracas burbled from his throat. Only when the old man tipped his head back and guffawed did Alex recognize it as laughter.

“What’s so funny?” Alex asked.

“You’re just like her.” Argosy wiped his eyes and gathered himself. “I had this exact argument with your grandmother years ago.”

Alex felt his heart squeeze. There was so much he wished he could talk to Grandma about. Everything would make so much more sense if she was here.

“She knew the egg was hidden?”

“Suspected, at least. Demanded I give up its secret for the greater good. She must have been exasperated, having to deal with a whippersnapper a century or two younger than herself.” A smile faded from his face. “I refused, of course. Because how can you be sure what is good and what is evil?”

“Sometimes you just have to look at what’s right in front of you.” Alex peered out across the tainted sea, almost completely dark now. “If I run away, Brineblood will never stop searching. As long as that power is out there, somebody will try to claim it. Your ancestor wanted the egg to be found. He didn’t need to leave clues. He believed the power was too important to hide away for ever, that the right person to use it for good would come along. I think…”

Alex trailed off so he could summon the courage to say what came next. To say what he was increasingly sure was true.

“I think that person might be me.”

Argosy thought for a long moment. “I’ve seen you use your powers. It’s clear you want to fight on the side of good.” He stood up from the railing and turned to face him. “All right, we’ll try and get the egg. Just to make sure Brineblood doesn’t get it first.”

Somebody moved in the shadows behind them. Meri, stepping quietly from the office door.

“How long have you been there?” asked Alex.

Meri shrugged. “You should come back inside. We have a plan.”
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Once again, the group – along with Darius and Pearl – gathered in the oil rig office to hear the intricate, comprehensive details of Zoey’s master plan.

“We’re going to steal the compass back,” she said.

“Okay.” Alex waited. “And then?”

Zoey winced. “That’s pretty much it.”

Alex blinked. “That’s what you came up with?”

“I’ll admit it’s not my best work.”

Alex couldn’t help but imagine what Grandpa would say. That en’t a plan, it’s a Post-it note! The thought of where Grandpa might be now made Alex’s throat feel too thick to offer any protest of his own.

“There’s more,” said Meri. She reached into the pile of her braids and lifted Sheldon out. The hermit crab was still lodging inside the green glass jug.

Erasmus’s eyes bulged. “Where did you get that?”

“It’s one of the magical artefacts from your house.” She held the jug up to Alex. “Recognize it?”

A candle glowed behind the jug, filling the glass with green light. The spiral of the hermit crab’s body appeared in silhouette, alongside shadows of the coins, sweets and other bric-a-brac stashed inside. A spot of green light refracted directly into Meri’s eyes but she didn’t seem to notice.

“It’s the same glass as the secret lighthouse lens,” Alex said.

Zoey grinned. “If we use it to make torches, we can light our way to sneak onto the ship while it’s still dark, and nobody else will see it.”

“If Sheldon will give up the jug,” Meri added.

“We can get to the egg’s hiding place before Brineblood even knows the compass is gone,” said Anil. “Then nobody can beat us to it.”

“Even if you manage to get the compass without the pirates knowing,” Argosy chimed in, “it won’t be so easy to reach the egg.”

“It’s never easy,” grumbled Alex.

“I don’t know exactly where my ancestor hid the egg, but some information has been passed down through my family,” Argosy continued. “The hiding place isn’t just concealed by sea magic. Alex can’t just turn up at the right place and collect it. There are three challenges he will have to face.”

A whiteboard on the wall was scrawled with high and low tide times, weather information and a noughts and crosses game. Argosy wiped it clean and grabbed a pen.

“We’ve never known the exact nature of the challenges either. Only clues about their nature. They’re…what’s the word? Abstruse.”

“That just means the clues make no sense whatsoever, right?” asked Zoey.

Argosy nodded. “Quite so.” He began to write on the board.
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“How can a tide be dry?” asked Anil.

“I don’t know. That’s why it’s a clue.”

Next, beside [image: image], Argosy drew a face with horns, angry eyebrows and a mouthful of razor-sharp teeth.

“It looks like my dad when I get engine oil on the carpet,” said Zoey.

“It’s a sea monster,” said Argosy, adding fire breath for good measure. “Driven mad by centuries of starvation.”

“Does it say that in the clue?”

“No, that last part was dramatic licence.”

Anil nodded approvingly.

The final line on the whiteboard read: [image: image]

“Your ancestor was very poetic,” said Anil.

“But not very helpful,” added Zoey.

Alex studied the clues, nerves pulling tight in his gut like rope knotted around a cleat. It would be difficult enough to steal the compass from the pirates. The ominous-sounding challenges made the whole plan seem impossible.

“What if I can’t pass them?” he asked. “You’ve seen what I can do with my powers. They’re growing but it was barely enough to get us this far. I’ve needed other people to help me every step of the way.”

“It doesn’t matter how strong you are,” said Zoey. “You’ll always need the right people by your side.”

Alex smiled and Zoey and Anil beamed back at him. The odds had been against them before and together they had triumphed. If he was going to face a series of mysterious, potentially life-threatening challenges, he couldn’t think of anybody else he wanted on his team.

“This is very touching,” said Darius. “But if you think you’re going to sneak onto The Flying Dustman, you might as well give yourselves up now.”

The rope of nerves in Alex’s gut was quickly unravelling. “They’ll come for me anyway. It won’t be long before they look for us here. We can’t beat them in a straight fight, but we can surprise them. There’s just one problem with the plan.”

Zoey looked dumbfounded. “I counted at least seven problems and I’m the one who came up with it.”

“All right, the biggest problem: we don’t know where The Flying Dustman has gone.”

“Or do we?” Zoey leaned over to snatch a laptop from the desk. Pearl quickly pinned it down with one hand.

“That’s mine,” she said.

“I was trying to be dramatic.” Zoey sighed. “Can I borrow it, please?”

Pearl released the laptop and Zoey balanced it on one hand, typing rapidly with the other, brow furrowing in concentration.

“There’s no ships on radar,” said Darius. “The Flying Dustman must be out of range.”

“We don’t need radar,” Zoey insisted. “Remember my pollution probes, the ones we launched into the ocean a couple of days ago? By now they’ll have spread far and wide. And thanks to my engineering genius they have onboard cameras and motion sensors.”

Zoey spiralled a finger above the keyboard before jabbing it down. There was an electronic bing and she spun the laptop around to face them.

The screen displayed grainy footage of a ship cobbled together from junk. It churned past the camera, making the view buck and roll, before the screen cut to another angle. The Flying Dustman was further away this time, sails bulging with wind.

The ship passed from camera to camera, a map in the corner of the screen tracking its progress.

“That’s amazing,” said Alex. “I know I don’t always understand, but I always know you’re brilliant.”

Zoey beamed, glancing covertly around the room to see if Meri was paying attention. There was no sign of the other girl – apparently she had once again slipped away while nobody was watching. Before Alex could ask who had seen her last, Zoey was clicking on the map.

“The last probe to pick up the ship was here. Which means it stopped before it reached any of the next cameras. So we can be reasonably sure the pirates are around here.” She dropped a skull-and-crossbones marker onto the map.

Alex glanced out of the window at the pitch darkness beyond the rig. “So we just need to get there.”

“We can take my boat,” said Argosy.

“Are you sure?”

The older man thought for a moment before nodding decisively.

Darius lifted his head. “Brineblood turned our friends against us so he can increase the ocean’s suffering. If you really believe you can stop him, we’ll give whatever help we can. We’ll help you get close to The Flying Dustman without being spotted.”

Argosy caught Alex’s eye. “You’re sure this is the right thing to do?”

“As sure as I’ll ever be.” Alex took a deep breath. “Let’s hunt some pirates.”
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Rubbish in the water betrayed any attempt to sail silently. Litter knocked against the hull of the boat and their oars clattered into plastic and scraps of wood. Clouds covered the moon so they could travel under total darkness, with only the gentle ping of the probes to guide their way.

“Can’t any of the animals help us?” whispered Anil, stroking Pinch where the seagull perched on his shoulder.

Alex shook his head. “They won’t go anywhere near water so polluted.”

Darius and Pearl sat side by side and heaved on the oars while Argosy watched the laptop screen. After a while the crust of rubbish thinned, channels of clear water opening up for them to travel more quickly.

“The probes showed they should be somewhere around here,” whispered Zoey.

“It’s time to use the lights,” said Meri.

Zoey frowned. “What if we’re wrong and the pirates can see them?”

“We made them together,” said Meri. “There’s no way we’re wrong.”

She took a pair of electric torches from her jacket. There had been enough equipment on the rig to shape round lenses from the green glass of the jug taken from the Argosy house. Sheldon crawled onto Meri’s shoulder in his new salt-shaker shell.

Meri handed a torch to Zoey. Together they clicked them on.

Twin beams of green light cleaved open the night, sparkling on the waves and forcing Alex to cover his eyes. When he cracked them open again, he found everybody watching him with a combination of awe and amusement.

“Nobody else can see it, can they?”

Zoey and Meri clapped their spare hands together in celebration. “It works!”

Alex blinked as his eyes adjusted to the light. The torch beams were a shimmering phosphorescence like the aurora borealis, focused into a sharp ray. They looked bright enough to travel for ever and illuminate shorelines on the other side of the planet.

A slick, whiskery head with shining black eyes appeared in the light ahead of them. Alex cried out in surprise and tumbled backwards into the boat.

“It’s Loaf!” Anil reached out to stroke the seal’s bristly muzzle. “You found us.”

The seal huffed as if that was obvious, before his tongue lolled out of his mouth with the pleasure of having his ears scratched. Loaf whipped his head around, spraying them with gooey saliva, and pointed his nose into the darkness.

The laptop pinged at the same moment.

“There’s something there,” said Erasmus.

Zoey and Meri swept their torches through the night. A solid shape appeared a short distance away. The side of a vast ship, all lights extinguished, anchored for the night. The green light picked it out of the darkness, The Flying Dustman’s ragtag hull twisting into sinister shadows and strange reflections on the gently lapping water.

“It’s just ahead. Everybody stay low.” Alex scanned the deck and rigging for signs of a watch. “I can only see a single guard, up in the crow’s nest. I’m not sure which way they’re facing.”

Darius and Pearl worked the oars carefully, following Alex’s directions to take them close enough that everybody could see the ship loom above.

“I didn’t have time to give us all code names,” whispered Zoey.

Anil breathed a sigh of relief. “I think we’ll probably manage without.”

Their eyes shone in the darkness as Alex looked between them. “When we get aboard, we split into two teams. Meri knows the layout of the ship so she’ll guide me to the captain’s cabin. The compass is too important to be kept anywhere else.”

Meri nodded, eyes flicking away nervously.

“Zoey and Anil will go along the deck and sabotage as many of the cannons as they can. That way, if we end up in a chase they won’t have any firepower.”

“Maybe you don’t understand my skills, but this proves you believe in them.” Zoey’s eyes gleamed playfully. “You actually trust me to stop things from exploding.”

“Don’t worry, you’ll still have a chance to cause some chaos. When you’re finished with the cannons, you’ll use seafire to make the crew think the ship is ablaze.” Alex nodded to Meri, who reached into her coat for a vial of faintly glowing liquid and handed it to Zoey. “While everybody is distracted, we’ll get the compass and then we all come back to the boat. By the time they realize the compass is gone, they won’t know which direction to follow us.”

A quiet moment followed while they all considered their roles.

“This actually seems like a good plan,” said Anil.

Alex smiled. “I know, I was surprised too.”

Darius and Pearl carefully guided their boat until it was beside the hull of The Flying Dustman. Before he moved, Alex glanced back at Erasmus.

“Be careful,” the old man said.

Alex nodded a promise.

Disjointed planks and rope netting offered easy handholds for quietly climbing the hull. Together, the four of them dropped onto the deck. Zoey held a torch steady so Alex could see. The green light revealed the strange, hybrid nature of The Flying Dustman. The original metal boat formed its spine, the centrepiece of a deck greatly extended with lengths of wood and sheets of scrap metal hammered flat. The lamp-post and rugby-goal masts were bolted roughly in place, the rope-and-cable rigging creaking as it swayed overhead. The sheared front end of a sports car formed a figurehead. Although it looked odd, the ship also appeared tough and tenacious, prepared for anything, the patchwork sails ready to fly should the modern engine fail.

