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Things are about to get seriously spooky for Alex Neptune in his fourth action-packed adventure – perfect for fans of Percy Jackson and Dragon Realm!

When a creepy fog rolls into Haven Bay, Alex, Zoey and Anil are ambushed by terrifying crab-riding zombies, controlled by the evil spirit of Brineblood the pirate.

The only weapon that can stop Brineblood’s zombie army is a powerful trident – but it’s been broken into three pieces. Alex, Zoey and Anil must enter three deadly worlds that have been magically trapped in bottles to retrieve the hidden pieces, all before the zombies can catch them. But with some penguins, an octopus and a frozen dragon on their side, how can they go wrong?
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For all the amazing, terrifying creatures living in the depths of the ocean
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CHAPTER ONE

ALEX NEPTUNE, MAGIC TEACHER

The ocean no longer wanted Alex Neptune to die, but he was beginning to wonder if his friends did instead.

A mammoth wave cast a dark shadow over their rowing boat, frothing and spitting as it rose, ready to swamp the tiny wooden craft. Zoey Wu swiped her fringe clear of her eyes and faced it defiantly. She crouched at the front of the boat, one hand trailing in the churning ocean, the other raised to tame the rebellious water. The wave strained against her control like a great white shark on a dog lead.

“Remember what I said about summoning waves to face away from you?” Alex said.

Zoey gritted her teeth as she fought to restrain the water. “It’s not my fault I’m too good at stupid sea magic!”

The towering strength of her summoned wave was no real surprise. Alex had quickly learned that if he asked Zoey to conjure a puddle, she was more likely to deliver a flood.

His friend was right – it was his fault she was struggling to control her magic. Alex was supposed to be teaching her to do exactly that. The problem was, no matter how hard he tried, he didn’t really know how.

“Use your power to direct the wave away from us,” Alex instructed gently, trying again. “Remember, your magic is a natural connection to the sea. Don’t try and force it – guide the water.”

“Should I start rowing away?” asked Anil Chatterjee, gripping the oars tightly from his seat in the middle of the boat. “Maybe very fast?”

“No, I can do this!” Zoey nodded confirmation to herself and stuck her tongue between her teeth. Then she lashed her raised hand sideways as if trying to swat a fly. Alex felt her sea magic surge, a flare of power that made him stagger.

The wave responded by twisting around on the spot to face away from the boat.

“Yes!” Zoey cheered.

Reeling dizzily, the wave kept turning, coiling around itself like a rope. Each twist stretched it taller and narrower until it had braided itself into a tottering waterspout.

“Push it the other way!” Alex shouted.

“I’m definitely going to start rowing away now.” Anil pulled hard on the oars.

But it was too late. The waterspout seethed and lurched forwards to snatch up the rowing boat in its furious grasp.

Zoey tumbled backwards. “I’ve lost control!”

Alex lunged to touch the tossing surface of the sea before the waterspout could devour them. Sea magic flowed through his body like salt water streaming along his veins, fizzing cold and strong. But he couldn’t make contact in time to release his power into the ocean and unravel the danger.

Because Anil had moved faster. Yelping in panic, he had dropped the oars so that they slid out of their locks and beneath the raging waves. When Anil plunged a hand in after them, magic gushed recklessly from his fingertips, surging along the tangled threads of the ocean. It picked apart the whirling waterspout, collapsing it into a wave that washed roughly over the boat, almost capsizing them.

Cold water sloshed over Alex’s skin as he picked himself up from the bottom of the swaying boat. He nodded his thanks to Anil, who still clung tightly to the side, gasping with the effort of pouring out his magic. Zoey sat up from where she’d fallen under the central bench.

“That was close.” She wrung out her sleeves before glaring down at her hands. “The power is right there. Loads of it! I just can’t make it do what I want.”

“And I can only actually use my magic when we’re about to die.” Anil flexed his fingers as if they were somehow faulty.

“You’re both still learning,” Alex said. The wave had soaked him to the skin, and he shivered. “It’ll be a while before either of you can fully control your power.”

If they all survived long enough.

Alex had a lot more experience with sea magic. Last summer, he had discovered that Haven Bay, his sleepy seaside home, was actually an ancient place of the sea’s power – the last one left in the world. That meant it came complete with the last remaining Water Dragon, a powerful protector of the ocean. They had bonded and Alex’s own magic had been unlocked.

Since then, he had had the chance to practise his newfound powers on nefarious pirates trying to steal magic for themselves and an army of overgrown ocean parasites that had tried to turn the Water Dragon against him.

His friends’ sea magic had only awakened a few months ago, when the original dragon had surrendered its physical form to fully pour its power into the ocean and save the world from the parasite infestation. That left its baby – the new Water Dragon – still learning its magic too.

Which meant Alex was somehow left as the most experienced magic user of the group and had inherited the unwanted role of teacher.

He was happy that Zoey and Anil now had magic too. It would make them a stronger team in their mission to protect Haven Bay. As the last place of power, keeping it safe from anybody who would exploit its strength was crucial to defending the entire ocean.

Alex had hoped that sharing his magic would take some of the pressure off him. But teaching was just a different kind of pressure. He knew his friends were disappointed not to be learning more quickly. Despite him having many more months of experience, he didn’t feel qualified to be coaching anybody. Before, there had been an ancient Water Dragon with centuries of experience to guide them. There was no way he could live up to that.

The young new Water Dragon bobbed up to the surface beside their rowing boat, lifting its scaly, lion-like head to check on them. It had doubled in size over the winter, maybe more, and the grey and green scales on its long, serpentine back had hardened into fitted plates of armour. The whiskery spines under its chin had thickened to the size of icicles.

Alex scratched around them now, making the dragon squeeze its eyes shut in pleasure. Something wriggled inside his jacket – octopus arms tugging open the zip. Kraken heaved her splotchy blue body along his arm to plop onto the dragon’s head, wrapping it up in a tender hug.

As well as giving them the power to control and protect the ocean, sea magic also allowed Alex and his friends to connect with sea animals and work alongside them as allies. Kraken had fought at Alex’s side right from the start.

“You should really know more about all this than me,” Alex told the dragon. Undoubtedly, it was stronger than him. But it was also young, easily distracted and lacking in confidence now its parent was gone.

Thankfully, the winter had been quiet (“Boring!” Zoey insisted daily, frustrated at the lack of pirates or monsters against which to wield her newfound power). Almost every afternoon they had rowed out to the mouth of Haven Bay to practise their magic at a safe distance from the locals.

The town rose in layers from the beach, the wide sea wall topped by wooden-framed shops, including Neptune’s Bounty where Alex’s family lived, and the boatyard Zoey called home. Further up the hill, a row of multicoloured houses gave way to a thick strip of trees and bushes that rose steeply to the town’s peak. There, tall white wind turbines turned their gleaming blades in perfect synchronicity.

It had taken the townspeople a while to accept that everything they had considered quaint myth about Haven Bay was actually real. Their initial suspicion that the Water Dragon and Alex’s sea magic would rain down disaster on them all had softened to reluctant tolerance in some and defiant pride in others. For every person who crossed the street to avoid Alex and his friends, there was somebody else pleased to have proof that their hometown was special.

Still, it seemed sensible to keep the townspeople onside by not accidentally drowning anybody.

“Let me try again.” Zoey reached for the water and flared her magic.

As with all things in life, Zoey had approached learning magic with supreme confidence. Nobody could deny she was strong – any wave she summoned was twice as powerful as it needed to be – but she didn’t have the control to match. Most training sessions ended with her almost sinking the boat.

“Please don’t.” Anil took her arm and gently guided it away from the water.

Anil’s learning experience had been the total opposite. Although he was every bit as strong as Zoey, he was too cautious to use his power unless an emergency forced him into panicked action. That made him unreliable in how his magic manifested – if he was able to summon it at all.

When Zoey batted Anil away and reached for the sea again, Kraken interrupted by spitting a bullet of water into her face.

“How dare you?!” she bellowed in outrage. Kraken’s skin flared bright red in warning and Zoey slumped sulkily on the boat’s bench. “Fine, you win.”

A walkie-talkie fuzzed beside her. “If yer quite finished drownin’ each other, it’s time we were headin’ home.”

Grandpa attended their afternoon training sessions to provide adult supervision, floating at a safe distance on his swan-shaped pedal boat. He lifted an arm to wave them towards shore. Four sea otters stacked themselves up on the seat beside him, each copying the gesture. Alex had been too busy to notice the fading late-afternoon light, grey cloud dimming towards black, the waves moodily reflecting the fast-approaching darkness.

Anil reached for the oars before remembering he had lost them.

“I’ll propel us,” Zoey said, reaching for the water again.

Alex groaned and doubled over, almost falling to the floor of the boat.

“All right, I won’t, no need to be so dramatic!” Zoey huffed.

But it wasn’t the threat of Zoey’s unpredictable power that had affected Alex – instead, a strange sickness was lurching in his belly. His head swam and his legs shook as he lowered himself to sit in the bottom of the boat.

“Are you okay?” Anil asked.

“I knew we shouldn’t have eaten those three-day-old bao buns I found at the bottom of my school bag,” Zoey said.

“It’s not that. It’s…” Alex winced, tensing his jaw as pressure built inside his skull. “Magic. Or something like it, but…twisted. Out there.”

Weakly, he pointed towards the mouth of the bay. A bank of low cloud was brewing on the horizon, milky grey in the gathering darkness.

“I feel it now too,” Anil said, gripping the sides of the boat. “It’s like my insides are getting tied around each other.”

Zoey nodded and pressed a hand to her stomach. “It’s getting stronger.”

The cloud thickened, congealed. It was rising up from the ocean rather than down from the sky. Fog, not cloud. Once it had formed a thick layer it began to move towards the mouth of the bay.

“We should get off the water,” Alex said.

Anil winced. “I lost the oars,” he reminded him.

The sickness stifled Alex’s magic, twisting it out of shape, making it impossible to try and summon a wave that would carry them to shore.

The rowing boat rocked as something bumped against it. They all turned to find Grandpa tying a line between their craft and the swan boat.

“Hold on tight. Me and these furry lads’ll give yer a tow.”

“Do you feel that?” Alex sputtered.

Grandpa looked at him blankly. “I feel a bit gassy – the usual.”

Once the boats were securely lashed together, Grandpa pushed hard on his set of pedals while the otters took turns pushing the other set with their front paws. The rope pulled taut and they lurched behind the swan boat as it made for the beach.

The fog behind them was now a galloping bank of white vapour. It rolled over itself as if giving chase, rapidly closing the distance. The bright beam from the lighthouse at the mouth of the bay was extinguished like a snuffed candle. The fog was so thick that it seemed to simply erase the world behind it.

“Hurry!” Alex cried, wrapping both arms around his middle as his stomach roiled.

“Doin’…our…best,” Grandpa huffed.

Both boats suddenly swept forwards as the Water Dragon reared up from the depths. Magic flared through the corruptive taint of the fog, unleashing a wave to drive them towards shore.

The swan boat scraped against the sand and Grandpa hauled on the rope to reel the rowing boat in alongside.

Although Zoey and Anil were wobbly on their feet, they were able to climb out of the rowing boat onto the beach. Together, they helped Alex over the side, where he dropped to his knees on the damp sand.

“It’s here,” he said.

There was just enough time to brace themselves before the fog broke over them like a wave.
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CHAPTER TWO

GHOST TOWN

The fog instantly shrouded the air so thickly that Alex could hardly see his friends. The hazy vapour felt almost solid, clinging to his skin like glue. Alex tried to swipe it aside, but the fog simply curled away from his hand and resettled.

“Tell me what’s happenin’,” Grandpa said, voice firm despite an edge of fright. The otters chittered tensely.

Alex couldn’t speak because sickness restricted his throat and he didn’t know the answer anyway. Magic laced the fog, hovering over the town as it spread through the streets. It was akin to sea magic, but somehow oppressive, twisted into a new shape he didn’t recognize as an ally.

Green light ignited behind them, a powerful glow that cut through the fog, thinning it just a little. The Water Dragon had come as close to shore as it could to flare its sea magic – pure and true – as a protective barrier.

The sickness in Alex’s belly receded enough for him to stand up straight. Zoey and Anil did the same and they huddled together instinctively. Their magic mingled and the nausea retreated further.

“Thank you,” Alex called to the dragon. It bowed its head, before peering around as if expecting to come under attack.

“Let’s put the boats away and get everybody home safe,” Grandpa said.

The boats were stored in a small boathouse at the back of the beach. They shoved them in and locked the door before climbing the sea wall steps to the street above. The sickness threatened to overwhelm them again as they moved further from the dragon’s protection. Alex held his magic firmly as a barrier against it and felt his friends do the same.

The whole of Haven Bay was blanketed in fog. The old lamp posts had sprung awake but were nothing more than faint orange orbs in the heavy gloom. The fog created a supernatural stillness, but defiant shapes still moved under its cover: seagulls flitted overhead, disappearing as they alighted on rooftops; windows and doors thudded shut to keep the fog outside; footsteps were muffled so it was impossible to tell if they were moving closer or away.

“Pardon?” said Anil.

Zoey looked at him blankly. “What?”

“Didn’t you just say something?”

Somebody whispered in Alex’s ear, too quietly for him to make out the words. He whirled around to see who had spoken, but nobody was there.

“All right, everybody back to the shop,” Grandpa insisted. “I’ll call yer parents to pick yer up from there.”

They shuffled through the fog in a tight huddle, groping uncertainly ahead and making slow progress over the cobbles. By staying close to his friends, Alex could keep the sickness at bay, their magic combining into a guardian aura. The otters escorted them in a loose circle like bodyguards.

“This isn’t normal fog,” Anil said.

Zoey huffed a laugh. “It’s like that time I accidentally filled my workshop with artificial whale farts.”

Anil took a notepad from his pocket to jot down a description. “There must be a reason it’s here.”

“I’m willing to bet it’s not for anything good,” Zoey replied, only sounding slightly excited at the prospect.

A figure lurched towards them through the fog. Crookedly stooped, it waved a long weapon in the air at the sight of them. Alex, Zoey, Anil and Grandpa all tensed, ready to fight, the otters springing protectively in front of them.

“A dark omen!” the figure whimpered. “A smog of ill intent that will swallow us one by one and spit out our ghosts!”

The figure congealed into Mr Ballister, one of the local old men, waving his walking stick at the fog as if he could beat it away.

“You should get home,” Alex said as kindly as he could, heart still racing in his chest.

The old man simply wandered past, continuing to lecture dire prophecy as he faded into the fog.

Finally, they reached Neptune’s Bounty, the shop Alex’s family owned, and that he lived above. The shop sold souvenirs and beach gear to the tourists who flooded into town every summer. They bundled inside and locked the door firmly behind them, even though it was not quite closing time. Grandpa shuffled off into the back to phone Zoey and Anil’s parents.

“Have you heard of anything like this before?” Alex asked Anil, peering through the front window. The street outside seemed to have simply disappeared.

Nobody knew more than Anil about the history, myths and legends of Haven Bay. As well as carefully researching the town’s past, he was determined to keep an accurate history of their latest adventures. He squeezed his eyes shut as he thought. “Maybe. I’d need to check the town records.”

“That’ll have to wait until tomorrow. Assuming the fog clears by then.”

“Hopefully that won’t be too late,” Zoey said.

A chill shuddered down Alex’s spine. “Too late for what?”

Zoey shrugged and looked out at the shrouded town. “This is the perfect cover for something evil to happen.”

After his friends had been safely collected by their parents, Alex picked at a dinner he felt too sick to eat.

“This fog reminds me that I keep meaning to put some protections on the shop,” his dad said from across the table.

“The lads’ve got it covered,” Grandpa insisted, pointing his fork to where the otters stood guard at the front door.

“I mean more like charms or talismans or something.” Dad winced, apparently embarrassed by his lack of knowledge. “What do you think?”

It had taken a while for Alex to convince his dad about sea magic and the responsibility it placed on Alex’s shoulders. He accepted it now with a kind of baffled pride and a genuine but often misguided urge to support his son – like it was an unusual career path Alex had chosen to follow.

“Yeah, maybe,” he replied, pushing his plate away. “It couldn’t hurt.”

Alex retreated to his bedroom. He returned Kraken to her tank, where she quickly built a shelter of rocks and seashells around herself to sleep inside. Then he sat on his bed by the window to watch the fog.

True stillness had settled over the town now. If anything was up to no good out there, as Zoey suspected, then she was right – they’d never see it coming.

Alex tried to keep watch anyway, but tiredness soon dragged on his mind. Keeping his magic active to ward off the sickness inflicted by the fog had drained him. The third time he caught his eyes drooping, he reached up and turned off the light.

Instantly he noticed red light glowing like fire from underneath his bed. Alex felt his blood run cold – there was only one thing it could be. He dropped to his knees, excavated a bundle of dirty clothes, and retrieved a large jar blazing with light.

Inside, a skull gave a gap-toothed grin.

All winter it had been nothing but yellowed bone. Alex had almost forgotten it was stashed under his bed. Now fierce red light radiated from the skull and flooded his room, sparks of wild power licking across the bone as if ready to ignite.

A few months ago, Alex had discovered the remains of a vicious old pirate called Brineblood inside the Water Dragon. Centuries before, Brineblood had possessed sea magic, but he betrayed the trust of the Water Dragon and hunted it until the dragon sank his ship and swallowed him whole. Raze Callis, Brineblood’s descendant and Alex’s nemesis, had snatched his ancestor’s skull and tried to wield its feral sea magic. But Alex and his friends had defeated him and taken the skull to stop anyone else using its evil powers.

Alex looked out at the fog. There was no way Raze Callis was responsible this time. Despite his knack for improbable resurrection, Alex knew he was gone for good. The old Water Dragon’s final act had been to stop Callis once and for all.

For centuries, Brineblood had been the villain of every myth and legend told in Haven Bay. Plenty of locals still believed the drowned pirate captain could crawl from the surf to recruit the living to join his crew of the dead and damned.

Alex looked at the skull. At least he knew that couldn’t be true. But Brineblood’s skull was still soaked in rebel magic. He’d safely sealed it inside a sea-glass jar to keep its raving voice silent, and it had been dormant all winter. Now it had reawakened just as the fog arrived. That couldn’t be a coincidence.

Something clattered on the street below his bedroom window. Alex quickly threw a blanket over the skull jar, smothering its light. He held his breath and strained his ears to listen.

No further sound followed. Although he allowed himself to breathe, Alex couldn’t quite bring himself to move, as if whatever might have been outside would spot him if he dared. So he lay still, swaddling the jar and its sinister power, until he fell into a fitful sleep.
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CHAPTER THREE

FOGGY ON THE DETAILS

The fog was gone by the morning.

Alex met Zoey and Anil to walk to school. The streets were soaked with seawater left behind by the fog. It dripped heavily from the roofs, pooled around loose cobbles like castle moats and left wide puddles they had to dodge around to keep their shoes dry.

A seagull with a band of grey across his wings landed on Anil’s shoulder and shook moisture off his feathers, spraying them all with cold dew.

“Thanks, Pinch.”

Anil’s pet seagull nipped his ear affectionately before lifting himself to fly off in search of breakfast.

“Did either of you see anything else on your way home last night?” Alex asked as they made their way towards the seafront.

“We weren’t exactly hanging around in the spooky fog,” Zoey said.

Anil nodded confirmation. “Nothing but that weird sick feeling.”

Alex told them how Brineblood’s skull had blazed with power. He had woken up still smothering it under his bed covers, but the light was gone, leaving just yellowed bone and a gap-toothed grin.

“I thought I heard—” he began to say.

The sight of a crowd at the top of the sea wall cut him off. A bunch of the locals were peering down at something on the beach. Alex hurried over, with his friends close behind.

“I heard a vengeful voice whispering on the tide,” Mrs Bilge was saying while her dog, Cannonball, sniffed around her ankles.

Mrs Leech nodded furiously. “My hip ached something terrible, which means ghosts were afoot.”

It never took the locals long to come up with their own distorted versions of events in Haven Bay. This was partly why Anil had become so determined to write everything down – so the truth, or at least something close to it, could be preserved.

Still, the scene of destruction on the beach made it easy to believe even the wildest tale. The wall of the boathouse had been smashed open, splintered wood torn away as if by bare hands. Boats had been dragged out through the hole and flung around the beach, punctured and broken in half, reduced to little more than scrap.

“It’s like a herd of walruses stampeded through,” Anil observed.

Zoey nodded dazedly. “I’d need to build a whole machine to cause this much destruction.”

Somebody came around the side of the boathouse – Grandpa stepped carefully through the debris, clutching his cap to his chest like a mourner.

Alex and Zoey hurried down the steps to join him while Anil remained with the crowd to listen to their stories about the previous night.

“Are you okay?” Alex asked.

Grandpa simply pointed behind the boathouse. White splinters covered the beach there. They looked familiar to Alex but he couldn’t place them. Until he followed the trail of destruction to see the decapitated swan boat, the head lying in pieces on the sand nearby. Loaf, a particularly round harbour seal they had befriended, sat beside it with his head and whiskers drooping.

“When we find out who did this, I’m going to blast the heck out of them with my powers,” Zoey growled.

“I’m sorry, Grandpa.”

The lines in Grandpa’s face seemed more deeply etched. “It was a hard thing to find. Mind you, it en’t the worst.”

He nodded towards the boathouse. Through the ragged hole in the wall, Alex saw that a single small boat had been left untouched: the rowing boat they always took out into the bay for magic practice.

“Why would they leave our boat alone?” asked Alex.

Zoey gazed around at the destruction. “It’s like they stopped when they found it.”

“Almost as if they were searching for it. Or the people who last used it…” Alex remembered what he had been about to tell them before he was distracted. “I think there was something outside my bedroom window last night.”

“You saw something?” Zoey asked.

“No, just heard a noise. It might have been nothing. But…”

“It usually isn’t.” Zoey nodded. “We should tell Anil.”

Grandpa didn’t join them as they headed for the steps. “I best stay ’ere and make sure nobody else sees it were just yer boat that was left alone. You never know how people round ’ere might react.”

The stories that Anil had gathered proved that this was wise. They moved away from the crowd before he delivered his report.

“Lots of the usual sort of thing: lost souls wailing in the fog, phantoms scratching their nails against front doors and begging to be let inside.” Anil scanned his notes. “Mrs Bilge is blaming the fog for Cannonball eating her prescription foot powder.”

“So it’s all nonsense?” Zoey said.

Anil tapped his pen against the pad. “Yes and no. The details of the stories are almost certainly made up. But people being scared enough to bother making them up is significant. I even heard one or two people whispering that Brineblood had returned.”

Alex glanced back at the crowd and found most of them already looking at him as they continued to whisper. A few months ago, many of the locals had turned against him, believing that the return of the Water Dragon and the awakening of his powers only put Haven Bay in danger. Saving the Water Dragon and telling the stories of their adventures had helped show the locals that sea magic could keep them safe. But it still felt like a tentative peace. It wouldn’t take much for fear to overcome their understanding.

“We need to make sure people feel safe,” Alex said. “We have to be ready if the fog comes back tonight.”

“I’ll go to the town archive after school,” Anil volunteered.

“And I’ve got a few ideas I can put together in my workshop,” said Zoey.

Alex nodded, once again overwhelmed with gratitude for his friends. He peeked back at the crowd, many of them still openly watching him.

“Let’s just hope we can work out what’s going on and stop it before anybody gets hurt.”

After school, instead of heading out onto the bay to practise their magic like usual, they each went about their assigned tasks. While Anil visited the town archive to find any significant stories about evil fog and Zoey returned home to work on her ideas, Alex began recruiting people to patrol.

“I’m supposed to be leading a weightlifting seminar at the gym tonight,” Bridget Neptune argued when he asked her to join them. Despite the late winter chill, Alex’s older sister wore a brightly sequinned vest top that showed off her heavily muscled arms and shoulders.

“Fabulous Fitness and Why Hench Equals Happiness,” Gene Lennox, her best friend, added. They looked half Bridget’s size and were swamped by an enormous hoodie that hung down to their knees.

“What shows off your strength better?” Alex asked. “A seminar or the opportunity to fight bad guys?”

Bridget growled. “It’s really annoying that you’ve worked out exactly how to win me over.”

“I’ll come too,” said Gene as soon as it was clear Bridget was onboard, then blushed at appearing so eager.

Grandpa looked amused. “I’d better chaperone, then.”

“I’d like to help.” Dad had come through from the shop, the keys in his hand making it clear he had already locked up early. “If I can.”

Alex smiled. “Of course. Just let me get my octopus.”

When they met Zoey on the seafront in the fading afternoon, they found she had also brought her parents to help. Mr Wu carried what appeared to be a box of junk while Mrs Wu assisted her daughter in threading pieces of scrap metal onto a length of wire. Zoey’s parents were used to her doing things her own way. They had hardly even seemed surprised when she revealed her magic, simply asking her not to get too carried away.

“It’s quite beautiful,” Mr Wu observed, considering the scrap metal mobile like a piece of art.

“But also practical,” Zoey explained. Mrs Wu held a ladder so Zoey could affix the string of junk to a lamp post. At the top was a hammered metal cup, the wire hanging from its middle down to street level. When Zoey pulled the wire, the junk rang loudly against the cup like a bell.

Mrs Wu covered her ears. “You always were good at making a noise.”

“It’s an alarm system.” Zoey hopped down from the ladder. “If we put them up all over town, people can ring them if they see anything scary. Then we can run and heroically save them. Maybe we’ll catch whatever is lurking in the fog at the same time.”

Alex hoped it would be enough to make the locals feel safe and protected. The new recruits divided the junk alarms between them and set off in different directions around town to install them. They passed Anil as he arrived with his parents. Mr and Mrs Chatterjee immediately took their share and went off to help. It had taken them a while longer to accept their son’s newfound powers, but after Anil had put together an exhaustive presentation on the history of sea magic and its practical uses, they had agreed that such a rare talent should be nurtured.

“What did you find?” Alex asked. Kraken crawled up onto his shoulder for a better view.

“Nothing conclusive.” Anil flipped through his notebook, the pages filled with scribbled handwriting. Sugden, the town archivist, would never let them remove anything from the library. “There are lots of stories about places being attacked and things going missing during an unnaturally foggy night, but nothing that clearly links them to what happened here.”

“Do any of the stories…?” Alex paused as the words stuck in his throat. Night was falling and after seeing the malevolent light blaze from the skull it felt dangerous to say the name aloud. “Do they link the fog to Brineblood?”

“Every single one of them!” Anil swiped through the pages of his notebook. “A century or two ago even the tiniest mishap was blamed on Brineblood. Stolen purses, cows producing sour milk, a baby born with particularly large ears…if they were all true, Brineblood would have been in ten places at once every night.”

“It can’t be Brineblood,” Zoey concluded. “There’s nothing left of him except an ugly old skull under your bed. Powerful in the wrong hands but not by itself.”

Anil checked his watch. “I hope we’re ready to find out.”

“What do you mean?” Alex asked, hairs lifting on the back of his neck.

Anil flipped up the notepad to show them. Last night, he had scribbled down the time of the fog’s arrival. The exact time that it was now.

Turning to the bay, they immediately spotted the telltale flash of white as the fog bank boiled up from the ocean, seawater turning to thick vapour. In moments it had entered the bay and was racing towards town.

Quickly, Alex, Zoey and Anil joined hands. Their magic mingled and, although Alex still felt his stomach turn as the fog cascaded to shore and broke around them to flood the streets, their shared power warded off the worst of the sickness.

They were sure now that the fog provided cover for something to roam around Haven Bay. Last night, it had destroyed the boathouse and lurked underneath Alex’s window. They needed to find it tonight before it could cause any more trouble or do anyone harm. And if it was searching the town for something, they should probably make sure it didn’t find it.

“Call everybody back here,” Alex said. “We need organized patrols.”

Zoey cracked her knuckles. “It won’t dare mess with us, not if it knows what’s good for it.”

As if in answer, a blood-curdling scream cut through the fog from somewhere nearby, followed by the rattling sound of one of Zoey’s makeshift alarms being rung in panic.
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CHAPTER FOUR

MONSTERS, MYSTERY AND UNHELPFUL OLD MEN

Alex waded through the fog. His clothes grew damp and he felt it chilling his lungs with each heavy breath. Zoey and Anil stuck close to his elbows, sharing their magic to keep the sickness at bay, while the otters scurried around their ankles.

It was impossible to tell where the scream had come from. The alarm seemed to ring all around. A vicious attack could be unfolding right in front of them and they wouldn’t be able to see it.

“It’s like being inside a cloud,” Anil said, physically trying to prise the fog apart with his arms.

Zoey sneezed. “Or going into the bathroom after my dad’s sprayed deodorant.”

Alex lifted a hand ahead of himself as he hurried along the street. The fog rolled in from the sea, which meant at least some of it was made from ocean water. But there were no threads for him to grasp. Alex’s magic seeped uncertainly from his fingers in search of connection. That other magic, cold and fierce, seethed within the fog, pouncing to snuff his power out.

