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      The Gang

      

      **Barry Carter** (14) — ginger curly hair. The one who makes the calls. Rose’s Brother. POV anchor and de facto leader. Steady, observant, the most reliable. Dry humour, rarely performs it. Close third person defaults to his perspective.

      

      **Rose Carter** (12–13, blonde wavy hair. Barry's younger sister) — The comic engine. The one who arrives first and talks to everyone. Fast mouth, genuine heart underneath. Manages people with cheerful social efficiency.

      

      **Annie** (14) — dark hair, writing in the notebook. Pen in hand, always. The investigator. Notebook at all times, entries in BLOCK CAPITALS. Files the Section 41 review correctly and faster than a heritage lawyer. The Heritage Council's legal team addresses her as if she was an adult and has no idea she's fourteen.

      

      **Kath** (14) — red hair. The one who reads the water. Sea-rescue trained. Flat procedural voice when the situation is serious. Checks with her father before committing to a dive — and her father's response is a model of how that conversation can go right.

      

      **Vic** (~13–14) — lighter tousled hair. The one with odd equipment in his pockets. Inventor. The Brick has moved from a joke to a taken-for-granted piece of kit; he carries it and manages radio contact throughout. Documents the chain of custody on the recovery with his phone. The Brick works again. Nobody mentions this.

      

      **Pip Fenwick** (9) — smallest. Dark hair in a ponytail. Nine years old and very much present despite being non-voting.Formally joins the gang late in the series, by vote, after three books of corner-chair attrition. Has been writing a parallel account of all five cases in her purple exercise book — *What the Pelican Saw: An Account of Seven Cases, by Pip Fenwick*. The book exists at the end of Book 6.

      

      **Mossy (Michael)** (80s) — Seawall fixture. Saw the lighthouse signal for the first time twenty-five years ago and has been watching it. Provides the initial referral (he points at the lighthouse in book 6 the way he pointed at the wreck in Book 5). Makes the formal Marine Safety report in Fremantle with Snow. At the relighting ceremony, says quietly to no one in particular: *All right, Lofty. That's it, then.*

      

      **Snow** — Ancient fisherman. Seventeen years old in 1959 when a man with good shoes paid him two pounds to carry equipment to the lighthouse and say nothing about it. Has kept that secret for sixty-three years. Tells Pip when she asks correctly.

      

      **Nan** — Bay Fryer. Has a secret batter recipe - its secret is sweet paprika. Closes on a Friday for the first time in thirty years to attend the lighthouse relighting..

      

      **Gerald** — Opinionated Pelican. Occupies the boat ramp departure board. And Gerald, entirely correctly, on his post most days — watching with the air of a creature who has been to better dinners than this one but is keeping his options open. Cannot be moved by argument, authority, or clipboard. Attends the lighthouse relighting ceremony on a rock. Constantly assesses the ambient fish and chip situation and remaines with the gang for reasons of his own. Never magical, never explained.
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      A billionaire wants the Pond. Six teens want proof he's lying. What starts as illegal underwater footage becomes a livestream, a leak, and a community reckoning — and on the night it matters most, the colony the Pond was built to protect rises up to defend itself.

      

      The car alone should have been a warning. Long, low, the colour of wet slate, parked across two bays like the lines were somebody else's problem — and out of it steps a man who looks at the Safety Bay foreshore the way you'd look at a fish you're about to fillet.

      When a developer's marquee goes up over the lagoon every kid in Safety Bay has known their whole lives, Barry, Rose, Annie, Kath and Vic know exactly what's coming. What they don't have is proof — so they get some, at dawn, underwater, with a camera and no permission at all. What they bring back is bigger than evidence: a colony, an ecosystem, and a pelican about to become more famous than any of them could ever be. Across livestreams, leaks, a fractured family, and a council hall that will decide it all, the gang builds a case the old-fashioned way — evidence, witnesses, and one very stubborn old fisherman's memory. Book 4 in the acclaimed Safety Bay Six series, for readers who like their mysteries with real teeth and real water.