“We’ll start with the cannons on this side,” whispered Zoey.

“Wait!” Alex hissed, trying to hold her back. Unable to see the torchlight, Zoey also hadn’t seen the thick rope of wires that trailed across the deck. They snagged her foot and sent her sprawling with a loud oof!

Everybody held their breath. Surely the noise would give them away and bring pirates swarming. But no alarm was raised and they helped Zoey to her feet.

“Even by my standards, this ship has rubbish health and safety,” she said.

Moving at a crouch (and watching their feet), Zoey and Anil slipped away across the deck of the ship.

“Which way to the captain’s quarters?” asked Alex.

Meri pointed to the middle of the ship. In the green torchlight, the cabin of the modern boat stood among all the scavenged adornments.

But before Alex could move towards it, she caught his arm. She opened her mouth to speak but no words came out.

“What is it?” Alex asked.

“I’m sorry.” Meri shook her head. “I didn’t want to do it but—”

Lights snapped on all around the ship, drowning out the torch beam. They were left stranded in the middle of the deck with nowhere to hide.

“Quick!” hissed Alex, ready to run.

Pirates poured onto the deck to surround them, drawing their scrap-metal cutlasses. The only escape was back over the rail and into the sea. Alex was about to drag Meri with him when Inkbeard appeared, pushing Zoey and Anil ahead of him as prisoners.

“They were waiting for us!” cried Zoey.

Heavy footsteps on the deck made the clamour of voices die away. The crowd parted to let a single pirate pass. He was taller than any of the crew and wide enough to shoulder them out of his way without stopping. His head was lowered and the wide brim of a tricorne captain’s hat hid his face.

“Captain Brineblood on deck!” Inkbeard called.

The rest of the pirates straightened up and saluted.

The captain – Brineblood – stopped a few steps from Alex.

“You just can’t resist sneaking onto my ships.” A chilling voice, wet and raspy, as if his words were filtered through seawater sloshing in his lungs.

“Is it really you?” Alex asked, his own voice shaking.

The captain laughed and pushed back the brim of his hat to raise his head. This Brineblood was not the ancient monster who terrorized Haven Bay’s most famous tales. All the same, the waves must have spat him out to walk again amongst the living.

Raze Callis flashed a wicked smile. “Welcome aboard.”
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The pirates rounded them all up into a huddle on the deck. Fingers hovered near cutlasses and nervous glances were exchanged as if none of them quite knew what to do next. Only Callis seemed relaxed, hands loosely clasped behind his back. Stubble covered his jaw and his sideburns had grown long and grey. Although he was still huge, his shoulders rounded into a stoop, as if it took too much effort to hold himself fully upright.

“I found the generator that was stolen from the lighthouse,” Zoey whispered before Callis was close enough to hear. “It’s on this ship.”

“What do they need it for?”

Callis was in front of them before they could figure it out, eyes glinting as he gazed down at Alex.

“Tear my ship apart if you want to escape. We built her as strong as we could, but she wouldn’t stand a chance against your great power.” Callis swept a hand theatrically towards the sea. “Go on! Summon up another storm to smash my boat to pieces and leave me for dead.”

The pirates shifted nervously. Alex glanced towards the rail. He needed to touch the water to use his magic. The deck was bone dry, as if it had been deliberately kept that way. Even if he could somehow reach the water, Alex didn’t know if he could take down The Flying Dustman.

Callis smiled smugly. “I knew you were nothing without the dragon.”

Zoey stepped forwards. “He’s more than you’ll ever be.”

“Oh delightful, the girl is here too,” Callis sneered. “Thanks to you I went through something unimaginable. Devoured by a storm that was summoned by a dragon. I should have died a hundred times – drowned, dashed to pieces, dined upon by scavengers of the sea. Instead, the ocean recognized my ancestry – knew I descended from the great Captain Brineblood himself – and kept me alive.”

Alex scoffed. “It washed you up with all the other rubbish.”

“Your ancestor had sea magic,” said Zoey. “You have nothing.”

Callis brushed off their mockery with a smile and gestured to his crew. “I was delivered to my fellow powerless to be the leader they so sorely need.”

“You don’t care about them or anything they’re trying to achieve!” Alex turned to the crowd. “I know what he promised you. Callis is only using you to get the power for himself. He’ll throw you away as soon as he has it.”

A few of the pirates glanced at each other, mumbling under their breath, but a stamp of Inkbeard’s boot quickly brought silence.

“You think it’s fair that such tremendous power was hidden away for centuries while the oceans fester?” Callis boomed. “That a little boy should be the sole inheritor of something that will change the world?”

“I want to keep the ocean safe,” Alex said.

“You only care about keeping power to yourself!”

Callis was playing to the crowd but the words cut Alex deeply. The idea of the egg and the power it would unleash frightened him. It would make him stronger and he didn’t know if he could handle it.

“I always knew the egg was out there,” Callis continued. “Brineblood discovered the beginning of the trail before he died and the knowledge has been handed down through our family for generations. Nobody before me could ever work out the secret of that blasted lighthouse. They assumed it was broken, the trail gone cold. There was no choice but to give up and find another way to seize the power we were owed. But I always wondered…”

“Brineblood gave up his magic to stop the Water Dragon hunting him,” Alex said. “None of your descendants had any power to follow the clues.”

Callis conceded a nod. “And then your powers made themselves known.”

“That’s why you tried to capture me,” said Alex. “So you could use my magic.”

“Not quite.” Callis grinned like a shark. “If we took you captive and ordered you to use your power, you would simply have refused to cooperate. There would have been no incentive.”

“But you came after me when you attacked the town.”

The captain’s grin stretched wider. “I’m glad you thought so! No, I’m afraid that was merely a ruse to plant a spy among you. Somebody to nudge you in the right direction, get you to do the work for us, and report back whatever you discovered. I knew you could never resist doing the right thing.”

Callis clicked his fingers. Beside him, Meri was released. Keeping her eyes on the deck, she moved to stand with the crew.

“I was right.” Still, only disappointment slumped in Alex’s stomach. “You were never on our side.”

Callis barked a laugh and clapped a hand on Meri’s shoulder. “Our girl here told us where you saw the lighthouse beam pointing. Then she warned us about the Argosy house defences and signalled so we could snatch you as soon as you found the compass.”

Alex remembered how Meri had disappeared right before Argosy caught them. How she had eavesdropped on their conversation on the oil rig.

“You told them we were going to sneak onto the ship,” he said.

“I’m sorry.” Meri had gone rigid under Callis’s grasp. “I didn’t want to do it. But he has my parents. He threatened to hurt them if I refused.”

“Just a little motivation.” Callis squeezed her shoulder tighter.

Meri finally looked up, eyes brimming with tears as she sought out Zoey. The other girl glared so fiercely that Meri simply closed her mouth and sniffed away a sob.

“This doesn’t change anything,” said Alex, standing tall. “I still won’t help you.”

The look of delight on Callis’s face made Alex’s stomach drop. “You’d probably be willing to cooperate when I started hurting your little friends here.” He signalled to Inkbeard, who seized Anil’s arm and twisted it behind his back, making the boy cry out in pain. “But I really needed to be sure I had enough leverage to break you.”

Another click of his fingers and the pirates parted to clear a path all the way to the central mast.

“Let me go, yer stinkin’ bilge rat!”

Grandpa was tied to the foot of the mast, hands bound around the metal post with rope. Automatically Alex rushed towards him, but pirates stepped in to block the way.

Another man and a woman, each with light green hair, were tied to the mast beside Grandpa.

“Mum! Dad!” shouted Meri. “You’re still okay.”

Grandpa fixed Alex with his steely gaze. “Whatever he asks, don’t do it, lad.”

Tears burned hot in Alex’s eyes. Grandpa had always fought to protect him. Now, because of Alex, they were all in danger.

“This is who you follow?” he called out, surprised by the strength of his own voice as he pointed to Callis. “A stranger who takes your leaders hostage, who threatens the people I love to get what he wants?”

A few of the crew looked dubiously between their captain and the helpless prisoners. Before their resolve could waver too far, Callis drew a cutlass from his belt and pointed the razor tip at Grandpa.

“You know I’ll do it,” he said.

Grandpa faced down the blade, but Alex saw fear in his eyes. A tear tumbled down Alex’s cheek as he called to Callis.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll help you.”

“No!” shouted Grandpa.

Callis grinned triumphantly and took the compass from his pocket. “All hands to your positions! Raise the mainsail!” he ordered. “Tonight, we sail to my destiny.”
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When Callis lifted the compass, his eyes briefly lingered on its cracked face, as if it might choose to work for him after all. But the needle continued to spin aimlessly so he pressed the artefact roughly into Alex’s palm.

Immediately the needle quivered to a halt on a single direction.

“Set a course for east by north-east!” Callis bellowed.

All at once the ship sprang to life. Lights flared up around the deck and a sharp beam from the top of the mast carved open a path through the darkness. Ropes snapped and clinked as the sails tumbled down. The engine snarled to life and rumbled through the deck as if it would shake The Flying Dustman to pieces.

The huge ship launched into the night.

Erasmus, Darius and Pearl would be left behind – along with any chance of rescue.

“What are we going to do?” Zoey whispered. Most of the pirates had gone to their posts but a few remained to keep them huddled against a wall.

“We have to get inside the egg’s hiding place without Callis following us.”

Zoey hushed him and peeked over her shoulder at Meri standing close by. “Better not make a plan with some people listening.”

Meri winced. “I never wanted to spy on you. I just didn’t know what else to do.”

“If Callis gets hold of the egg, it’ll be the whole world in danger, not just your parents,” Alex said.

“You agreed to help so you could save your grandpa,” she shot back. “You know exactly how it feels.”

Alex gritted his teeth. How could he argue? There was no way he would let anything happen to Grandpa. He would do everything he could to keep him safe as well as keep Callis from claiming the egg.

The Flying Dustman sailed quickly through the darkness. Occasionally Inkbeard grabbed Alex’s hand to check the compass and adjust their course. Otherwise they were left alone while Callis ordered his crew to inspect the cannons and the bundles of cables that ran along the deck.

“Is there anything you can tell us?” Alex whispered to Meri. “Anything that might help us stop him?”

Meri shook her head. “I swear you know as much as I do.”

“What about the electricity generator?” asked Zoey. “I couldn’t work out what the cables are for.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t know.” Meri leaned closer to whisper. “Promise me that you’ll protect my parents if I help you escape.”

Alex met her eye. Although he didn’t know if he was strong enough to protect them all from Callis and his crew, he knew he would try with every scrap of power in his body. “I promise.”

Meri nodded and leaned even closer. “We still have the—”

“Land ho!”

The call boomed from the crow’s nest high above their heads. It spread quickly around the ship, a relay of voices delivering the message to Callis. The captain straightened to peer eagerly ahead.

A cluster of rocks sitting low in the ocean formed inside the beam of the forward light. Waves churned in flashes of white foam. At first there appeared to be a squat building set into the island. It was only as they drew closer that Alex saw it was a dense stand of trees growing from nooks and crannies of the rock.

“Careful not to run us aground,” Callis told his crew.

The captain grabbed Alex’s hand to study the compass. The needle pointed directly to the tiny island, even when Callis gave the order to heel the ship around a little in case their destination actually lay beyond.

Alex peered at the rocks and trees. There had to be more than met the eye – there was no space here for the three challenges Argosy had promised them.

As the ship circled the island, an unusual shape caught Alex’s eye: a long beam, too straight for a tree branch, angled towards the sky. He squinted through the low light and followed the beam to its base. Instead of rooting into the rocks, it poked from a foundation too smoothly rounded to be natural. It almost looked like…

“A ship,” he said.

The trees disguised it from most aspects, but close up he could pick out the fractured angles of decking, railings and cabins. The old ship was broken across the rocks, split in half by an ancient impact. The trees grew from underneath its deck to prise the boards apart, branches and leaves filling the gaping hole where the wooden hull had cracked open. Its masts had tumbled over and become climbing frames for vines and leafy tendrils. Rotten sails hung in tatters.

Callis’s breath caught in his throat as he studied the wreck through an eyeglass. “It’s The Dragon’s Shadow.”

“Brineblood’s ship,” whispered Anil.