A faint shape darted through the cloying mist, slipping into the veiled space between buildings.

“Did you see—?”

Alex’s foot caught on something and he fell, sprawling onto the cobbles. He’d tripped over a body lying in the road.

“The monstha isth back!”

The body moved, weakly trying to fight Alex off. Alex sat up as a crowd of people arrived, summoned by the noise. His dad, along with Mr and Mrs Chatterjee and Mr and Mrs Wu, began tending to Mr Ballister, who lay on the cobbles beside him. The alarm wire was clutched tightly in his hand.

“What happened, Mr Ballister?” Alex asked.

The old man was wide-eyed as he pointed all around them. “A pferrible monstha! Athacked me in the thog!”

“Has anybody seen his teeth?” Mrs Chatterjee wondered.

Pinch hopped out of the fog, a pair of false teeth clenched in his beak, and dropped them at Anil’s feet. The seagull could always be relied upon to retrieve a lost item. Anil apologetically rubbed the teeth clean on his trousers and handed them back to Mr Ballister.

“A terrible monster!” the old man roared as soon as he had shoved the teeth back in his mouth. “It ambushed me from this awful miasma, teeth gnashing, trying to eat my brains!”

“We heard your high-pitched scream and came as quickly as we could,” Alex said.

Mr Ballister cleared his throat and replied in a deeper voice than usual. “That must have been somebody else.”

Footsteps clattered across the cobbles towards them. Zoey spun around, ready to fight, but dropped her fists when Bridget and Gene emerged from the fog.

“Looks like we missed the action,” Bridget said. “We haven’t seen anything yet.”

Alex squinted through the dense mist. He realized they stood in the town square. The concrete bowl of the fountain was a vague lump in the fog. Alex wondered why he hadn’t heard the sound of its jets. Moving closer, he found the water in the fountain was frozen, its streams turned to ice in mid-air.

“It’s not that cold,” he said, even as a shiver slid like an icicle down his back.

Zoey rounded on Mr Ballister. “Tell us exactly what you saw.”

Mr Ballister allowed the group to help him to his feet. “Death scuttling on a thousand legs,” he intoned. “Frost transfigured into rotten flesh!”

“Cool, but not terribly helpful.” Anil scribbled down some notes.

“We’ll take him home and make sure he’s all right,” said Mr Chatterjee. Anil’s parents were doctors at the local hospital.

“I’ll go with you so I can ask Mr Ballister some more questions. And to keep you safe!” Anil puffed up proudly, then turned to his friends. “Call me on the walkie-talkies if you find anything.”

He joined his parents in leading Mr Ballister away, the otters trotting after them as extra protection. They passed Grandpa finally catching up, breathing hard.

“What did I miss?”

“Monsters, mystery, old men being unhelpful,” Zoey summarized. “The usual.”

“He might have just seen somebody else in the fog and mistaken them for a monster,” Alex said. “Maybe he just slipped and hurt himself.”

Gene frowned. “He did seem genuinely scared.”

Unfortunately, Haven Bay was the kind of place where the most improbable explanation was also usually the right one.

“Let’s keep patrolling and see if we can find what he saw,” Alex said. “Two groups, so we can cover more ground.”

Alex joined Bridget, Gene and his dad, while Zoey teamed up with her parents and Alex’s grandpa. Zoey handed Alex a walkie-talkie.

“Remember the emergency code words?” she asked.

Alex sighed. “Sadly, yes.”

“Then stay gelid and toast a flare if you dredge up any chum.”

Alex nodded – even though he had no idea what she had said – and accepted a seafire lantern. The green liquid made from phosphorescent ocean algae glowed brightly, the light of its cold fire pressing back against the fog.

The two groups left the square from opposite sides and ventured into the murk.

“I wonder what he saw,” Gene said.

“Whatever it was, it’ll think twice before it messes with me.” Bridget rolled her hulking shoulders to limber up.

The empty streets quickly silenced her bravado. Nobody else had dared to stay outside after dark. The library and the Chipping Forecast chip shop were locked up tight with no lights on inside. The fog muffled their footsteps on the wet cobbles.

They ended up walking in a shrinking huddle without even realizing it.

“Can’t you magic the fog away or something?” Alex’s dad asked.

Even though he accepted his son’s sea magic now, it was not so easy to make him understand how it actually worked.

Alex had already tried his magic against the fog. Another power held it stubbornly in place. They just needed to discover where that power was coming from.

A wet slurping noise rasped from somewhere nearby. The group froze and Alex lifted the seafire lantern higher. Its green glow simply reflected back from the fog instead of breaking through it.

“What is it?” asked Alex’s dad, voice trembling.

A final slurp was followed by a bass rumble, a deep-throated growl, before slapping footsteps advanced towards them.

Slap, slap.

“Get behind me.” Bridget stepped in front of the group.

Slap, slap.

A low, round shape lumbered from the murk. Alex reached for his well of magic, despite being unsure if he’d be able to use it.

Loaf shuffled into the light and belched.

“So it is a horrible monster,” Bridget concluded.

Alex sagged with relief, realizing only now how hard his heart was hammering in his chest. He leaned down to scratch the seal’s ears. He had faced monsters before – thousands of them, in fact, ocean parasites the size of dogs. But it was a more frightening prospect to encounter a monster so close to home rather than out at sea, where it would be harder to keep the town and its people safe.

Maybe Mr Ballister had glimpsed Loaf in the fog and mistaken him for some fiend. Maybe there was nothing frightening—

Alex cut off the thought, remembering Anil’s oft-repeated warning never to tempt fate.

Their walkie-talkie fuzzed. Alex winced. Too late.

“I just spotted something.” Anil’s voice, laced with fear. “I think I should head back and join you.”

“Code red, yellow or aquamarine?” Zoey asked.

“Uh, orange? It was too big to be a person. It was heading west across the town square.”

Alex glanced nervously at his group. That was the direction they had taken and they hadn’t travelled far.

“We’re just past the library,” Gene reported into the walkie-talkie.

“Roger that.” Zoey’s voice fuzzed as she took a sharp breath. “I see it. Chum on the wing! Radar ping west by south-west, scudding smooth on collision course!”

Alex grabbed the walkie-talkie. “I don’t know what any of that means!”

“It’s coming straight for you!”

Before he could respond, the fog swirled and a monster pounced from the gloom, smothering Alex with the stench of rotten flesh as it threw him to the ground.
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CHAPTER FIVE

MEET YOUR MONSTER

The fog churned stormily around the monster, cloaking everything but a frantic flailing of overlong limbs. Alex was tossed onto the slick cobbles as sharp points like primitive claws tore his clothes. He choked on the rancid stink of decay as he brought up his arms to hold off something – a mouth? A pincer? – snapping at his face.

“Get off my stupid brother!” Bridget roared, charging to tackle the monster. The fog billowed as they tumbled to the ground together in a tangle of limbs. Alex’s dad and Gene jumped on top too, the murk closing around them as they fought to pin the monster down.

The walkie-talkie clattered to the cobbles as Zoey’s voice fizzed from it. “We’re on our way!”

Breathing hard, Alex scrabbled backwards until he hit a wall. He used it to force himself to his feet, pain shooting from cuts and grazes on his arms. Somewhere in front of him he could hear the others battling the monster, the fog hiding who was winning.

“Oof!”

Gene was flung from the fog, rolling across the cobbles. Alex’s dad yelled as he was hurled away too. Finally, even Bridget was launched through the air, despite her size and strength.

Alex scrabbled to reach them, but before he could the fog bulged as if it had come to life, pushing him back against the wall. Two long claws slammed into the wall either side of his head, trapping him in place. The smell of rot assaulted his senses. The air seemed to freeze, a crackling chill creeping across Alex’s skin, his panicked breaths steaming. Ice spread, popping and snapping, around the piercing claws.

“What are you?” Alex breathed, voice shivering. He sent his magic out, wondering if it was an animal he could reach and beg for mercy. That other magic screamed viciously back to repel his enquiry.

A length of wire in the corner of Alex’s eye caught his attention. One of Zoey’s makeshift alarms, just out of reach. If he could ring the bell, it would help his friends find him in the mist.

The monster pressed closer. Wreathed in fog, Alex could just recognize a human shape, covered by a long, dark hood. The material twitched and writhed as if other creatures crawled underneath. Long legs extended from beneath the human silhouette, arching upwards before they turned sharply down to the street, jointed like a spider. A foul smell made Alex choke – fish heads rotting, half-eaten prey washed up to putrefy under the sun.

Alex held his breath, heart pounding in his ears as he braced to feel the bite of teeth or claws slash at his skin.

Instead, the monster sniffed, as if taking his scent.

Alex felt his jacket open. Kraken crawled up onto his chest and protected his face with her body. One of his eyes was covered and he saw the octopus’s skin shift colour. His other eye, peeking out from under a suckered arm, saw the monster flinch away as if confused by what it was seeing. Kraken could mimic faces and pull far more intimidating expressions than Alex could manage himself, and he guessed that was what she was doing now.

This created an opening for Alex to lunge for the alarm. Kraken clung to his shoulder as he yanked the wire side to side, the scrap metal ringing discordantly to pinpoint his location.

“There!” shouted a familiar voice. “Charge!”

Loaf barrelled out of the fog and collided with the monster, bowling it away. Zoey and Anil followed close behind. Zoey pressed a hand to the ground and a cobble shot from the street like a cannonball, propelled by the seawater in the soaked ground underneath. The monster shrieked as the stone smashed into its body.

“I actually hit it!” Zoey whooped.

Anil reached Alex first. “Are you okay?”

“I think so.” The monster’s unnatural chill seemed to have frozen the blood in his veins. It only thawed now his friends had arrived.

Zoey launched another cobble that flew wildly wide of the monster as Loaf rounded into another charge. Anil’s magic flared and Alex reached for his own until it brimmed at his fingertips.

Together, they crackled with strength.

A snarl, oddly human, came from beneath the monster’s hood. Its cold, fierce magic seethed, as if the creature was testing it against theirs.

Then the monster whirled around in the fog and ran.

“After it!” Zoey shouted.

“Shouldn’t we run away from the terrifying monster?” Anil asked, even as he joined the chase.

“If we catch it, we can find out what it is and where it came from!”

Alex forced his aching legs to run. “Then we can stop it before it hurts anyone.”

The monster was fast, scuttling along on more long legs than Alex could count. Ice blossomed wherever its claws hit the ground, making them slip in their pursuit. Zoey pitched more cobbles, the heavy stones missing by miles and shattering into pieces against shopfronts.

“We’ll blame the monster for the damage!” she puffed.

Anil pointed ahead. “How does it do that?”

They had entered a narrow street, and as they turned a tight corner the monster pivoted effortlessly onto its side to run along the wall so it didn’t lose any speed. The fog swirled closely around it like a cloak.

“It’s heading for the beach,” Alex said.

The town opened up as they reached the sea wall, the ocean beyond hidden by a solid barrier of grey fog. The monster simply ran over the edge of the wall, scuttling vertically down its sheer surface as if it was flat ground.

“I wish I could do that!” Anil said as they hurried together down the steps and onto the beach.

The monster had already reached the sea as they ran across the sand. Instead of sinking into the waves, it continued across the surface, its claws instantly freezing the water into stepping stones when they touched it. The fog followed the monster, peeling away from the town to cover its escape.

Alex and Anil screeched to a halt at the tideline, having to hold Zoey back from wading in after the monster.

“There’s no way we can keep up with it,” Anil said.

“But somebody else can.” Alex thrust his hand into the water and called to the Water Dragon. His heart was thundering, breath rasping, cuts and grazes stinging.

The dragon was nearby and their connection flexed instantly. Fear flooded from the dragon when it felt the pain and adrenaline of its friend.

I’m okay! Alex insisted, trying to calm himself down so the dragon wouldn’t worry. We need you to follow that monster!

But the Water Dragon’s worry only grew. It ignored his request and, moments later, its head emerged from the dark waves, the last of the retreating fog billowing around it. The dragon stretched its long neck to get as close to them as it could, glistening eyes checking on each of them in turn.

“I told you, we’re all fine,” Alex reassured the dragon, swallowing his frustration. It was still learning, still developing its confidence after being separated from its parent too young. He should be flattered that it chose their safety over pursuing the monster.

The fog dissolved in the mouth of the bay. The lighthouse beam reappeared, sweeping its regular pattern across the water and the treacherous rocks. The monster was nowhere in sight.

Bridget, Gene and Alex’s dad crossed the beach behind them, Loaf shuffling at their heels. All sported cuts and bruises, but most of the damage seemed to have been done to their clothes.

Bridget studied the long rips in her sequinned top. “I’m going to get that monster for this,” she growled. “Now it’s personal!”

“It almost killed your brother,” Zoey pointed out.

Bridget regarded her levelly. “This was my favourite top.”

“I’m not sure it was trying to kill me,” Alex said. The monster had sniffed him, then been confused when confronted by another face. “I think it was just trying to find me. That’s why it broke into the boathouse and was outside the shop last night.”

“What happens now it’s found you?” Anil asked.

“I have no idea.” Alex sighed. “But I bet it won’t be long before it comes back.”
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CHAPTER SIX

SUPERSTITIOUS PRECAUTIONS

The adrenaline rush of the attack quickly faded to leave Alex tired and aching. Mr and Mrs Chatterjee patched up their cuts and grazes before everybody trailed home with their family.

“The fog’s gone,” Grandpa said. “Doubt we need to worry about any more trouble tonight.”

Just in case, Alex, Zoey and Anil kept their walkie-talkies, and the dragon would continue to patrol the bay.

“We’ll be safe in here,” said Alex’s dad as he opened the front door of Neptune’s Bounty.

It turned out his dad had been serious about trying to make the shop a safe haven. Hag stones – beach pebbles punctured by perfectly round holes – now hung on strings by the front door, over the windows and from racks of novelty T-shirts and inflatable water rings. The stones were created by the natural pressure of the shifting ocean, so people believed they would stop any sinister thing that was unable to cross moving water.

“Ghosts, vampires, Christmas carollers,” Alex’s dad listed on his fingers. “The hag stones protect us from everything.”

The superstitious precautions didn’t end there. A basin of water sat inside the front door and Dad flicked a penny into it as he passed.

“An offering to the sea god Neptune,” he explained. “Our namesake!”

Dishes of half-eaten cat food littered the floor and Chonkers was splayed on her round side, apparently too full to move.

“Let me guess,” Alex said. “Cats are good luck charms on ships so—”

“Maybe Chonkers will be good luck for us!”

Chonkers rolled onto her feet, retched heavily as if she would turn inside out, and vomited a slug-shaped hairball onto the carpet.

“We don’t even know if any of these defences work,” Alex said.

Dad’s eyes went round as he locked the door behind them. “You think I need more?”

“No, Dad!” Bridget said quickly, leading him away from the door. She glared at Alex and lowered her voice to say, “Just let him have this, okay?”

“Yer should never underestimate the power of the old ways,” Grandpa intoned. “Not after everythin’ we’ve seen.”

Two otters took their posts at either side of the door, while the remaining pair curled up in cat beds nearby to sleep ahead of their later watch. Chonkers eyed them contemptuously, but as they were doing most of the security work these days, she seemed happy to leave them be.

While his family trooped through to the kitchen to prepare dinner, Alex went up to his room to return Kraken to her tank of seawater. The octopus immediately nestled into her den of seashells and fell asleep.

“I wish I could do the same,” Alex said.

It would be easier than thinking about the monster and what threat it posed to the town. It had been strong enough to best them in a physical fight but had run away when faced with their combined sea magic. Alex smiled – it was such a relief to no longer be alone in possessing such power.

The monster possessed sea magic too. Twisted and cold but familiar all the same.

Alex could no longer deny that he had felt it before.

He reached under his bed and retrieved Brineblood’s skull inside its jar. Tonight it lay dormant, the old bone dull and yellow. But Alex remembered what it felt like to be assaulted by its power. It was too similar to what he had sensed from the monster to be a coincidence. Somehow, the two were linked.

He just needed to work out how.

Alex had insisted on keeping Brineblood’s skull at home. Erasmus Argosy, the only living descendant of an old local family once bonded to the Water Dragon, had argued to keep it at his crumbling manor house just outside town. There he held a collection of powerful sea magic artefacts, collected by the Argosy family after they lost their own powers.

A few months before, the old man had plotted to save the world by poisoning the parasite-infected Water Dragon, because he had determined that Alex’s solution – to infiltrate the dragon and cure it from the inside – was too risky. Argosy considered himself to be a protector of sea magic and could be ruthless in stamping out what he considered its misuse. When that put the dragon in his sights, it had broken the already fragile trust between him and Alex.

Which meant Alex now had a problem. Erasmus Argosy had a huge archive of information and would probably be able to identify the monster. That would be the first step to stopping it. But the old man might not even speak to him.

And if he did, it was so hard to know if he could be trusted.

Alex grabbed his walkie-talkie. “Anil, are you there?”

The sound of chewing came in reply. “Sorry, my mum just made some chaat. I’m writing down everything that happened.”

Anil chronicled their adventures so that one day everybody in Haven Bay would know their stories. Alex thought reality was dramatic enough, but Anil liked to add a little bit of his own flair to the retellings.

“I’m just on the bit where we fought off the monster. Want me to give you a cool one-liner again?”

Alex winced. The last one attributed to him had been “Get out of my para-sight!”, which he didn’t think was cool at all.

“Not this time,” Alex responded. “Can you set up a meeting with Argosy after school tomorrow? We need to talk.”

It took Anil a long moment to respond. He had briefly grown close to Argosy after the old man allowed him to help study and organize the family collection. Anil’s talent for storytelling made him want to be the best historian in town and he had taken the opportunity as a huge honour. So the betrayal of Argosy’s poison plan had hit him particularly hard.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“He’s going to tell us what we need to know,” Alex replied. “Whether he likes it or not.”

The chips sizzled as they were lowered into the deep fat fryer, filling the inside of the Chipping Forecast with sumptuous greasy heat.

Alex, Zoey and Anil huddled around one side of a metal table while Erasmus Argosy sat alone directly opposite, chair pushed an appropriate sulking distance away. The old man was bundled in an oversized sheepskin coat, a long scarf wound several times around his neck. His wire-framed glasses had steamed up and he twitched his thin white moustache at the scent of the food.

A few months ago, Argosy had not been happy to discover that Zoey and Anil now had sea magic too. In his mind, if more people possessed such power then there was more chance of it being misused. Along with Alex taking ownership of Brineblood’s skull, it had driven an even greater wedge between them.

A scowling Grandpa sat at the next table over to serve as chaperone. Alex’s grandma, who had also once possessed sea magic, used to frequently argue with Argosy over the best way to keep the ocean safe. Grandpa resented Argosy for making his wife’s task harder than it needed to be.

Alex knew the feeling all too well.

“That seal better not try any funny business,” Mr Yardarm the chip shop owner said, as he delivered two heaped plates of steaming chips.

Outside the window, Loaf tracked the food eagerly with his tongue lolling from his mouth.

“Don’t worry, we’ll take him a battered sausage when we’re finished,” Alex promised.

Zoey doused their chips in vinegar before she and Anil vigorously tucked into the greasy feast. Alex and Argosy ignored the food to both stare at the same patch of table.

It was Argosy who broke the frosty silence. “You’ve realized you do need my help, then?”

“This isn’t about us,” Alex replied. “The town might be in danger.”

“That seems to be the default state of this hapless place.”

“How dare you!” Zoey exploded, spraying the table with pieces of chewed chips. Alex lifted a hand to calm her down (and wipe it clean on her sleeve). “You must have seen the fog the last two nights. Yesterday we met what brings it.”

The old man’s eyes wandered over their various cuts and bruises. “I assume it wasn’t here for a friendly chat.”

Cautiously, Alex described the monster they had seen. It wasn’t wise to tell Argosy more than he needed to know – the old man could twist anything into a threat that required his interference – so Alex chose his words carefully.

It was enough to make Argosy sit up straighter in his chair. Sulky defiance thawed into rapt attention. Finally, he scraped his chair closer to the table.

“The monster’s legs – did they remind you of a crab?”

Alex thought about it. Although the monster was far too big to be a crab, its long, jointed legs and their sharp claws were definitely similar.

“An evil crab person,” Zoey said through a mouthful of chips. “That’s a new one.”

“No, not new at all…” Argosy spoke to himself, eyes growing distant.

“I never saw anything like that in your archive,” Anil said. “Do you know what the monster is?”

Argosy nodded absent-mindedly. “You’re sure there was only one?”

“We probably wouldn’t be sitting here if there had been more,” Alex said.

“Not in one piece, anyway,” Zoey added.

“You must surrender Brineblood’s skull,” Argosy ordered. “It must be given over to my protection immediately.”

Alex fought to keep a smile from his face – without realizing it, the old man had just told him exactly what he needed to know. “What does that have to do with anything?” he asked innocently.

“More than you can ever know!” Argosy boomed.

“The skull is perfectly safe.” Alex had wrapped it in a bundle of dirty socks and shoved it back under his bed. “It’s our job to protect Haven Bay, not yours. But we can’t do that if you won’t tell us what danger we’re facing.”

Argosy scraped his chair back and stood abruptly. “You claim to protect this town’s safety, but you’re putting the world in far greater peril—”

“—than we can ever know, yes,” Zoey finished for him, rolling her eyes. “We would know if you weren’t too stubborn to tell us.”

“Yes, well…I mean no! It’s him who’s the stubborn one!” Argosy insisted, pointing petulantly at Alex.

Anil tried to add some reason to the argument. “If you told him why you actually want the skull, maybe he wouldn’t be so stubborn.”

Argosy’s mouth twitched as he tried to find a response. Finally he settled on, “I won’t argue with children!”

“Sod off and argue with yerself in yer lonely great mansion then!” Grandpa snapped, rising from his seat to usher Argosy towards the door. “The rest of us’ll actually do the work like usual.”

Argosy huffed, slung his scarf dramatically over his shoulder, and stormed out of the chip shop.

“He won’t look so dignified once he realizes I hid a battered sausage in his coat pocket,” Zoey said.

Outside, Loaf lifted his head as he caught a scent. Then he ambled off in eager pursuit of Erasmus Argosy.

“Why couldn’t he just tell us what we need to know?” Anil asked.

Alex finally allowed himself to grin. “He did tell us. By immediately bringing up Brineblood’s skull when I described the monster.”

His friends stared at him blankly.

“I knew the skull and the monster were linked, I just didn’t know how,” Alex explained. “Argosy believes we’re in great danger unless he has the skull. Which means he’s scared of the skull falling into the monster’s hands.”

“Claws,” Zoey corrected.

Anil frowned. “Wouldn’t a crab person have hands too?”

“Pay attention!” Alex sighed. “The monster wants Brineblood’s skull. It was only looking for me because it knows I have it.”

“Okay, so we just make sure the monster never gets the skull,” Anil said.

Alex shook his head. Outside, the street lights sprang to life as daylight faded. The nightly fog would soon return. “Keeping powerful things hidden so they can’t cause trouble is what Argosy does. That means the power is never used to try and make things better.”

“You sound like me when I’ve thought of an incredibly reckless plan,” Zoey observed.

“We’re not going to hide the skull from the monster.” Alex looked between them. “We’re going to make sure it knows exactly where to find it.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

ABSOLUTELY CRAB-ULOUS

Entering Zoey’s workshop usually carried a risk of being injured, electrocuted or partially melted. A particularly unpleasant incident with a prototype miniature jet ski had once seen Alex suffer all three at once.

So he was surprised to find the space neat and tidy, the floor clear of junk and mysterious stains, tools carefully put away on racks and shelves. The usual smell of grease and fried hair had been replaced by strawberry-scented air freshener.

“Is this because I lent you my copy of the health and safety code?” Anil asked.

Zoey shook her head and pointed to the workbench in the centre of the room. The health and safety code book had been neatly sawn into two equal halves. Anil whimpered as he hurried to retrieve it.

“It’s so disgustingly neat and offensively tidy because I’m always so busy practising my magic now,” Zoey huffed. “It gave my dad a chance to come in here and clean. Now I can’t find anything.”

She crossed to a cupboard and threw open the doors. A bundle of wires and several empty drinks cans fell out and clattered around her feet. Zoey pushed both arms deep into the cupboard, dislodging more junk and half-finished inventions that had been tucked away out of sight.

“We haven’t got long before the fog comes back,” Alex said.

“I’m looking!”

Finally she heaved out a bulging black holdall and swung it onto the workbench. She unzipped the bag to reveal a bundle of metal drainpipes cut to matching lengths. Cloth balls had been shoved into one end, while the armpit guards from several pairs of crutches had been screwed to the other. A curve of metal halfway along the cylinders looked suspiciously like a trigger.

“You’ve made rocket launchers?” Anil paled, backing away.

“Yes, once, though it was an accident.” Zoey smiled dreamily at the memory. “But that’s not what these are.”

She hefted one of the lengthy contraptions from the bag and braced the crutch end against her shoulder. Then she turned to aim it at Anil.

“What are you doing?” he squeaked.

“Just stay still and you probably won’t get hurt.”

“We should probably all try not to get blown to pieces,” Alex suggested, stepping forwards to intervene. “Maybe we should—”

Zoey pulled the trigger. There was a whoosh of air and a puff of smoke from the tube. The cloth ball fired from its end. Anil covered his face and flinched away as the ball tore open in mid-air and spread into a thick rope net.

A thin thread caught in the barrel of the launcher. It pulled tight before the net could reach Anil. Swinging sideways, the net thumped into the wall, sending tools spilling to the floor.

“You should really ask my permission before firing experimental weapons at my face!” Anil protested.

Zoey growled with frustration and slammed the launcher onto her workbench. “I thought I’d fixed that problem.”

“Can you make them work?” asked Alex.

“Maybe. It’s the best I can do for a plan you came up with half an hour ago.” She checked over the other net launcher. “I’ve not had much time to work on my inventions recently. These are just prototypes. I came up with the idea in case we ever need a way to safely catch rogue animals again. They’re not exactly designed for catching monsters.”

Before Alex could respond, a harsh whisper ripped through his skull like it was made of newspaper. Sickness churned in his stomach and his head throbbed, growing impossibly heavy on his shoulders.

“The fog must be coming,” Anil said, gritting his teeth against nausea.

Zoey winced. “Nobody throw up in my workshop.”

Last night, the voice in the fog had been subtle, slinking, searching the town for its prey. Now it had identified Alex and screamed directly into his mind. A threat. No, a promise that he would be found.

“Pack up the launchers.” Alex took a shaky breath and forced himself to stand straight. “There’s no time left to come up with another plan. It’s all or nothing.”

Night had emptied the streets of Haven Bay. Lights snapped off in shopfronts and keys clicked in locks as the locals hurried home. Even the seagulls, who usually spent the first few hours after dark raiding bins for the day’s scraps, flew away from town to see out the night elsewhere. Nobody wanted to be outside when the fog rolled into town.

Except for Alex, perched on the rim of the town square fountain and shivering inside his coat. Kraken flushed the colour of a bonfire on his shoulder as if trying to warm him up. A small bundle wrapped in a souvenir Haven Bay tea towel rested beside him.

“Chinese mitten crab in position.” Zoey’s voice came through the walkie-talkie, using the code name she had assigned herself. “Fiddler crab?”

“In position,” Anil answered.

Alex glanced between the posts assigned to his friends. Zoey waved from her hiding place behind a tub of dead flowers that sat beside one way out of the square. Anil crouched on a rooftop overlooking an exit on the other side.

“Roger,” Zoey said. “Giant mud—?”

“I am not a crab,” Bridget replied tersely. “My arms are thicker and I have a much better moisturizing regimen.”

Alex was comforted to have his friends so close by. Some of the animals were helping too. Loaf and the otters had taken positions with Alex’s dad and Grandpa, as well as Gene, Mr and Mrs Wu and Mr and Mrs Chatterjee, outside the square, waiting to spring into action. Pinch flapped overhead to watch things from the sky.

The town square had four exits on four sides. Every way out was covered, and everybody was armed with one of Zoey’s experimental net launchers, so that if anything came into the square, it wouldn’t be able to get out again – even a crab monster.

All they needed to do was lure it into the square in the first place.

Alex knew the crab monster would be searching for him – the voice in his mind and the sickness in his belly even before the fog had arrived confirmed that he was a target. But he had wanted to be absolutely certain that it would come straight for him and not hurt anybody else on the way.

He reached for the bundle beside him and pulled away the tea towel. Brineblood’s skull grinned out from the sea-glass jar at the town he had once called home.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Anil asked.

“If we just try and hide – the skull or me – the monster will keep searching for it.” Alex lifted the jar into his lap. “But if we trap the monster, we stop it for good. Then we can find out why it wants this horrible thing.”

“And where the heck it came from in the first place,” Zoey added.

“The monster is no match for all of us at once,” Alex concluded. “Plus the Water Dragon is out in the bay to stop the monster if somehow it does escape our trap.”

