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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
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