The Dragon’s Shadow had been lost in the great storm summoned by the Water Dragon to break the siege of Haven Bay. It seemed impossible it had been hidden here for centuries, waiting to be discovered.

“Prepare a boat,” ordered Callis.

A landing skiff was lowered from the side of the ship. Alex, Zoey, Anil and Meri were loaded onto it with Inkbeard to watch over them. Callis stood at the front with a boot propped haughtily on the prow.

Bright torches were shone on the wreck. The yellow light picked out a jagged gap in the hull, a small stream of ocean offering a way inside. Waves slapped over the rocks, the boat swaying roughly, the pirates on the oars fighting hard to push them into the opening. There was an excruciating squeal, like a monster whetting its claws on their underside, as they scraped over stone.

Then the wreck closed over their heads.

Tree roots had pushed down through the broken beams and shattered decking to curl in sinuous patterns and grip tight to the rocks. Bats peeped and chittered, covering their eyes from the light where they hung from the roots. More arched overhead to alight from their night-time hunt. The cool air grew thick and foul, the black and grey shells of mussels and barnacles clinging to wood spattered heavily with droppings.

“The Dragon’s Shadow was one of the most feared ships on the sea. There are countless stories, though only a few who encountered it lived to tell the tale,” said Anil. “Maybe I could find out which stories are true. That would be real treasure.”

Alex ducked under a low hanging tangle of tree roots. Wider gaps and shadows in the wreck hinted at larger spaces beyond, the old cabins and passages of the ship.

“We’ll land there,” said Callis.

He pointed to where the channel of water drew up to a gnarled fang of rock. The splintered deck had collapsed to form a steep ramp up into the belly of the wreck.

A rope was tossed over a high plank. It creaked alarmingly when Callis tested its weight but held fast. Carefully, the captain stepped off the boat and climbed the sloping deck.

Alex was ordered to go up next. The rope chafed his hands as he pressed his feet hard against the slope, every step making his muscles protest. At the top, Callis hauled him into the mouth of a collapsed passage. The others followed with the pirates at their heels.

“This was the grandest ship of them all,” Callis said, aiming a torch steadily ahead to lead the way. “The pride of my family and the envy of all others.”

“Top speed of eleven knots on three square-rigged masts,” said Anil. “Eighty-four guns and a hold nearly twenty feet deep to contain all her plunder.”

Callis frowned. “How do you know all that?”

“I did my research.” Anil shrugged. “All the most exciting stories are about ships.”

Now The Dragon’s Shadow was little more than jetsam, barely holding together. The passage twisted in the middle, collapsing over itself so the windows and doorframes ended up overhead. These provided glimpses of the lives led there: crumbling rags of hammock still hung from the beams, wooden crates spilled glass bottles, scraps of what might have been letters home mouldered in corners.

Alex closed his eyes and tried to sense any sea magic there, any power still humming in the bones of the wreck. He felt nothing but decay.

“There’s a story about Brineblood keelhauling his boatswain for making a mess in the ship’s stores – it was the worst punishment possible except for execution,” Anil said. “I don’t think he’d be happy to see his ship like this.”

“Pride led this ship to its final resting place,” said Callis. “I won’t make that mistake again.”

Brineblood had believed he could use his mighty ship to trap and capture the Water Dragon. Callis had thought the same. The dragon had proved them both wrong.

Callis stopped at an intersection and swung his torch in all directions, the broken geography of the wreck confounding him. “The ship’s wheel must be here somewhere.”

“It’s that way.” Anil pointed down another passageway.

Callis frowned. “How do you know?”

“It should be obvious to anybody who claims to know ships.”

The pirate captain curled a lip at the jibe before whirling away to follow Anil’s directions. Missing boards forced them to hop onto those remaining like stepping stones, the wood sagging alarmingly under their feet. Anil peered around eagerly but his enthusiasm faded the further they went.

“The stories say the captain’s quarters were inlaid with solid gold and the walls studded with rare jewels.” He brushed a hand along the bare, broken wood. “The blood of Brineblood’s enemies is supposed to permanently stain wherever it splashed – and he spilled a lot of blood. Are any of the stories true?”

“You said nobody who encountered Brineblood lived to tell the tale.” Zoey lifted an eyebrow into her fringe. “So who do you think did tell the tales?”

Anil’s mouth dropped open. “Brineblood made everyone believe what he wanted. He wrote his own story.”

The gloom peeled back to reveal a larger space. Instead of beams and boards above their heads, there was a dense canopy of tree branches. It made the sky seem distant, as if the trees were holding it out of reach. Over what remained of the rail was a long drop to the churning sea below.

“The quarterdeck,” said Callis, picking his way across.

Alex was no expert on the layout of ships, but the open-air raised deck with a large, spoked ship’s wheel meant this was probably where Brineblood had commanded the ship.

The wheel was completely intact, polished to a deep brown, shining lustre as if it had been installed yesterday. An untarnished brass disc was set into the centre, itself containing an empty recess.

Callis reached reverently for the wheel but stopped himself before making contact. He jerked his hands away and spun around to Alex.

“You,” he said through gritted teeth. “Take the helm.”

Alex glanced at Zoey and Anil. They had no plan, but he wanted to make sure they were ready for whatever happened next. Slyly, they gave a nod. Meri looked between them curiously. Before she could say anything, Alex stepped away from the group and approached the wheel.

“You’re the captain,” he said mockingly. “Why don’t you take the helm?”

Callis snarled, face glowing red.

Alex wasn’t finished. “It might be your family’s ship, but it asks for my power.”

“I suggest you enjoy it while you can.”

The captain pushed Alex towards the wheel. Automatically he grabbed the spokes to keep himself from falling.

A vision washed over his mind like an errant wave. Once again, he saw the Water Dragon’s hiding place. The dragon felt so much stronger than before, almost fully healed and ready to return. Kraken was there too, the octopus tugging at the dragon’s body as if trying to wake it early.

Alex felt his hands move on the wheel, almost as if a thread of the ocean was guiding them. The polished wood was heavy in his grip but turned smoothly, gliding through his fingers. He turned the wheel towards the power of the dragon, steering as if the wrecked ship would pick itself up from the rocks and sail in search of the magic.

The vision faded from his mind at the same moment as a green glow kindled in the ocean beside the wreck. It bubbled up from deep beneath the waves, shards of light piercing the darkness where they broke the surface. It grew brighter as Alex steered, until it formed a wide circle of sea-blazed green.

“Yes,” Callis cheered. “Yes!”

The shimmering circle appeared to be the peak of an underwater column that delved into the depths. While the ocean around it flowed and churned as usual, the water inside the column rushed downwards as if tumbling over the edge of a precipice.

“It’s a waterfall,” said Alex.

This had to be the entrance to the egg’s hiding place. It would carry them under fathoms of sea to claim their prize.

Callis put his hands on the rail, ready to vault overboard. Alex lunged in pursuit but knew he wouldn’t reach him in time.

“Captain!”

The shout made Callis pause, with one leg on top of the rail. Meri pushed to the front of the group. A vial of seafire glowed in her hand – the vial they had planned to use when infiltrating The Flying Dustman.

“Catch,” she said, and launched the vial directly at Callis.

It struck his chest and shattered. The strange, heatless fire rolled across his front, green flames leaping up around his face. Callis threw himself to the deck in a desperate attempt to smother it.

“Go!” Meri shouted. It wouldn’t take long for Callis to realize he wasn’t truly ablaze.

Zoey and Anil ran for the edge of the deck. Inkbeard lurched after them but tripped over Meri’s outstretched foot.

As soon as they reached Alex, the three of them leaped over the rail and dropped together into the ocean below.

The impact drove them deep under the radiant waves. Green light wrapped around their bodies and sparkled on their skin. Instead of buoying them back to the surface, the sea pulled them downwards. The waterfall rushed as if tumbling through empty air, locking them in a freefalling tangle of flailing limbs.

Water choked Alex’s throat and his stomach flipped over. He reached for his friends and stretched his fingertips apart to open air bubbles around their mouths, before doing the same for himself.

Power prickled across his skin. The waterfall was a thousand threads of the ocean’s magic wound together. As it carried him down, Alex threw a hand above his head. The green glow dimmed, the plunging current snuffing out behind them as they passed, the waterfall shutting off like a tap so nobody else could follow them. Callis would remain locked out above.

Which meant they would be locked inside whatever secret lay at the waterfall’s end.
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A gaping hole in the seabed slurped up the waterfall like a noodle. They were bowled inside a sub-aquatic cave, high walls of rock closing around them. The waterfall thundered into a deep pool and washed them up safely in a tangled heap on a stony shore.

“That was amazing!” said Anil, shaking water from his hair.

“Is everybody okay?” asked Alex.

Zoey squelched upright. “Maybe one day you’ll learn to use your powers to keep us dry.”

The roar of the waterfall dampened to a gentle hiss. The rush of water slowed to a trickle, then the drip-drip of a punctured hose. Green light shimmered across the cave entrance above like a protective barrier.

“Shouldn’t we be underwater?” said Zoey, waving her arms to double check.

Beyond the cave mouth they could see the dark depths of the ocean, a few deep-sea fish drifting idly by.

“The magic must have sealed it,” said Alex. “Let’s hope it holds.”

The cave stretched ahead of them, its ceiling lifting into an arch of vaulted rock. Glowing algae thickly blanketed the walls, starfish and sea urchins forming a galaxy of swirling patterns. Clumps of rock flourished with technicolour coral and bristling anemones. They had stumbled into an underwater oasis, kept thriving by the magic hidden there for centuries.

“This is actually the coolest thing I’ve ever seen,” said Anil, immediately trying to bound ahead. Zoey caught his sleeve and held him back.

Alex peered ahead into the hazy gloom. “Argosy said there are three challenges.”

“A dry tide,” recited Zoey.

“A sea monster,” Anil said, shivering dramatically.

“And the maw of the abyss,” finished Alex.

They stood in a huddle for a long moment, as if taking a single step further might trigger the first challenge.

“We stick together,” said Alex. “Whatever happens.”

Zoey rolled her eyes. “Well, duh.”

“I got excited by the spooky ancient underwater cave!” said Anil. “Right, we need to look out for hidden pressure plates, rolling boulders, pits full of spikes and maybe arrow traps.”

“Actually maybe you should go first,” said Zoey, pushing him ahead.

Alex stopped her. “Are you okay? I know you and Meri—”

“It doesn’t matter.” Zoey brushed him off, but he saw her jaw tighten. “We’ve got more important things to worry about.”

They followed the length of the cave in a tight group. As they moved further, the algae glowed brighter, peeling back the murk to reveal a low doorway cut into the cave wall. Two torches of green flame burned on either side. Alex took one and tried to peer ahead, but the light wouldn’t reach far enough.

“It must lead to the first challenge,” said Alex. “Are we ready?”

“We’re definitely not ready,” Zoey replied.

“But we’re going to face it anyway and hope for the best,” added Anil.

Alex needed to lead the way. Undoubtedly the challenges could only be passed by using his magic. There was a chance he wouldn’t be strong enough. That he would let his friends down. But he would do anything to keep them safe and he knew they would do the same for him. Together they would do whatever it took to protect the egg, the Water Dragon, and every drop of the world’s oceans.

Knowing that gave him the courage to step through the door.

They emerged into a long, low cavern, the rugged rock ceiling almost low enough to touch. The floor fell away a few steps from the door, leaving a crater in the middle of the room. Circular stone platforms were spaced across it like stepping stones, set on top of thick stalagmites that rose up from below. Sand filled the crater to reach halfway up the columns. It shifted and roiled, the level rising quickly, as if more sand was being poured in by the second.

“A dry tide,” said Alex. The sight of it made him feel weak, legs trembling as if his kneecaps had turned to jellyfish. “I can’t use my powers on sand.”

Zoey peered over the edge. “Sand? Who cares about sand? Let’s just wait for it to rise and then walk across.”

“No way that will work.” Anil picked up a stone and dropped it into the pit. It hit the rising sand and was instantly swallowed up. “Quicksand. My old nemesis.”

“You’ve never seen quicksand before in your life.”

“Yeah, but I always knew that I would.”

Behind them, a metal gate slammed shut over the doorway. Now there was no choice but to move forwards.

Alex quickly studied the rising sand and the low ceiling above. Before long the whole space would be filled up and they wouldn’t be able to breathe.

“We have to jump between the platforms.”