Alex closed his eyes. Without touching the ocean, the connection between them was faint, a whisper at the back of his mind almost swamped by the noise of the looming fog, but he saw the dragon diligently watching the mouth of the bay.

“What do we do with the monster after we’ve caught it?” Anil asked.

“We’ll worry about that later.”

“I hope I haven’t rubbed off on you too much,” Zoey said. “It used to take ages to convince you to go along with one of my dangerous half-baked plans. Now you come up with them and put yourself right in the middle.”

Alex hadn’t really thought about it. He just wanted to do whatever was right, to use his powers to keep people safe.

“It should be me,” he said. “Magic gives me a responsibility.”

“Just remember you don’t have to do everything yourself,” Zoey said firmly. “You have us.”

“And we have magic now too!” Anil added.

Maybe that was the problem. Alex had always hated having to put his friends in danger so they could help him. Now they shared his sea magic, they would be more willing than ever to risk their safety. They would feel stronger and be reckless when they weren’t yet ready, because Alex hadn’t been able to teach them quickly enough.

It was better for everyone if he did things himself.

Alex put his walkie-talkie down on the edge of the fountain. Briefly he touched the hag stone that hung on a string around his neck. Dad had given it to him as a protective charm. It also seemed like a token of trust. Alex was sure it would keep him safe.

He gripped the lid of the jar. It was stiff, sealed as tightly as possible. After closing the skull inside, Alex had never imagined he would want to open it again.

The lid wouldn’t budge.

“Push through the burn!” Bridget instructed unhelpfully. “Engage your deltoids!”

Alex wasn’t sure he even had deltoids. He heaved on the lid again, arm straining and hand aching, but it refused to loosen.

A suckered arm rested gently on his hand to suggest he stop embarrassing himself in front of everybody. Kraken plopped on top of the jar and wrapped all eight arms tightly around the lid. Then she flattened herself down and her skin flushed red as she turned her whole body in a single mighty tug.

Click.

The jar opened. Kraken rotated her body in circles until the lid fell away and she tumbled dizzily into Alex’s lap.

Alex braced himself to be bombarded by raving sea language and dark magic. Instead, the skull was silent.

“Maybe you need to take it out?” Anil suggested.

Carefully, Alex reached both hands inside the jar to lift the skull clear. Red sparks crackled over his fingers, dark magic pinching his skin. The malevolent force of the skull seemed to draw out his own magic, syphoning it to the surface to tingle at his fingertips. It would have been so easy to let his own power combine with the feral magic of the skull, making him stronger than he had ever been. He could use the skull against the monster that sought it.

“You know you don’t want to do that,” Zoey said.

She must have felt the pull of the skull’s power too. Alex shook his head clear and drew his magic back. The skull’s power was potent but corrupt. Nobody could use it without being corrupted too.

As soon as he withheld his magic, the skull began to howl.

A cacophony of gabbled sea language almost knocked Alex backwards into the fountain. Sickness roiled in his belly, his vision swaying. The noise boomed across the square, echoing around the buildings and spilling along the streets. Calling for the crab monster to find it.

“Do you hear that?” Alex managed to ask.

“I can’t not hear it,” Zoey replied, voice strained.

Anil could barely speak above a whisper. “It’s so much worse than last time.”

“What are you talking about?” Bridget asked. “I can’t hear anything.”

The maniacal voice of Brineblood’s skull could only be heard by those connected to sea magic. Out in the bay, the Water Dragon braced against it too. The dragon urgently tried to push through to Alex’s mind, probably checking he was okay, but he couldn’t focus on anything but the terrible noise that ripped through him and echoed out into the night.

Goosebumps prickled on Alex’s skin as the temperature abruptly fell. He looked to the nearest street that opened out of the square.

Fog rushed between the buildings. A tidal wave of syrupy mist streamed over the cobbles, flooding into the square from every direction.

That was why the dragon had been trying to reach him – it had spotted the monster’s approach.

Alex caught one last glimpse of his friends before the fog swamped their positions.

“Not yet,” Alex said into his walkie-talkie. They had to be sure the crab monster was inside the square before they made a move.

Fear sat heavy in his stomach, his heart pounding as the fog thickened around him. Alex’s next breath was a puff of white cloud and his body shivered in the cold. The skull’s voice dropped to a whisper, as if it no longer needed to try so hard to be heard. It had successfully summoned the monster.

Clack-clack.

Hard feet struck the cobbles in front of him, the fog thick enough to hide whatever approached. Alex gripped the walkie-talkie in numb hands. As soon as he saw the monster, he would give the signal to spring the trap.

Behind him, the water in the fountain crackled as it froze solid. Kraken turned pale blue and took shelter inside Alex’s coat.

Clack-clack.

At first, Alex simply saw a tall human shape in the fog. Only when it moved closer did the silhouettes of long, jointed legs become clear, lifting the human profile to loom unnaturally high above him.

Shakily, Alex lifted the walkie-talkie to his mouth. “It’s here. Let’s—”

A hard blow from behind sent him sprawling from the rim of the fountain. He fell hard onto his front, vision briefly blurring, before he lifted his head to push himself upright.

Two human shapes leaned over him, two sets of armoured crab-like legs.

Alex rubbed his eyes, expecting the two monsters to combine back into one when his vision cleared.

Instead, one reached for him while the other snatched for the skull.

“There’s more than one!” Alex shouted.

But the walkie-talkie had been knocked from his grip. It fuzzed on the cobbles nearby as his friends began to scream.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

RIDERS ON THE SWARM

Claws shattered the cobbles either side of Alex’s head and foul, briny water dripped onto his face, freezing to his skin in stinging pellets. He hugged the deliriously whispering skull protectively to his chest as jointed legs creaked and folded to bring two monsters tilting towards him. The reek of rancid meat made his eyes water.

Once again, Alex saw writhing life beneath the robes of the shadowy human torsos, as if their flesh were pulsating maggots. Skeletal, desiccated hands emerged from sagging sleeves, gripping braided seaweed ropes in withered fingers.

Not ropes. Reins.

Each nightmarish figure was not a single monster. The human forms were mounted on the round, flat bodies of giant spider crabs, steering them with rough tugs of the seaweed reins. Eight impossibly long legs extended from each crab’s body, mottled bright orange and white. Two more triple-jointed limbs, even longer than their legs, arched from the crabs’ fronts, razor-sharp pincers scything at their ends. Small black eyes set into the front of their bodies watched Alex coldly, mouthparts twitching like a stunted pair of hands.

Alex froze in the face of the nightmare, rigid with fear. But when the nearest rider snapped their reins and the crab launched its pincers at him, he forced himself to roll across the hard cobbles, keeping the skull tucked against his body. He scraped a hand over the ground, feeling for water to bring to his defence, but the cold magic of the monsters had frozen it solid.

Across the square, the fog roiled and thinned. Alex caught a glimpse of more giant crabs crawling up the buildings to hunt down his friends.

A pincer lashed down again. This time Alex dodged towards his fallen walkie-talkie, grabbing it up and delivering a single message.

“Retreat to the bay!”

The plan had been risky enough when they believed they only faced a single monster. Now they had been caught by surprise, there was no way they could fight so many of them. If they could regroup with the Water Dragon, they might stand a chance of combining their power and striking back. Maybe they could at least evacuate the skull to safety.

The next time a pincer struck at him, Alex snapped out a hand to grab the spindly limb. Its armour was cold and rough as sandpaper, grating against his skin. The crab recoiled at his touch, unwittingly tugging Alex to his feet. He took advantage of its surprise to drop the skull back inside its jar, scoop up the prize, and set off running across the square.

“This way!” Zoey waved her arms and pointed to the exit she had been covering. It was closest to the beach. A crab charged her, rider spurring it on, and she brought up her net launcher to catch its darting pincer.

Alex rushed to help. Another crab stepped into his path but he ducked under its legs, running below its body and dodging out the other side as its rider tried to wheel the giant beast around.

He was almost clear when a claw caught his ankle. Alex fell headlong and the skull jar tumbled from his grip, bouncing over the cobbles.

Three giant crabs scrambled towards it, pincers reaching for the jar as the skull inside blazed victorious red.

A honking battle cry rang through the swirling fog. Loaf barrelled into one of the crab’s legs, making it stagger sideways, its rider almost losing their seat. Another crab tripped over the first and fell, skidding on the round disc of its body as its lumbering legs folded.

The otters leaped from Loaf’s back and retrieved the skull jar, juggling it between them until Alex found his feet.

“Good save,” he said, catching the jar and tucking it under his arm. Brineblood’s skull smouldered resentfully.

The crabs’ long legs made them slow to right themselves, even with their riders urgently whipping the reins. Loaf set about toppling another while the otters swarmed those already fallen. Alex used the opening to run to Zoey.

Her net launcher had been torn from her hands. Now she clung to a crab’s leg, arms wrapped tightly around the long limb as the monster tried to shake her off.

“They’re getting crabby!” she shouted.

Alex dodged a shearing pincer and grabbed another of the crab’s legs on the same side.

“Pull!” he shouted.

Together, they each heaved on the leg in their grip. The crab stumbled off balance as its claws lost purchase on the cobbles and it crashed through the front window of the post office.

There was no time to celebrate. Alex and Zoey spun around to find another crab striking for them. Before its pincers could connect, a net flew out of the fog behind it, opening in mid-air to tangle up the crab’s legs. The giant capsized, landing heavily on its rider.

Across the square, the fog parted. Bridget led a battered group of fighters – Grandpa, Gene, Alex’s dad and the other parents – while Anil gripped his empty net launcher, barrel still smoking.

“It worked!” Zoey cheered. “That was a great shot.”

Anil grinned. “I learned from the best.”

A narrow alley led out of the square towards the beach. They scurried through in pairs. By the time they reached the street on the other side, the crabs behind had regrouped and were giving chase.

“Keep going,” said Alex’s dad, coming to a halt and lifting a net launcher. “We’ll hold them here as long as we can.”

Mr and Mrs Wu and Mr and Mrs Chatterjee nodded, spreading out across the alley. Loaf and the otters joined them.

“It’s not safe!” Anil protested.

Zoey tugged at her parents’ sleeves. “Come with us.”

Mrs Wu gently shook her off. “They want the skull, not us. We’ll buy you some time to get it away.”

“You’ve done so much to keep everybody safe,” Mr Chatterjee added. “At least let us do this.”

Bridget pulled Zoey and Anil away, hustling them onto the street. “We have to go now!”

The alley was narrow enough that the giant spider crabs were forced along it in single file, but there wouldn’t be much space to dodge their pincers.

Alex quickly reached up and took the hag stone from around his neck. He looped it over his dad’s head so it rested against the stone already there. It hadn’t been long ago that Dad had been scared about Alex’s powers, had tried to keep him from the dangers involved. Now he was facing those dangers himself.

“I know you’ll do the right thing to keep us safe,” Dad said.

Alex nodded. “And I know you’ll do the same for us.”

If his dad had learned to trust him, Alex had to do the same in return.

He turned and ran onto the street with the others. It wasn’t far to the beach but they would need every inch of head start they could get. The most important thing now was getting the skull safely away. They could worry about fighting back later.

Alex reached out with his magic and found the Water Dragon lingering anxiously in the bay nearby. Fear reverberated along their connection.

We’re okay, we’re coming, Alex thought. Be ready to get us away!

Their feet thundered on the cobbles, echoing around the tightly packed buildings. Bridget practically lifted Grandpa from the ground to make sure he could keep up. Behind them, their parents and the animals fought to blockade the alley. While some crabs tried to battle their way past, others crawled up the walls and started to run across the rooftops to keep up their pursuit.

Last night, they had chased a crab monster towards the bay. Now they were the prey, desperate to escape to the sea.

“Where are we going to escape to?” Zoey asked.

Alex hadn’t thought that far ahead. He had simply known they needed to get away.

“We could go to Argosy’s house,” Anil said. “It has protections. And whether we like it or not, he’s most likely to know how to stop these giant crabs.”

Alex definitely didn’t like it. Turning up on Argosy’s doorstep with the crab monsters on their tail would prove to the old man that they had been reckless. But Alex also recognized there was little other choice. It was their best chance of keeping the skull out of enemy pincers.

The streets peeled back and the bay opened ahead of them. Together they clattered down the sea wall steps and onto the beach. The pursuing crabs scuttled down the face of the wall, their riders holding on tight, bringing them almost within pincer range.

A rogue wave surged up from the surf, parting around Alex and his friends before it crashed onto the beach and swept the crabs’ legs from underneath them.

The Water Dragon waited as close to the shore as it could get, scales glowing faintly green with magical effort in the dark. It lifted its head and made a sharp keening sound as they splashed into the water to reach it.

“Get onto the dragon’s back!” Alex ordered.

“Are you sure it won’t mind?” Gene asked.

In reply, the dragon straightened itself out like a scaly banana boat so they could climb onto its armour-plated back. It had grown large enough over the last few months for them all to fit, though Bridget found herself clinging precariously to its tail.

“Go!” Alex shouted, pointing around the curve of the bay, along the cliffs to where Argosy Manor stood on top.
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CHAPTER NINE

THE FROZEN DRAGON

The Water Dragon launched itself across the waves, coiling and wriggling like a snake to propel itself through the water without being fully submerged and washing them off its back.

Alex flattened himself against the dragon’s armour plates and held on tight, the skull jar wedged under his body. Spray stung his face, the fog whirling past in wispy streaks. Rushing cold air chilled him to the bone and he gritted his teeth as the dragon picked up speed.

Behind them, the giant crabs and their riders gave chase across the waves, water freezing instantly beneath their claws. The wind loosened their hoods. Alex thought he caught a glimpse of sunken cheeks and lank, patchy hair, hollow eyes like deep pits, before the fog re-formed to cover them.

Zoey trailed a hand into the churning water and shaped a fierce wave to crash towards the monsters. The rider of the lead crab lifted an arm and pale blue light shone from its wasted fingertips. The wave turned to solid ice before it could wash over them.

“Okay, that was cool,” Zoey said.

“Literally,” added Anil. “Did we know they could do that?”

“They’re more powerful than we thought,” Alex said. “We can’t risk fighting them until we find out just how powerful.”

The dragon swam quickly even with so many people on its back, its scales blazing with sea magic as it controlled the waves to help usher them along. Choppy water skimmed up from its sides, washing over their legs. The cliffs passed quickly beside them and within minutes they were approaching Argosy Manor, the crabs close behind. The lights of the grand old house blazed on the clifftop like a beacon.

“How are we gonna get up there?” Grandpa asked.

Alex hadn’t thought this far ahead. Last year a hole had been punched through the cliff into the Argosy family crypt on the other side, but it had since been repaired to protect the old graves. The lip of the bricked-up hole offered a narrow ledge along the cliff.

“We can climb,” Alex said.

Grandpa snorted. “Not ruddy likely.”

The dragon drew up beneath the cliffs. Water slapped and frothed against their base and they looked impossibly sheer.

Moments later the crabs caught up, spreading out to trap them against the cliff face. Inside its jar, sparks ignited across Brineblood’s skull as if it sensed victory.

“There might be no choice but to fight,” Zoey said.

Alex shook his head. Zoey and Anil didn’t have full control of their powers yet and the Water Dragon was still learning. The giant crabs were too strong to beat in a physical battle. And their hooded riders possessed magic that might be more powerful than their own.

The Water Dragon seemed to understand this. It lifted itself from the water, stretching almost vertically so they had to cling on to keep from falling. When the dragon stood as tall as it could, it reached its head towards the cliffs.

“It’s making a bridge,” Zoey said. “It wants us to get away.”

Even at full height the dragon’s head was only halfway up the cliff face. There would still be a long, hard climb to reach the top.

Behind them, one of the crab riders lifted an arm. Its sleeve slipped back to reveal naked bone, patched with leathery scraps of skin. One by one the other riders did the same. Pale blue light shone from their shrivelled fingers. Alex felt a swell of cold, fierce magic, the same as he had sensed in the fog, but so much stronger now.

The fresh ice around the crabs thickened into a solid plate and began to spread. Crackling trails were flung from each crab to surround the dragon. The ocean began to freeze solid around it, the ice creeping up onto the dragon’s scales.

“We have to stop them!” Alex shouted, delving into his well of magic.

The Water Dragon had other ideas. It jerked forwards, almost shaking Alex loose, making him lose his grip on his power. The dragon keened, high and desperate, pleading for them to escape onto the cliff.

“I don’t need to be magic to know what that means.” Bridget shinned up the dragon’s back and grabbed Anil’s shoulders.

“What are you doing?” he whimpered.

“It’s time to use the emergency exit.” Bridget lifted Anil from the dragon’s armour plates and flung him towards the cliff. He squeaked as he hit the craggy rock but wedged his fingers into a fissure for grip. His toes scraped a foothold on the ledge below the bricked-up hole.

The unnatural cold continued to creep up the dragon’s body, encasing its tail in a layer of clear ice. It wouldn’t take long for it to reach them.

Zoey was launched next, Anil helping to hold her in place beside him on the cliff face. Bridget turned to her brother.

“I can’t leave the dragon like this,” Alex said.

The Water Dragon turned imploring eyes on him. Once again, it was putting their safety above anything else. Even itself.

Ice slid over its scales, crackling with menace as it advanced up the dragon’s back and stomach.

“You’re outvoted this time, little bro.”

Although he tried to resist, Bridget plucked him easily from the dragon’s armour plates. Kraken reached from inside his coat to hold the skull jar as Bridget pitched them towards the cliff. Alex hit the rough surface beside his friends hard. The air was knocked out of his lungs, and he scrabbled for a handhold. His nails dug into a narrow crack, toes catching the ledge.

On the dragon’s back, Bridget scooped Grandpa and Gene onto her shoulders and heaved them up, leg muscles straining. Then she stepped up on top of the dragon’s head and kicked off into the air. Grandpa and Gene clung on tight as she dug her fingers into the cliff wall, feet scuffing the ledge, growling with the effort.

“You are an actual superhero,” Zoey said beside her.

The ice chased up the Water Dragon’s body, faster and faster, groaning as it set into place. Now everybody had safely dismounted, the dragon turned away to face the crabs and their riders. It lurched away from the cliff, ice splintering and heaving. The crab riders pushed harder, pale blue light flaring bright from their skeletal fingertips. The ice shot rapidly up the dragon’s body, enough to trap it in place before it could reach them.

The Water Dragon tipped back its neck and roared as the ice closed over its head, freezing it solid as a statue.

“No!” Alex shouted.

“We have to climb,” Zoey said, pushing lightly at his shoulder. “They’re still after the skull.”

Anil arched back his head to peer up the cliff face. “If they chase us, they’ll stop attacking the dragon.”

Alex took one last look at the frozen dragon. It had sacrificed itself so he could escape. He couldn’t let that be for nothing. He had to find a way to fight back and free the dragon later.

The crab riders dropped their arms and snapped their reins to urge their spider-crab mounts towards the cliffs.

“Climb!” ordered Bridget.

Alex, Zoey and Anil obeyed. Cracks and crooked shelves of rock offered enough holds for them to grip and pull themselves up. Kraken held the skull jar tight to keep Alex’s hands free. Pain screamed in Alex’s shoulders, fingers aching, but he forced himself to keep moving.

“I probably could have climbed by myself,” Gene said from Bridget’s hulking shoulder as she kicked up the cliff face.

“You’d be too slow,” she puffed. “Plus this way I get to look preposterously cool.”

“Can yer go preposterously quickly?” Grandpa suggested from the other shoulder.

The giant crabs climbed the cliff easily, claws piercing the rock, multi-jointed legs lifting them swiftly upwards. In seconds the gap between them had halved.

“It’s not much further,” Anil said.

The clifftop was a dark ridge against the night sky, fog drifting over its edge like slow-motion water. Roots had squirmed through the soil above and down into the rock, poking out to offer better holds that allowed them to climb more quickly.

A crab snapped at Bridget’s heel but she kicked the pincer away, using it to propel herself higher.

Anil was the first to drag himself onto the clifftop. Immediately he scooted around to reach for Zoey, helping her up, before they both did the same for Alex. Together they reached for Bridget and her passengers as she stretched towards them.

Then she jerked downwards and out of reach.

Below her, the lead crab had snagged her shoe, pincer squeezed tight to hold her back.

“These are my favourite boots!” Bridget shouted, before she lifted Grandpa and Gene up so they could be pulled onto the clifftop. “Get them to safety.”

Gene immediately scooted around to try and pull her up after them. Alex prepared himself to climb back down the cliff and help his sister. Enough people had put themselves in danger for him today. But before he could, a raucous squawking raked through the air. Pinch dropped from the fog and set upon the crab-rider’s face with his talons and beak, pecking inside the rider’s shadowy hood and plucking out an eyeball, trailing gristle.

“Eye didn’t see that coming,” Anil said.

“I know bad puns are how you cope with danger,” Zoey complained. “But that is actually the most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen.”

The rider reared back, swiping frantically at Pinch.

“Don’t eat it!” Anil shouted to the seagull. “You’ll get tummy ache!”

When the gull dropped the eyeball, the rider lunged to try and catch it, accidentally heaving back on its reins. The giant spider crab lurched away, releasing Bridget. She kicked upwards and caught Gene’s hand before everybody else gathered to pull her onto the clifftop.

“Let’s get to the house!” Alex shouted.

The slope up to the manor was slick and muddy. After stumbling to the top Alex was exhausted, breath heaving in his chest, but he forced himself to hurry through the black iron gateway with the others and up the long driveway. The crabs had already regrouped and chased close behind, claws clacking loudly against the paving stones.

As Alex reached the four-storey house, white, long-necked shapes darted from the overgrown grass all around them.

“The guard geese!” Zoey cheered.

This time, the fearsome bird security hadn’t mobilized to stop them – instead, the geese charged along the driveway, beating their enormous wings and clacking their bright orange beaks at the encroaching crabs.

Alex hammered on the heavy wooden front door. “Let us inside!”

“Quite quickly, please!” added Anil.

The guard geese harried the crabs, flapping around their pincer strikes and snapping at their riders, but the birds wouldn’t keep them at bay for long.

Bridget reached over her brother and smashed a fist against the door, shaking it on its hinges. “I could totally break it down.”

“That might defeat the object of being safe inside,” Gene pointed out.

Alex took the skull jar from Kraken and squeezed it in his hands. Sparks of its feral magic crawled across the old bone. Argosy would only help them, would only ever put himself in danger, if there was something in it for him.

“I’ve got Brineblood’s skull!” Alex shouted. “You can have it!”

The door clicked open and swung inwards, silhouetting Argosy against the dim light of the entrance. Everybody tumbled inside as the giant crabs broke away from the geese and launched a final charge.
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CHAPTER TEN

ZOMBIE FIGHTERS

The heavy door slammed shut behind them and the crabs smashed against it, rattling the wood on its hinges. Water trickled from the rusty keyhole as Alex felt sea magic swell.

“Stand back,” Zoey said, lifting her arms to keep people away.

The keyhole gurgled before they heard water gush outwards. Alex had been on the wrong side of the manor’s magical defences before – he knew the torrent should be strong enough to sweep the giant crabs and their riders away.

But not for long.

Erasmus Argosy stood in the cramped entry chamber holding a glass of sherry as if he had been expecting company. The narrow space, with its scuffed parquet floor and tottering stacks of muddy boots, had hardly changed since Alex and his friends’ last visit. The only addition was hundreds of hag stones, the punctured rocks hanging in garlands from nails hammered crookedly into the wall.

“So they do work,” Alex said.

“Dad will be happy,” added Bridget.

Briefly, their worried eyes met. They had left their dad standing up to the giant crabs so they could escape. Alex gripped the skull jar tighter – it was all the crab riders wanted. There was no reason they should hurt his dad or anybody else.

But when he looked to his friends, he saw the same worry etched on their faces too. Their parents had joined the fight, despite having no magic, because they trusted their children were doing the right thing.

Bang!

The door rattled under another blow. A burglar might be deterred by the manor’s sea-magic trickery, but the crab riders were too determined. The defences had not been set by somebody in possession of magic; they came from artefacts of limited power. Sooner or later the true, twisted strength of the crab riders would overwhelm them.

Slowly, the hag stones all turned on their strings so their holes faced the door. Ice creeped through the keyhole, spidering across the wood.

“It won’t hold,” Argosy said. “Come on.”

“The dragon needs our help!” Alex implored.

“Your attackers don’t care about the dragon. At least, not at the moment.” Argosy drained his sherry and deposited the glass on a cluttered side table. “If you follow me, I’ll show you how you can save it.”

The old man set off deeper into the house without waiting for them to follow. When they did, they found themselves heading through a side door into a narrow hallway, the floor sagging and creaking under their feet.

“This house wasn’t built for prodigiously hench women,” Bridget complained, tucking her shoulders up to her ears to fit through a narrow passage.

Gene’s hoodie snagged on a stray nail. When Bridget reached to free it, Gene caught her hand. “You might be big and strong, but you don’t always have to save me.”

“Magic can’t do everything.” Bridget glanced at Alex. “No offence, little bro.”

Gene smiled. “There’s nobody else I’d want fighting for me. But you could have got hurt on the cliff, or even… Just let me look after myself sometimes, yeah?”

“Okay, fine,” Bridget said a little defensively. “You know, it’s not easy to feel useful when your little brother and his little friends get magic powers.”

“Not that little,” Zoey muttered.

Ahead of her, Alex turned to look at his sister. “We wouldn’t have made it without you. Your muscle is every bit as important as our magic.”

“Magic muscle,” Bridget said, nodding to herself. “That’s my next weightlifting seminar name sorted.”

Every time they ducked through a low-beamed door, Argosy stopped to shut and lock it behind them. More hag- stone garlands hung from the frames.

“You were prepared for this,” Alex said as another door was sealed.

Anil frowned. “Why didn’t you warn us?”

“I seem to remember being quite clear about the danger you were inviting.” Argosy pressed ahead again, forcing them to follow. “You have a habit of ignoring my dire warnings of impending catastrophe.”

“We might not have ignored you if you’d been a bit more specific about an army of giant crab monsters willing to kill us categorically dead to steal an evil artefact we’re protecting to save the world,” Zoey said.

“You’re even more sarcastic than usual when your life is in danger,” Bridget commented. “I like it.”

Zoey puffed up with pride. “I try my best.”

Argosy turned off a long passageway and led them into a high-ceilinged room with a dusty billiards table in the middle. Cues and scoreboards hung crookedly from the walls.

“Do you play?” Gene asked politely.

“Not since 1976,” Argosy replied, marching past the table without looking at it. “Though I was quite undefeated.”

“I bet he cheated,” Grandpa grumbled.

Even though they had travelled deep inside the house, the relentless banging at the front entrance echoed ominously through the warren of shadowy doors and tapering passages to reach them. Bridget grabbed a billiards cue ready to use as a weapon later.

The next door took them onto a winding flight of stairs up to another floor, forcing them into single file. Alex pushed up behind Argosy.

“I brought you Brineblood’s skull.” Alex held up the jar. “Tell us what’s going on.”

“You only brought it here as a last resort.”

“Don’t split hairs, yer old git!” Grandpa roared from behind.

“At least I have hairs left to split,” Argosy spat back, continuing up the stairs. “The cowled riders of those monstrous crabs are servants of Brineblood. They are bound to follow him and do his bidding.”

“They have some kind of sea magic,” Alex said. “Did they used to be bonded to a Water Dragon?”

“In a way.” Argosy missed a step and stumbled. “They were born of Brineblood’s magic. He used the power given to him by a dragon to do something truly wicked.”

“If you’re saying that, it must be really bad,” Zoey said.

“I have never…!” Argosy paused to take a steadying breath. Alex noticed he was trembling. “Did you never think it odd that the story claims Brineblood willingly gave up his powers?”

Alex had never questioned it before. He knew his grandma and Argosy’s oldest ancestor had surrendered their sea magic to live on land and escape the Water Dragon’s vengeance. The story went that Brineblood had done the same, replacing his powers with human ships and weapons to turn the tables on the dragon.

“It does seem like a major plot hole,” Anil conceded.

“If Raze Callis taught us anything,” Zoey noted, “it’s that a man like Brineblood would never give up power.”

“That’s because he didn’t. At least not willingly,” Argosy continued. “He found a way to use his magic to break a fundamental rule of nature – an affront so heinous he was cut off from his source of power.”

Zoey’s eyes sparkled with possibility. “Did he give himself shark teeth and a narwhal horn?”

“Why would a narwhal horn be useful?” Anil asked.

“Charging at people, storing doughnuts, opening parcels…” Zoey ticked off the options on her fingers.

Argosy reached the top of the stairs and silenced them all with his grave expression.

“Brineblood used his magic to raise the dead.”

“Okay, that’s cooler,” Zoey whispered.

Alex shook his head. “It’s not possible. How could sea magic do that?”

“The seabed is rich with shipwrecks and the poor souls who went down with them,” Argosy said. “Their bodies are claimed by the sea to become part of its fabric. Brineblood found a way to connect his magic with them and return the bodies to…something like life.”