      The case is open. The record is closing. Whose side are you on?
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      Barry Carter had been believed once that year. It was about the weather, and even then his mum had checked her phone before she brought the washing in.

      So he knew the look. He’d worn it himself, plenty of times — the patient, kindly, not-quite-listening look adults gave you while they decided for themselves. He just hadn’t expected to watch the whole foreshore give that look to somebody, in reverse, the wrong way round, all at once, on a Saturday morning, to a man getting out of a car.

      The car came down Arcadia Drive too fast and stopped across two parking bays like the white lines were a misunderstanding it didn’t intend to have. It was long and low and the grey of wet slate, and it had cost, Barry thought, watching it, more than his house. More than his house and the net shed. The doors didn’t slam. Cars like that didn’t slam; they sighed, the way money sighed, like everything was already taken care of.

      Beside him on the seawall, Vic stopped chewing.

      ‘That,’ Vic said, with love, ‘is a German car pretending to be a quiet one.’ Then, quieter, because Vic noticed the things under things the way he noticed wiring: ‘He’s across the disabled bay.’

      ‘And the loading zone,’ said Kath. She didn’t look up from the reel she was oiling. She didn’t have to. Kath could feel a wrong thing on her water the way Barry’s nan could feel a draught. ‘Both at once. You’d have to mean that.’

      Barry watched the man get out, and felt it before he understood it — the small, certain dread of seeing someone who is going to be a problem, and seeing it half a second before there’s any proof, and knowing that the half a second won’t count for anything later when he tries to explain.

      The man was tall and tanned the way money was tanned, in a shirt the colour of good sand. He didn’t look around the way visitors looked around — heads up, working out where the toilets were. He looked at the foreshore the way Frank Brennan looked at a fish before he filleted it. Kindly enough. With a clear idea of where the cuts would go.

      And the foreshore looked back at him and liked him.

      That was the part that turned Barry’s stomach, and he couldn’t have said why, not yet, not in a way anyone would write down. People straightened up. The bloke at the kiosk lifted a hand. Two women Barry had known his whole life smiled at the stranger the way you smile when you’ve decided in advance that someone important has arrived. Nobody had told them anything. He’d been on the foreshore ninety seconds and the town had already believed him, on sight, for free — and Barry, who had spent two years and one wheelie bin learning exactly what it cost to be believed, felt something go cold and quiet in him that the morning’s sun couldn’t reach.

      ‘Annie,’ he said, mostly to have something to do with the feeling. ‘What is he.’

      Annie had her notebook out. She always had it out; it was less a book than a place she kept her hands. She wasn’t writing yet. She was just looking, with her head tipped, the way she looked at sand that had a story in it.

      ‘Three behind him,’ she said. ‘Polo shirts. Folding poles, and the tripod with the yellow eye measures angles, not distance.’ A pause. ‘They keep checking he’s still happy. He doesn’t check anything.’ She wrote one line, small, and Barry didn’t need to read it upside down to know it would be true and would not make him feel better.
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      By half nine there was a tent.

      It had gone up white and crisp between the kiosk and the jetty while they’d ridden down from HQ and prised Rose out of the Bay Fryer, and there was free coffee, which Barry distrusted on principle, and a girl in a matching cap handing it out to a queue of locals who all wore the same face — the face of people taking something for nothing and not yet asking what for. Barry knew that face too. He’d seen it on himself in a shop mirror once, holding a sample, while a man explained why he needed a thing he hadn’t wanted thirty seconds earlier.

      ‘Why’s it free,’ he said.

      ‘Because the dear stuff comes later,’ said Kath.

      They went under the scalloped edge of the tent, and Barry forgot, for a second, to be clever about any of it, because the boards stopped him where he stood.