The platforms were small and round, intricate patterns carved around a sconce at their centre where a torch burned with that familiar green flame. The spaces between were close enough to jump across, but wide enough for Alex to worry about it.

“I’m an amazing jumper!” said Anil. “I can jump further than all my cousins!”

Without warning, he bent his knees and leaped over the edge and onto the first platform. He landed clumsily and almost stumbled off the other side.

“Oh yeah, really graceful.” Zoey rolled her eyes.

She jumped next, comfortably clearing the drop, Anil braced and ready to steady her landing. Once she had caught her breath, she turned and held out a hand to Alex.

“It’s not far,” she said.

Alex peered down at the rapidly climbing tide of sand. The jump certainly looked far. In fact, as his legs continued to shake, it seemed like the longest distance he had ever seen in his life.

Stepping backwards, he pushed up against the barred door to give himself the longest possible run-up. Then he took a steadying breath and launched into a run.

He reached the edge and kicked off. For a moment he was airborne, the drop yawning below, the stone platform approaching fast. Zoey reached out to catch him and Alex realized he had jumped too hard. He slammed into his best friend and sent them both tumbling. They rolled towards the edge of the platform, unable to stop themselves. Alex squeezed his eyes shut at the same moment that they jerked to a halt, legs dangling over the drop.

Anil had dived onto his belly and grabbed them both before they could fall.

“You were right,” breathed Alex. “It wasn’t that far.”

Anil helped them to their feet and then gazed eagerly across the cavern. Two more platforms stood within reach.

“We should go together,” said Zoey.

“But which one is it?” asked Alex.

“It doesn’t matter!” Anil bent his legs and leaped.

As soon as he landed on the next platform, it buckled under his weight. A crack split the stone in half and it tipped steeply. Anil cried out and spun around. There was just enough platform left under his feet for him to kick off and throw himself back towards them. Behind him, the stone crumbled away to dust.

Alex and Zoey caught and heaved him to safety.

“Maybe it matters a little bit,” he whimpered.

“Remember when you told us to look out for traps?” said Zoey.

“Sometimes I get too excited to be sensible.”

Together they studied the remaining platform within reach.

“How do we know it’s safe?” asked Zoey.

Alex took the torch that burned on their platform and threw it across. The stone held fast. As soon as it touched the platform, the flame seemed to spill, pouring across the patterns etched into the stone and lighting them up in glowing green.

“Do you see that?” he asked.

They shook their heads.

“The torch just went out,” said Zoey.

This was how he could use his powers. The glowing patterns would tell him which platforms were safe.

Alex threw himself across the gap. He landed neatly on the platform and held his breath. The stone held under his feet. A smile broke across his face as he turned to the others. “Come on!”

Before they even landed, Alex had plucked the next torch from its sconce to throw at one of the two nearest platforms. No patterns were ignited so they chose the other option.

“This isn’t so bad,” said Zoey when they were halfway across the cavern.

“No!” cried Anil. “Never say out loud that a challenge is too easy!”

As if in response, the walls shuddered and the stalagmite shook beneath their feet. A heavy rasping filled the air and they looked up to see more sand beginning to pour into the cavern from holes in the ceiling. The rising tide of sand doubled its speed, eating up the columns like a seagull swallowing a whole saveloy.

“Quickly!” shouted Alex.

The next torch sent green light spilling across the platform. They jumped. The sand fell in billowing curtains, itching inside their clothes and scratching at their eyes.

“It’s snuffing out the torches!” shouted Zoey.

She lunged to cover the nearest flame just as it was extinguished by the avalanche of sand. The remaining torches around the cavern flickered out one by one.

They were stranded.

“We’ll just have to guess,” said Anil.

“Hang on!” Zoey delved a hand into her jacket and produced the electric torch customized with lighthouse glass which they had used to find The Flying Dustman. She fumbled it on and aimed the beam of green light at the next platform. The falling sand seemed to absorb the light before it could reach it.

“It’s not bright enough,” said Alex.

The sand was rising so quickly that it had almost reached the top of the stalagmites.

Zoey dropped to her knees to unscrew the lens and fiddle with the wires inside. “I can make it brighter but the voltage will fry the bulb. You’ll have to map out the rest of the jumps and remember it.”

“How long will I have?”

“About two seconds.” Zoey completed her adjustments and reassembled the torch. She aimed it across the remaining platforms and prepared to press the button. “Ready?”

Any second now the sand would swallow the platforms. As soon as it did there would be no way to see the guiding lights.

“Press it!” Alex shouted.

The electric torch flared like a shooting star. It flooded the cavern with dazzling light before the bulb blew with a sizzling pop! The flash had briefly revealed a path of glowing platforms before the sand closed over them.

“Which one first?” asked Anil.

“This one!” shouted Alex. They jumped across, skidding on the sand. “Now that one!”

Two jumps left. The exit doorway came into view on the other side of the cavern, promising escape. Alex just needed to remember the safe path to get them there.

He pointed. “It was that one.”

They jumped and the stone held firm beneath their feet. One jump left, two platforms to choose from.

“Which one?” asked Zoey.

“I think it was that one,” Alex said, pointing left.

“You think?”

“It was hard to see this far!”

There was no time left for indecision. Alex took a step, sand crunching under his shoes, and leaped.

The thick layer of sand made him slip and he hit the platform hard. As he tumbled onto his side, he was sure the platform was falling.

Instead, it held firm.

“I told you!” he shouted back.

The last platform connected to solid rock that led to the door. They stumbled through together and another gate slammed to cut them off.

“Now my underwear is wet and full of sand,” grumbled Zoey.

“My underwear was almost full of something else.” Anil shook sand from his hair. “We barely made it.”

Alex sighed. “Do challenges usually get easier as they go?”

Anil grimaced. “Mostly the opposite.”

A passageway led to another darkened doorway.

“That must be challenge number two.”

“A sea monster,” whispered Anil.

Alex led the way towards the door. “Everybody thought the Water Dragon was a monster. Maybe this won’t be so bad.”

“Not every monster you meet is going to be misunderstood and secretly loveable,” said Zoey. “Some of them are just going to try and eat you.”

“Thanks for the pep talk.”

The sound of running water came from inside the doorway. When they creeped carefully inside, another gate slammed down to trap them.

“Oh please, like I’m desperate to go back to the quicksand room,” Zoey huffed.

The new cavern looked just like the first, except the middle brimmed with briny water and there were no platforms to help them across. The walls were scaled black and grey with the tightly packed shells of mussels and limpets.

“Looks like we’re swimming,” said Anil, sounding a little too pleased about the idea.

“No way in heck,” said Zoey. She pointed to the water.

Alex strained his eyes through the gloom. Ripples moved across the surface of the water. Underneath, a long, black shadow stirred.
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Across the cavern, a sealed door offered the only possible way forward. All they needed to do was reach it without being devoured by an ancient sea monster.

“I’ve given it some thought,” said Zoey, “and I’ve decided I don’t want to be eaten alive.”

Anil nodded furiously. “For once we agree on something.”

Alex crouched and dipped his fingers into the chill water, reaching out to sense exactly what lurked below the surface. Maybe he could reason with it and strike a deal to pass unharmed.

The shadow whipped around and darted for his hand with wicked quickness. Alex felt a flare of rage, seething like a storm ready to break, and pulled his hand clear as the monster charged towards it.

A perfect circle of teeth breached the water and barely missed his fingers. A long, eel-like body, mottled rusty brown, splashed past, a tube of muscle driving powerfully through the water. It submerged again as Alex stumbled out of reach.

“What the heck was that?” said Zoey.

“A giant lamprey.” Back when Alex was scared of the ocean, he had researched every animal it hosted that might be able to kill him. “They’re ancient parasites – they use their teeth to bore into the flesh of other fish and suck their blood.”

They allowed themselves a moment of horrified silence to watch the long shadow prowl the murky water.

“I don’t feel like swimming any more,” said Anil.

“The water isn’t too deep,” Alex said, remembering what he had sensed. “We can wade across.”

Zoey scoffed. “And what about the big vampire fish?”

Alex would lose a hand if he held contact with the water long enough to keep the lamprey at bay with magic. What had he read about lampreys? They had no jaw, their mouths simply a kaleidoscope of razor teeth that can press completely flat to latch onto any part of the body. There had to be a way to keep that from happening.

“We need armour,” Zoey said, as if she had read his mind. She looked around at the mussels and limpets on the walls and then pointed to some nestled safely below the water. “Their shells must protect them. Maybe they could protect us too.”

Alex didn’t know if he could influence such small creatures. He moved to the wall and laid a hand flat against a bare patch of stone. It was slick beneath his fingers and he reached out to the little creatures all around. Help, he asked, uncertain if they even had enough consciousness to understand him.

Mussels and limpets were usually seen steadfastly attached to rocks and boat hulls, still enough that it was easy to forget they were alive. Alex had certainly never seen one move before. Now, one wedge-like mussel shell shifted slightly, lifting a little away from the stone. A long, narrow protrusion like a foot wriggled from underneath the shell and tugged it closer to Alex’s hand. The foot felt blindly around again until it found his fingers and hauled itself aboard. The mollusc felt chill and slimy, like a giant bogey sliding across his skin.

More mussels stirred to life. Limpets followed suit, their conical shells stirring to life. The entire wall seemed to shift as the shells bumbled towards him. They quickly coated his arm and crawled down onto his body.

“Being eaten by something else doesn’t seem like the ideal solution,” said Anil.

Zoey laughed and hurried to join Alex. Some of the mussels and limpets changed their path to reach her instead.

“Organic suits of armour,” she said, trying not to giggle as clammy limpet feet tickled her skin.

“Hard enough to stop the lamprey getting us.”

Reluctantly, Anil let the molluscs cover him too. Within a few minutes they each wore heavy outfits of black and grey shells all the way to their necks.

“This is so weird,” Zoey said, beaming.

“Stay together and move quickly,” said Alex.

The bulky armour forced them to walk by swinging side to side as if they no longer had knees. It would slow them down, but all they needed to do was reach the door in one piece. Alex took a steadying breath, the molluscs weighing heavy on his chest, and stepped into the water. The shock of cold made him gasp. The others followed and they waded together in an awkwardly swaying huddle, the water rising quickly to their shoulders.

The lamprey launched at them. Alex braced himself for the vicious bite of its teeth, its prehistoric weight dragging him under. Instead, the lamprey bounced straight off the mussel and limpet shells.

“It worked!” cheered Zoey.

“That makes it sound like you didn’t think it would.”

She tried to shrug but the armour was too heavy. “I was about seventy-five per cent sure.”

They waded across the cavern, the weight of the water and their living suits of armour making progress painstakingly slow. The lamprey circled, patiently searching for a point of weakness. It darted suddenly and bounced into Zoey’s leg, almost knocking her off her feet. A few mussels were broken loose and drifted in the water. Limpets quickly moved to cover the bare skin.

The lamprey broke the surface, ghastly mouth gaped in a silent roar. Alex saw all the way down its dark throat. For a moment he thought he glimpsed a glint inside before the creature sank away to circle again.

Halfway across. The lamprey struck again, targeting Alex’s waist. Mussels and limpets fell away. Others shifted position to try and cover the gap, but the lamprey was already charging to knock loose more of the hard shells.

“Quickly!” Alex shouted.

They heaved through the water, the lamprey continuously throwing its weight against him. By the time they reached the door, Alex could feel a large patch of exposed skin at the top of his leg.

“Open it!” shouted Zoey.

The door was on top of a dry, stone ledge only wide enough for one person. Anil scrambled up and shoved. The door didn’t budge. Dirt flaked away to reveal a notch in the stone – a keyhole.

“It’s locked.”

Zoey slapped the water in frustration. “Where’s the key?”

“It must be here somewhere!” said Anil, searching the wall.

Cold dread sank in Alex’s gut. He knew where they would find the key – he had glimpsed it as they crossed the cavern.

“It’s in the lamprey’s mouth,” he said. The glint inside its throat had been the key.

Zoey gaped at him. “How can we possibly—?”

Pain lanced through Alex’s leg. A ferocious tug ripped him off his feet and dragged him underwater. The lamprey’s teeth had found his exposed skin and latched on. The others cried out as it pulled him away from the door.

Alex tried to wrench himself free, but the teeth tore savagely at his skin. He hammered a limpet-armoured fist onto the lamprey’s head but the creature only gripped harder. There was no way he could fight himself free. He had to stay calm and try something else.