“Zombies,” Anil said. “We’re fighting actual zombies.”

“Zombies that ride on giant crabs.” Bridget shuddered. “Why can’t it ever just be normal around here?”

Alex shivered as he remembered the rotten smell when the crab riders had pushed close, the withered skin of their bony hands, the eye plucked easily from the leader’s head. Now his adrenaline was ebbing, the true horror of the situation rose hot and stinging in his throat as if he might be sick. He hoped he would never get a proper look at what was hidden beneath the zombies’ robes.

“They disappeared when Brineblood was swallowed by the Water Dragon centuries ago. Their leader’s death meant they could return to their watery graves.” Argosy nodded at the jar in Alex’s grip. “But when you found Brineblood’s bones inside the dragon, they had been soaking in magic long enough to return his twisted power. When that skull was brought back into the world, his servants sensed its magic and woke once again from their deathly slumber.”

An echoing thud from downstairs made the old man gather himself and get moving into another hallway lined with doors. Paintings of stuffy-looking men, all sharing Argosy’s thin white moustache and spectacles, hung between them at irregular heights. Alex’s ears popped as a ripple of magic drifted from the nearest door.

“These are the artefact rooms,” Anil whispered. “Even I was never allowed inside.”

Zoey reached for the nearest doorknob. “The dangerous artefacts are calling me to play with them.”

Bridget slapped her hand away. Zoey flushed red, holding the stricken hand tenderly to her chest as if thrilled at the touch.

“The undead crab zombies—” Alex began.

“Bet yer never thought yer’d be sayin’ that,” muttered Grandpa.

“—want Brineblood’s skull. It calls them to it. Can they wield its power as their own?”

Argosy stopped outside a door halfway down the hall and fished in his pocket for an enormous ring of keys. “Oh, it’s much worse than that. There is only one reason they could want the skull so badly.”

Everybody waited while the old man looked between them portentously.

“A good storyteller doesn’t over-egg a dramatic pause,” Anil commented.

Argosy deflated a little. “Brineblood wants to return to life.”

Alex almost choked as fear squeezed his throat. Brineblood was the greatest danger the ocean had ever known. Hundreds of years had done little to dull the stories of his terrible exploits.

“That would be bad, right?” asked Gene.

Even Zoey was momentarily speechless. “Definitely not ideal,” she said quietly.

While they were still reeling, Argosy found the key he needed and rattled it into the lock. A wave of sea magic flooded out as soon as the door opened, nipping at Alex’s skin, tingling at his fingertips as it lured him inside.

The room was smaller than the others they had seen in the house, windowless and dark. Argosy quickly lit an oil lantern and orange light washed around the space.

The close walls were lined floor-to-ceiling with dark wood antique shelving units; the only gap was for another door on the opposite side of the room. Bottles on horizontal stands covered every inch of the shelves. Tiny dioramas sat inside the glass, towns and landscapes rendered in minuscule detail, somehow pushed through the thin neck of the bottles.

Bridget, Gene and Grandpa moved around the walls for a closer look, while Alex, Zoey and Anil stayed rooted to the spot.

“Do you feel that?” Zoey asked.

Alex and Anil nodded. Magic flowed strongly from the bottles as if they brimmed with power.

“What are they?” Alex asked.

Argosy locked the door behind them. “I told you before that Haven Bay is a place of power for the sea – the last one active thanks to the survival of its Water Dragon.”

Alex thought of the dragon frozen below the cliffs. He reached for it in his mind but felt only the faintest flicker in return. It was still trapped there until they could do something to free it.

“I read about places of power when I had access to the archive.” Anil glanced towards Argosy, not quite meeting his eye. “They used to be all over the world, sources of sea magic that could wield incredible influence over the ocean. But as the Water Dragons were slowly wiped out, those places of power went dormant – maybe even extinct.”

Argosy nodded. “If Brineblood’s servants—”

“Crab zombies,” Zoey corrected.

“—claim the skull, they might be able to use the power of Haven Bay to return him to life.”

Alex shivered, a pit opening in his stomach. “How is that possible?”

“I don’t know,” Argosy sighed. “Any record I’ve found is infuriatingly vague. I just know the power of this place can be used for incredible evil.”

“You always focus on the potential for evil and never the potential for good,” Anil spat. Alex smiled proudly at his friend.

“Excuse me if the…crab zombies trying to break into my home have inspired me to pessimism,” Argosy drawled. “The defences won’t hold long. We’re trapped and without much time. But there is a way to stop them.”

Alex straightened up. Any plan proposed by Argosy would need to be carefully examined for a hidden agenda.

“There is an artefact powerful enough to stop the crab zombies and free the Water Dragon from their magic.”

“Okay, great.” Zoey turned a circle around the room. “Where is it then? Because I think we’ve seen enough of your weird model-towns-in-bottles collection.”

As if they had heard her, some of the bottles clinked and sloshed as they moved on their stands. Water dribbled from one sealed neck and another leaked noxious smoke. Alex was sure he could hear a bell tolling inside another.

“Those aren’t model towns. They are real places sealed inside bottles,” Argosy said. “And they are where you’ll find the most powerful weapon of all.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

ALL BOTTLED UP

The room was plunged into near silence as the bottles fell still, leaving only the distant thumping against the manor’s front door.

“Excellent dramatic proclamation followed by a long pause,” Anil whispered.

“Thank you,” Argosy replied. “You know, I learned a thing or two from you about—”

Zoey stamped her foot to interrupt them. “What do you mean, there are real places sealed inside these bottles?” she asked impatiently.

A distinct splintering sound reached them from downstairs, the assault on the front door growing more frenzied. Argosy chewed on his bottom lip and turned to Bridget, Grandpa and Gene.

“Can you barricade this room?”

“Sure.” Bridget stepped to the nearest shelving unit and tipped it over, forcing Gene to catch the bottles that tumbled off.

“Not like that!” Argosy protested.

“There’s literally nothing else in the room.”

Gene set about clearing more shelves so Bridget could shift the heavy units to block the door, Grandpa coordinating the effort.

Alex had already peeled away to look more closely at the bottles. One was filled with tiny stone buildings carved out of natural rock, minuscule lamplights glittering as night-time darkness shaded the glass. Another appeared to contain a teeming coral reef, flashes of colour that had to be schools of fish darting between rocks. Two waterspouts duelled noiselessly inside a third.

“There’s amazing things inside all of them,” Alex said.

Every bottle was firmly stoppered, cork sealed in place with melted wax. Sea magic leaked out regardless, nipping at Alex’s fingertips, urging him to break the bottles open and set it free.

“The villages, coves, lagoons, islands and everywhere else sealed inside these bottles were scenes of catastrophic disaster,” Argosy said. “Cataclysms extreme enough to reshape the whole world had they been allowed to play out.”

“But there’s at least a hundred bottles here,” Alex said, a creeping unease making him feel off balance. They couldn’t all be such important places, trapped behind glass.

Argosy pressed on quickly. “My ancestors had no choice but to seal these places safely away before their disasters could unfold.”

“No choice,” Alex repeated, shuddering as he stared at the bottles. “You always say there was no choice.”

“Didn’t people notice whole towns and other places just…disappearing?” Anil asked.

“There were questions, yes. Eventually people accepted that the calamity at hand had simply wiped the locale from the face of the planet.” Argosy gestured between the bottles. “Look up any of these places in the annals of history and you’ll see their disappearance credited to the natural disaster that was triggered there. It would have been the truth, and far greater destruction besides, had my ancestors not intervened.”

“So instead these places were just stolen and locked up as part of your family collection!” Alex rounded on Argosy. “Are there people in there?”

“They were evacuated!” the old man replied hastily. “Nobody was ever left inside the bottles before they were sealed.”

Zoey held a bottle up to her eyes. “How did they do it?”

“The process is lost,” Argosy replied. “It died with my ancestors.”

Alex thought of the generations of Argosys laid to rest in the family crypt beneath the house. “They took so many pieces from the world.”

“They would have been lost entirely had we done nothing!” Argosy shouted. “You don’t understand what tragedies my ancestors prevented. Flooded continents, blackened skies, poisoned water. But for my family’s actions, the world as we know it would not be here.”

Alex simmered. Maybe it wasn’t fair to blame Argosy and his family – maybe there really had been no choice. But it seemed uncomfortably close to the methods Argosy himself had preferred in recent months, when there definitely had been another way. Something about the bottles didn’t feel right.

Zoey put a gentle hand on Alex’s arm to keep him calm. “We have to focus on stopping the crab zombies and saving the Water Dragon.”

Automatically, Alex reached out towards the dragon with his magic. Barely a flicker came in response. So he swallowed his discomfort about the bottles and nodded.

“Right, so what’s the deal with this all-powerful object that can save the day?” Zoey asked.

Argosy crossed to one of the shelving units still left upright after Bridget’s brusque dismantling and opened a drawer at the bottom. Inside, nestled on a cushioned interior, was a long metal bar with a flat crosspiece at the top. Three holes made it clear some fittings were missing.

“It was a trident,” Argosy said, carefully lifting the bar. “I know little of its origins. Only that it held extraordinary power.”

“Note the past tense,” Anil commented.

Argosy nodded. “The trident was in my family’s possession for generations. Until one of my ancestors feared it falling into the wrong hands and being used for evil.”

Alex scoffed. It had almost certainly already been in the wrong hands.

“They removed the three prongs of the trident,” Argosy continued, “and hid them inside a selection of the bottles.”

Alex, Zoey and Anil exchanged weary glances.

“Anybody else feel a creeping sense of inevitability?” Anil asked.

Zoey nodded. “Let me guess: we now have to go inside those three bottles and retrieve the trident prongs?”

“No doubt hidden in the most difficult and dangerous places possible,” Alex finished.

Argosy pushed his wire-framed glasses up his nose. “Your previous adventures have clearly prepared you well. If we can retrieve the pieces before the crab zombies break in here and get their claws on Brineblood’s skull, we can use the power of the trident to stop them.”

“So it’s a race,” Anil said, a smile twitching at the edge of his mouth. He was probably already planning how he would retell the story later.

“Which bottles are we going inside?” Alex asked.

Argosy reached to a high shelf and took down a large, leatherbound ledger. After blowing dust from the cover, he creaked it open, the binding cracking. The pages were brown and crispy, spidery handwriting packed tight. Argosy ran his finger down the page then crossed to another shelf.

“A ruinous eruption,” he said, resting the ledger in the crook of his elbow so he could pick up the first bottle. Inside, water lapped against a forested shore.

Argosy moved to another shelf and selected a second bottle, the interior too murky to make out. “A flood of evil,” he read.

The location of the third bottle had been dismantled, forcing Argosy to root through the pile of bottles stacked precariously in Gene’s arms. A sheath of cloth had been tied around the third bottle to hide whatever rested inside.

“A forsaken town,” Argosy read.

“You have to admit,” Zoey said, “the Argosy family knew a lot of different words for very bad.”

“That’s all it says?” Anil asked. Argosy nodded quickly and slammed the ledger shut while Anil huffed. “That’s just bad storytelling.”

Bridget and Grandpa finished wedging broken shelves across the door. Downstairs, the sound of splintering wood grew louder.

“Our barricade won’t hold for long,” Grandpa said.

“He wouldn’t let me hammer any nails in with my head,” Bridget added.

Argosy lined up the three bottles on the ledger cover. Alex, Zoey and Anil studied them with a mixture of fear and doubt.

“The worlds inside the bottles are suspended in time,” Argosy explained. “The events of their final hours play out on a loop, resetting every time the disaster engulfs them. You will enter at the beginning of the bottle’s loop. You must retrieve the trident piece and get out before the disaster strikes.”

Zoey gulped. “I’m guessing we won’t reset along with everything else.”

Argosy shook his head. “My ancestor used magical artefacts as an anchor here so they could escape the bottle when needed. You three can use your sea magic. It connects you to Haven Bay. When you have the trident piece and it’s time to get out, simply follow your magic home.”

“That sounds like it won’t be at all problematically vague,” Anil muttered.

Alex turned to his friends, but Zoey cut him off before he could speak.

“Do not give us the you-don’t-have-to-do-this speech.”

“There’s no way I would even consider doing this alone,” Alex said. “But just remember, you’re still learning to control your powers.”

“Are you telling me not to do anything too stupid or dangerous?”

“Pretty much.”

Zoey thought about it for a moment. “I can’t make any promises.”

“I definitely can make that promise,” added Anil.

Bridget rolled her hulking shoulders and dropped her burly arms around Grandpa and Gene’s shoulders. “We’ll stay here and keep the crab zombies at bay.”

Glancing pointedly at Argosy, Alex handed her the skull jar. Inside it, sparks of magic licked excitedly across the old bone.

“Keep it away from him,” he whispered.

Bridget grinned. “Just let him try and take it.”

Next, Alex reached into his jacket and brought out Kraken. When he tried to hand her to Grandpa, she wriggled stubbornly to sit on top of his head and tangled her arms into his hair.

Grandpa smiled. “I guess she’s goin’ with yer. I’ll feel better knowin’ she’s looking after yer, anyway.”

“There’s no more time to waste.” Argosy picked up the first bottle. “Anything else you need to know?”

“We should probably—” Alex began.

Before he could finish, Argosy cracked the wax seal on the bottle and tugged the cork from its neck.

Sea magic gushed from inside, a rip tide of power that snatched Alex off his feet, washed over his head and hauled him helplessly into the mouth of the bottle.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

SORRY, NO DINOSAURS

Warm water washed Alex ashore onto fine, wet sand. Magic fizzled away like sea foam, tingling briefly at his fingertips before the wave retreated. Hot sun beat down on the back of his neck.

Lifting his head, Alex was greeted by the sight of a beach stretching wide ahead of him. The sand was pale enough to be almost white, the glare bright enough to make him squint. A sparse treeline dotted along the top of the beach; palm trees waved their fan-like fronds in a gentle breeze, green coconuts bulging beneath their branches.

“I must be seeing things,” Alex muttered to himself.

Kraken, still on top of his head, tugged his hair to make him look in the other direction.

“They’re eating me alive!”

Zoey flailed across the beach a short distance away. She was soaked from head to toe, with small black lizards scrambling up her arms and tangling in her hair. Alex pushed himself upright and hurried over to help dislodge them. The lizards’ tiny feet tickled as they leaped from his hands and darted for cover under rocks half-buried in the sand. Kraken spat a bullet of water after them for good measure.

“I can’t believe I was almost eaten by dinosaurs,” Zoey panted.

“We’ll make sure Anil writes the story that way.” Alex glanced around. “Where is Anil?”

“Probably eaten by dinosaurs,” Zoey whispered, shuddering.

“I’m up here!”

The shout came from the treeline. Alex and Zoey slipped and skidded on the soft sand towards the sparse forest at the top of the sloping beach.

Anil hung by his ankle from a palm tree, arms dangling helplessly as he tried to swing himself towards the tilted trunk.

“Everybody else gets to land safely when we fall into holes and weird portals,” he complained. “Nobody gets stuck on things but me!”

“It’s almost as if we shouldn’t go through so many dangerous holes and strange portals,” Zoey reflected.

Alex and Zoey used a driftwood branch to prod Anil closer to the palm tree trunk until he could grab it, kick his ankle free and shimmy down safely to join them on the beach.

“This is nice,” he said, kicking the sand. “Wish I had sun cream, though.”

The sun was so fierce that sweat was already beading on Alex’s forehead, his eyes beginning to ache from the glare.

“Where exactly are we?” Zoey asked.

Alex shook his head. “No idea. But it’s a long way from Haven Bay.”

A strange off-kilter giddiness see-sawed through his body. There really was a world captured inside the bottle! And now they were inside it too! Alex gazed up at the clear blue sky, half expecting to find Argosy’s giant face peering down at them through glass.

A quiver in the ground brought him back to reality. All three of them staggered as the trees rustled and swayed. At the shore, a heavy wave crashed onto the sand.

“That seems bad,” Zoey said.

“Remember when Argosy said we need to move quickly?” Anil reminded them.

The bottle had been labelled A Ruinous Eruption. But once the rumble died away there was no further sign of impending disaster.

There was also no sign of where they should go; no clue to where they might find the first piece of the trident. Alex closed his eyes and tried to calm his thoughts. Magic had leaked from the bottle when he was outside it. Now he tried to sense exactly where that had been coming from. Maybe he could zero in on where the trident piece would be found.

Slowly, he turned on the spot. There was power nearby, flowing from a single place, tugging at him to come closer and find it. When Alex opened his eyes, he found he was looking out to sea.

“It can’t be all the way out there, right?” Zoey said, apparently sensing it too.

Anil shielded his eyes and peered towards the horizon. “There’s nothing there.”

“Maybe we’re just sensing the power of the ocean?” Alex said. “Being sealed up in a bottle like this probably messes with everything.”

They had no further leads, so they picked a direction and set off along the beach. The fine sand shifted so much underfoot it was only moments before Alex’s legs burned with the effort.

“Do you smell that?” he asked.

Anil sniffed the air and pulled a face. “It smells like rotten eggs.”

“Or when my dad’s eaten too much cabbage,” added Zoey.

The sand rippled like a disturbed rock pool as the ground rumbled again. The sulphuric stench grew thicker, making Alex pull his T-shirt up over his nose. Kraken turned green and tucked herself away inside his jacket.

Black, craggy rocks littered the beach as it curved gently away from them. Close to shore the softly lapping water was crystal clear, deepening to sparkling blue away from the sand.

Anil stopped in his tracks and pointed ahead. “There’s something moving down there.”

Along the beach, near the water, more rocks appeared to be freshly spat out by the waves. Except once these rocks had scraped onto the sand, they hopped upright and waddled higher up the shore.

“Dinosaurs,” whispered Zoey.

“There are no dinosaurs here! I think they’re…” Alex squinted to make sure the baking sun wasn’t making him hallucinate. “Penguins.”

Giddiness lurched through him again as he set off at a run, floundering across the soft sand. The penguins all turned to watch his approach. Alex expected them to dash back to the sea, but they simply lifted their beaks curiously.

The penguins barely came up to his knee even when they stood at full height. Their small heads were almost completely black, just a thin band of white above their eyes warming to pink at the base of their short beaks. Their stout, white bellies were speckled with dark feathers, two flippers held low at their sides like overlong sleeves.

As Zoey and Anil caught up, the penguins waddled closer to nip at their shoes and pick seaweed from the cuff of Alex’s jeans.

“They’re not scared of us at all,” Alex said.

“Penguins on a tropical beach.” Zoey laughed. “This place is so weird.”

Anil plucked a notebook from his pocket and began a sketch of the inquisitive seabirds. “I wish Pinch was here to see this.”

Kraken took the opportunity to shimmy down Alex’s arm and plop onto the wet sand. She crawled to meet a lapping wave. As the warm water washed over her head, she waved her arms in the air, skin flashing yellow and orange.

“This must be like the place you’re from,” Alex said. A part of him shared her joy, but he also felt a twinge of sadness. “Much more than Haven Bay.”

A fierce wave crashed to shore as the ground trembled again. Kraken was ferried back to Alex as water soaked his legs. The penguins simply surfed the wave on their bellies. Magic streamed ashore with the tide, but there was still no sign of where it came from.

At the treeline, a palm tree snapped and crashed to the ground.

Anil pointed behind it. “Look.”

The fallen tree had revealed a building set back into the palm forest. Rounded beams of tree trunks formed square cabin walls and steps up to a closed front door.

“That’s where we should start our search,” Zoey said.

Alex returned Kraken to his shoulder – the octopus hugged his hand as if to remind him she was glad they were together – and followed his friends up the beach. Most of the penguins stayed planted by the water. Only one, smaller than the others and with a band of white circling its eyes like it was wearing glasses, started hopping up the beach in pursuit.

Countless sea creatures had sensed their magical connection and helped Alex during previous adventures, so he knew not to ignore the little penguin. He let magic trickle from his fingertips.

“Can you help us?” Alex asked.

The penguin waggled its flippers in something like a nod. Then it turned and hopped across the sand towards the building, glancing back to urge them to follow.

The ground around the building had been cleared, trees and undergrowth cut away to reveal sand and scruffy soil. Wooden crates were stacked outside, along with a few pieces of old-fashioned machinery. A rowing boat was tied to a tree as if it might somehow float away.

Log steps led up to the door. Alex, Zoey and Anil paused at the bottom, the penguin hopping painstakingly up each stair one by one.

“Argosy said there’s no people here, right?” Anil asked.

Zoey took a breath and marched up the steps. “Anybody home?” she called, banging against the wood. The sound echoed hollowly inside. When nobody answered, she pushed the door.

It swung inwards. A breath of cool air drifted out, inviting them over the threshold.

Although nobody was home, it was clear they hadn’t been gone long. Chipped mugs of tea and plates of half-eaten food sat on workbench surfaces. Glass beakers and thermometers with heavy glass baubles at one end were scattered across the surface along with rock and leaf samples. Another door at the back of the cabin led to a smaller room stacked with bunk beds.

“It’s a research station,” Zoey said. She crossed to a wooden cylinder supported on brass fixings above a wooden base. “But everything is so out of date. This microscope looks like something from a museum.”

Anil had moved to a wall where a world map was stuck to the wood. A single red pin had been pushed into the paper.

“If this map is right, we really are a long way from home.”

Alex joined him to peer at the map. The pin punctured a tiny island surrounded by hundreds of miles of ocean on all sides. It sat near the equator, almost perfectly on the line between the northern and southern hemispheres of the planet.

“Loads of the country names are wrong.” Anil ran a finger over the map. “The borders too.”

Zoey gasped. “We were so interested in where we are, we didn’t even think about when we are.”

Quickly, she riffled through a stack of papers on the workbench, scattering pages to the floor. Finally, she tugged loose a newspaper and gaped at the front page.

“September 3rd,” she read, holding it up for them to see. “1689.”

“You’re saying we’ve gone back in time by…” Anil hastily did the maths on his fingers. “Five hundred and thirty years?!”

“Um, not quite. But still a lot of years!” Zoey’s eyes scanned the archaic equipment. “This must have been cutting edge to them. My engineering skills would blow their minds.”

“The newspaper is in English,” Alex said. The top of the front page showed the British Royal Family’s crest, with The London Gazette printed underneath. “They must have brought it with them. So what were they here to research?”

Zoey resumed frantically browsing the papers while Anil circled the room for any clues they might have missed.

“Any ideas?” Alex asked the penguin.

The bird waddled across the cabin floor to where Zoey had scattered papers and plucked up a single sheet in its beak to offer him.

“Thank you,” Alex said, accepting the page.

The penguin waggled its flippers in acknowledgement.

Scrawled handwriting covered the paper, blots of ink obscuring some of the words. It appeared to be a letter that had never been sent. When he finally made sense of it, his stomach dropped into his shoes.

“That’s weird.” Anil pointed out of the window. “It’s snowing.”

White flakes had begun falling from the sky, drifting slowly down to speckle the beach all the way to the water.

“It can’t be snowing, it’s like a hundred degrees out there,” Zoey said.

“That’s not snow. It’s ash.” Alex handed her the paper as the ground rumbled ominously again, glasses and plates clinking together. “The research team was here to study a massive volcano.”

Zoey’s eyes went wide as she studied the letter. “And now it’s erupting.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

PICK UP A PENGUIN

Old-fashioned equipment thumped to the floor and smashed as the research station shuddered. Outside, another palm tree was torn from its roots and crashed through the window, showering the workbenches with glass.

“We should get outside,” Anil shouted.

“Not until we find where the trident piece is hidden!” Alex replied. “It has to be here!”

Zoey resumed skimming through the papers even as they were shaken to the floor. “There must be a clue somewhere.”

Kraken tugged on Alex’s collar to urge him out of the cabin as its foundations quaked. He ignored her and joined Anil in throwing open cupboards and drawers in search of any clue left behind by Argosy’s ancestor.

The penguin waddled through the unfolding chaos to the scattering of fallen papers. It swivelled its head from side to side so it could study the pages, before plucking up a document in its beak and hopping over to Zoey.

Her eyes widened as she scanned the paper. “This penguin is a scientific genius!” Zoey snatched the page from the bird’s beak. “I’m going to call you Chang.”

Anil noted the name in his pad. “Why?”

“Meemann Chang is a famous Chinese scientist. She studies dinosaurs and extinct birds.”

Alex grabbed a workbench as the shaking building threatened to pitch him off his feet. The ceiling beams groaned and the walls sagged inwards. “Let’s get out of here.”

Zoey scooped up Chang the penguin and they all hurried for the door. No sooner had they reached the bottom of the steps than a central beam buckled with a rending snap and the roof of the station collapsed. The cabin walls folded in on top like dismantled flat-pack furniture, crushing the workbenches and spraying out a shockwave of sand.

“That was close,” Anil said, brushing himself off.

Alex rose slowly to his feet. Moments before, the beach had been postcard-perfect. Now it looked as if it had been smashed by a hammer. Long, jagged cracks splintered the ground, acrid smoke belching from inside. The sharp stench of sulphur made his eyes water.

“The volcano was supposed to be extinct.”

Zoey sat with Chang in her lap, the rescued document held in front of them as if she was giving a reading lesson.

“The research team discovered a massive subaquatic super volcano,” she continued, reading the page. “Big enough that an eruption would clog the sky with ash for decades and make most of the planet uninhabitable. Only life deep in the ocean would survive. But the volcano was extinct. It was safe.”

Alex peered out towards the horizon. Offshore, where the ocean deepened to an inky blue, a wall of heavy steam plumed into the air. “So what’s making it erupt now?”

Argosy’s ancestors had bottled this place before it could harm the wider world. They had never bothered to ask why this catastrophe was happening or if it could be stopped. Now this tiny bottle world and the animals that called it home suffered the consequences on an infinite loop. Alex looked to the collapsed cabin and wondered how many times it had fallen, ruins wiped out by the eruption, only to be reset on its foundation ready to be knocked over again.

An odd object in the building wreckage caught his eye. A large, round metal helmet with a circular panel of glass in its front, a rubber tube trailing from the back. Alex lifted a plank away and plucked it loose.

“It’s an old diving helmet.” Zoey shifted Chang out of her lap and came to look. “It’s a few hundred years younger than any other equipment here. Which means it was brought here a long time after this place was bottled.”

“Argosy’s ancestor,” Anil said.

Alex turned back to the steaming horizon. “That’s why we could sense such strong sea magic out there. They would only need diving gear if they were going deep underwater. Where better to hide something you don’t want to be found?”

“Inside the massive erupting supervolcano?” Anil gulped. “And I thought my cousins were good at hide and seek.”

“How much time do you think we have before the volcano properly erupts?” Alex asked.

“I’m no volcanologist, but I know when things look ready to explode,” Zoey replied. “It can’t be more than an hour.”

“We could leave this bottle and come back,” Anil suggested. “Reset the time loop and give ourselves more time.”

Alex shook his head. “The crab zombies are breaking into Argosy Manor as we speak. We have to get the trident piece now.”

Zoey took the diving helmet and checked it over.

“Looks like we’re going volcano fishing.”

The rowing boat was far enough from the research station building that it had survived the collapse. Alex untied it from the palm tree’s trunk and they used the rope to drag it down the fractured beach. Chang and Kraken rode as passengers.

“Why is it never a speedboat or a jet ski?” Zoey complained.

“I don’t think they had those in 1689,” Anil replied.

Zoey gasped with realization. “I could be a millionaire inventor here.”

“You do realize there are no people here, right?” Anil said.

Zoey frowned. “That would be a marketing problem.”

The other penguins formed a curious audience as the boat scraped to a halt on the tideline.

Anil shielded his eyes to look out to sea. “It’ll take too long to row out there.”

Chang hopped off the rowing boat and waddled between the other penguins, wagging her flippers to usher them towards the front of the boat. The birds gathered in docile silence.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Alex asked.

Zoey nodded. “We strap penguins to our feet and ride them like waterskis.”

“We’ll call that Plan P. No, they can pull the boat.”

“That’s less fun but a lot more likely to work,” Zoey conceded.

Alex dipped into his sea magic and communicated the idea to Chang. The penguin waggled her flippers in acknowledgement and began nudging the other birds into neat rows in front of the boat. Once they had all taken up the rope in their beaks, Chang hopped back into the boat as if she was their leader.

“You could call this a pen-win,” Anil said.

Zoey winced. “I’d rather fall into molten lava.”

Together, Alex, Zoey and Anil pushed the rowing boat into the water and jumped aboard as it wobbled afloat. The penguins transformed as soon as they touched the waves; bodies awkward on land became streamlined to slice through the surf despite the weight of the boat. The vessel lurched forwards to leave the beach behind.

“They should measure boat speed in penguin power!” Zoey shouted as they skimmed over the waves.

Although the smoking shore fell quickly away, the hot stink of sulphur only grew stronger. Sweat dripped from Alex’s skin as they drew closer to the pluming steam, the air growing almost too thick to breathe. Kraken tucked herself safely down inside his pocket.