      They were beautiful. He hated that they were beautiful and he made himself look anyway, because looking was the one thing he was good for, the one job nobody could take off him even when they didn’t believe a word of the report. Watercolours, or made to look it: the whole foreshore under a softer sun than the real one, palm trees that didn’t grow here, people in pale clothes holding wine on a timber deck where the Bay Fryer’s car park actually held a ute with a sticker over the crack in its windscreen. Where the chandlery sagged in real life there was a wall of glass full of light. THE GALLERIA. And over all of it, in gold:

      WARNBRO SOUND MARINA & LIFESTYLE PRECINCT

      Beside him Kath had gone still in a way he felt through the air.

      ‘Where’s the Pond,’ she said.

      And Barry looked, and looked again, and the cold thing in him climbed up into his throat, because he found it. He found exactly where it should be — the shallow brown-gold lagoon off Mersey Point, the bit of water where Kath had learned to sail and the little kids learned to swim and you could walk the sandbar at a low enough tide like half the grown men in this town had walked it as boys — and in the painting somebody had drawn neat blue rectangles over the top of it. Jetties. Boats all the same size, all pointed the same way.

      It wasn’t gone. That was the clever, sickening part. They hadn’t crossed it out. They’d improved it, and painted the improvement in the kind of light that made you feel small and mean for missing the mud.

      Annie’s pencil had stopped. She was reading the fine print at the bottom in the flat voice that meant she’d already understood all of it and was only saying the rest for them.

      ‘Stage One,’ she said. ‘It says Stage One.’

      Nobody asked what came after one. You didn’t need Annie for that. You needed Annie for the things you’d never find on your own; the things a child could feel coming, the whole town could feel coming, Barry could feel coming right now in the cold in his throat.
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      ‘You’ll be the local young people.’

      He’d crossed to them without any of them seeing him decide to, and up close he was older than the tan, and his eyes did a quick complete count of the five of them and put them away again, costed and filed.

      ‘Gerard Davenport.’ He didn’t put out a hand to children. He just set his name down, faceup, a good card. ‘Davenport Precinct Holdings. Help yourselves — sausages are on us.’ The smile came out then, and it was a good smile, and it had been used a great deal and hadn’t worn at all, and Barry distrusted it the way he distrusted the coffee. ‘You’re who we built it for, your lot. Somewhere to go of an evening that isn’t a car park and a chip shop.’

      Barry felt Rose inflate beside him like a wave drawing back off a reef.

      He put his foot on hers. Gently. An old reflex, and a true one, because the thing in him that had gone cold had also gone careful, and careful said: not here, not now, not to his face, where it costs us and buys nothing.

      ‘Thanks very much,’ Barry said. ‘We’ll have a look round.’

      ‘Good lad.’ Davenport was already turning, a coffee in his hand he hadn’t asked for and the girl in the cap moving off like she’d read his mind. ‘Take a brochure. Take two.’

      He went. Rose let her breath out through her nose.

      ‘A chip shop,’ she said, and her voice was doing the thing it did before the scream, the dangerous flatness. ‘He looked at me. He knows whose granddaughter I am. Sixty-one years. Three plaques.’

      ‘I know,’ said Barry.

      ‘He said it like it was a sad little — ‘

      ‘I know, Rose. That’s why he said it.’

      She looked at him. Some of the air went out of her, replaced by something harder and more useful, and Barry thought, not for the first time, that Rose’s worst weakness and her best weapon were the exact same thing and you just had to point it right.
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      They ate the sausages on the seawall, backs to the tent, faces to the Sound, because there were positions you held even when the enemy was feeding you, and the trouble with the sausages was that they were good.

      ‘That’s the worst part,’ Vic said, gloomy, halfway through his. ‘It’s a good sausage. He’s got a good sausage and a German coffee pump and the whole town’s going to roll over for a snag and a flat white, and they won’t even feel it happen.’ He took another bite, betrayed. ‘I’d feel it happen.’