The thrashing water made it difficult to reach out. Alex focused on his magic until he could connect with the lamprey and touch its mind.

Ancient. Primeval. Alive for thousands of years. The lamprey had grown from the tiniest larva into this fearsome giant. It had been hunted, hurt, captured. Emmett Argosy had trapped it inside this cavern and placed it into a magical slumber. Growing hungry – so hungry. Until it was finally awakened. Ready to feed.

The creature didn’t wish them harm. It simply wanted to survive.

Please, thought Alex. But the lamprey was too old for language. Instead he showed the creature why it needed to let him go.

Litter and filth choking the waves.

The suffering of every living thing in the ocean.

The Water Dragon fighting against impossible odds.

Slowly, the pressure on Alex’s leg weakened. The lamprey’s writhing stopped as the images played across its mind.

Alex showed it how he had a chance to fight back and win. Showed it an ocean teeming with fish. I’ll get you out of this place, he promised. You will hunt and eat and swim free again.

The lamprey released him. Alex wriggled away and broke the surface to take a gasping breath. The creature surfaced too and opened wide its circle of teeth. A frayed shred of trouser hung from a fang. Alex peered into its throat and once again saw the glint deep in its depths.

“I’ll come back for you,” he promised, reaching for its mouth.

Ignoring how his heart pounded in his chest, every nerve in his body screaming at him to run, Alex pushed his hand into the lamprey’s mouth. The creature tensed, fighting the urge to bite down on flesh. Teeth scratched skin as he reached deeper and deeper. He was almost up to his shoulder when his fingers touched metal. He gripped the key and snatched it clear.

“I’ve got it!” he shouted.

Zoey and Anil were already behind him – Alex hadn’t noticed them splashing through the water. They hauled him away from the mollified lamprey and back to the door.

“That was probably the greatest and also stupidest thing you’ve ever done,” said Zoey.

The key was large and old-fashioned. Alex clumsily fitted it into the lock.

Clunk. The huge stone door shuddered open. Together they bundled through, the mussels and limpets dropping off their skin and rolling back into the water.

As they caught their breath, the door began to close behind them. Alex glanced back into the cavern. The lamprey’s head remained above the water as if watching them go.

“I promise,” Alex called.

The door thudded closed. Only the third and final challenge remained.
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Another cavern with a tremendous chasm in the middle cut them off from an open door on the other side.

“Doesn’t anyone in this place know how to build a floor?” said Zoey.

Alex sat down and checked his lamprey wound. A ragged patch of trouser had been ripped away and the skin underneath was cut and bleeding. Anil dropped to his knees and tenderly prodded the teeth marks.

“They don’t look too deep.” He produced a bottle of antibacterial gel from his pocket and squirted it onto the cuts. Alex hissed at the sharp sting. “Can you walk?”

Carefully, they helped him to his feet. It hurt to put weight on that leg but there was no way it would stop him.

Together they edged to the lip of the rift. There was no sand or water filling it. Only empty space. The rocky ground fell away in a sheer drop, the bottom so deep it was out of sight. The other side was well beyond reach. A gushing waterfall burst from the rock a few feet below them and tumbled into empty air.

“The maw of the abyss,” said Alex.

Anil leaned over the edge. “Even I can’t jump over that.”

A rusted metal drawbridge stood on the far side of the chasm, standing straight up in the air. Beside it was a lever.

“It looks like we can only lower it from that side,” said Alex.

Zoey stamped her foot. “That doesn’t make any sense!”

The whole trail to reach the egg was designed for somebody with sea magic. Of course the final challenge would be more complicated than simply pulling a lever to lower a bridge.

“Maybe we can make a rope and a hook to throw across,” said Zoey. “Oh, or a catapult!”

Alex peered around the chamber for anything they could use. There was nothing but rock, water and the abyss.

The idea pinched him sharply like a crab, making him want to shake it off. Just imagining it made his legs tremble. There was something he could throw across.

“I have an actual plan,” he said. “But it’s dangerous.”

Zoey snorted a laugh. “Our plans usually are.”

Alex crouched beside the chasm and lowered a hand over the edge. The waterfall splashed his palm, the cool salty nip of the sea flooding his senses and making him feel stronger.

“I can lift the water to make a bridge,” he said. “Big enough for Anil to swim across.”

Anil gulped. “Me?”

“I won’t be able to hold the bridge for long. You’re the only one fast enough to get across in time.” Alex could hardly tear his eyes away from the chasm. Doubt gnawed in his belly. “Maybe it’s a bad idea.”

“No.” Anil took a deep, steadying breath. “I can do it.”

“You can both do it,” said Zoey. “We literally wouldn’t be here if we weren’t capable of more than any of us ever imagined. If we weren’t capable of saving the world.”

Alex looked between them both and smiled. Any doubt fizzled away. He believed in his friends. And if they believed in him, then that was all the strength he needed.

He spread his fingers wide in the gushing waterfall. The magic was inside him. It helped to imagine the ruff of the Water Dragon inflating, scales glowing, the arcane hum of its magic spooling up. But he didn’t need it to be there. The dragon trusted him and he wouldn’t disappoint. Energy bristled through him, rising from a deep reserve inside.

“Stand back,” Alex said.

Zoey and Anil backed away from the edge.

Alex flexed his hand and poured his magic into the water. The flow of the falls stuttered and slowed. Briefly it seemed to pause in the air as if time had stopped. Slowly, Alex lifted his arm and the water rose with it. It twisted into a turbulent chute and arched over the fissure, dropping down on the other side.

“Quickly,” Alex grunted. Although his magic was stronger than ever before, the water was still heavy, his arms already beginning to ache. He wouldn’t be able to hold the bridge for long.

Anil plucked a pair of swimming goggles from his pocket and snapped them over his eyes. Then he ran and dived into the incline of the water bridge.

The arch held firm. Anil kicked his legs and arced an arm over his head to cut powerfully through the water. In moments he had climbed the slope of the bridge and pushed out over the gaping abyss below. One stroke brought his arm low enough to break through the funnel of water and dangle briefly over the drop.

“I really hope his eyes are closed,” said Zoey.

Alex gritted his teeth and held the bridge as tightly as he could. There was only so long the water would stay bent out of natural shape, defying the laws of nature. This wasn’t like simply summoning a wave and letting it go. This was a level of control he had never attempted before.

Anil kicked across the flat stretch over the middle of the chasm. The tight band of water frayed a little, spray firing loose, the shape faintly beginning to sag.

“Just a little longer,” said Zoey, placing a hand on Alex’s shoulder. “You can do it.”

The water fought to wriggle free of his grip. Pain throbbed through his body as he strained to assert control. He thought of the Water Dragon, felt his best friend beside him, and swore he would do them proud.

Anil made his body an arrow and dived down the far slope of the bridge. Spirals of water tore away from the chute like an unravelling rope. Anil raced the damage, kicking himself through the flow as it tore apart around him.

“It’s going!” Alex cried.

The water slipped out of his grasp and the bridge fell apart. The chute surrendered to gravity and spilled into the chasm. Anil launched himself from its end, put his hands out to catch himself safely on the stone edge, and flipped over onto his feet.

“That has to be a personal best!” he shouted.

Zoey gasped as if she had held her breath the entire time. “Show off later, lower the bridge now!”

Anil cranked the lever. The bridge juddered, groaned, and began to descend. Rusted metal shrieked as it moved for the first time in hundreds of years. It stretched over the chasm and came to rest on their side with a reassuringly solid thud.

“I definitely prefer this kind of bridge,” said Zoey.

Alex attempted to stand. Unfortunately, his legs seemed to have liquefied. Zoey hauled him upright, slung his arm around her shoulder, and helped him stagger across the bridge. Both kept their gaze firmly forwards to avoid seeing the drop below their feet.

Anil grinned at them on the other side.

“If you swim like that,” Alex breathed, “you’ll definitely win your next race.”

Anil shrugged. “Somehow it doesn’t seem so important any more. The best stories are not about being the fastest or strongest, but having the bravery and loyalty to try. That’s what will make people remember me.”

Zoey smiled. “Bravery and friendship.”

“We’re definitely the best at those.” Alex leaned on each of their shoulders while he recovered his breath and waited for the ache in his limbs to recede.

Together, they had passed the three challenges. Now they walked side by side through the door and into the stone passage beyond. Light skimmed across the walls in shimmering plumes, reflected from some source of water ahead. Green light glowed, coaxing them forwards.

The passage opened onto a cavern larger than any of the others.

A captive sea roiled before them, filling the wide, circular space, grey rock rising into a dome overhead. Waves rolled and crested across the water’s surface, washing over a stone walkway that cut through its middle. This path lifted into steps that led up to a stone pedestal.

A pedestal that held the Water Dragon’s egg.
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Alex kept his eyes fixed on the egg.

“We’ve passed the challenges,” he said. “But we should still be careful.”

Zoey nodded. “There could be sharks or booby traps.”

“Or sharks with booby traps in their mouths,” finished Anil.

They bunched together to make their way along the stone walkway. It was slick with seaweed and algae, every squelching step assailing their noses with briny stink. The water pressed close on either side, eager to break any fall. The rocky steps upwards were dry and steady, though each was tall enough that they had to stretch, legs aching.

Green light washed down from above, inspiring Alex to keep going.

The pedestal was actually a deep stone basin carved with intricate designs of people and sea creatures – seals, dolphins, fish – swimming side by side. It brimmed with shimmering green water.

“We did it,” said Alex. He placed a hand on the pedestal, as if checking it was real.

The egg rested in the water, its curved, jelly-like shell glowing bright. It had waited here for hundreds of years but looked as if it had been laid yesterday. Alex stared in open-mouthed wonder. The theft of this egg, so helpless and fragile, had shaped the history of Haven Bay: the cataclysmic creation of the bay itself, the near extinction of Grandma’s people, the generational battle between Brineblood and the Water Dragon and, centuries later, the awakening of Alex’s magic. It was the most important, the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

“It looks like phlegm,” said Zoey.

Anil grimaced. “Like an alien blew its nose.”

Alex loved his friends dearly but sometimes he wished they weren’t so adept at ruining a moment.

“Before we do anything, we need to have an escape plan,” said Zoey. She pulled Alex away from the pedestal so they could look back the way they had come. “We’re supposed to watch out for booby traps. We don’t know what might happen when we take the egg. If that whole walkway crumbles, do you have enough power left to help us back across?”

For once, Alex nodded confidently. There was a deep well of magic inside him, already replenishing itself. It had been there all along but now he felt sure he deserved his power, that together with his friends he would always call on it for the right reasons. That made him stronger than anything they might face.

It wasn’t about being strong enough to win. He had to be strong enough to always try.

“I can do it,” he said.

“Right, then we need to think about how we get the egg away from Callis once we’re back—”

A splosh from behind interrupted her. The green glow grew brighter. Alex and Zoey turned slowly to find Anil holding the egg in both hands.

“Ew, it’s really slimy,” he said.

“You weren’t supposed to touch it yet!” shouted Zoey. “It could be one of those places where as soon as you take the treasure the whole place—”

The cavern rumbled. The ground shook beneath their feet. A ripple spread silently across the water from the foot of the pedestal. The sea churned in its wake, stormy waves foaming and crashing. The basin cracked in half and spilled its water at their feet.

Zoey sighed. “Great.”

“I was trying to be brave!” Anil shoved the egg into Alex’s arms. “Tell it I’m sorry.”

The egg was slick and rubbery, its cloudy skin soft enough to sag over his arms. Only a solid lump somewhere at its centre refused to yield. A gripping shock coursed through Alex’s body and the egg’s green light flared brighter.

The vision of the Water Dragon appeared in his mind. Before, it had been lying immobile on the deep seabed. Now Alex saw it stir. The dragon felt its long-lost egg through Alex’s touch and finally found the strength to awaken. Kraken darted around and waved her arms victoriously.

Slowly, the Water Dragon opened its eyes.

A seismic rumble scattered the vision.

“Let’s get out of here,” Alex said, gripping the dragon egg tight.

They hurried down the steps and onto the walkway. Waves sluiced across it, threatening to sweep their feet from under them.