“We find the trident piece and get out of here as quickly as we can,” Alex said.

Soon, they were close enough that steam blotted the sun, casting the boat into shadow. The penguins slowed to a halt, floating uncertainly on the murky surface.

Zoey peered over the side. “We should get them into the boat. The volcano could be making the water acidic.”

One by one, they scooped the penguins into the boat until they were packed flipper-to-flipper. Chang hopped onto the bench alongside Zoey.

Anil swiped sweat from his forehead. “The steam is too hot to get any closer.”

Alex imagined the boat dissolving beneath their feet, the air becoming an oven they couldn’t escape.

“Argosy’s ancestor must have used the diving gear to go under. We can use our magic to get us closer,” he said. “I showed you both how to summon air bubbles around your mouths. Do you think you can make one around your whole body?”

“For sure!” Zoey plunged a hand into the water and her magic surged. A clear bubble expanded around her so quickly that it bounced her over the side of the boat with a splash. The bubble held, protecting her from the heat and any chemicals that might taint the water.

Anil let his fingertips trail over the side. Unlike Zoey, his magic dripped hesitantly, as if the flow was blocked. A bubble opened over his hand, clinging to his wrist as it creeped up his arm. Anil immediately pushed harder, trying to force the magic to expand. The bubble faltered and popped.

“Why can’t I do it?” Anil slapped the side of the boat in frustration. “The magic is right there. It just won’t do what I want.”

Alex put one hand on his friend’s shoulder and the other into the warm sea. “You can’t push too hard. Just keep trying and believe in what you can do.”

“Except that means I’m completely useless right now.”

“You’re never useless.” Alex opened a pair of bubbles that completely enclosed each of them inside. “Let’s stick together and watch each other’s backs.”

Together, they slipped over the side of the boat, leaving the penguins in command. Chang peered down at them from the rowing-boat bench.

“We’ll come back for you,” Alex promised.

Despite being separated by their bubbles, the threads of the ocean connected Alex, Zoey and Anil as they ducked under the surface and swam down into the murky ocean.

The water grew warmer the deeper they descended, but their bubbles kept them insulated from the worst of the heat. The air inside carried a tang of sulphur that scratched at Alex’s throat.

Shortly, glowing red light illuminated the haze below them. The water bubbled and frothed, hiding the source of the light until they dived closer.

A deep fissure had split open the seabed. A wide spout of rock had forced itself up from inside. Magma blazed hot and vivid in its mouth, dark smoke belching into the water.

Zoey immediately kicked to swim closer, but Alex sent a current of water to push her back. The threat of spewing lava alone would have been enough to make him cautious. But there was something else moving around the volcano mouth.

Giant spider crabs with hooded riders mounted on their backs.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

A REPERTOIRE OF DISASTERS

Lava sizzled and cooled under clawed feet as the monstrous crabs formed a protective ring around the fiery volcano spout. Their hooded riders lifted withered hands, gnarled fingers flashing blue as twisted sea magic poured into the fractured seabed, stoking the subterranean furnace hotter.

This was why the extinct volcano had returned to life – hundreds of years ago the crab zombies had deliberately revived it. If they were Brineblood’s undead minions, this must have been one of the pirate’s wicked plots. Argosy’s ancestor had thwarted it by trapping the volcano in a bottle before its eruption could smother the world.

Did Erasmus Argosy, hundreds of years later, know Brineblood had been responsible for this disaster?

Alex had to remind himself that all of this had already happened. They couldn’t stop the eruption. Instead, they had to retrieve the trident piece so they could prevent the crab zombies from resurrecting Brineblood in their world.

“Spread out,” he called to Zoey and Anil. It was better to avoid the crab zombies here altogether.

He didn’t know if his friends could hear him through the bubbles but pointing seemed to give them the idea.

Smoke rose from the volcano in a bubbling column. Alex, Zoey and Anil circled around it, using the murky water for cover as they sank lower, scanning the seabed for any sign of their trident treasure. The fissures cracked longer and wider as the crab zombies continued to pour out their magic.

There was no sign of the trident piece but Alex could feel its power. It struck a truer note than the twisted cacophony of zombie magic. If he could block that out, he would find the artefact.

A rock broke away from the seabed. Steam propelled it upwards like a cannon shot and it careened directly towards Anil. Alex threw up a hand to try and push it away but Anil reacted faster. Swiping an arm sideways, his magic flared and a current of water slapped the rock, breaking it into pieces.

I did it! Anil mouthed, grinning and pointing to his hand.

Below them, the crab zombies shifted. The riders had sensed the pulse of magic and peered up at them. Three kicked up and away from the fiery magma while the rest remained to finish stoking the volcano.

Zoey squared up inside her bubble and Anil reluctantly did the same. Apparently there was no choice but to fight after all.

“Just keep them distracted!” Alex shouted.

He let his magic flow and pushed a current at the nearest crab, swirling water knocking it away. Nearby, his friends’ magic kindled as they readied to meet their attackers.

The charging crab riders extended their arms, desiccated fingers flashing blue. Ice crackled towards Alex, firing like frozen lightning.

Alex focused his magic to form a shield of water but Zoey had other ideas. Her magic gushed and she swung her arm in a reckless punch, swiping the ice away so it flew wildly in all directions. A shard caught Alex in the shoulder, bursting his protective bubble, the force of the impact sending him spinning towards the seabed.

“Sorry!” Zoey shouted.

Sand billowed up as Alex hit the ground. A lump of ice thudded onto his chest, pinning him in place as glowing fractures splintered the ground beneath him. His lungs ached as he held his breath long enough to summon another bubble around himself, with no choice but to close the ice inside.

A glint in the corner of his eye caught his attention as he fought to squirm free. A small anchor was embedded in the sand nearby, a cloth-wrapped package lashed to it. The wrapping had fallen open to reveal a sharp yellow-white point.

The trident piece.

Alex felt its magic reach for him. A pure, effortless power that reminded him of the Water Dragon.

Above him, Zoey and Anil were battling the crab zombies to try and reach him, while the rest of the monsters continued stirring the volcano awake. Alex stretched for the trident piece but couldn’t reach, the block of ice on his chest keeping him pinned. Kraken crawled from his pocket and pushed the ice with all eight of her arms, leaking ink with the effort. It was too heavy.

A rumble through the seabed kicked sand and smoke into the water. Fire seethed from the widening fractures, radiant beads of magma spewing upwards. The water around Alex grew warmer, a pot slowly being brought to the boil.

The ground opened beneath the anchor, its weight making it sink. The trident piece was dragged with it.

At the same time, the ice on his chest rapidly began to melt as the temperature spiked even within his bubble. The chunk’s weight lessened as it shrank and Alex began to wriggle towards the trident piece.

The anchor had almost disappeared completely into the seabed. Water streamed away from the ice block and Alex lunged, fingertips snatching the cloth wrapped around the trident piece just before it could fall away, pulling it inside his bubble.

CRACK!

It sounded as if the entire planet would crumple. The ground quaked and the fractures collapsed into the gaping maw of the volcano. Alex quickly created a current to propel himself up and away before the flaming mouth could swallow him.

The volcano spout grew up from the seabed like an ancient sea monster rising from slumber. Water sucked and swirled as the volcano rose, rock splintering and stacking. Alex was ripped towards the surface. Before he could stop it, the trident piece was torn from his grip, whirling away into the maelstrom.

Alex broke the surface, gasping for breath, already casting around for the lost artefact. The sea churned into an enormous wave, high enough to briefly block the sun as it lurched towards the nearby island, ready to crash over the beach. It would wipe out the research station and the trees as if they had never been there at all.

Rock rumbled out of the ocean, a seamount stacking high as the volcano grew, spewing smoke and lava that quickly blackened the sky.

Hands gripped Alex’s shoulders. Zoey and Anil had managed to stay together and now clung desperately to him.

“We have to go!” Zoey shouted, coughing and spluttering as the tossing water tried to drag them apart.

“I lost the trident piece!”

“It won’t matter if we don’t escape!”

She gripped his shoulder tightly and he felt her magic flow. Anil opened himself up as best he could to help. Their magic rushed through the turbulent threads of the ocean, reaching for somewhere far away from this collapsing world. A sleepy bay on the other side of the planet. Their connection there would guide them home.

A small, dark shape sliced through the stormy ocean towards them. Chang fought against the seething waves, flippers flicking to dodge falling rocks and tossing, steaming lava.

The trident piece was clenched firmly in her beak.

“Wait!” Alex shouted to his friends as he felt sea magic begin to wrap around them, ready to whisk them away from this world.

The penguin leaped from the waves and released the trident point. It flew through the air and Alex snatched it in a desperate fist.

He reached for Chang, but a ferocious wave whipped the tiny bird away. Then, as acrid smoke surrounded them and a torrent of lava was launched into the sky, sea magic washed over their heads and bore them away.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CRAB LADS, LADS, LADS

Smoke trailed from Alex’s clothes as he thumped down onto threadbare carpet. The towering wave was replaced by straight wooden shelves, smouldering magma reduced to the glint of glass bottles.

Volcanic rumbling reverberated in his ears. The ground still shook as he struggled to push himself upright.

Slowly, Alex’s head cleared and he realized the noise was something banging at the door and footsteps hurrying around him.

Strong hands hauled him to his feet.

“Why do you all smell like farts?” Bridget asked.

Beside them, Zoey sniffed. “She who smelt it, dealt it.”

“At least I’m not hanging upside down from a shelf,” Anil said, brushing himself off as Gene helped him up from the floor.

“We left Chang behind,” Zoey said in a small voice.

Bridget frowned. “Who’s Chang?”

“The greatest scientific mind of the penguin community.”

“Maybe you hit your head.” Bridget started checking her over, much to Zoey’s delight.

Kraken pushed out of Alex’s inside pocket and shifted her skin to a black-and-white penguin pattern as she plopped onto his shoulder.

The barricaded door rattled in its frame as something bashed against the other side. The doorknob glowed green and sea magic pulsed weakly. Tendrils of seaweed unravelled from the metal fixture to creep across the door and brace it.

“The crab lads ’ave got inside the house,” Grandpa explained. He roughly turned Alex on the spot to make sure he was in one piece, before moving on to do the same to Zoey and Anil.

Argosy pushed away from the door. “Do you have the trident piece?”

Groggily, Alex lifted his hand. The yellow-white prong was cool in his grip, seawater still dripping from its point. Alex had thought it was forged from metal. Now there was a moment to study it, he realized the artefact appeared to be carved from bone. One side was straight while the other curved, its edge slightly serrated, before it ended in a sharp tip.

“It’s a Water Dragon tooth,” Alex said. That’s why its power had felt so familiar. It was the same magic their dragon possessed.

Briefly, he reached for the Water Dragon along their connection. We found the first piece, he tried to tell it. A flicker of recognition came from inside the ice but nothing more.

Argosy snatched the trident piece while Alex was distracted. “Extraordinary,” he said, holding the tooth close to his spectacles. Then he retrieved the trident handle and carefully pushed the tooth into the first of the empty slots.

Sea magic thrummed through the artefact even though two slots remained empty – enough to make it clear how powerful the trident would be once complete. But Argosy simply watched it expectantly as if he hadn’t felt anything at all.

The barrage at the door stalled as if the crab zombies sensed the power too. When it resumed, the assault seemed even more desperate than before.

Argosy brought over the second bottle, ready to break the seal and pop it open. “There’s no time to waste. You have to get the second piece.”

“Wait.” Alex grabbed the old man’s hands to keep the cork in place. “There were crab zombies inside the first bottle. The volcano exploded because they triggered it. Did you know?”

Argosy blinked and pushed his glasses up his nose, expression settling into a practised mask of neutrality. “I only know what is written in the records.”

Alex had no doubt there were plenty of records that the old man kept to himself. “If the crab zombies were there, the eruption had to be a Brineblood plot.”

“But why did he want to trigger an apocalyptic volcano?” Anil asked.

“It would have ended the world and made the ocean the only place it was possible to survive,” Zoey said, thinking it through as she spoke. “Brineblood could have ruled over whatever was left.”

Argosy nodded gravely. “There will always be a few powerful people who benefit from destruction.”

“So what will he do here if the crab zombies manage to resurrect him?” Zoey asked.

Anil was busily scratching notes into his pad. “Nothing good.”

“All the more reason for you to fetch the remaining trident pieces!” Argosy waved the second bottle at them impatiently.

Alex only needed to glance quickly between his friends to express his concerns and see them reflected back: Argosy wasn’t telling them the whole truth. There had been more to the first bottle than he had told them and no doubt the second would be the same. For now, they had to go along with the plan – the crab zombies had to be stopped from resurrecting Brineblood and the Water Dragon must be saved – but along the way they would try and sniff out what the old man was plotting.

The door jolted, claws sawing at the wood. The bracing seaweed slackened as the magic stored inside the doorknob waned. When it ran out, only the physical barricade would remain. There was no time to stay here and push Argosy for answers.

“Are you sure you don’t need us here?” Alex asked, nodding to the besieged door.

Argosy growled in frustration. “You must go!”

Alex ignored him and looked to his family.

“We can defend the house,” Bridget said, crunching her neck side to side.

Grandpa nodded. “You three have put yerselves in danger time ‘n’ again to keep us safe. Least we can do is return the favour.”

“It’s cool if you want to be really quick about it, though,” Gene added.

Argosy cracked the wax seal of the bottle before there was time for further discussion. After a moment’s straining, he popped the cork loose and pointed the glass bottle neck at Alex, Zoey and Anil.

The deluge of magic from inside washed over Alex’s head and swirled him into the mouth of the bottle. The shelves and carpet of the besieged room disappeared, the banging at the door replaced by rumbling thunder. White light flashed against a black sky.

The magic released him and he flailed towards the ground…

…where he splashed into a raging torrent of floodwater, cold enough to make him gasp as it whisked him up and snatched him away.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

A FLOOD OF EVIL

Water dragged Alex under, flipped him over and spun him around. He tried to snatch a breath but water filled his mouth and choked his throat. It was a fight simply to lift an arm. And when he did, dipping into his magic to try and summon an air bubble over his mouth, the watery threads squirmed out of his grasp. There was no way to slow himself down and escape the torrent.

All that was left was to kick his legs and hope. By chance, he broke the frothing surface, the deluge wrestling to drag him back down. It was a river of floodwater rushing along a dark channel; lightning flashed overhead and Alex glimpsed a narrow canyon, with structures built on tall stilts along either bank.

Thunder boomed. Lightning forked across the sky again. Ahead, the water rushed beneath a wooden structure that straddled the canyon. The flood was carrying Alex towards the crop of thick posts that held it up. At this speed, he would be dashed against them.

Desperately, he floundered around to face upstream, lifted his arms and sent magic gushing from his fingertips. If he couldn’t grip any threads of the water, at least he could brace himself against them.

Alex imagined his magic as a dam, a solid barrier to break the flow of the flood. The water pressed against it, the force making Alex’s arms ache as he pushed back with all his strength. He felt himself begin to slow.

Glancing over his shoulder, Alex saw the wooden posts still approaching at speed, the current churning around them. He gritted his teeth and kept his magic flowing, bracing himself against the flood and slowing as much as he could.

The hard wood of the first post drove into his back. The breath was knocked from his lungs but he’d slowed himself enough to avoid injury. When the floodwater tore him away again, he flung out his arms and managed to grip another post, holding tight as the torrent fought to pluck him loose.

“Catch me!”

Zoey’s voice skipped across the water. In another flash of lightning, Alex glimpsed his friend careening towards him in the flood. Magic streamed from her in every direction, hugely powerful but aimless, latching onto nothing.

Instinctively, Alex wrapped one arm around the post and flung out the other. “Grab my hand!”

Zoey’s magic retreated as she focused on making the catch. The flood brought her floundering into range and she snatched at Alex’s fingers. She whisked past so quickly that Alex fumbled his grip and almost lost her. At the last second, their hands clenched together and he caught her at arm’s length, holding her against the force of the water. Slowly, ignoring the biting pain in his shoulders, he reeled Zoey in close enough to grab the post for herself.

“I might be magic now, but I’m really starting to hate water,” she spluttered.

Alex’s teeth chattered, the cold water gnawing at his bones now he was still. “Have you seen Anil?”

“Look up, please.”

His voice came from overhead. Anil hung by his ankle from a jutting piece of the overhanging building.

“I think maybe I was the lucky one this time,” he said.

Alex and Zoey held tight to each other as they carefully kicked between the posts to reach the bank and pull themselves shivering from the water.

Steps led them up to the building across the canyon and a slim balcony along its side. Together, they hauled Anil to safety, before collapsing into an exhausted heap. Alex reached into his pocket to check on Kraken; the octopus was cold but unsquashed.

“I definitely preferred the sunny beach bottle,” Zoey said, wringing muddy water from her hair.

Only now they were out of the water did Alex realize it was raining – it lashed their skin and drummed against the wooden floor. Lightning forked across the dark sky, offering a brief view of where they had arrived. The canyon was long and winding, its rocky walls steep and rugged. That hadn’t stopped people building a village along its length – wooden houses were fixed haphazardly on either side; platforms extending out on stilts to support large buildings and create teetering walkways between them. In some places the canyon was narrow enough that the houses were practically pressed together, before it opened wider to pull them apart again.

Alex peered down into the canyon. “It must have already been a river.”

“Now it’s just a lot more of a river,” Anil added.

Zoey smacked her lips. “The water is salty. We must be close to the sea.”

The canyon ran downhill, carrying the water with it, and behind them the slope grew steeper so the village appeared to be stacked on top of itself in layers. The flooded river flowed down from here, the water rapidly gurgling higher around the stilts that held the buildings in place.

“I recognize these kinds of buildings,” Anil said. “They build them in parts of India where it floods during monsoon season.”

“This whole place will be underwater soon,” Alex said.

Zoey pushed her sodden fringe out of her eyes. “The rain has probably washed away any clues to where we’ll find the trident piece.”

Alex squelched to his feet and helped up his friends. “We should be able to sense it like the last one, even through all this.”

He closed his eyes and tried to block out the lashing rain, the rushing flood and the groaning of the buildings as their foundations were tested. The Water Dragon’s magic was a pure song, the natural music of the ocean, stronger than any other force. If the trident pieces were dragon teeth, that’s what they needed to listen for.

“I can’t feel anything,” Zoey said beside him. She pushed out her magic, groping blindly through the storm, using enough power that it muffled anything Alex might be able to feel.

“This isn’t about strength,” Alex began to say, eyes still closed. “You have to—”

“There. I feel it.” Anil had quietly opened himself up and sent an almost imperceptible trickle of magic to quest out into the darkness. Power resonated back, a single ringing note. “It’s further up the hill.”

Alex opened his eyes and saw Anil grinning ear to ear.

“You found it,” Alex said.

Somehow, Anil’s smile got bigger. “Maybe not being able to summon massive power has its advantages.”

Zoey slapped him on the back. “Together we’ve got all bases covered.”

The only way to climb higher into the village was through the building that straddled the canyon. The nearest door swung open without resistance. Inside was a kind of covered bridge, a walkway that linked either side of the canyon. A few tables and chairs were pushed to the side as if this had also been a meeting place.

“It’s abandoned,” Anil said. “I bet the whole place is – just like the research post.”

Argosy had promised them that places were evacuated before they were bottled. At least he sometimes told the truth. But Alex still wondered what they might find here that the old man had decided not to warn them about.

A deep, wrenching groan like a calving iceberg made him spin back to peer through the door. Downriver, a stilt tipped, splintered and buckled under the force of the water. The platform it had held sagged, the other stilts beginning to break under its weight.

“We should hurry,” Zoey said.

A door on the other side opened onto a taller stack of buildings and walkways as the canyon sloped more steeply. The stilts to the ground were longer and sets of steps leading upwards punctuated the walkways at regular intervals.

As soon as they stepped onto the wooden boards, the posts beneath creaked and the walkway sagged.

“I don’t think this is going to hold much longer,” Alex said.

They hurried up several sets of steps, skirting crooked houses fixed directly to the rocky canyon wall. Ahead and above, more of the buildings were built on shelves of solid stone as the canyon began to level out at the top of the hill.

“We’ll be safe up there,” Zoey said, breaking into a run.

A board broke loose under her foot and tumbled into the canyon below. The round post underneath remained standing, and Zoey’s foot landed on it. She wobbled like a circus act, windmilling her arms to try and catch her balance.

Alex reached out and snatched one of her flailing hands, Anil automatically gripping his other arm in case he was pulled over the edge. Zoey managed to settle in an awkward but balanced hunch.

“We might need to move more slowly,” she admitted.

A series of sharp snaps sounded from behind them. Further down the canyon, stilts broke and platforms crumpled to kindling, the houses on top folding up and plunging into the floodwater below. It set off a chain reaction of destruction that rushed quickly up the canyon. The large building across the canyon groaned as its walls began to shake and slump.

“Or we stick with the original plan of going very quickly,” Anil said.

The missing walkway ahead of them had left stepping stones of post tops. Zoey skipped across first, arms held out for balance, followed by Anil. Alex fixed his eyes forwards and ignored the steep drop between each stilt, simply focusing on the solid thump of his feet as they found each one. The last post slanted away as he pushed off, almost making him miss the jump, but his friends caught and bundled him onto the platform.

Behind them, the floor of the large building caved in, the walls crumpling together as they fell into the narrow chasm. The debris knocked more stilts loose and the destruction rushed closer.

“Not much further!” Alex shouted.

Together they leaped up the stairs, climbing layers of walkway, feet slipping on slick wood as rain continued to lash at them. The whole canyon seemed to sway as the collapsing village chased them, buildings tumbling behind them moments after they had passed.

The top of the village, built onto rock, was just ahead. Alex felt the wood sway and bend under his feet as the rolling destruction caught him up. He kept his eyes ahead and put on a burst of speed to follow his friends towards a final set of steps that led onto a solid stone shelf.

The walkway collapsed beneath his feet, the raging flood below hungry to swallow him up. Alex dived and barrelled into his friends, knocking them all into a heap on the cold rock.

“That was close as heck,” Zoey puffed.

Alex rolled onto his back, breathing hard. Kraken sprawled across his chest. “There might not be a volcano here, but this place is falling apart just as quickly. We need to find the trident piece and get out.”

“Uh, guys?” Anil lay on his stomach, looking over the floodwater fuming below. A dark waterfall poured over a rock ledge, carrying branches and other debris from higher ground. “Do you remember how this bottle was labelled in Argosy’s ledger?”

Zoey tutted. “Something both needlessly dramatic and uselessly vague.”

It took Alex a moment to remember. “A flood of evil.”

Anil pointed to the water. “I think I might know why.” Alex and Zoey turned over to follow his gaze. At first, Alex saw nothing but debris tossing and swirling. Until a shape, somehow moving against the fierce current, caught his eye.

Long tentacles unravelled from a dark body and reached up to feel around on a nearby platform as if searching for prey.

“Monsters again,” Zoey whispered. “Wonderful.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

MONSTERS AGAIN

The tentacles twitched and quivered as they pawed over the cold rock. Below, the creature’s body remained submerged, nothing more than a sinister shape secreted in the flood.

“Any idea what it is?” Alex asked.

Anil took out his notepad and pencil to begin sketching. “Hard to tell until I see more of it.”

A long time ago, Alex had researched every ocean creature capable of stinging, poisoning, eating and otherwise harming him. Nothing matched the thing in the flood. Somehow, its presence there felt wrong. Not just frightening but unnatural, as if a fundamental rule of the world had been broken.

Alex closed his eyes and reached out with his magic. The noise of the rain and roaring floodwater faded. Usually he could connect to the mind of a creature, communicate with it, read its emotions. But now his power buzzed around the creature as if struggling to find a way inside – as if there was nothing there to connect with at all. A void where magic couldn’t go.

The void monster reared up suddenly from the water, mouth gaping, slack gums studded with jagged teeth. Alex yelped as his magic was sucked inside it, flattening to a droning note that vibrated blandly along the threads of water before it was swallowed down and silenced.

Alex shut off his magic and staggered backwards. It felt like a small piece of himself had been removed and gobbled up.

“It took my magic,” he breathed. “Snuffed it out.”

“You’re okay,” Zoey told him, holding his arms as if pinning him to the ground, reminding him he remained whole.

Anil’s sketching faltered. “I’m sure I’ve heard of something like this…”

A sharp gust of wind snatched Anil’s pencil from his grip and blew it to rattle hollowly against the rock.

Fast as lightning, the void monster’s tentacles whipped towards it. Hooked spines unsheathed from the flat side of the muscular limbs and slammed into the stone, smashing the pencil into pieces. Alex, Zoey and Anil jumped back out of reach.

“Don’t worry.” Anil gulped. “I also brought a pen.”

Kraken crawled onto Alex’s shoulder and shook her front arms at the monster as if challenging it to a fight.

“It’s hunting. I think it responded to the vibration.” Zoey pressed her hand to the wet rock and flared her magic. A spout of water shot from the flood below, flinging a broken tree branch up and into the rock hard enough to shatter it into kindling.

“I only wanted to throw it gently!” she complained.

Still, the impact attracted the attention of the monster, its tentacles surging towards where the branch had struck.

This gave them an opening to hurry along the rocky ledge and duck inside the nearest building that would shelter them from anything lurking in the floodwater. Fishing nets hung from the walls and were stretched over drying racks, slimy crab pots littering the floor. Alex, Zoey and Anil picked their way towards stairs that promised to take them to yet another higher level.

“I want to be able to control my magic,” Zoey said.

“You’re still practising,” Alex replied. He kept his next thought to himself: maybe you need a better teacher. “You’re much stronger than I was so soon after gaining your power.”

Anil nodded. “You’re a lot stronger than me.”

“Obviously I’m happy to be the strongest magic user the world has ever seen. But you’re just as strong when it really matters.” Zoey nudged Anil with her elbow, making him smile. “My power is no use if it always goes wrong. It’s just like how my inventions used to be – they backfired because I didn’t have enough control.”

At the top of the stairs they passed a collection of long tables crusted with fish guts and scales. Another door flapped on its hinges, the noise of the flood pouring inside.

“That’s not exactly why your inventions didn’t work,” Alex said.

Zoey frowned. “What do you mean?”

“You’re absolutely brilliant…”

“I know, but thank you anyway.”

“You’re also impatient,” Alex continued. “Your inventions used to explode because you got so excited about your big idea that you didn’t take the time to execute it properly. You were trying to force your inventions to do what you wanted as quickly as possible. Once you really started thinking about what you were doing, your skill caught up to your ideas and everything stopped blowing up.”

Alex realized it had been a pleasingly long time since he had been forced to regrow his eyebrows.

“It’s just frustrating to feel like I’ve gone back to square one, even though I’m trying so hard,” Zoey said.

“You need to remember that sea magic isn’t a tool you can use to do your bidding. And you don’t have to prove to it – or us! – how strong you are. The power is an ally,” Alex told her, finally feeling sure he had found the right words to describe it. “It wants to help you. It trusts you. That’s why you’ve been able to use it so strongly! And if you trust it back, rather than trying to force it, you’ll be unstoppable together.”

“Unstoppable and vaguely terrifying,” Anil added.

Zoey’s brow furrowed as she thought over his advice. Alex kept moving but held his breath, every passing second convincing him further that he had made no sense. So it was a relief when Zoey finally nodded and grinned.

“I totally get it. Thanks, sensei!”

Relief flushed through Alex’s body but there was also a little fizz of pride. He just hoped his advice would still hold up when she actually had to use it.

The next door led onto solid ground above the waterfall. The river sliced a narrow channel through the ground to pour over the edge of the rock, but it had burst its banks to spread floodwater wide across a clearing. Trees had been uprooted and buildings wallowed in the rising tide. Patches of reeds and tall grass had survived the destruction, swaying gently in the flow.

Another much larger building stood across the floodwater, domed shapes silhouetted against the stormy sky.

“I can sense the power of the trident piece coming from there,” Anil said.

Alex closed his eyes and felt it too – the ringing note of sea magic.

“There’s something else.” Zoey looked troubled as she flexed her fingers at her sides. “When I reached into my magic back there, it latched onto something really familiar here. It felt just like when I dip into my power in Haven Bay.”

That was odd – their surroundings here couldn’t be any more different from home. Alex tried to remember if he had felt anything similar when using his magic to escape the flood. It had all happened too quickly for him to think about anything but staying alive.

He reached for his power again now, but Anil interrupted by pointing to the water.

“Look.”

It wasn’t just debris moving in the flood. Gelatinous, slimy bodies lurched through the water. Long tentacles writhed over the surface and searched the muddy rim of the floodwater for prey. Void monsters.

“The mud should muffle our footsteps,” Zoey said. “Just walk carefully.”

Where the water was still rising, the ground was a sludgy bog. It squelched up over their shoes, absorbing the impact so there was no vibration for the monsters to feel. Long tentacles trailed over their path. Alex stepped over them carefully, letting his feet sink before tugging loose for another step. Kraken rode safely on his shoulder.