      ‘You’re feeling it now,’ said Kath.

      ‘I’m enjoying it now. That’s worse.’

      Annie had the brochure open on her knee and they leaned in over her, and Barry watched her thumb stop on the smallest line on the page — the line the rest of it was built to keep your eye sliding past, the line you needed Annie for.

      ‘Public comment closes Friday the thirteenth of November,’ she read. ‘Submissions to the Shire of Rockingham.’ She got out the pencil. She wrote the date in her square capitals, and under it FIVE WEEKS, and then she ruled a line, and under the line she wrote nothing at all.

      ‘You’re not naming it?’ said Rose.

      ‘It hasn’t done anything yet.’ Annie closed the book. ‘I don’t name them till they’ve shown me what they are.’

      Out past the jetty something broke the surface and went under, and then came in low and heavy on grey wings and landed on the end rail — Gerald, eight feet of him, folding up like a man who is owed money and intends to wait on the step for it. He looked at the tent. He looked at it the way he looked at the Bay Fryer’s bins: a fact, not yet paid out.

      ‘He’s on our side,’ said Rose, with no evidence and total faith.

      ‘He’s on the sausages’ side,’ said Barry. ‘Same as the town.’ He stood up, and the cold thing in his chest had settled now into something he could carry — worse than fear, and more use than it. He looked once more at the painted marina sitting calm and golden over the painted water, where, just below the tent and the gold and the good smile, the real water was getting on with the quiet business of being the Pond.

      ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘HQ. And bring the rest of his sausages. We paid for them. He just doesn’t know what with yet.’
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      By Sunday lunchtime the marquee was gone, folded back to Perth with the coffee cart and the gold-lettered boards, and Barry had spent the rest of the weekend half-believing he’d made the whole thing up. That was the trouble with being him. Give Barry a quiet day and he’d start to wonder whether the thing he’d seen with his own eyes had really been there, because so few other people ever agreed it had.

      Then Monday opened the school gate and let the week in, and the week walked in wearing boat shoes.

      Barry clocked the shoes before he clocked the boy. Pale tan, soft as butter, and they had never been within a hundred metres of a boat — he knew it the way Kath would know it, the way you know a hat that’s never been rained on. Above the shoes the boy was tall and fair and arranged. That was the only word Barry had for him. The hair was arranged, the collar was arranged, the whole of him was set up in the doorway of B Block like something in a shop window, and he was looking at Safety Bay Senior High the exact way his father had looked at the foreshore: working out where the cuts would go.

      ‘That’s the son,’ said Annie, at Barry’s elbow.

      ‘You can’t know that.’

      ‘Same chin. And he’s parked his bag across two hooks.’ She wasn’t even looking now; she’d seen it and moved on. ‘Like the car.’

      Further along the verandah there was a girl, and she was doing a thing Barry had never once seen anybody do at twenty to nine on a Monday: filming herself. Phone held out at arm’s length, turning slow to take in the quad, the peppermints, the whole staring mob of Year Eights, and talking to it — bright, warm, like the phone was the one friend she had and the school was a thing she was showing it through glass.

      She didn’t look at any of the actual people. That was what got Barry. A hundred kids in front of her and she was performing the place to someone who wasn’t there.

      ‘And that’s the daughter,’ said Annie.
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      Hugo didn’t wait to be asked what he thought.

      He gave it to the quad at large from the top of the lunch-shed steps, to nobody and so to everybody, in the carrying voice of someone who’d been told since birth that his opinions were worth overhearing.

      ‘It’s basically a fishing village,’ he said, ‘with delusions.’

      It went round the school by lunch the way the good ones do. Three different Year Sevens brought it to Barry like news. A kid in his own class wrote it on the whiteboard before Mr Tan rubbed it off. And the worst of it, the part that sat under Barry’s ribs all afternoon, was that you couldn’t fully hate
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