A crack split the air. A splintering fracture zigzagged through the wall, the rock peeling open as if unzipped. Stone and debris splashed into the water as the fissure split the ceiling. The magic that had protected these caverns for so long was draining away and would leave no evidence it had ever been there.

Alex dropped to his knees and thrust a hand into the water. The choppy waves did nothing to stop him seeking the right threads. Magic poured from his fingertips and a pillar of glowing water spiralled upwards, pounding a wider hole through the broken ceiling. More debris tumbled around them.

“Together!” he shouted.

Zoey and Anil splashed to his side and they linked their arms. They stepped into the spiral just as the cavern collapsed, great slabs of rock cracking apart to kick up enormous waves as they fell.

The glowing water whisked them up and out of the crumbling cavern. Alex held the egg tightly and sent bubbles of air to cover the mouths of his friends. They whirled around the inside of the spiral, legs flailing as they were flung head over heels.

A heavy knock against his side flipped Alex around. The giant lamprey skimmed along the wall of the spiral, mouth open like a fishing net. The others tried to scramble away from the creature, but it was too busy turning somersaults to notice. The lamprey glanced briefly towards Alex before one powerful kick of its tail thumped it through the wall of the spiral and out to its long-awaited freedom.

Morning sunlight bloomed above them. A pale blue sky stretched wide as they broke the surface of the ocean. Alex worked his legs hard to stay afloat as he clutched the egg to his chest.

“We did it!” he cheered.

Instead of smiling in return, Zoey and Anil gazed beyond him in horror. A shadow fell over them and a heavy net dropped onto their heads. It closed around them, tangling their arms and legs, making it impossible to struggle free.

A whir of machinery and the net was hoisted from the water. It spun slowly around in the air until Alex faced The Flying Dustman, its crew lining the rail to watch the catch being brought in.

The net was dumped roughly on deck and sliced open. Strong arms grappled for the egg, too many for Alex to fight off. The soft, precious treasure was wrenched from his grasp.

Alex was hauled upright just in time to see Raze Callis lift the Water Dragon egg in triumph, its green light flaming in his eyes.
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A reverent hush fell over the deck.

“Ha!” Callis barked, lips peeling back over his teeth. “It’s mine! After hundreds of years my family has reclaimed the egg!”

Alex was held by Inkbeard, while other pirates seized Zoey and Anil. To the side, Meri was also held captive.

“You don’t deserve it!” Alex fought to tear free. “It should be returned to the Water Dragon!”

Callis whipped around to face him, eyes wide and wild. “You think you’re better than me, yet time and again I’ve tricked you into doing my dirty work. First you broke the Water Dragon loose so I could snatch it from you. Now you’ve delivered its egg right into my hands.”

“You never captured the dragon. It’ll come after you and take back what was stolen.”

Alex expected the pirate captain’s smile to falter. Instead, he grinned wider.

“I’m counting on it. The egg has been hidden away for centuries. I think we both know what will happen now it’s finally been found.”

The deck of the ship rumbled under their feet. Over the rail, the waves whipped to a wicked chop, slapping spitefully against the hull. The nearby wreck shook, rotten wood collapsing, bats squeaking and wheeling away as they were rattled awake from their morning slumber.

Alex heard the threads of the ocean sing, lifting their voices in the same melody of whistling wind and crashing tides. The magic inside him surged, a tsunami washing through his body, growing stronger as the waves raged around The Flying Dustman.

A great power was approaching. There was only one thing it could be.

“Everybody ready!” Callis bellowed over the growing noise.

The pirates hurried around the ship, taking up practised positions. They wound levers and adjusted the bundles of cables that ran along the deck.

“What are they doing?” asked Zoey.

Anil swivelled his head to follow the commotion. “Should we try and escape?”

Alex was still being held captive by Inkbeard and a new feeling in his gut stole away any thought of fighting. Dread. A sense they had been tricked, that once again there was a piece of the puzzle they hadn’t seen that would lead to disaster.

Green light slanted through gaps in the crumbling shipwreck and dappled the trembling leaves of the trees. The sea between the rocks and the broken hull churned and whirled. A vast shadow appeared underneath, growing larger and larger as it loomed towards the surface.

“Dragon rising!” called Callis.

The Water Dragon burst up through the shipwreck in a torrent of splintering wood and crashing spray. Rocks flew into the air before splashing down or bouncing harmlessly off the armour plates of iridescent green and blue scales on the dragon’s back. Its blazing green aura dazzled Alex, forcing him to cover his eyes.

When he dared crack them open again, he could hardly believe what he saw. Through the tumbling leaves and rotten wood that were riding the swirling waves, Alex recognized the long serpent-like body of the dragon. The proud angle of its head, smouldering deep-set eyes, the spiked ruff around its throat inflated like a hot air balloon. The Water Dragon looked exactly as he remembered.

Except it was huge.

The dragon’s body had to be five times as long as The Flying Dustman and twice as thick, coiling endlessly out of the waves. The long spines on its chin trailed down to the water, even as it lifted its mighty head high above the turbulent surface. Its mouth opened wide as a cave, seawater sluicing between teeth the size of anchors.

Alex had only seen the Water Dragon like this once before, in a vision of the day it sought revenge against the people who stole its egg. It had risen up out of the ocean to take a bite out of the coastline and create Haven Bay. This was the dragon at full strength, a hundred times bigger than the last time they had seen it.

“Yes!” Alex whooped, unable to contain himself. Zoey and Anil cheered alongside him. Nothing could go wrong if the dragon was here. Nothing could withstand its tremendous power.

A small weight plopped onto Alex’s shoulder and eight arms covered in round suckers wrapped around his neck in a wet, gripping hug.

“Kraken!” Alex reached up to stroke the octopus as its skin cycled through bright colours – blue, green, pink – to celebrate their reunion.

The Water Dragon turned its colossal head to face him. When their eyes met, its mouth widened into what might have been a smile. Alex beamed back so hard that his cheeks ached.

Midway along the underside of the dragon’s body, where its armour plates gave way to softer belly, was a round, puckered scar. A puncture wound healed in a permanent reminder of the harpoon that had struck there.

“You see that!” Alex shouted to Callis, pointing at the scar. “You couldn’t catch it before and you won’t be able to now!”

Callis appeared awed and delighted rather than terrified. His eyes glinted dangerously. “We’ll see about that.”

Whirling around, he lifted an arm to signal his crew. The appearance of the dragon had made them all rear back in horror, mouths gaping and legs trembling. Alex saw now how badly they had been misled – Callis had made them see the dragon as an enemy to overcome.

“Ready?” Callis bellowed. “Fire!”

The figurehead of the ship was the sheared front half of a sports car. Its bonnet popped open and a projectile shot out towards the Water Dragon with a puff of smoke. Instead of a harpoon, it trailed the long line they had seen arranged around the deck of the ship. The bundles of cable unravelled in the air and opened into a vast, thick loop.

A snare.

It flew over the dragon’s head and snagged tight around its throat. The dragon roared and reared away, dragging the ship after it.

“The snare won’t be strong enough,” Alex said. “It’ll break.”

“Charge primed?” shouted Callis.

“Aye, sir!” came the response.

A couple of pirates dressed in strange rubber overalls pressed buttons and flicked switches on a boxy machine bolted to the deck.

“That’s the generator stolen from the lighthouse,” said Zoey.

Alex shook his head. “He can’t…”

“Light it up!” bellowed Callis.

A final lever was pulled. A tremendous buzzing charged the air, sizzling along the cord, making their skin prickle and hair stand on end. Vicious voltage surged along the snare, snapping at the dragon’s neck, making it roar with pain as its body stiffened and fell towards the waves.

“This time I don’t want to capture the Water Dragon,” Callis said, turning on Alex. “I want to kill it.”
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The Water Dragon roared, a gurgling barrage louder than thunder that drummed at their ears and pelted the ship with seething waves. It tried to lift its head and wrench free of the snare but the cable only cinched tighter around its neck, voltage crackling over its scales to sap its strength.

“I spent most of my life chasing after the dragon,” said Callis. “Until I finally found a way to make it come to me.”

Callis didn’t just want the egg for its power. It was bait. He had known the Water Dragon would sense the egg as soon as it was free of its hiding place, would rush to be reunited with what it had lost so many years ago.

The dragon had felt the egg as soon as Alex touched it. This was his fault.

Pirates hurried around the deck. The Flying Dustman wheeled around so its side faced the dragon. The side where a deadly row of cannons were lined up in firing positions.

“Once the Water Dragon is dead there will be nothing to stop me claiming the egg as my own. I won’t be hunted to the ends of the Earth like my ancestor,” said Callis. “Then I can hatch a pet Water Dragon that answers only to me. It will bond with me and give me the power I deserve.”

“It won’t be a real bond,” Alex spat. “Not like I have.”

“You won’t have it for much longer.” Callis smiled. “Not only will I get powers of my own – I’ll get to watch your power die along with the dragon. I will see you lose what never should have been yours.”

Callis turned away and waved for his crew to take positions by the cannons. The artillery was loaded and ready to fire. The pirates lit tapers, ready to press them to the firing pans.

Waves churned around The Flying Dustman and lifted it high into the air, rocking it precariously side to side. Alex felt the dragon’s power grasping at the water, fighting against the pain of the snare to try and free itself.

“Hey!” Callis shouted, waving for the dragon’s attention. It fixed fierce eyes on him and bared its teeth. Callis held up the egg, then drew a long knife from his belt. “I won’t let anybody else have its power. If you do anything to harm me or this ship, I’ll scramble your egg for breakfast.”

Maybe it was a bluff, but the Water Dragon wouldn’t take the risk. It had searched for too long to let anything hurt the egg now, even if it meant letting itself be killed. The dragon sagged, a mournful groan keening from deep inside its body, its power subsiding.

“You’re a monster,” said Alex.

Callis grinned wolfishly. “I’ll be the only monster, soon enough.”

Alex cast his eyes around the deck to search for anything that might aid them. Zoey and Anil looked back helplessly, still held captive beside him. His eyes found Meri, forgotten when the crew took their positions, pushing through the crowd to stand in front of them all.

“You don’t have to do this!” she called to the pirates. “This isn’t what he promised you. It isn’t what we’ve been working towards for so long. We’re not killers!”

A few of the cannon crew paused their work to listen.

“I grew up alongside all of you,” Meri continued. “You’re not pirates – you’re good people who gave up everything to try and protect the ocean. Callis has used that against you! He promised the power to clean up the water for good, but he’ll never give it to you. He just wants it for himself!”

“Ignore her!” Callis shouted. “Prepare to fire!”

More crew had stopped to listen. They looked between the cannons and the stricken Water Dragon. The fear drained from their faces. A few shook their heads as if waking from a bad dream.

“The Water Dragon is on our side! It’s the last chance we have of truly protecting the ocean!” Meri called. “If we do this now, we will doom it for ever.”

Everybody watched the floundering dragon. Finally, one crew member stepped away from their cannon, dropping their taper and stamping it underfoot. “I won’t do it.”

Others followed, repeating the same refusal as they extinguished their tapers, spreading across the deck until every cannon was abandoned and the crew stood defiant.

“I won’t do it!”

Zoey and Anil were released. Inkbeard still held Alex tight and tried to drag him away. Kraken spat water into his face and the crew tackled him to the deck so Alex could break free. Together, they faced down Callis.

“See that?” said Alex. “They won’t do your dirty work any more.”

“Then for once, I’ll just have to do it myself,” Callis growled.

He produced a match from his pocket and struck it against the thick stubble on his chin. A flame hissed to life. Then Callis reached down to his feet and picked up a length of fuse. Alex followed it with his eyes and saw how it formed a web across the deck, feeding into each of the cannons.

Callis had been prepared for his crew to mutiny.

“Stop him!”

They lunged for Callis. Too late. He brought the match to the tip of the fuse. It lit immediately, a sizzling ember racing along the length of the line.

Crew stamped as it passed their feet, lunging for the fuse line to try and cut it away. Kraken arched her body on Alex’s shoulder and launched bullets of water. But the ember moved too quickly. It branched out across the web of the fuse, rushing relentlessly towards the loaded guns.

One by one, the cannons began to fire.
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Alex leaped over the rail of the ship as smoke and fire belched from the first cannon. The ocean reached up to cushion his fall.

It would always be on his side. In the water, he spread out his hands and knew his powers didn’t rely on the Water Dragon. They had been entrusted to him. If the dragon disappeared today, Alex would continue the legacy of its magic. As long as he fought for the good of the ocean, its power would always be at his fingertips.