A deeper patch of mud clung stubbornly to his shoe. Alex strained to free himself, the bog sucking and puckering to hold tight.

Until suddenly it released him.

Alex’s foot came away so quickly that he stumbled and his shoe flew off his foot. It flipped into the air and slapped onto the surface of the bog.

Tentacles swarmed towards the noise, snaking over the mud around Alex’s feet. A spongy body heaved itself through the floodwater for a closer look. The void monster reached the shoe and inflated like a plastic bag, wrinkly skin stretching tight as it lifted itself from the water. Rubbery flaps peeled back to reveal cloudy, sightless eyes. Its mouth gaped.

Zoey spooled up her power, ready to fight, but Anil lifted an arm to hold her back.

“I recognize them now,” he whispered. “Don’t do anything magic.”

The void monster pawed around the mud that had welled over Alex’s feet. Tentacles brushed his legs, spines flexing speculatively. Alex held his breath and locked his knees to keep from shaking. Magic welled defensively inside him, responding to the panicked rhythm of his heart. Anil sensed it and shook his head firmly, wide eyes imploring Alex to squash it down. So he held his power firmly inside himself, exercising the same control he had just asked of Zoey, no matter how strongly it itched to be unleashed.

Finally, the monster’s body deflated. Its tentacles withdrew as it slipped back into deeper floodwater. Alex released his breath and sagged with relief.

“Argosy’s archive has a bestiary and I think I saw these creatures there,” Anil said. “They don’t hunt for food – they hunt sea magic so they can drain it and take it back to their queen.”

Alex gulped. “I don’t see any queen.”

“That just means we haven’t met her yet,” Zoey said quietly.

Alex recovered his fallen shoe and together they continued carefully across the boggy ground, heading for the larger building at the back of the clearing. The floodwater was rising quickly and they tried to glide their legs gently through to make as little noise as possible.

The building became clearer as they approached. A curved, multi-storeyed stone tower loomed high, rising over a series of smaller pointed domes that descended over the wide building’s roof until one came low enough to crown an entrance porch. Ornately carved pillars framed a large, square doorway. The floodwater poured from inside, rushing down stone steps that led up inside the building.

“It’s a Hindu temple,” Anil said. “A really old one.”

As he studied the architecture, a pair of long, multi-jointed legs stepped out from underneath the porch.

“Hide!” Alex hissed, pulling his friends into a patch of reeds.

More armoured legs appeared, followed by the flat, round body of a giant spider crab. Its hooded rider ducked to make it under the porch. Two more crab zombies appeared from around the far side of the temple, long legs easily picking through the flood.

“Probably should have guessed they’d be here too,” Zoey muttered.

“They must have caused this flood and awakened the monsters,” Alex said. “They’re using the power of this place to trigger a disaster, just like the volcano.”

The first crab zombie posted itself outside the temple entrance, water flowing through its armoured legs, while the others patrolled around the building.

“The trident piece is in there,” Alex said. “We need to find a way inside.”

“I could create a diversion and lead the crab zombies away?” Zoey suggested. “The ones back in Haven Bay are drawn to the power of Brineblood’s skull. They can almost certainly sense our sea magic too. And when it comes to aimlessly blaring power there’s nobody better than me.”

Anil nodded. “She has a point. It’ll attract the void monsters and get them out of our way too.”

Alex shook his head. “It’s too dangerous.”

“I’ve got another idea to help with the danger.”

Zoey plunged her arms into the silty water and rooted around until she dredged up a handful of stones. She passed them to Anil and then trailed a hand in the floodwater, letting her magic swell.

“This is my idea,” she muttered to herself. “I know I have the power to do it. I just need to think about exactly how.”

The water around her hand stirred and sloshed, sending ripples across the bog as her magic poured.

“We don’t command the magic,” Alex reminded her gently. “We show it what we want to do and why it’s the right thing. It trusts us to be its ally.”

Usually, her magic was a battering ram, booming its intent to anybody who would listen. Now Alex felt it squeeze towards a new shape – lean and focused, narrowing to a precise point. The ripples stopped spreading across the water and instead began to lift from the surface as if stacking on top of each other.

“Keep going,” Alex said.

“It’s working.” Zoey smiled but kept her focus. “Hold up a stone!”

Anil held a stone between finger and thumb. Zoey pressed her magic a little harder and a jet of water shot from her fingertips. It hit the stone with enough force to punch a hole clean through.

Near the temple, a crab zombie froze, rider turning to sniff in their direction.

“It’s definitely sensing your magic,” Anil said, carefully bringing the second stone into the powerful stream.

The void monsters had felt it too and they heaved their spongy bodies through the flood towards them.

When a third and fourth stone had been safely punctured, Zoey let her magic fall away, releasing a heavy breath of exhaustion.

“Hag stones were part of the defences at Argosy’s house.” She plucked thick reed stems and threaded them through the fresh holes in the stones, before tying them around each of their necks. “They might protect us if this goes wrong.”

“Why did you make four?” Alex asked.

“Because there are four of us.” Zoey handed the last hag stone to Kraken, who threaded it onto the end of one of her arms and glowed yellow with satisfaction.

The alerted crab zombie moved steadily through the water towards their hiding place, snuffling at the trail of dissipating sea magic, while the void monsters closed in from behind.

“Are you ready?” Zoey asked.

“Wait, how are we going to—?” Alex began.

Before he could finish the question, Zoey sprang from their hiding place and splashed through the floodwater, waving her hands in the air.

“It’s kind of comforting to know she’s still a bit reckless,” Anil said.

Sea magic blazed from Zoey like a flare. “Hey, crab cakes!” she yelled.

The crab zombie immediately reared towards her, powerful legs slicing easily through the water. Another appeared from around the side of the temple. The void monsters changed direction to track her.

Zoey glanced back at her friends. “Go.”

Then she ran, floundering away through the flood as her magic burned hot, the crab zombies quickly gaining in the chase.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

BIG AND BAD

A crab zombie still guarded the main entrance of the temple, the rider’s hooded face scanning the floodwater as it poured from within.

Alex and Anil waded around the side of the building in search of another way inside. The water level had already risen to lap around their waists. They scanned the flood for any sign of void monsters, but they all seemed to have followed Zoey.

“Whatever they’re doing in there, it was bad enough to make Argosy’s ancestor seal this place away,” Alex said. “So it must be more than just a few monsters.”

“They’re not really individuals – more like insects in a colony,” Anil said. “The bestiary just calls them the Abysm.”

“Void monster is a lot easier to say,” Alex noted.

“From what I read about them, the void queen feeds on magic and drains it from the world. A lot of magic,” Anil said. “She slumbers until she’s ready to wake up and start feeding and breeding more of the little monsters we’ve seen. There are always a few alive to look after her while she’s sleeping, but when she’s ready to wake up there are a lot more.”

“So there might be a queen monster and her army ready and waiting for us inside?” Alex asked.

Anil shook his head. “I think we’d know about it if the queen was already awake. The archives said she’s big.”

“How big?”

Anil gulped. “Big.”

At least with an erupting volcano it had been clear what they were up against. Here, there was no way of knowing how much time they had left to find the trident piece. If this bottle’s final disaster struck suddenly, there might not be enough time for them to escape.

But the trident piece was close. Its magic beckoned from inside the temple walls. They just needed a way to reach it.

“Do you think Zoey is okay?” Anil asked quietly.

Fear pinched his heart, but Alex found himself nodding. “She’s probably running rings around the crab zombies. Let’s get inside so she isn’t distracting them for nothing.”

The temple walls were ornate and sheer, the sandy stone engraved with intricate patterns and detailed faces. At regular intervals, small open-faced boxes like miniature stages had been chiselled from the stone, small statues sheltering inside.

“Those are the transepts,” Anil said, following his gaze. “There are ways in above them.”

Halfway up the walls, short columns were topped by gaps in the stone. Orange light flickered inside.

“Too high.” Alex kept wading, following the carved contours of the temple. A little further along he found a small door nestled in the shadows between columns. It was barred by a solid stone slab. Kraken crawled across to wrench at it with her arms, but it didn’t budge.

“Let me break it down.” Anil ran at the door – which in the deep water translated to exaggerated, slow motion strides – and bounced off harmlessly. “That was just a practice.”

The impact sent ripples skimming away from the temple. A wet squelching seemed to answer. Two spongy bodies surfaced from the floodwater, long tentacles writhing closer. Apparently not all of the void monsters had followed Zoey.

Anil grabbed the hag stone around his neck and held it out like a cross against a vampire. “We need another way inside.”

Alex’s own hag stone was heavy at his throat. He lifted it and studied how smoothly Zoey’s focused magic had tunnelled through. If her power could penetrate rock, maybe he could use his to break through the door.

The void monsters drifted closer. Alex lifted Kraken from the bar to his shoulder before trailing both hands in the floodwater and dipping into his well of magic. Zoey was right – there was a strange familiarity to the power at his fingertips that made him think of home. It was stronger somehow than the magic he had felt in the volcano bottle.

Still, he needed to concentrate. Summoning a wave was a big movement that didn’t always require much control. This would be different. Alex flattened his hands together and squeezed his power along his fingers. Then he aimed them at the stone bar that sealed the door and pushed as hard as he could.

Magic surged from his fingertips as a sharp jet of water. It slammed against the stone bar. Alex kept his hands pressed together tightly even as the force of his magic tried to prise them apart. The concentrated water drummed against the bar and began to eat away at the stone.

“It’s working!” Alex said.

Anil grinned. “Zoey will be so smug that she taught you some new magic.”

It was the same magic he had long possessed but learning a new shape for it felt like opening a fresh channel in his body, power moving through him in a way it never had before. Alex had been so focused on teaching his friends that he had never considered what he might learn from them.

The vibration of the vigorous stream rippled through the floodwater. Behind them, the void monsters fumbled closer, tentacles spreading wide in search of magic.

The water jet gnawed at the stone like a laser beam, slowly chewing through the thick bar. If Alex pushed any harder, he knew he would lose control of his magic.

“I can help,” Anil said. He placed a hand on Alex’s shoulder and squeezed gently. Immediately, the water jet intensified. Extra magic poured into Alex’s body. Together, they felt like tree roots, drawing power from the ground. Chips of stone ricocheted off the door as the water cleaved through the bar.

A barbed tentacle brushed Alex’s leg under the water. A lurch of horror in Alex’s belly made the water jet briefly falter before he steadied himself, remaining as still as he could.

Anil wasn’t as lucky – he jumped as slimy tentacles seized him, wrapping tight around his leg.

“Not much longer!” Alex shouted. Just a few more seconds and the door would break open.

But Anil slapped his free hand onto the surface of the water and his magic surged. The flood gushed upwards and tossed them into the air, Alex’s water jet snapping off.

The fountain of floodwater flung them high, briefly suspending Alex and Anil in the air. Below, the monsters opened their rubbery, broken-toothed mouths to catch them. Alex clenched his eyes shut and waited to fall into their clutches.

The water splashed back down.

Alex and Anil remained exactly where they were, suspended in the air.

Slowly, Alex opened his eyes, as if looking might break the spell. His feet kicked at nothing. Below, the void monsters smacked their lips together impatiently.

“Have we learned how to fly?” he asked.

Anil’s voice was breathy with fear. “Not exactly.”

Cold creeped along Alex’s back. He craned his neck to see over his shoulder. Anil pressed a hand against the stone temple wall. Ice had encased his fingers to lock him in place. The sudden cold had frozen the water on Alex’s clothes and stuck him to the wall like chewing gum.

“How did you do that?”

“Mostly panic.” Anil blinked sweat from his eyes. “But you learned a new trick from Zoey. I guess I learned something from the crab zombies.”

The ice had caught them above one of the openings in the wall. As the monsters snaked their tentacles up the stone in search of their missing snacks, Anil eased off his magic. The ice melted slowly enough for them to climb down and inside the temple.

“There can’t be long left,” Alex said, tucking Kraken safely inside his jacket. From his vantage point high on the temple wall, he had seen that the floodwater was rising faster and faster, almost reaching the roofs of the buildings around the temple. He hoped Zoey had found somewhere high to shelter.

Anil glanced around. “I think we’re near the shikhara – the tower over the main chamber. I can sense the trident piece. Come on.”

Their clothes drip-dripped onto the stone floor as they hurried up a narrow flight of steps. At the top they emerged into a tall, circular room, the tower climbing above their heads. A wide opening in the floor offered a view of the space below.

The lower chamber had been destroyed by the flood. Water gushed from a deep rupture in the stone floor – the source of the flood, welling up from deep underground. The back wall of the temple had crumbled under the pressure, revealing the sparse forest beyond.

Crab zombies had gathered around the breach and void monsters lingered in the water around them. Pale blue magic glowed from the crab riders’ hands.

“It’s like at the volcano,” Anil said. “They’re pouring their power into the ground.”

“No, this is different.” Alex watched. Power was flowing, but not in the same direction as in the previous bottle. “They’re drawing magic out.”

“Look.” Anil pointed to a single stone beam across the opening to the chamber below. A fishing net hung in the middle, dangling above the chaos. Tangled inside it was a yellow-white tooth.

The trident piece.

The ground rumbled. Below, the rift in the ground lengthened, a wide crack pushing beyond the fallen temple wall and out into the forest. Seaweed rose from the rift, thick green tendrils reaching for the crab zombies’ pale blue magic like plants straining towards light. It quickly grew as tall as the trees, draping itself over their branches for support. Pods hung from the seaweed vines, pulsating and twitching as more rose from the ground to smother the forest.

A pod split open with a wet crack. A small void monster peeled open the pod’s skin with its barbed tentacles and dropped into the floodwater.

“They’re eggs,” Alex said, watching in horror.

The entire temple shook and water abruptly stopped gushing from the rift. Outside, the forest floor lifted into a hump, tearing trees from their roots, as if something huge was pushing up from underneath.

“Remember what I said about the queen?” Anil asked.

Alex gulped. “Big.”

More pods hatched, baby void monsters slopping into the flood. The icy magic of the crab zombies intensified as they continued to drain power from the ground.

“They’re pulling out the magic of this place and feeding it to the void queen.” A cold sense of dread kept Alex rooted to the spot. “A big enough meal of magic to awaken its full strength.”

A dark green sac plugged the rupturing ground, trying to push its way to the surface. More trees tumbled as soil and rocks shifted.

The crab zombies, probably acting on Brineblood’s orders, had harvested the magic of this fishing town to awaken some terrible subterranean abomination. A monster that could drain sea magic from the world. Dreadful enough that an Argosy ancestor had decided to simply seal the town away.

A booming rumble broke statues from the temple walls and sent waves of floodwater sloshing around. The forest floor broke open and the dripping, pulsating sac hefted itself up from below, rising taller than the remaining trees.

Alex and Anil spoke at the same time as they watched.

“Big.”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

QUEEN OF THE FLOOD

Vein-like etchings strained across the slick skin of the void queen’s spawning sac. More pods broke open around it, void monsters splashing into the flood. The ground sank, trees falling into the pit left behind by the rising sac.

“We need to get out of here,” Alex said.

“With you in a minute!”

Alex tore his gaze away from the unfolding horror to find Anil shimmying out onto the stone beam suspended above the chamber below.

“Wait!” Alex shouted.

“We have to get the trident piece!”

Anil stretched for the hanging fishing net that held the dragon’s tooth but couldn’t quite reach. The stone shifted under his weight, dropping lower, forcing Anil to hug the beam to keep his balance.

The crab zombies below him kept their cold magic flaring, too busy to notice what was happening above their heads.

Beyond the broken wall of the temple, the void monsters swarmed the giant sac, lifting their tentacles to stroke its slick, shuddering sides. Their barbs unsheathed and began tearing small holes in the sac. Clear slime poured from inside.

“The queen is hatching,” Alex said. Instinctively, he reached for Anil, hoping to pull him away from danger.

Anil simply leaned further out, fingertips brushing the net. “I’ve almost got it.”

Alex’s sleeve bulged. Kraken squeezed out from the end and crawled up Anil’s leg, over his back and down the arm that reached for the trident piece.

“Is this a bad time to tell you I’m ticklish?” Anil whimpered.

The octopus wrapped a couple of arms firmly around Anil’s wrist and then dangled to grab the fishing net.

“She’s got it!” Alex shouted. “Now come back before—”

The stone beam fell. Anil yelped as he tumbled into the chamber below, Kraken still clinging to his hand. The beam crunched onto a crab zombie, unseating its rider, and Anil fell with them as the floodwater swallowed them up.

“I’m coming!” Alex pitched himself forwards into a half-dive, hoping to avoid the fallen beam.

Alex swam down under the turbulent water but couldn’t see Anil there. He gasped to the surface, casting around for his friend, but there was no sign.

The floodwater churned. Before, the water had been draining out of the chamber. Now it seemed to be coming back.

The queen’s sac convulsed as the changing tide lapped against it. Small tears in its skin were opening out into tattered breaches. Inside, Alex glimpsed long, furled limbs and a bulging body.

A pair of crab zombies broke away and came for Alex, long pincers snapping. Alex wished he could tell them he had no intention of interrupting their work, that he simply wanted to grab his friends and the trident piece and get out of there. Instead, he reached for his magic and prepared to fight.

But before the crab zombies could reach him, an enormous wave rolled into the chamber. Water seethed through the doorway and crashed around the stone walls, washing the crab zombies out through the broken back wall.

Zoey surfed into the chamber on a broken slab of stone, magic blazing as she rode her summoned wave.

“Looks like it’s time to get the heck out of here!” she shouted.

Relief flushed through Alex, both to see his friend safe and to have her help. “Anil went under the water!”

The crab zombies were regathering, climbing back inside the broken temple wall. A few void monsters broke away from their rapidly hatching queen, attracted by the power of Zoey’s magic.

“You find him,” she said. “I’ll hold them off.”

There wasn’t time to argue. As Zoey summoned another wave to throw a broken statue at the nearest giant crab, Alex opened a bubble around his mouth and dived under the water.

The flood was filled with empty pods, broken seaweed and torpedoes of debris, making it impossible to see clearly. Anil had fallen with the trident piece, so Alex focused his magic and felt for the power of the dragon tooth.

It called him directly down and he kicked through the cloudy water. Above him, he felt Zoey’s magic surge as she held the monsters at bay. She was strong, but there were too many for her to withstand them for long.

A flashing light caught Alex’s attention. Shifting colours of blue, yellow and green cut through the mess of debris. Alex kicked towards it and found Kraken flaring her skin like a beacon, showing him where to go.

The octopus sat on Anil’s chest. He lay on the chamber floor, unconscious, the fallen stone beam pinning his leg. Immediately Alex sent him an air bubble and then pushed a jet of water at the beam. The heavy stone shifted torturously slowly. Alex slammed his power against the beam as hard he could, finally shifting it away. Then he picked up his friend and slung his listless arm around his shoulder.

There was something gripped tight in Anil’s hand. Ancient power emanated from it. The trident point, safely in Anil’s grasp. Even as he sank, he had managed to grab it. Maybe its magic had protected him under the water.

Alex kicked for the surface. All they needed to do was reach Zoey and open a channel to take them back home.

Freezing hands seized his ankles. The crab rider that had been hit by the falling beam lurched up from the depths of the flood. The stone had caved in part of its head, rotten muscle barely holding its skull together. One eye socket was crushed and empty. A crab peeked out from inside the wreckage of broken bone.

Alex screamed and tried to break the zombie’s grip. Kraken crawled up to wrench at its fingers, but the ghoul refused to let go.

Tentacles lashed through the floodwater. The commotion and use of magic had attracted the void monsters. They must have got past Zoey. Even as tentacles wrapped around his arms and legs, Alex hoped his friend was okay.

The barbs of the void monsters dug into his skin. They didn’t hurt; they squirmed as if searching for particular places and then squeezed. Pressure roared in Alex’s ears, his whole body going rigid. Then it began to ease at the points where the barbs pressed, a release that made him shiver as if they were sucking out his blood.

No, it was worse than that.

The void monsters were draining his magic.

Their tentacles lifted him to the surface. Alex held tight and carried Anil with him.

Above the floodwater, Alex found Zoey wrapped up just as tight, barbs digging into her skin. He felt her magic waning.

“Not sure how we get out of this one,” she said weakly. “But I’ll try and think of something.”

At least the void monsters were leaving Anil alone. He stirred a little beside them – maybe being unconscious meant they couldn’t sense his power.

The giant sac was almost fully open now. The queen monster inside began to unfurl from her slumber. Alex saw rippling ridges of quivering flesh, fine hairs sticky with mucus, strange protruding bulges that might have been eyes.

The void monsters held up Alex and Zoey as offerings. They knew their magic would be drained completely to nourish the queen. Alex strained against the tentacles, Kraken fighting to prise them away. Beside him Zoey tried the same. But the barbs held the tentacles firmly in place.

Before them, the void queen opened a toothless maw, ready to suck down their magic. Alex and Zoey peered into the deep black hole of its body.

Hands gripped their shoulders. Magic began to flow into them, replacing what had been lost. Then it resonated out from them, not towards the queen but feeling back along the threads of floodwater.

Anil had awakened and stood behind them. “Time to go home.”

Tentacles reached for him but couldn’t move quickly enough. Anil amplified his magic and what Alex and Zoey had left rose to join it. Their power poured into the water in search of a place that felt just like this, but was far away from the current danger. Magic latched and a channel opened.

The queen monster lumbered towards them, mouth flapping in a final desperate attempt to reach them.

Before she could, Anil tugged on the lifeline thread of magic and it bundled them up, soaked them in its power and bore them away.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

WISH YOU WERE HERE

Bare floorboards broke Alex’s fall instead of threadbare carpet. Splinters needled his skin as the breath was knocked from his lungs. Slime still clung to him, cold and clammy, and his clothes were soaked with floodwater.

“It feels like I’ve just been born,” Zoey grumbled beside him, face pressed to the floorboards.

“Or sneezed on by a whale with the flu,” Anil added.

Strong hands hauled Alex roughly upright.

“Ugh, you’re disgusting!” Bridget wiped her hands on the flaking wallpaper. “I know you just got back, but we really need to run.”

From somewhere close behind came the chilling, all-too-familiar sound of giant crab claws scuttling along the floor.

Zoey and Anil were helped up by Grandpa and Gene. They were in another hallway of Argosy Manor, narrow and bare, dusty carts and cleaning equipment suggesting it was once used by servants rather than family.

“Chop chop!” Argosy clapped his hands together at the head of the group, spectacles crooked on his nose and sweat beading on his brow. The trident shaft was clamped unceremoniously in his armpit.

“I bet that’s how he used to speak to his staff,” Anil muttered.

Alex was hustled along, still dripping, cuts and bruises aching. Moments ago he had been battling magic-draining monsters on the brink of an apocalypse. Now his head spun as he struggled to spur his legs along, trying to ground himself in this new peril.

“The crab lads were breakin’ into the bottle room,” Grandpa said, breathing heavily as they hustled along. “We grabbed what we needed and scarpered out the back way.”

“They’re already on our tails,” added Gene.

Alex found himself pushed to the front of the group to hurry alongside Argosy. As well as the incomplete trident, the old man had brought the ledger with all three bottles propped on its pages.

“What took you so long?” he griped.

“Probably something to do with an army of monsters summoning their evil queen to take over the world,” Zoey spat from behind.

“Hmm, yes, that does sound troublesome.” Argosy led them around a sharp corner in the hallway. “Do you have the trident piece?”

Alex ignored the question. “There were crab zombies in that bottle too. But it was different to the volcano. That fishing village had some kind of power of its own. They were using it to summon the queen monster.”

“Can Queen Monster be my new nickname?” Bridget asked.

“You’ve always been a queen to me,” Zoey said quietly enough that Alex didn’t think his sister heard.

“But you retrieved the second trident piece?” Argosy badgered.

Anil hurried forwards and held out his hand. He had gripped the dragon tooth so tightly that it had cut into his skin. As soon as Anil uncurled his fingers, Argosy snatched the tooth and stopped to add it onto the trident shaft, slotting it beside the first prong.

Power swelled through the trident and launched a shockwave along the hallway. Alex staggered back with its force, bumping into Anil and Zoey as they did the same. The others simply watched curiously as if they had felt nothing at all.

Nearby, Alex felt the Water Dragon stir. It had also sensed the power of the trident, the power they hoped would break it free, even while frozen in solid ice and barely conscious.

The trident wasn’t even complete and it was already the most powerful artefact Alex had ever encountered. Argosy held it tightly in both hands, eyes wide and gleaming, a smile playing on his lips. Alex resisted the urge to snatch it away from him, to snuff out the desire he saw burning in the old man’s gaze.

“The power in the last bottle felt like the power in Haven Bay,” Alex said, gathering himself. “If Brineblood is resurrected, could he trigger the same kind of disaster here?”

Argosy kept his eyes on the trident. “He won’t get the chance. I – we – will stop the crab zombies. This is why you must retrieve the final trident piece without delay.”

The old man adjusted his grip to pick up the third and final bottle. It was still sheathed in cloth, hiding whatever lay inside the glass.

“A forsaken town,” Anil said, recalling how the contents of the bottle were labelled in the ledger.

“You must not allow yourselves to be waylaid,” Argosy said.

There was a crash somewhere close behind them in the house. Bridget and Gene tensed, ready to fight if something came around the corner.

Zoey waved away Argosy’s concern. “Yes, yes, more enormous hurry.”

“You don’t understand,” Argosy hissed harshly enough to snatch their attention. “The contents of this bottle are truly treacherous. Whatever you find there, you must not trust anything or any—”

Nearby, a mighty bang was followed by the sound of splintering wood. Claws scrabbled closer.

“There’s no time.” Argosy broke the seal on the bottle. “You must go now!”

Before Alex could protest or push the old man to finish his warning, Argosy pulled the stopper from the bottle.

Sea magic swept Alex up and whisked him from the hallway. It was pointless to resist its power. Alex simply let himself become part of its flow so he could brace himself in preparation for whatever total disaster awaited him.

Church bells tolled sweetly overhead. The flow of magic released Alex and he seemed to jerk awake from a bad dream. He sat in a comfortable chair at the side of a winding cobbled street. Nearby, sparkling blue sea lapped gently against a beach, where small fishing boats had been pulled up onto the golden sand. Warm sunshine drenched square-fronted, pastel-painted buildings that rose in layered stacks, built into the side of forested mountains that appeared to ring the entire town against the ocean.

“Finally, the rest I deserve.”

Zoey lounged in a chair beside him, a straw sunhat she had acquired from somewhere pulled low over her eyes.

“Where’s—?” Alex began to ask.

Zoey cut him off by simply pointing upwards.

Above their heads, Anil hung by his ankle from the rail of a balcony. “This seems nice,” he said.

“Do you need a hand?”

Anil waved him away before reaching up to grab the railings. He dislodged his ankle and pulled himself up to sit on the edge of the balcony. “I’ve had enough chances to practise.”

The seaside town seemed more like somewhere they would go on holiday than a site of impending disaster. It was eerily familiar, as if Haven Bay had been rebuilt in a slightly different part of the world.

Still, the empty streets lent it a spooky vibe. Somehow it felt more abandoned than the places inside the previous two bottles. Everything seemed unnaturally still, as if the whole town had been holding its breath for too long, waiting for a moment that never came. Keeping a secret it was desperate to tell.

Alex closed his eyes to reach for the magic here. The raucous seagulls whirling overhead and the bells ringing around the streets flooded his senses.

“Wait.” Alex snapped his eyes open. “If there are bells, that means there must be…”

Zoey stared back at him. “Somebody to ring them.”

Slowly, they lifted their eyes up to the balcony again. A stranger stood behind Anil, peering straight back.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

A FORSAKEN TOWN

The stranger lunged towards Anil, still perched on the balcony rail with his legs dangling.

“Look out!” Alex shouted. He dipped into his magic, ready to defend his friend. Although he wasn’t close enough to reach any water, power flowed strongly, the same as back home in Haven Bay. It felt familiar here, just as it had inside the previous bottle.

The stranger wore an open shirt, his skin deeply tanned. Hollow eyes stared from a gaunt face. The man paused and cocked his head at Alex, as if he might recognize him but couldn’t quite remember how. That gave Anil enough time to jump from the balcony, rolling onto the cobbled road to break his fall. Zoey had already risen from her chair to help him up.

A door banged open a little way up the street. A woman looked out and stared at them, mouth slowly falling open. She held a board with a wooden spike driven through it. Above her, angry faces pressed against the windows.

“We need to get away from here,” Alex said.

The worlds inside the bottles were supposed to be abandoned, evacuated in the face of catastrophe. Argosy had warned them not to trust anything they found here. So maybe these weren’t people at all but monsters in disguise, servants of Brineblood, the catalyst for whatever disaster was about to take this seemingly peaceful town by surprise.

Nearby, the tolling church bells grew frantic, booming around the streets to raise the alarm. The noise obliterated the stillness, echoing around the houses like a nightmare crescendo.

Alex, Zoey and Anil ran. The cobbled street led them naturally downhill towards the sea, onto a curving road that hugged the beach. Carts and market stalls lined one side of the street, laden with wide bowls brimming with olives, fresh fish presented on platters of crushed ice, colourful fruits and vegetables piled high. A bountiful market set up for a normal, uneventful day. Except nobody attended the stalls and no customers considered their wares. Even the seagulls wheeling overhead ignored the rich offering as if none of the food was really what it appeared.

“Do you sense the trident piece?” Alex asked.

“No,” Zoey and Anil replied together breathlessly.

In the previous bottles they had sensed the power of the dragon’s tooth strongly enough to follow. Here, there was nothing but the familiar flow of sea magic.

Two men, stripped to the waist and carrying fishing nets, hurried up from the beach to block their path.

“Basta!” one of them shouted.

Alex veered off the road into an alley that cut between buildings, Zoey and Anil following close behind.

“Stop!” called the men.

“We definitely shouldn’t stop,” said Zoey.

The alley opened onto another cobbled street, lined on either side by tall, sandy-bricked buildings with shuttered windows and small balconies along their sides. Nobody was on the road but people shoved open their doors and windows as if the commotion had awakened them from hibernation. Their faces hardened as they peered down at the group running past and they spat words Alex couldn’t understand. Behind them, the two fishermen gave chase, others bursting from the buildings to join them with pitchforks and sharpened sticks held as weapons.

“There are too many of them,” Anil panted.

Zoey began spooling up her magic. “We can fight.”

Somehow, Alex found that a more frightening prospect than battling crab zombies or void monsters. The quiet wrongness of this place, the unshakeable sense of a dark secret lying beneath its pleasant surface, made him simply want to run from it.

A group of people moved to block the way ahead, forcing Alex, Zoey and Anil to swerve into another alleyway. The chase had pushed them deep into the town and Alex had already lost his bearings. He swallowed hard as he wondered if they were being herded rather than having any real chance of getting away and hiding.

The church bells grew louder, clearer, closer. Alex turned out of the alleyway into a small, open piazza. The cobbles were replaced by an intricate mosaic of pale seashells set into the ground in cascading patterns, like a wave rippling across the square. Buildings enclosed the piazza. On one side was a church with a high, domed roof, copper stained green by the salty air. A tall clock tower rose behind it, bells swinging frantically back and forth at its top. In front of the church, water sprayed from statues of sea creatures into a deep fountain pool at their feet.

Alex, Zoey and Anil hurried across the piazza towards another road out, but more people emerged to block their escape. When they turned back, they found their retreat had been cut off too.

“We’re trapped,” Anil said.

The people slowly approached across the piazza, some with hands raised as if ready to quell rampaging animals, others wielding weapons ready to strike. The three of them were pushed back towards the church. A boy, roughly their age, walked at the head of the crowd of adults.

“Remember what Argosy told us,” Alex said. “They might not be what they seem.”

Zoey cracked her knuckles. “It can’t be worse than crab zombies and void monsters.”

“You really shouldn’t have said that.” Anil groaned. “Now it definitely will be worse.”

“We create an opening and then we run,” Alex instructed them, trying to stay calm.

Together, they dipped into their sea magic and drew it up to the surface. The church fountain flowed behind them. Alex dropped his hand and let his fingertips trail in the pool. It wasn’t pure seawater but there was enough there that he felt his magic connect.

“Non ti permetteremo di farci di nuovo del male,” said the boy as he moved closer, breaking away from the growing group of people behind him.

He wore a loose linen shirt and ragged shorts, his tough-skinned feet bare on the seashell floor. The sun had baked his skin golden brown, a mop of dark curls falling over his eyes.

“He’s cursing us in a demonic language,” Zoey said.

Anil frowned. “I think it’s just Italian.”

Alex waited for the boy to come as close as he dared. Then he gripped the fountain water and let his magic surge. It spiralled through the pool, tightening it into a whip that Alex lashed at the boy.

Fast as lightning, the boy darted a hand to meet it. Sea magic, pure and strong, flowed from him as he caught the water whip, wrenched it from Alex’s grasp and held it ready to strike back.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

THE END OF DRAGONS

The reversal of magic left Alex too stunned to move. The other boy held the water whip easily, naturally, arm cocked to lash it back at them. Power flowed from him, potent and familiar, rooted deep in this abandoned place.

Beside Alex, Zoey and Anil reached for their magic. But the people rushed them before they could touch the fountain water, pinning their arms to their sides so their magic sputtered on empty air.

“Get off!” Zoey shouted.

Alex forgot his magic and wrestled with the crowd that had seized his friends. “Leave them alone!”

“We won’t let you hurt us again,” the boy said in lightly accented English. He squeezed the water whip and it splashed away onto the piazza floor. “We’ve had a long time to plan our revenge. You should not give us an excuse to take it.”

Strong hands grabbed Alex and twisted his arms painfully behind his back. He flashed a look at his friends, telling them to pick their moment to fight. They were outnumbered and could easily be hurt. The boy had said again – as if he was confusing them with people who had been here before.

The crowd parted as a large wooden cart was wheeled across the piazza. Barred sides contained a cramped cell littered with old straw and scraps of rotten fruit.

“Inside,” Alex’s captor commanded, shoving him towards the cart’s open door.

Alex let his feet drag on the ground and tried to wrench his arms free. Zoey bucked and snarled while Anil shifted his weight to try and trip his captors. But they seemed to be prepared for a struggle and easily threw them inside the cell. The cart door was slammed shut and locked behind them.

“It smells like an abandoned farm,” Anil said.

“Like a pig’s toilet,” Zoey added.

“Yes, this is where we kept the pigs,” said one of the men through the bars, as if this proved something. “How long have you been watching us?”

“It was just a lucky guess!”

Together, Alex, Zoey and Anil peered out at the gathered crowd through the wooden bars. They waited tensely, weapons held ready to strike. The boy stood at the front as if he was their leader.

“Now we can talk,” he said.

“There’s been a mistake,” Alex said, speaking directly to him. “We’ve never been here before.”

“Maybe not you,” said the boy. “But people before you.”

The crowd parted again as more things were carried across the piazza. Alex braced himself to see more weapons or torture equipment. Instead, tables and chairs were set on the seashell-encrusted ground and wide umbrellas opened to provide shade from the sun. Laden bowls and dishes were delivered to the tables: plump olives marinated in tangy vinegar that stung Alex’s nostrils even from a distance; warm bread with thick pats of salted butter; tomato salad loaded with slices of mozzarella cheese and fresh basil.

Alex’s stomach rumbled and his mouth began to water – he couldn’t remember the last time he had eaten.

Kraken launched from inside his jacket, easily diving between the bars. Alex expected to see her grapple for the cell key, spit water at their captors and try to break them free.

Instead she plopped onto the table and began shovelling olives into her mouth with four arms.

“Relatable,” Zoey muttered.

“Sorry,” Alex said automatically.

“There is enough for everyone. It is impossible for us to run out.” The boy took a seat at the table and smiled at the octopus. “She’s with you?”

Alex nodded. “Since this all started.”

The boy furrowed his brow as if this encounter was a puzzle he couldn’t quite solve.

“I’ll pick the lock while they’re distracted,” Zoey whispered, edging towards the door.

The guard outside the door glanced over his shoulder. “I can hear you, you know.”

Zoey froze. “You speak English too?”

“Quite well. Please do not try to escape.”

“Fine, but only because I don’t actually know how to pick a lock.” Zoey huffed and folded her arms across her chest.

The boy selected a bowl of olives – one Kraken hadn’t yet ravaged – and offered it through the bars. Now the three of them were caged, the locals seemed a little less on edge.

“My name is Gildo,” the boy said.

Zoey lunged for the food, making Gildo reel back out of reach. So they were still a bit on edge.

“I’m just hungry,” Zoey pleaded.

Carefully, Gildo stepped forwards again. This time Zoey took a polite handful before Anil did the same.

Alex held back. Some of the crowd appeared to be young, not much older than Alex himself. He guessed Gildo was around the same age. But they all seemed older somehow, restrained – almost tired – beyond their years.

“We weren’t expecting to find anybody here at all,” Alex said after they had introduced themselves (Zoey accidentally spitting flecks of olive as she did).

Gildo glanced back at the crowd. Questions crowded behind their eyes and lined their faces.

“We have been here a very long time. You are the first newcomers since…” Gildo trailed off as if worried he would give too much away. “Please tell us why you are here.”

After a moment of hesitation, Alex decided he would tell the truth. Argosy had warned them not to trust anything they found inside the bottle. But these people didn’t seem dangerous – they seemed scared.

“We’ve been sent to find part of an artefact,” Alex explained. “Our home is in danger and it’s the only way to save it.”

“An artefact?” Gildo chewed this over. “One piece of a trident?”

Alex straightened. “Exactly.”

Gildo’s face hardened and he lifted his arms to motion around them. “This place was also once in danger. Strange monsters roamed our streets at night, plotting great evil under a shroud of fog.”

“Any chance they were gigantic spider crabs with sort-of-dead people riding them like weird horses?” Zoey asked.

Gildo blinked. “How did you know?”

She grinned. “This place is a lot like home.”

“Fascinating.” Once again, Anil had reached for his notebook and was already scribbling furiously across the page.

“It was clear a terrible thing would happen here,” Gildo continued. “If these…”

“Crab zombies,” Zoey offered.

“Ah, yes, these crab zombies were able to complete their mission.”

“But you’re like me,” Alex said, before catching himself and gesturing to his friends. “Like us.”

Gildo caught the idea and let his magic flow. Power radiated from him, teasing Alex’s to the surface so their magic spiralled together invisibly on the air, rising in a song of eddying waves and sibilant spray, raucous seabirds and wistful whales, wooden hulls slicing through surf and wind snapping in bellied sails. Kraken dropped her feast and flashed green, blue, yellow and purple as the magic washed over her.

Beside them, the water in the fountain lifted itself up into a broad, churning column. Their magic seemed to slice pieces of the water away, like a sculptor shaping a block of stone, until distinct features became clear: plates of scaled armour over a long, winding body, a proud head with spines hanging from its chin.

“A Water Dragon,” Zoey and Anil said at once. Their magic lifted to join the chorus of the song and more detail was carved into the watery sculpture of a dragon.

“You’re as strong as we are,” Alex said. It was hard to think straight in the ecstatic wash of sea magic, every fibre of his body seeming to vibrate with it. He wanted to simply revel in what they shared. But a question – no, a fear of his own – refused to be ignored. “Couldn’t you have protected this place from the crab zombies?”

“We were not given the chance.” Gildo spoke easily though his power still flowed. “A man arrived and told us we could not risk disaster – whatever it may be. He carried a trident that blazed with power.”

Alex felt his blood run cold. “Glasses and a thin white moustache?”

Gildo nodded.

“One of Argosy’s ancestors,” Anil said.

“We thought he would use the trident to try and stop the crab people. To avert the disaster he warned us of.” A tear rolled down Gildo’s cheek. Although it was clearly painful to tell, he seemed glad there was someone new to hear his story. “Instead he used it to seal us all away from the world and trap us here for ever.”

Anil had stopped writing to listen raptly. “How long ago?”

“You tell me.” Gildo smiled sadly. “The year is – was – 1743.”

Zoey almost choked. “You’ve been trapped here for centuries.”

If Gildo or any of the others were surprised, they didn’t show it. “We did stop the crab zombies. No disaster happened here or ever will. This same day loops and we stop our enemies every night – we lie in wait as the fog arrives and ambush them. We have fought time and again to stop our enemies ever tasting victory.”

No wonder the crowd carried weapons. Alex and his friends had faced the crab zombies only once and he dreaded doing so again. He couldn’t imagine having to face them every single night on infinite repeat.

“We have seen the same waves kiss our beach, felt the same breezes on our skin, eaten these same olives a thousand times and more,” Gildo continued.

Zoey studied the food still clenched in her hand, grimaced, and returned it to the bowl.

Alex felt sickness rise in his belly. But not because of the endlessly recycled food.

Everything they had experienced recently had happened so quickly that there had been no time to piece it all together into a coherent picture. The different bottles, their contents spread across the world and throughout time, had scrambled the truth.

Finally, Alex was beginning to see it. He was almost too frightened to seek the remaining fragments that would confirm his theory.

“You thought Argosy sent us here to attack you again,” Anil said. “Or to take the trident piece so we could use it against others like you.”

Zoey gripped the wooden bars. “I’d have locked us up too.”

Gildo watched them carefully, clearly trying to decide if he should trust them. He looked to the crowd of people, who all looked similarly uncertain.

“Your magic,” Alex said, pushing close to the bars. “If you have it, there must be a Water Dragon here.”

Gildo shook his head, tears now spilling freely down his face. “There was. This is a place of power and a dragon called it home, yes. We bonded and my magic was awakened. But when we were sealed away, the place of power was severed from the world. My dragon disappeared.”

The boy’s magic faltered. Briefly, their shared song twisted into a cacophony of shrieking wind and crashing thunder. Then the water sculpture of the dragon lost its form and fell back into the fountain as the flow of power ceased.

“How do you still have magic if the dragon is gone?” Anil asked.

“The bottle preserves this place as it was on that last day,” Gildo replied. “The dragon is gone but the magic has not yet died.”

Alex held himself very still, fearing the slightest movement would make him burst into tears or fly into a rage. When he spoke, he held his voice as steady as he could.

“You say this is a place of power. That’s why it feels so much like Haven Bay. Our home. And the last bottle felt the same. It must have been a place of power too. We saw the crab zombies drawing out its magic.” He took a breath. “That means it must have been connected to a Water Dragon. Before…”

“The Argosy family sealed it away,” Zoey said. “That dragon must have disappeared too.”

Anil pushed his pencil so hard against the page that it snapped. “There were hundreds of bottles in that room. How many of them contain places of power?”

Once, there had been Water Dragons all over the world, protecting the ocean and everything that relied on it to live. One by one they had disappeared until only a single dragon – the Water Dragon of Haven Bay – had remained. Alex had been told the dragons had declined because too much damage was done to the ocean. Now he realized that hadn’t been the whole truth.

“The Argosy family sealed up places of power before disasters could be triggered in them to harm the world. Whether they meant to or not, that killed Water Dragons.” Alex looked to his friends, who met his gaze with wide, frightened eyes. “And now Erasmus is trying to do the same thing to Haven Bay.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

HOME AWAY FROM HOME

The crowd around the cell erupted with passionate insults, prayers and particularly violent proposals of vengeance. Alex supposed there had been plenty of time for them to consider how they might have saved themselves and what they might do if they once again faced their captor.

He was determined not to end up with the same regrets.

“We’re not working for Argosy – at least not on purpose.” Alex spoke directly to Gildo, loud enough to be heard over the racket. “Our home is under attack, just like yours was. Crab zombies are going to use Haven Bay to unleash something terrible on the world. We thought we were collecting the trident pieces to stop them. But now it seems obvious that Argosy is planning to use the trident’s power to seal our town away before we have the chance.”

Zoey nodded angrily as she recognized the truth of his words. “If Brineblood’s servants are planning to use Haven Bay’s power for evil, Argosy won’t give us the chance to stop them. He’ll think he can’t risk us failing, even though we never do.”

“As soon as the trident is complete, he’ll bottle up Haven Bay and everybody who lives there,” Anil finished, grinding the remains of his pencil into his notepad. “He lied to us.”

Alex squeezed the bars of the cell in both hands. It shouldn’t have taken so long to work it out. Argosy would always choose to reduce risk regardless of the cost. When they had been trying to reach the last Water Dragon egg before pirates could seize it, the old man had kept hidden a vital clue in case it fell into the wrong hands. And he had wanted to poison the Water Dragon when it was infected with parasites instead of doing whatever was needed to save it.

It didn’t matter that Alex and his friends had triumphed on both occasions. Argosy would never trust them to win the fight against evil. If he believed it was the surest way to keep the world safe, Argosy wouldn’t think twice about simply bottling up Haven Bay instead of battling to protect it.

Alex pushed his face between the bars to appeal to Gildo. “You have to let us out. We have to stop him.”

The other boy appeared troubled as he looked to the people guarding the cart. They looked just as uncertain. Centuries ago, they had paid a high price for their trust.

“What happened to you is unforgivable. I know you must be scared of any more damage being done,” Alex said. “But our home is in danger. Our Water Dragon – the last Water Dragon – is in danger and it needs us to save it. Please.”

At the mention of the dragon, Gildo’s face softened. A tear rolled down his cheek as he mulled over their appeal.

Alex held his breath.

“Let them out,” Gildo instructed, gesturing to the guards. “We must not be like the man who trapped us here.”

The cell door was unlocked and chairs were provided so that Alex, Zoey and Anil could sit around a table. Kraken heaved herself heavily onto Alex’s shoulder, stomach bulging, as food was heaped apologetically onto their plates. But urgency had replaced their appetites.

“All right, so we’ve been doing Argosy’s dirty work by looking for the trident pieces.” Zoey’s voice was surprisingly calm, though her fists squeezed tight on the tabletop. “But now we know what he’s planning, we can just not bring him the final dragon tooth and stop the crab zombies ourselves.”

Alex shook his head. “Even when it wasn’t complete, the trident was the most powerful artefact I’ve ever encountered. If we hide its power just because it might be used against us, we’re no better than Argosy. Plus it’s our best chance to fight the crab zombies and free the Water Dragon from their ice magic.”

“So we just hand him the last trident piece when we find it so he can bottle us up like sweet bean sauce?”

“No, obviously not. But there must be a way—”

“Why not just tie a pretty bow around Brineblood’s skull and hand it over to the crab zombies!”

“That’s not what I—”

“I think I ate too many olives,” Anil interjected, covering his mouth as his stomach groaned.

While they argued over each other, their raised voices joined by others from the crowd, Gildo took something from his pocket and held it in a closed fist at the centre of the table.

Zoey was busy miming an obscene gesture. “Maybe we just shove the trident up his—”

Gildo opened his fist. Green light glowed from his palm and sea magic rippled across the piazza. Everybody fell silent to stare at the final dragon tooth in his palm.

Alex reached for it automatically before catching himself. “Why couldn’t we sense it?”

“I used my magic to keep its power covered, in case anybody came looking for it,” Gildo said.

“How did you get it?” Anil said.

“When we realized we were betrayed, we fought to keep from being sealed away.” Gildo’s eyes drifted to look back over centuries. “Although it was not enough to save us, we managed to break this point from the trident as our enemy escaped.”

Anil nodded. “So Argosy lied to us about that too. His ancestor didn’t break apart the trident on purpose. The remaining two pieces were only hidden once the trident could no longer be used.”

Alex shrank in his seat. “I’m such an idiot. After everything Argosy has done, I never should have believed him. Why do I always let people trick me into putting everybody I care about in danger?”

Zoey flicked an olive at his head. “Because you care! Because you’re one of the only people actually trying to make things better! Just because some…” She clenched her jaw to stop herself using a bad word. “…unpleasant old man takes advantage of you, doesn’t mean you should stop trying. The day that happens is the day we lose.”

“Though we probably could be a little bit smarter about it,” Anil conceded.

Zoey tipped the whole bowl of olives into his lap.

Alex’s head spun as he thought about what they faced. Everything they had battled and somehow bested in the last year – it was all just the latest in a long history of narrowly averted disasters.

“The world has faced so much over the centuries. The dangers were so much greater than we ever knew.” Alex looked to his friends. “And it’s still here.”

“It’s resilient,” Zoey said.

Anil held up his notebook. “It shows the power of people standing up to protect it.”

Alex knew that was true. So why did he feel so angry? “If the world has been in danger for so long, why has nobody stepped in to make a lasting difference? They had enough warning. Over and over again, the Argosys had the power to change things permanently, but instead they just delayed facing the problem. So now we have to face it. It never needed to be our responsibility.”

“Argosy always thought our plans were rushed and risky,” Zoey said. “But it’s just because we’ve been forced to pick up the mantle at the last possible second.”

“Because nobody else ever has before us,” Anil finished.

Briefly, their eyes met as they contemplated the weight of injustice and responsibility on their shoulders.

Alex took a deep breath. He wouldn’t forget, and he wouldn’t forgive, but for now they needed to push past it. “Our friends and family are still in danger. We can’t lose any more time. We have to use the completed trident to stop the crab zombies without allowing Argosy to use it against us or the town. And we have to find a way to break everybody out of this bottle.”

Gildo had been watching their heated discussion with a mixture of sadness and bemusement. Now his gaze sharpened. The entire crowd seemed to hold its breath.

“You will help us?” Gildo asked.

Alex blinked. “Of course we will.”

“We have tried using this trident piece to escape, but it was not enough.” The boy’s eyes glistened with tears. “When you arrived here and I sensed your power, I hoped…but I did not trust that you would help us so freely.”

“We would never just leave you here,” Zoey said.

Anil nodded eagerly. “We’re the anti-Argosys.”

“It feels wrong to so desperately want to escape our home,” Gildo said. “But after we were sealed away, it no longer really was home. Everything I loved – the warm sea breeze, the afternoon heat rising from the cobbles, the sun dappling the water – became a pale copy. A little diminished each day.”

Alex thought of everything he loved about Haven Bay. It was a quietly wild place, the lift and ebb of the tide never quite the same, the smells on the breeze always different, the cries of the seabirds overhead unique to the day’s demands. It wasn’t a relic to be stored on a shelf; it needed to keep its small but significant place in the natural world.

“A few of us tried sailing out to see if we could escape,” Gildo continued. “When you reach the edge, the sea simply pushes you back. Beyond there was…nothing. The threads of the ocean had been severed.”

Alex shuddered at the idea. “Haven Bay will welcome you. We just need to work out how to break open this bottle.”

Gildo studied him warily. “I don’t think it can be done from this side.”

“All right, then. As soon as we’re out.”

Gildo reached across the table and took his hand. “You won’t forget us?”

Alex met his eye. “Never.”

“That is how you will break us out.” The boy gripped his hand tighter. “This place is like your home, yes? We will link our magic. We will forge new connections that we can follow. Through you, I will reach for the power of your Water Dragon. It won’t replace what I have lost, but it will give me the strength I need.”

Magic flushed warmly between them. Zoey and Anil added their hands to the mix and green light glowed from their tangled fingers. Kraken crawled on top and turned her skin the same colour.

Their power mingled, twined together and formed a bond they all recognized as unbreakable.

“We have to hurry,” Anil said.

“Our Argosy has never felt the trident at full power, right?” Zoey grinned. “I’ve got an idea for how we can give him a nasty surprise.”

“Me too,” Alex said. “It’s time we made a plan.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

ITTY BITTY LIVING SPACE

Cold night air jolted Alex’s body as sea magic washed him up in the real world. Smooth tiles shifted under his hands, breaking loose as he slipped down a sloping roof. Below him, the Argosy Manor walls promised a steep drop to the grounds below, where darkness remained heavily settled.

Alex dug his fingers into the space left by a dislodged tile to stop himself sliding any further. Beside him, Zoey and Anil managed to do the same.

“No place like home,” Zoey said, voice strained as her feet scrabbled for purchase on the pitched roof.

Above, people hurried across a flat strip in the middle of the roof, silhouetted against the night sky.

“I told yer to keep the bottle pointed away from the edge!”

The most muscular silhouette threw up her hands in frustration. “Soz, but I was just a bit preoccupied with fleeing for our lives!”

Across the roof, a cascade of tiles tumbled, smashing to the ground below. A pack of giant crabs scuttled easily along the slope, urged on by their hooded riders, sharp claws shattering the tiles into frozen shards with every step.

Alex’s head spun with the sudden switch from bright sunshine to oppressive darkness; from calm discussion to a panicked chase. He forced himself to hold the plan in his mind, refusing to let chaos unravel what they needed to do.

“Hold my legs!” Bridget instructed.

She dropped to the tiles and lowered herself face first down the slope. Grandpa and Gene held her legs in place to keep her from falling. Beside them, the incomplete trident gripped tightly in both hands, Argosy simply watched anxiously on.

“This whole outfit is completely ruined.” Once she had crawled close enough, Bridget held out her burly arms. “Grab on.”

Carefully, Alex shifted to grasp his sister’s wrist. Zoey and Anil took hold of her other arm.

“Lats, don’t fail me now!”

Bridget heaved them all up easily, practically tossing them onto the flat part of the roof. Then, with the help of Grandpa and Gene, she scrabbled off the slope.

“Thanks for having my back,” she told them.

“Watch out!” Anil yelled.

There was hardly time to get to their feet before the crab zombies descended on them. Armoured legs barged them over, snapping down like spears to punch holes in the roof, separating Alex from his friends.

“Where’s the skull?” he shouted.

Grandpa held the jar tightly in both hands. Red sparks of depraved magic licked over the skull inside the glass. Although the jar was sealed tight, Alex was sure he could hear Brineblood’s maniacal voice screeching in delight as the pirate’s undead servants drew near.

Alex threw out his hands. “Give it to me!”

Grandpa lunged to deliver the skull but was knocked sideways by a swiping crab leg. He fell awkwardly on his arm, crying out in pain. The jar clattered to the floor and rolled across the flat stretch of roof.

As a long, articulated pincer reached for it, a flurry of white feathers shot from the night sky. Pinch hit the jar hard enough to send it sliding towards Alex. A honking swarm of geese descended to harry the crab zombies, making them sway and stagger. Bridget and Gene waded in to join the counterattack.

Before Alex could pounce on the fumbled jar, a stray crab leg knocked him sprawling. Kraken leaped from inside his jacket, crawling rapidly towards the skull.

But before she could reach it, a pincer batted her aside and seized the skull jar in its grasp.

“No!”

Alex stumbled to his feet as the giant crab passed the skull up to its rider. Somebody caught him from behind and held him back.

“Do you have the final trident piece?” Argosy shouted into his ear.

Brineblood’s skull was delivered into the clutches of the hooded rider. Their withered hands moved surprisingly swiftly to unscrew the jar and liberate their trophy. Red magic blazed across the skull’s surface, voice chattering in feverish victory.

YES! it seemed to cry, spitting out images of tsunami waves swamping the land; great slabs of earth and rock tumbling into the sea; a vast, monstrous shape rising from the impossible deep.

Alex gritted his teeth as the omens assaulted his thoughts, Brineblood’s voice screeching through his brain. “We have to stop them!”

“It doesn’t matter as long as we have the trident!” Argosy held the incomplete weapon tight in one hand, keeping a grip on Alex with the other.

Their prize acquired, the crab riders immediately lost interest in attacking. They knocked Bridget and Gene aside, shook themselves loose of the geese and swarmed away across the roof. Their claws scuttled easily down the tilted tiles, drilling into the manor walls as they descended towards the ground.

The empty jar rolled across the roof to knock against Alex’s foot.

He stopped fighting Argosy and remembered the plan. Both Zoey and Anil caught his eye and nodded. One world-ending threat at a time.

“We got the trident piece,” Alex said.

Argosy spun him around. “Give it to me.”

Alex reached into his pocket and took out a sharp, yellow-white point. Immediately Argosy snatched it and eased the prong into the final slot at the head of the trident. A sad smile strained his lips.

“Now let’s go after them,” Alex said.

Argosy shook his head. “It’s too late.”

The old man lifted the trident and traced circles in the air. Power began to swell up its handle and tingle in the sharp prongs. “Seal this place,” he intoned. “Scour its calamity and sever its dangerous power from our world.”

Above his head, the trident sketched a circle of pale green light onto the air, opening wider as he spoke the spell.

Alex sagged, briefly exhausted as any hope of being proved wrong was extinguished. Then he steeled himself, standing tall and ready.

“You would really do it,” he said, feeling the magic tingle on his skin. “You would really bottle up Haven Bay and everybody who lives here.”

He had needed to see for himself that Argosy would do such a terrible thing. There had to be a chance for him to instead do what was right. Now Alex knew for sure that the old man would never take it.

Zoey and Anil stood just behind him, ready to act. Bridget and Gene, tending to Grandpa on the ground, looked up sharply as they overheard the truth.

“You treacherous git,” Grandpa growled.

Argosy appeared surprised that they knew his plan but still refused to meet Alex’s demanding gaze. “There’s no other choice.”

At the base of the manor, the crab zombies had reached the ground and were scuttling away towards the cliffs, the red glow of the skull casting ghastly, twisting shadows across the grounds.

“Is that what your ancestors said?” Alex asked. “When they sealed away places of power and snuffed the Water Dragons from the world?”

“They didn’t know that would happen!” Argosy exclaimed, the swirling trident briefly faltering. “Brineblood only targeted sites of potential natural disasters at first, like the volcano in the first bottle. Places capable of catastrophe if given a nudge in the right direction. My ancestors sealed them up and it caused no harm. Then Brineblood discovered he could manipulate places of power and trigger disasters the like of which the world had never seen – ways which could let him remake the world in such a way that would allow him to rule it. The first time one of my ancestors sealed such a place, they didn’t know it would make the Water Dragon disappear. It was an accident.”