But the dragon wasn’t going to disappear today.

A deadly metal cannonball flew towards the Water Dragon. Alex flexed his fingers and the sea lifted into an enormous arm of water, a thick hand opening wide like a shield in front of the dragon. It caught the cannonball, the shot splashing through it and losing all momentum to tumble harmlessly into the surf.

“You can’t stop them all!” roared Callis.

The sizzling fuse triggered more cannons and a pounding volley was fired. Alex lifted his arms and more watery hands splayed open to snag the cannonballs out of the air. Instead of letting them fall away, fingers of ocean wrapped around the missiles, swung like catapults and launched them back at The Flying Dustman.

Callis ducked as a cannonball punched a hole in the wooden cabin behind him. When he straightened up, he peered over the rail at Alex with eyes full of fear.

“You’re doing this,” he said, clutching the dragon egg to his chest. “By yourself.”

Alex smiled. Kraken, still perched on his shoulder, shifted colours triumphantly. Another oceanic arm caught a cannonball and arched back to return it. This time it smashed into the generator. Electricity popped and sparked as it was extinguished, the charge fizzling out along the snare.

“No!” Callis bellowed.

Zoey and Anil snatched cutlasses from nearby crew and hurried to hack through the cable. The snare fell away. The Water Dragon roared as it loomed back to full height.

The final cannons fired their shots. Alex caught the metal balls and slung them back to drill holes into the hull of The Flying Dustman. Wood splintered and metal groaned.

Chaos spread across the deck. Callis held the dragon egg like a shield to keep his former crew away from him as he staggered towards the helm. Others felt the ship begin to list to one side and jumped overboard, splashing into the water to be buffeted by the waves.

Zoey, Anil and Meri slipped through the throng towards the mast, where Grandpa and Meri’s parents were still bound. Before they could reach them, a hulking figure covered in tattoos stepped from the crowd to block their way. Inkbeard cracked his knuckles.

“You don’t have to fight for him any more,” said Meri.

Inkbeard pointed to the prisoners. “I won’t fight for them either.”

Before Alex could lift the water to carry himself onto the deck to help, a familiar yelping bark pushed through the noise. He turned to find Loaf skipping through the waves towards him, the otters clinging to his back.

“Help them!” he said, sending a wave to wash the furry reinforcements on deck.

“Not you again!” Inkbeard cried as the seal barrelled into him, otters leaping for his face.

The others rushed to the mast to cut the prisoners loose and herd them towards the rail.

“Abandon ship!” Alex shouted.

Everybody began leaping overboard to splash into the turbulent water. Alex pointed towards what remained of the rocks and shipwreck. The waves flattened, a path of calm cutting through the storm.

“Get everyone there safely,” Alex called out to his friends. “I’ll deal with Callis and get the egg.”

The Flying Dustman’s engines roared and the sails billowed to catch the wind. The ship jerked into motion, turning away from the melee to make for open sea.

“He’s tryin’ to run away!” shouted Grandpa.

The Water Dragon shook the broken snare from its neck and surged towards Alex. It dived under the surface and rose up beneath him, lifting Alex out of the water so he rode on its back. Rough scales offered footholds and he clung tightly to the ridge of an armour plate as the dragon launched in pursuit of the ship.

The wounded Flying Dustman was no match for the Water Dragon. There was no way Callis could outrun them now. They caught up to the damaged ship easily and cruised alongside as it limped to escape. Callis gripped the ship’s wheel in one hand, the other cradling the egg.

“You can’t get away!” Alex shouted. Kraken waved her arms like fists.

Together, their power felt unlimited. Alex and the dragon could easily summon a tidal wave to swamp the ship or a whirlpool to inhale it. But they couldn’t do anything to risk the safety of the egg.

Movement on the deck caught Alex’s eye. Loaf and the otters had pinned down Inkbeard and now Meri appeared, heading towards Callis at the helm.

“You were supposed to abandon ship!” called Alex.

“I helped cause this mess,” Meri shouted back. “I can help fix it.”

As she stepped over him, Inkbeard caught her ankle. Meri tried to kick free but he was still too strong.

A suckered arm tapped the side of Alex’s face. Kraken pointed to the sea below them. It teemed with fish, countless thousands, sparkling silver as they hurtled alongside the dragon. Other creatures kept pace too: the pancake discs of stingrays and lithe arrows of dolphins carried battalions of crabs and lobsters on their backs. The sharp fins of sharks sliced through the surf. Pinch flapped above, head swivelling, net hanging from around his neck.

The whole ocean had turned out to help.

There was no need to speak to the Water Dragon. The plan seemed to pass between them telepathically. The dragon’s ruff inflated and its scales shimmered green with sea magic. Alex pressed his hands flat to the dragon’s back and felt their power merge, two currents surging together to move anything that stood in their path.

Below them, the army of sea creatures squeezed into a single massive shoal and slipped underneath The Flying Dustman. Teeth and claws began to pick apart the cobbled-together junk that formed the ship’s hull. In moments the sides fell away, wood splashing into the surf and scrap metal torn loose. The ship listed heavily and slowed, even as the engine whined to keep dragging it through the water. Callis couldn’t see what was happening below and banged his fists against the wheel as if he could bully the ship into going faster.

Soon the original metal hull of The Flying Dustman was exposed, the ship half its previous height. Great sections creaked and collapsed, rails and cabins sloughing away into the water. The masts creaked, straining at their moorings as ropes snapped and whipped across the deck.

A lone shadow muscled through the shoal of sea creatures. The giant lamprey opened its mouth wide and charged at the broken hull. Its razor teeth bored all the way through to the engine, making it sputter and spew smoke. The Flying Dustman had shed its skin and now drifted almost to a halt.

The Water Dragon pulled up alongside and lifted its head high out of the water so Alex could gaze down on the scuppered ship.

Callis shook off pieces of litter stuck to his skin. He clutched the dragon egg tightly in both hands. When the Water Dragon moved to lunge for it, Callis picked up a fallen cutlass and held its razor edge against the fragile membrane of the egg.

“I’ll destroy it!” he shouted. “I have nothing left to lose!”

“Hand over the egg and we’ll let you go,” said Alex.

Callis shook his head. “Power over the ocean will never be mine. No matter what I do. The dragon has taken everything from me. So it should lose something too.”

He lifted the cutlass high, ready to bring it chopping down onto the egg.

The Water Dragon blazed with light and Alex focused all of his magic alongside it. The sea creatures tightened into a fist and launched at the side of the ship.

The impact knocked Callis off his feet. The egg flew out of his grip and into the air. It began to fall towards the deck.

Pinch swooped out of the sky, wings tucked to move like a bullet, and caught the egg in his net. But as he flapped away, a swinging rope clipped his side and the egg tumbled loose.

Before it could hit the deck, Loaf rolled underneath and flipped it back up with his tail. The otters climbed on top of each other to form a teetering stack and caught the egg, juggling it between them before passing it safely into Meri’s arms.

“I’ve got it!”

The Water Dragon began to move towards it. At the same moment, Inkbeard knocked Meri’s feet out from under her. She fell with an oof and the egg rolled out of her grip and onto the deck.

Straight towards Callis.

The pirate captain brandished his cutlass and dived towards the egg. The dragon flicked its massive tail and propelled itself from the water, racing to reach the egg first, opening its mouth wide. Callis had just enough time to gaze down the Water Dragon’s throat before its jaws snapped shut and he was swallowed whole.

Alex grabbed Kraken and stretched out as far as he could, muscles straining, feet digging into the dragon’s scales for grip. As they sailed past, Kraken flung out her arms and snatched up the egg.

The dragon plummeted into the water on the other side of the ship, Alex clinging tight as he was submerged amid a legion of victorious fish.

When they broke the surface again, Kraken dropped the egg into his hands.

“Please be okay,” he said, frantically checking it over.

The egg pulsed in Alex’s hands. Its green glow intensified, spilling from a crack in the jelly shell.

“No,” Alex said, touching the split, sure the delicate egg had broken.

Then its sides bulged as something moved inside. The crack opened wider, the membranous shell peeling away.

The Water Dragon egg was hatching.
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The slick skin of the egg folded open as if its seams had been unpicked. A squirming wriggle almost bumped the egg out of Alex’s hands. He held tight as the cracks yawned wide to reveal the creature curled inside.

A tiny Water Dragon, no longer than his arm, unfurled from the ruptured remains of the egg. It crawled blindly into the crook of Alex’s elbow. Pale blue skin dimpled where scales would harden, the stubby spines on its chin soft enough to bend when they brushed his hand. Slowly, the baby dragon lifted its head and opened eyes like black pearls, too large for its wrinkled face.

“Hello,” said Alex. From his shoulder, Kraken waved a pair of arms.

The baby dragon opened its mouth, revealing rows of needle teeth, and made a noise like a creaky cat flap.

“I’m your…sort of uncle?”

Underneath him, the Water Dragon rumbled and twisted its head as if trying to peer back over its shoulder, almost shaking Alex off its neck.

“Sorry, sorry!”

The baby dragon creaked again and squirmed out of his arms. It wriggled through the air and splashed softly into the waves. The Water Dragon dipped its head and simply stared in disbelief. Its baby surfaced to sniff curiously at its parent, then reared up to nuzzle its face. The Water Dragon hooted, a sound Alex had never heard it make before, and pure joy radiated from it as strong as any magic.

Alex just had time to cling on as the dragon dived, plunging him underwater. The baby dragon swam alongside them, flicking its tail, tentatively at first before it discovered its strength to dart back and forth, spiralling playfully over their heads.

Kicking away from the larger dragon, Alex summoned a bubble of air around his mouth so he could breathe. The baby dragon nudged him and they corkscrewed around each other, Kraken glowing different colours in celebration.

The Water Dragon had finally regained what was stolen from it so many years ago. And the world had gained another champion who would grow to protect its oceans. A chance of turning the tide against the damage already done. Alex loved the baby dragon instantly, fiercely, and, along with its parent, would do whatever was needed to protect it until it could fend for itself.

Finally, they returned to the surface. A boat was rumbling towards them. The dragons bristled with alarm.

“It’s okay,” said Alex.

The boat was painted bright orange and people in puffy lifejackets waved from the deck. It was the lifeboat, come to rescue him and the stranded former crew of The Flying Dustman.

Bridget stood with one muscular leg perched on the prow. “Thought you might need a lift home, little bro.”

The Water Dragon rose up from the water, its head bigger than the entire boat. Bridget’s eyes stretched wide.

“Somebody’s made some serious gains.”

More people flooded to the front of the boat. Bridget had already picked up Zoey, Anil and Grandpa before finding him.

“It’s so good to see you!” Zoey called to the dragon.

“You got so big!” added Anil, before mumbling to himself, “I sound like my auntie.”

The Water Dragon grumbled softly and lowered its gigantic muzzle so they could scratch fondly at its scales. When Grandpa hung back, the dragon nuzzled him affectionately, almost knocking him off his feet.

“I missed yer too, yer big lummox!”

Bridget held out a thick arm to pull Alex onto the deck.

“How did you find us?” he asked.

She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “We got a tip-off.”

Erasmus Argosy slowly approached the front of the boat, gaping up at the dragon. He pushed his mouth closed with a hand before he was able to speak. “I’ve always known it was real, but I never thought I’d see it. It’s…what’s the word? There are no words!”

“There’s more,” Alex said, pointing to the water.

The baby dragon surfaced, looked between them all, and opened its mouth in a rasping creak.

“Is that…?” Zoey gawked. “The egg hatched?!”

Anil shoved her out of the way for a closer look. “It’s so cute.”

At first, the baby dragon warily backed away from their reaching hands. The Water Dragon rumbled encouragement and cautiously the baby let their fingers brush its head. Within moments it had closed its eyes to creak appreciatively as they scratched its muzzle. While everybody was distracted, somebody tapped on Alex’s shoulder. Meri stood with her parents, towels wrapped around their shoulders, hair hanging in wet ropes.

“You did it,” she said.

Alex smiled. “We did it.”

“What happened to Callis?”

Alex glanced back at the Water Dragon. “He followed a little too closely in his ancestor’s footsteps.”