“So why did they do it again? How many of the bottles in that room are places of power? How many dragons were lost because of what they did?” Alex spat the questions, rage boiling in his belly.

“Far fewer than were lost to human carelessness. Pollution and all its foul consequences claimed far more dragons than my family’s efforts to save the world ever could.”

“But they made the fight harder. Every dragon lost made it more difficult for those that remained to protect the ocean.” Alex took a moment to gather himself before he asked the most important question of all. “You know that sealing up Haven Bay will kill the last Water Dragon. So why are you doing it?”

“There’s no choice!” Argosy insisted again, eyes pleading behind his glasses.

The crab zombies had disappeared over the edge of the cliffs, moving back towards where they had left the Water Dragon frozen in ice.

“We can fight,” Alex said. “Instead of just hiding the problems away and dooming the world to inevitable decline, we can try and make it better.”

“Haven Bay is too dangerous. It’s the last place of power. Once it’s gone, Brineblood can’t wield it against the world.”

“If you seal up Haven Bay, you’ll kill the last Water Dragon and end the dragons for ever,” Alex said. “What happens to the ocean then?”

Argosy winced but resumed circling the trident over his head, the aurora of magic expanding into a swirling portal. “My ancestors did what they must. The world is still here because of the sacrifices they made! The power was lost, but I have recovered it. I must follow in my family’s footsteps and make sure what they did wasn’t for nothing. I alone must save the world from Brineblood’s evil.”

Behind Alex, Zoey and Anil whispered urgently to Bridget, Grandpa and Gene, preparing them for what would happen next. Grandpa was still on the floor, cradling his injured arm. When they were ready, Zoey picked up the third bottle, forgotten by Argosy now. She pulled away its cloth cover and tested its weight in her hand.

Alex kept his voice steady as he spoke to Argosy again. “And will you seal yourself up with us?”

Shame coloured the old man’s face. “Somebody must keep the bottles safe,” he said weakly. “This magic needs a steward who recognizes its potency.”

Alex gestured to the portal of light above Argosy’s head. “Go on, then.”

Argosy blinked. “I take no pleasure in this.”

“So you say.” Alex crossed his arms over his chest to show he wouldn’t interfere. “Probably best not to waste any more time.”

“I…all right then.” The old man had clearly expected a fight. His lip flapped as he briefly forgot the next words he must speak. “Gather up this place of misfortune. Gather its errant tides and uncanny currents, its ruinous storms and treacherous creatures. Comprime oceanum longe!”

Argosy thrust the trident upwards into the centre of the circling light and tried to push it towards nearby Haven Bay. His arms quivered with the effort, breath panting, sweat pouring from his brow.

Nothing happened. The gathered light continued to circle, the power of the trident humming just short of crescendo.

Alex lifted his chin towards the trident top. “Maybe you should check that last prong.”

Argosy lowered the trident and rubbed the final point between his fingers. Yellow paint flaked away to reveal a hastily whittled stub of driftwood. They had gambled that the old man would be so desperate to complete the trident that he wouldn’t check.

“Then where—?”

“Now!” Alex shouted.

Before Argosy could gather himself, Zoey hurled the third bottle towards him. As it turned end over end in the air, Alex closed his eyes. He remembered everything Gildo had told him about his home before it was sealed away. All the things Haven Bay would lose if it suffered the same fate.

Alex let his sea magic flow and felt Zoey and Anil do the same. It zipped along newly formed connections, fresh threads they had strung between themselves and Gildo inside the bottle. Alex was a conduit, reconnecting the boy with the real world, to the power of the Water Dragon and sea magic.

Enough power to break the confines of the spell.

Pop! The cork flew from the neck of the bottle. A wave of sea magic surged from inside, carrying Gildo with it to land directly in front of Argosy.

“That’s for me,” he said, and snatched the trident before Argosy could react.

Gildo flung the trident to Alex. He caught it deftly and removed the fake trident point. Anil was already at his side to fit the real dragon tooth into place.

A deluge of power rushed through the artefact, its entire length gleaming in Alex’s grasp. Magic seemed to burrow under his skin and connect with his own like an electrical current being completed.

The circle of light above Argosy’s head blazed bright.

“No,” the old man said. “Please.”

Alex tightened his grip on the trident. “You’ve always said danger should be sealed away. You would extinguish sea magic for ever. So you’re the biggest danger of all.”

He thrust the trident towards Argosy. There was no need for magic words. Shared power swept from the reunited trident points. Alex concentrated the magic so the portal only sucked Argosy up inside it.

“Noooooo!” the old man screamed as the light swallowed him.

Alex swirled the trident as if stirring a thick milkshake, gathering the sealing magic into a tight ball at the tip of the prongs.

“Here!” Anil scooped up the empty jar that had contained Brineblood’s skull and held it ready.

Alex brought the trident around and deposited the swirling light inside the thick glass. Zoey screwed the lid on tight. The light flickered inside the jar, making one last futile attempt to break free before it settled to a hazy fog.

“One problem down,” Zoey said, tapping at the glass like a toddler at a fish tank.

Alex peered off the roof and into the darkness, towards the frozen Water Dragon, where the crab zombies had taken the skull and would soon use Haven Bay’s power to return Brineblood to life.

“One to go,” he said.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

ICE TO SEE YOU

Argosy Manor had been ransacked.

Doors lay in splinters, smashed out of their frames; furniture had been tipped over and broken; chunks of plaster gouged from the walls and trampled to dust. Hag stones were scattered along the hallways, their limited power spent, puddles of seawater splashing underfoot where the house had drained the last of its magical defences. Ragged tears in the carpet and deep gouges in the floorboards mapped the rampage of the crab zombies in their relentless hunt for Brineblood’s skull.

The skull they now possessed.

Alex followed the trail of destruction through the house, descending from the roof with Zoey, Anil and Gildo at his side. The others would have to follow more slowly – Grandpa was injured, and Bridget refused to leave him by himself.

“Where are we going?” Gildo asked. He stared around eagerly as he ran along the hallway, taking in the peeling wallpaper and old portraits fallen from their hooks as if they were the most fascinating things he’d ever seen. Alex supposed he might feel the same way after being locked up in the same place – the same day – for a century or two.

“There’s a way down to the water through the house,” Alex replied. “We have to get out there, free the dragon, and stop the crabs resurrecting Brineblood.”

The trident, tucked underneath his arm, still hummed with power. Its strength was undeniable, but it was more than simple power contained within an artefact. It made Alex’s own power feel sharper, as if the trident were the barrel of a cannon he could fire his magic into and concentrate the full force on a single target.

“This Brineblood – he is a bad guy?” Gildo panted.

“He’s called Brineblood, what do you think?” Zoey replied.

“Brineblood is who sent the crab zombies to your town,” Anil explained. “He’s part of the reason you were sealed away.”

Gildo’s face darkened. “Then we will stop him.”

After dropping down a couple of floors, Alex led the way into a cramped side hallway where moisture dripped from the ceiling and mould oozed over the walls. It appeared to be a dead end until Alex tugged on a black iron candle sconce and the wall clunked open like a heavy door.

“Still one of the coolest things I’ve ever seen,” Zoey said.

It was the second time they had used the secret passage, the first being during their pursuit of the Water Dragon egg. Together, they once again hurried down the tight coil of roughly hewn stone steps. Chill air sighed up from below and made Alex shiver. The stairs opened onto a long, low cavern lined on two sides by coffins chiselled from the stone walls. Fresh bricks patched the hole blasted by pirates months before.

Gildo scanned the sarcophagi lids as they ran. “The Argosys are buried here.”

“The family crypt holds generations of them,” Anil confirmed. “All the way back to when people in Haven Bay first bonded with the Water Dragon.”

“I don’t know which of them imprisoned me and my people in our home,” Gildo said. “But when we are all free, I will return here and tell them what they did to us.”

Deep inside the crypt, a hidden passage cut through the wall between two sarcophagi. Alex led them through and out the other side into Argosy’s private harbour, nestled inside a cliff-side cleft.

Where waves should have lapped against rock, the water was instead frozen into heaped, rigid curls, icicles hanging from their crests. Cracked sheets of ice slanted at strange angles to block the way out to the wider ocean beyond the cliffs. A motorboat was encased in a frosty shell. “I don’t suppose anybody has skis?” Zoey asked hopefully.

“Maybe we can just run across it.” Anil took a single step onto the ice and immediately slipped over. “We definitely shouldn’t run across it.”

Alex reached down to touch the freezing surface. When he pushed his magic towards the ice, the power simply bounced away. The threads of the ocean had been frozen by the crab riders’ corrupt magic.

He clenched his fists in frustration. “There must be a way to get out of here!”

A hooting sound echoed across the ice. Low shapes rounded the gap in the cliffs, gliding over the frozen ocean, bouncing over the slanted sheets to check their momentum and change direction. Something dragged behind them.

“Good guys or bad guys?” Gildo asked, tensing himself to fight.

“Good guys.” Anil laughed and waved his arms in the air. “Friends!”

Loaf floundered over a frozen wave, yelping excitedly as the claws on his front flippers dug into the ice so the seal could propel himself along. A rope was tied around his tail to tow a short surfboard. The otters were close behind him, split into two pairs – one dragging an inflatable dinghy, the other towing a blow-up swimming ring in the shape of a doughnut with a bite missing.

The overexcited seal knocked Anil over, slobbering fondly at his face. The otters chirruped urgently, whiskers twitching to point towards the strange collection of watercrafts.

“These are from my shop. Dad must have seen the magic above Argosy Manor and sent the animals to get us!” Alex grinned. “Everybody get aboard.”

Anil stepped into the dinghy while Zoey climbed inside the doughnut. Alex tucked the trident under his arm, crouched on the surfboard and turned back to Gildo.

“You don’t have to join us,” Alex told him. “You’ve already been through enough.”

Gildo stepped into the empty space on the dinghy without hesitation. “I have waited a very long time to be able to fight back.”

Loaf and the otters wheeled around and set off across the ice. Although it was still slippery for them, their claws gave them purchase on the ice and their low centre of gravity made them less likely to fall. Loaf led the way, pulling with his flippers like a pair of oars and sliding on his large belly when he gained enough momentum. The otters scrabbled in his wake. Alex held tight to the edges of the surfboard as it bounced over frozen waves and skidded over slanted ice sheets. Anil and Gildo hunkered low in the dinghy while Zoey lounged back in the doughnut, legs slung over the side.

“My butt is dragging against the ice!” she shouted over the scraping of claws.

“This fishing vessel does not seem very stable,” Gildo said as the inflatable sides flexed in his grip.

Open ice waited on the other side of the cliffs. The ocean had frozen in rounded humps, as if animals pressed their backs against it from underneath, trying to win their freedom. The surfboard and inflatables jounced perilously over the irregular surface, threatening to buck their passengers loose.

Across the ice, Alex caught sight of a bright blue glow. The frozen Water Dragon was a soaring, crystalline pillar rising from the tundra, trapped inside a thick glaze of ice. Giant crabs had gathered around it, no sign of riders on their backs. Only when they drew closer did Alex spot the hooded figures huddled together at the base of the dragon. They formed a circle around Brineblood’s skull, blue magic emanating from their withered hands, the skull’s fierce red magic sizzling ice away to steam.

“Are we too late?” Anil shouted.

“It’s never too late!” Zoey called back.

Loaf and the otters were struggling over the frozen waves, still too far away for them to interrupt the resurrection ritual.

A deep crack opened in the melting ice between the crab riders. Brineblood’s skull babbled its delirious sea language, a rasping whisper like frost being scraped from the hull of a ship. Reverently, the riders lowered the skull into the icy chasm. Magic began to well up from beneath the ice, the crab zombies teasing it from the depths of Haven Bay.

“Okay, we might be too late,” Zoey said.

“It’s just like how they used the place of power in the second bottle,” Alex said. “They’re drawing the magic they need out of Haven Bay.”

“Why here? Couldn’t they do it anywhere in town?” Anil asked.

Alex shook his head. “We know the magic doesn’t belong to us, but we’ve still always thought it’s something we possess – a power that we have. But we don’t! We’re just conduits that have been opened up for the magic to pass through. Haven Bay is a well of power that we can shape and release. The crab zombies can do the same – but it’s easier if they have a powerful conduit to channel it through.”

“The Water Dragon,” Gildo said. “They can draw power through it while it’s frozen and can’t stop them.”

The hoods and cloaks of the crab riders writhed and squirmed as if their skin was bubbling underneath. Processions of smaller crabs emerged from their sleeves and hoods, shells glistening with slime as they dropped to the ice. The crabs encircled the glowing crack in the ice and began to ravel the magic around their front claws.

“Are they eating it?” Zoey asked.

The skull began to rise from inside the icy chasm. A spinal column was forming underneath it, lifting from the frozen deep as it was forged.

“They’re making Brineblood a new body,” Alex said. “We don’t have long.”

Bumping over a final frozen wave, Loaf and the otters skidded to an exhausted halt a short distance from the unfolding ritual. Alex stepped gingerly off the surfboard, using the trident to keep his balance as his feet threatened to slip from underneath him.

“We need to interrupt the ritual,” he said. “Before the resurrection is complete.”

The skull’s gabbling sea language grew louder, fiercer, battering them like a savage wind across the ice. The crabs worked frantically, spinning the magic into skeletal shoulders as the spectral form continued to rise.

“I’m not strong enough to face Brineblood,” Anil said, eyes wide at the prospect.

Zoey appeared similarly shaken. “I can’t control my power well enough yet. I need more time.”

“None of that matters. Here’s my final lesson: none of us is stronger than anybody else. What matters is that Haven Bay is strong.” Alex put his arms around all of them. “Together we are perfectly balanced to channel that strength.” He smiled at Gildo. “And now we have somebody who’s been using sea magic longer than any of us.”

Alex dropped to one knee and braced the trident underneath his arm. Then he pointed its dragon-teeth tips at the ritual.

At the base of the frozen Water Dragon, crabs knitted skin onto bone, scuttling over the skull and the torso that was lifting from the ice. Brineblood’s voice bellowed, becoming clearer, his strength rising.

That chaotic magic knocked Zoey, Anil and Gildo to their knees. They hunkered alongside Alex and each gripped the trident.

“Remember, we’re a whole,” Alex told them. “Our magic is all one.”

And it felt exactly like that as he reached for his power. Before, he had always imagined a well of power inside his body. Now he dipped instead into a shared reservoir of magic that dwelled somewhere deep beneath Haven Bay. It could be exploited by Brineblood’s servants, but access to it had been gifted to them. Alex and his friends were fresh springs that bubbled from below.

Together, they drew the magic through themselves and into the trident, the artefact charging like a battery. The hard-won points blazed silver and green.

Legs emerged from the ice, the crabs weaving magic into frozen flesh.

Alex aimed the trident. “Ready?”

Everybody tightened their grip and confirmed as one. “Ready.”

“I just want to say,” Zoey added, “that you’re an amazing teacher.”

Alex smiled. “Time to graduate.”

One squeeze of the metal sent magic blasting from the trident in a bright, dazzling beam. It flew directly at the riders and their ritual.

An arm snapped upwards from the reconstructed body, throwing crabs aside. The beam of magic collided with its hand and splintered into shards that crackled and burst over the ice like fireworks, punching holes and splintering deep cracks through the frozen surface.

The frenzied sea language died away and deep, grating laughter rose in its place. Brineblood heaved himself clear of the chasm, dragging heavy legs to slump onto the ice.

Too late.

The words reverberated through Alex’s mind, striking terror into his heart. He knew his friends felt it too as they almost lost their grip on the trident.

Alex forced himself to stand, knees shaking, magic tingling across his skin.

“We weren’t aiming for you.”

A clapping boom thundered across the ice. Above Brineblood’s recovered form, a crack shuddered open in the ice cocooning the Water Dragon.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

DEFROSTED DRAGON

The ice around the Water Dragon radiated with pure green light, splintering as it pushed through the thick frozen glaze and pouring from the crack as it fractured wider and longer.

“Hold the trident!” Alex shouted.

His friends gathered themselves and tightened their grips on the artefact. It had brimmed with power before, but now magic resounded along its length, threatening to buck the trident from their grasp.

They were balanced and powerful together, but they had still been missing the strongest conduit of all. Nothing and nobody was more closely tied to Haven Bay’s well of sea magic than the Water Dragon; the two could not exist without each other. The dragon was the place of power’s living embodiment. When it tapped into that strength alongside them, their collective power soared.

Are you okay? Alex asked the dragon, reaching out along a thread of magic.

Its strength surged in response, eager to fight back against the evil that had imprisoned it.

Alex guided his friends to aim the teeth of the trident at the resurrection ritual. The artefact’s prongs pierced the magic gathered by the hooded riders and redirected it towards the captured dragon. The crack in the ice split wider, meltwater beginning to run down the sides of the frozen prison.

No!

Brineblood’s rasping voice was ragged with pain and fury. The magic that had been knitting him back together was now being drained away to free his greatest rival.

The giant spider crabs rose up on their impossibly long legs and scuttled towards their riders. The hooded figures abandoned the ritual and climbed up onto their crustacean mounts.

Alex expected them to attack and prepared to aim the trident at them. Instead, the riders wheeled their giant crabs towards Brineblood’s helpless form.

The ritual had progressed far enough to give him a solid body but there remained a pale, watery hue to his skin. His cold fingers scratched at the ice but he lacked the strength to push himself upright.

The first crab to reach him scooped up the resurrected pirate with its enormous claws. Brineblood flopped in its grasp.

Then they turned and ran towards the open sea.

Light blazed and the ice around the Water Dragon exploded. The mighty creature tipped its freed head back and roared. Chunks of ice tumbled down to break through the frozen surface of the ocean, freeing the waves to wash over the fractured plates. The crab zombies slowed as the ice broke up under their claws.

Alex and his friends staggered as a spidering fracture surrounded them, cleaving through the ice to leave them on a frozen island.

“The dragon is free!” Anil whooped.

Gildo watched on in reverence. “It has been a long time since I lost my dragon. I had forgotten…” He trailed off as tears of joy poured down his cheeks.

The Water Dragon shook ice from its glowing scales. Alex felt his heart beat faster, breath catching in his throat. He had never quite stopped thinking of this dragon as a baby, an apprentice yet to match the skill and grandeur of its parent.

Until now.

“Here!” he called.

The dragon swivelled its majestic head towards him before ducking to surge through the water, knocking floes of ice from its path. It stopped beside them and presented its back for them to climb aboard.

“Cold scales, cold scales!” Zoey whimpered as she straddled the dragon’s armour-plated back.

Anil’s teeth chattered. “It’s like riding a massive ice lolly.”

When Gildo hesitated, Alex nodded for the boy to join them. “You’re one of us now. This is your dragon too.”

Gildo smiled and clambered up onto the dragon’s back. Alex took a moment to stroke the dragon’s muzzle, relishing how magic hummed between them, before he climbed aboard.

“Let’s get them!” he bellowed.

The Water Dragon roared, the entire length of its body shaking with the force, before it launched through the water.

The crab zombies had been slowed by the collapsing ice. Fizzing with the Water Dragon’s magic, it swayed and broke under their claws so they couldn’t create their own frozen stepping stones. But they had almost reached open water where there was no obstruction to their escape.

The dragon closed the gap quickly, ice floes bouncing harmlessly off its scales as it battered its way through the frigid water.

In moments they were close behind the crab zombies. The dragon’s speed kicked up waves that lifted and tilted the ice sheets, forcing the crabs to scuttle and jump awkwardly between them. Brineblood’s form hung limp in the front claws of the leading crab.

Alex readied the trident, Zoey, Anil and Gildo putting their hands on each other’s shoulders to form a chain that linked their power. Magic spooled up within the dragon, scales gleaming, as they prepared to strike.

NO!

Brineblood’s twisted magic blasted them like a cannon shot. Agonized sea language tore through Alex’s mind like shrapnel, forcing him to clench his eyes shut against the pain. Behind him, his friends cried out in distress as the attack battered them. The Water Dragon wailed as if the corrupted magic burned it, breaking off their pursuit to turn away from the onslaught.

It was power like Alex had never felt. Reckless as well as potent, willing to bend and subdue all natural ways to its will.

But it was also desperate. Despite the intensity of the attack, Alex felt the weakness lurking behind it. They had interrupted the resurrection ritual and snatched power from it to free the dragon, leaving Brineblood well short of full strength. This last-ditch strike had used up almost everything he had.

When Alex’s head cleared, ears still ringing, he saw that the crabs had reached open water. Instead of scuttling over the waves as they had before, the riders’ hands glowed blue. The water ahead of them stirred and lifted into a thin, swirling shape that continued to grow. A wave crashed towards it, draping itself around the mast of water to form a sail. Beneath it, the surf foamed into a straight deck, curving down into a hull until an entire ship made from seawater had surfaced from the depths.

“We have to stop them!” Zoey shouted.

The Water Dragon was still reeling from Brineblood’s attack. It had put all its strength into the chase and had not been prepared to defend itself. It shook its head, magic sputtering as it tried to clear the pirate’s dark power from its mind.

The crabs scuttled aboard the watery ship, claws freezing its deck, carrying Brineblood’s limp form with them.

Alex drew up magic again, fighting against the exhaustion that lapped at his body, and sent it questing after the ship. When it reached the flowing hull it simply bounced away, and Alex was unable to grasp any of the threads that made up the vessel.

“We’ll find you,” Alex promised. “We won’t let you do any more harm.”

The salt-water ship turned to face open sea, spray flying from its sails as wind filled them, and then dived below the surface of the ocean and out of sight.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

WELCOME HOME

Sun glinted brightly from the bottles as they were pushed into the sand along the beach, ready to be opened.

Clearing the shelves in Argosy Manor had completely filled the back of Grandpa’s ice-cream van, forcing them to stash bottles inside the fridge and freezers. Now the glass was cold to the touch – Alex hoped nobody trapped inside would mind.

“The record keeping is deliberately vague.” Anil licked a finger and leafed through the pages of the ledger that recorded each bottle. “What if we just free a load of monsters?”

There had not been much time to recover following the escape of a weakened Brineblood and his minions. Returning to town, Alex, Zoey and Anil had been reunited with their parents, who thankfully had suffered nothing worse than cuts and bruises during their battle with the giant crabs. Grandpa’s arm had needed to be put in a sling, which meant he had grudgingly handed driving responsibilities to Gene (Bridget sulked in the passenger seat, muttering that she shouldn’t need a licence).

Gildo had spent the night cradling the bottle that contained his home, whispering that it wouldn’t be long before they freed his friends and family. Alex would have done it immediately if they hadn’t all been so exhausted from the fight, Brineblood’s desperate blast of corrupted magic still ringing in their ears.

“We’ll use the magic to reach out to whatever is inside the bottles.” Alex remembered the connection between worlds he had forged for Gildo to follow. “We’ll only release what deserves to be free – no crab zombies or void monsters.”

“What about the places?” Anil asked. “It feels wrong to keep them bottled up.”

“I don’t know if we can bring back the places.” Gildo had been able to break out by connecting his magic to Alex and Haven Bay. Alex didn’t know how they could do the same for a place, no matter how powerful it might be. “Plus the volcanos and void monsters and everything else have already been triggered. If we bring them back into the world now, it’s too late to stop them being destructive.”

Zoey held a laptop in the crook of her arm and tapped at the keyboard with her other hand. “The Argosys covered up everywhere they sealed away. If you search for any of the places inside the bottles, all the records say they were wiped out by some natural disaster and nothing was left. It would raise a lot of questions if they suddenly reappeared, whether they’re full of monsters or not.”

Gildo stiffened but kept working to arrange the bottles along the beach. “So my home is lost for ever. But the people who lived there don’t have to be.”

“Haven Bay can be their home,” Alex said. “If they want it.”

Gildo straightened up from his work and smiled, a breeze off the ocean gently ruffling his hair.

“I still think we should do a test first.” Anil held up the bottle that contained the erupting volcano.

Now it was Alex’s turn to smile. “I have to keep my promise to a penguin.”

All four of them – Alex, Zoey, Anil and Gildo – joined hands and drew on their sea magic. It bubbled up from a great wellspring somewhere deep in the fabric of Haven Bay. Alex lifted the trident and guided the magic through it – if the artefact could seal worlds away, it could unlock them too. Together, they held the image of the volcanic beach in their minds and sent the magic squirrelling into the bottle to reforge connections there. They felt a fresh strand snag on something, and the shape of a penguin flashed across their minds. Alex heaved on the trident to reel the connection towards them.

Pop! The stopper flew from the bottle. Black-and-white shapes poured from its neck. The penguins landed in a flapping pile on the beach, floundering to their feet and shaking their heads to get their bearings.

“Chang!”

Zoey broke away from the group to scoop up a penguin with a band of white circling her eyes like a pair of glasses. She whirled the bewildered seabird around before pulling her in for a hug.

“Finally, somebody smart enough to be my assistant,” Zoey whispered.

Loaf and the otters gambolled between the penguins as more found their feet and waddled along the beach or into the water to explore their new home.

“I hope they like it here,” Alex said.

Anil grinned. “Has to be better than having a volcano wipe them out every single day. They can always move on if things here don’t suit them.”

Now they had safely freed the penguins, Gildo didn’t delay in bringing his hometown bottle to the group.

“Clear plenty of room,” Alex said.

“This isn’t how I imagined my life going,” Bridget said as she and Gene set about herding the penguins along the beach.

“But you kind of like it?” Gene suggested.

Bridget smiled and kissed them on the cheek. “Yeah, I suppose I kind of do.”

A short distance from shore, the Water Dragon surfaced and lifted its mighty head to watch. If they needed greater strength, it would help them reach deeper into the wellspring of magic. It would lift, protect and guide them, just as its parent had done.

Once again, all four of them joined hands and channelled magic together. Gildo took the lead this time, eagerly unspooling the power into the bottle, memories of his home burning bright and fierce in all their minds. In seconds, the thread was caught from the other side. Alex flicked the trident, and the long-trapped residents of the bottle were freed in a green flash of magic.

The beach was promptly filled with cheering and hugging, people gazing around them in awe, penguins waddling at their feet and Loaf knocking one or two of the new arrivals over in his excitement.

Grandpa started handing out ice creams.

“Get yer lips round that,” he said, before remembering his manners. “Also, welcome.”

The celebration lasted a long time, the new arrivals singing and dancing, marvelling at the new sights and sounds. The locals watched warily from the top of the sea wall for a while before eventually coming down to join the party and meet their new neighbours.

After an hour or so, Alex noticed Gildo had snuck away to stand in the shallow tide, waves lapping gently around his ankles. The Water Dragon had drawn close and dipped its head so Gildo could stroke its scales. Alex peeled away from the crowd to stand beside him.

“This is not my dragon.” Gildo scratched the Water Dragon’s muzzle, making it squeeze its eyes shut in pleasure. “But we still have a connection.”

“You’re part of the sea magic. Everything here can be just as much yours as it is mine,” Alex said. “Now that Argosy Manor is empty there’s plenty of room for all of your people to stay if they want.”

Gildo smiled sadly. “Thank you. Truly. I know many will accept your offer. But I must go and see what is left of my home in the real world. Feel if any magic still dwells there.”

“I understand,” Alex said, though a lump stuck in his throat. They had not had much time together, but Alex would miss his new friend.

Gildo took his hand. The connection they had forged was still strong. “I will always be just across the water. If you need me, I will know.”

Zoey and Anil broke away from the celebration to join them in the lapping waves.

Anil carried the glass jar that had once held Brineblood’s skull and now sealed Erasmus Argosy inside. “What should we do with him?”

Beside Alex, Gildo tensed as he waited for the answer.

“We keep him in there,” Alex said firmly. “Where he can’t act against us. At least for now.”

While Zoey nodded her approval, Anil peered uneasily at the bottle. Nothing but misty smoke drifted inside the glass.

“Isn’t that like Argosy’s way of doing things? Keeping something powerful locked away, even though it isn’t clearly good or bad, just so it can’t do any harm?”

“Maybe. But we gave him enough chances to do the right thing. Some people – especially powerful people – are never going to be willing to change their ways. We don’t have to accept that if it puts our world in danger.” Alex peered beyond the Water Dragon to the open ocean past the mouth of the bay. “Brineblood is weak but he’s still a greater danger than anything we’ve faced before. While he’s on the loose, we can’t afford to have Argosy interfering. When we’ve stopped Brineblood for good and we know Haven Bay is safe, maybe we can think about letting Argosy out.”

“He might have learned his lesson by then,” Zoey added.

“I will take the jar with me,” Gildo said, holding out his hand. Anil handed the jar over. “It only seems fair I should return his family’s hospitality.”

“What do you think Brineblood will do next?” Anil asked.

Alex reached up to stroke the Water Dragon, who pushed its muzzle lovingly into his hand. Then he looked to the new arrivals – both human and seabird – on the beach, dancing and cheering around the bottles they had yet to open.

“We’re not going to wait around to find out.” Alex smiled. “It’s time we took the fight to him.”
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