Meri and her parents sighed with relief and huddled closer, putting their arms around each other. The rear deck was full of The Flying Dustman’s former crew, soaking wet after being plucked from the water. They quietly thanked Gene for the towels they were handing out, heads held low as they threw their scrap cutlasses onto a pile before wrapping up warm. Two more boats floated nearby, Darius and Pearl treating their rescued friends with equal care.

“Can you ever forgive me?” Meri asked.

“I already have,” said Alex. “I understand why you did it. I understand why all of them did it. They thought it was right. And when they – when you realized it was wrong, you helped us.”

“We’ll forgive them too,” said Meri’s mum. “So we can keep trying to do what’s right.”

Her dad nodded, opening his arms to gesture to the whole group. “Thank you for looking after our daughter.”

The Water Dragon lifted its head high above everybody and called to Alex. The crowd parted to let him through and the dragon lowered its face so Alex could rest a palm against its scales.

“I’m so happy you’re back.” It was incredible to see the Water Dragon in its true form, returned to full strength, after being so diminished. Alex felt safe and certain – that there was still hope. That he truly was worthy of his magic. “And now you need to go.”

“What?” said Zoey.

Alex smiled. “The Water Dragon isn’t alone any more. The baby dragon needs to see everything it will grow to protect.”

The newborn dragon creaked and sprayed him playfully with a jet of water. Kraken swung her arms testily as if annoyed at having her trick stolen.

“I can look after things here. The dragon trusts me to be strong enough and do the right thing. That means I trust myself. And I’ll always have you to keep me in line,” Alex continued. “Anyway, we’ll be connected, no matter how far they go.”

Alex leaned over to hug the Water Dragon. It was so huge now that he couldn’t even get his arms around its muzzle. “I’ll still miss you, though.”

The dragon rumbled deep in its throat and nudged closer. The baby tried to jump up and join in but couldn’t clear the water. Alex laughed and reached down to stroke its head. Then the Water Dragon ducked below the surface, its enormous body turning. The baby creaked a farewell and splashed under in pursuit. As soon as it had swum a safe distance from the boats, the Water Dragon surged to jump from the water. Its entire length lifted into the air in a shimmering arc, droplets of water catching the sun and casting a rainbow. It crashed back down into white foam and rippling waves.

“Show-off,” said Bridget.

“Takes one to know one,” Alex shot back.

“Yeah, that’s fair.” Bridget punched his shoulder. “Let’s get you lot back to shore so you can stop icking up my boat.”

“Do you think…?” Meri piped up before shyly trailing off.

Zoey smiled and nodded encouragement for her to continue.

“Could we tow The Flying Dustman with us? What’s left of it, I mean? I thought maybe we could rebuild it. We still have so much work to do cleaning up the ocean and a ship that size would really help.”

“Only if I’m allowed to help with the rebuild,” said Zoey.

Now Meri smiled. “I’d like that.”

“One hunk of junk, coming right up.” Bridget flexed her muscles as she began to unwind a thick length of rope.

While the broken remains of the pirate ship were safely attached to the lifeboat, Erasmus stood at the rail, peering at the spot where the Water Dragon had plunged out of sight. When Alex went to join him, he stepped away without a word and lost himself in the crowd.

Finally, they set off towards Haven Bay. While everybody else went to dry off, Alex, Zoey and Anil waited on deck so they wouldn’t miss the first sight of home.
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The boatyard quickly collected enough junk (alongside a few actual boat parts) to rebuild The Flying Dustman so that it was bigger and better than before.

Alex had never seen Zoey and Mr Wu so happy as when they were slotting scrap planks together to expand the deck, joining odd twists of driftwood into a rail, erecting an old telegraph pole as a mast. Meri stitched together bed-sheet sails and climbed deftly through the rigging to hang them. The crew helped with the heavier work, throwing themselves into creating a new version of the ship that would truly be used for the good they had always sought.

“It’ll be our flagship,” said Meri, standing back to admire their work. “We’ll help the ocean however we can and spread the word to everybody we meet.”

The engines had been removed so the ship would produce no emissions, instead harnessing the power of the wind to set sail. Solar panels were fixed to the mast and prow to provide clean power for light and hot water. Where the cannons (once again made inoperable and returned to display on the sea wall) had been, there were now colour-coded bins for collecting and sorting rubbish, stations for washing oil from seabirds and equipment to safely free sea creatures trapped in plastic or other litter.

“I didn’t know you could build a whole ship,” said Anil.

“Neither did I.” Zoey glanced at Meri. “The right people can push you to do more than you ever believed.”

“And it’s definitely not going to sink?” asked Anil.

Zoey whacked his arm. “Of course not! Never did a finer vessel sail the high seas.”

“If it does sink, I guess it’ll be up to me to rescue them,” Bridget sighed.

Mrs Wu stocked the ship with plenty of supplies – sacks of pasta and rice, blocks of tofu, bags of vegetables and a wide selection of spices, as well as a healthy ration of crisps and biscuits. Mr and Mrs Chatterjee trained Darius, Pearl and Meri’s parents in first aid so they could keep everybody safe and healthy.

“The only thing left is to give the ship a new name.”

Meri gazed up at the ship and smiled. “I’ve got an idea.”

Mr Wu handed her a pot of paint and a brush. Tongue clamped between her teeth in concentration, Meri carefully wrote the new name on the hull.

Dragonfly.

“We made something else for you,” said Meri’s mum.

She revealed a captain’s hat, stitched together from pieces of clean white material, the brim solid black and decorated with gold foil from a chocolate bar wrapper, studded with seashells.

Meri’s mouth dropped open. “I can’t be captain.”

“We think you’ve earned it,” said her dad, screwing the hat onto her head.

Sheldon nuzzled out from under the brim, dragging his salt shaker after him. A claw tapped experimentally against a large striped conch shell. Then the hermit crab slipped out of the salt shaker, pulled his spiral tail across the brim of the hat, and hoisted himself into the shell to nestle comfortably inside.

“Finally!” Meri puffed out her chest and grinned from ear to ear. “Everybody aboard, you lazy landlubbers!”

“Remember we’re not pirates,” mumbled her mum as they joined the rest of the crew in climbing onto the ship.

The locals had hung around the boatyard during the ship’s construction, just to make sure the pirates really had changed their ways. Now they gathered to see it off on its maiden voyage. Grandpa and Alex’s dad held them back from getting in the way.

“I feel like I missed something important while I was away,” said Alex’s dad.

Grandpa chuckled. “At least yer home in time to see this.”

As everybody took their places and the ship was prepared for launch, Meri hung back.

“Thank you for everything,” she said.

“I won’t say it was all a pleasure, but most of it was pretty awesome,” Zoey replied. “I’m going to miss you.”

Anil pulled Meri into a hug. “Make sure you come back and tell us about your amazing adventures!”

“I will!” Meri turned to Alex. “I’m glad we’ve got you on our side.”

He smiled. “None of us can do as much as the Water Dragons. But that doesn’t mean we should give up and expect them to do everything. We all have the power to do the right thing and make a difference.”

“Do you think the dragon will ever forgive me?”

Briefly, Alex closed his eyes. The dragons were far away now, cruising through some distant sea. Part of him was with them and he felt the unbridled joy of the Water Dragon to be swimming alongside its offspring.

“There isn’t anything to forgive,” he said.

Meri was the last to walk up the gangplank onto deck. The board was taken away and the ship released from the dock, Mr Wu towing it in a little tugboat. The entire crew lined the deck to wave farewell, Meri and her parents beside Darius and Pearl at the centre.

Everybody in the boatyard returned the gesture, a few waving handkerchiefs and hats. Alex spotted one figure hiding near the back of the crowd and slipped away from his friends to reach them.

“It’s a fine ship,” said Erasmus Argosy. “You should be proud.”

“It was a team effort.”

Erasmus bowed his head. “You were right. About the egg. But you easily may not have been.”

“It will never be easy to know if I’m using my power for the best. All I can do is keep trying.”

“I’m afraid your troubles are far from over.”

Alex knew he was right. There would always be those seeking to exploit the ocean, to stand in the way of meaningful change because it might cost them money or power. Alex’s magic meant he would never be safe from people trying to steal or snuff it out. Before, that had scared him.

Now he felt ready to face it.

“Can we rely on your help?” Alex asked.

Argosy considered for a moment. “I suppose we’ll have to wait and see.” He turned away and left the boatyard without looking back at the departing ship.

The Dragonfly had glided away from the dock and into the bay. At a shouted order from Meri, its patchwork sails unfurled, billowing open, the sun shining through their seams as they swelled with wind.

Alex returned to his friends to watch the ship reach the mouth of the bay. He found Anil scribbling furiously into a notebook.

“What are you doing?”

“I’ve been so worried about how somebody else might tell our story,” he said, without looking up. “Until I realized we could be the ones to tell it.”

“As long as you make it clear I’m the brains of the operation.” Zoey watched the departing ship. “Anybody else a little jealous that Meri will get all the adventures?” she asked.

The water in front of them erupted, soaking their clothes from head to toe. Loaf lumbered onto the dock with four otters on his back and an octopus clinging to his head. The seal reared up to lick Zoey’s face while Kraken leaped onto Alex’s arm, Pinch the seagull dropping from the sky to alight on Anil’s shoulder.

“We have to stay here and look after Haven Bay,” Alex said. “I bet you it’s not going to be boring.”
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The sea creatures near Haven Bay are acting very strangely, attacking boats, and Alex senses some dark power is controlling them. When he tracks down the Water Dragon, he finds it’s been infected too. And the only way he and his friends can save it is by going inside the dragon…gulp!
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Alex and Zoey managed to lift Loaf out of the van and shuffle him inside Zoey’s workshop. The seal groused his displeasure and strained against his seaweed bindings, but they held strong.

Alex had only been inside Zoey’s workshop a handful of times because it carried a high risk of losing a limb. Half-finished inventions and scrap littered the room, with no real way of telling which was which. A shower head dangling bike chains like greasy hair dripped oil onto a basket of decapitated plastic dolls. A brightly painted merry-go-round horse lay on its side with a single scrap-metal wing jutting from its back.

When they reached the workbench in the middle of the room, Zoey roughly swept it clear of books and tools. Then she cranked the bench low so they could lie Loaf comfortably on top.

“I’m sorry,” Alex said, gently stroking the seal’s head. Even now, some force blocked the connection between them like a foot on a hosepipe.

The seal groaned and gnashed his teeth. Kraken moved down Alex’s arm and clambered across to sit reassuringly on Loaf’s side.

“I’ve been doing a lot of reading but biology really isn’t my area of expertise,” said Zoey. “I wish Meri was here to help.”

“My parents have shown me some of their doctor skills,” said Anil. “I should be able to assist.”

It was strange to see them working together without the usual playful bickering. Unable to use sea magic to help, Alex simply stroked Loaf’s head, hoping the seal would take it as some comfort despite whatever afflicted him.

As soon as they had a blood sample, Zoey took a microscope from a cupboard and lowered her head to study it.

“What. The. Heck?” she said. “You have to see this.”

Alex and Anil both moved to look at the same time and knocked their heads together. Alex was quickest to recover and pressed his eye to the viewer.

At first he saw nothing but a pinkish blur. His eyes adjusted after a few seconds and a host of wobbly red circles appeared. Blood cells, Alex guessed. There didn’t seem to be anything unusual. He was about to lift his head and ask for help when he saw the tiny monster.

A blob with hundreds of writhing legs was propelling itself between the cells, fierce pincers snapping open and closed. The longer Alex watched, the more of them he saw.

“That’s probably not normal?” he said.
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I don’t know how to write an acknowledgements sequel. Do you just thank all the same people again? They certainly deserve it.

Thank you to everyone at Usborne who worked so hard to make Alex Neptune, Dragon Thief a success and gave me the belief to make this book even better: Sarah, Anne, Jacob, Fritha, Jess, Rebecca, and whoever else I’m no doubt forgetting. I love being part of this team.

Ella, my agent, who is always sending me obscure sea-based facts and news stories that I shamelessly pilfer for these books (and also doing all the agent stuff too).
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Having worked as a freelance games journalist and taught on a BA Creative Writing course for three years, David Owen’s debut novel, Panther, was longlisted for the Carnegie Medal, and was followed by three further highly acclaimed YA novels. Alex Neptune is his first series for younger readers, born of his love for nail-biting heists, fantastical monsters and heartfelt friendships.
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