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      [image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star] — The order behind the order Reviewed by PhD candidate - James Baumgarten

      I have followed Alex Moreton through six books now, and I thought I understood the architecture of this series — the slow accumulation of institutional wrong, the way power protects itself in beautiful rooms. Meridian Order dismantles that understanding on the first page and rebuilds it into something considerably darker. The seventy-three papers at the novel’s centre are not, as you first assume, a list. They are a ledger. Maher understands what academics rarely admit in public: that scholarship has always been inseparable from patronage, and patronage from obligation. Alex’s classics training finally becomes not just characterisation but instrument — she reads the Meridian Order the way she reads a corrupt manuscript, looking for what has been carefully left out. The scene in which she and Sigrid finally speak plainly to one another across Marco’s table is the best writing in the series. Devastating in the quietest possible way.

      

      [image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star] — Dark academia done without apology Reviewed by English Lecturer - Dr Michelle DeFoy

      The term ‘dark academia’ gets attached to anything with a library and a gothic font these days, so let me be precise: Meridian Order earns the designation because it actually interrogates the academy rather than simply decorating with it. The Meridian Order itself — I won’t say more than the cover reveals — is not a fantastical invention. It is recognisable. Anyone who has spent time inside a research institution will feel the chill of recognition when its operating logic is laid bare. Maher writes intellectual culture from the inside, which means he knows where the exits are locked from the outside. Quinn’s investigation runs alongside Alex’s parallel inquiry in a way that feels genuinely structural rather than convenient, and the novel’s final movement, where both lines of sight converge on the same document, is formally elegant. The moon on the cover is not decorative. Read to the last page and you’ll understand exactly what it’s doing there.

      

      [image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star] — Seventy-three papers, one name, no mercy Reviewed by River Watts - Masters graduate - English/ Communications studies

      What Maher does that almost no other writer in this space attempts is to make complicity the central mystery rather than guilt. Everyone in Meridian Order knew something. The question the novel spends 300-odd pages asking — with Alex Moreton as its instrument, reluctant and precise — is not who did it but who allowed it to continue, and for how long, and what they told themselves in the meantime. The Scholar’s Table has never felt more like a threshold between two kinds of world: the warm amber of Marco’s dining room and the cold bureaucratic dark outside it. Virgil appears at the exact right moment, as he always does, and says nothing, as he always does, but in doing so seems to focus Dr Alex Moreton’s mind. By the end I was grateful for that particular silence. The closing lines are among the finest Maher has written. Alex asks the room a question she already knows the answer to. The room, as always, does not reply.

      

      [image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star] — For readers who take their wine and their dread together Reviewed by Prof. Nihal McMillan

      Book 7 is where the Riverside Mysteries series reveals what it has been building all along. Each individual novel in the series dealt with appropriation, suppression, institutional cowardice — Meridian Order shows us the organisation that made all of that possible and considers what happens when someone finally maps its full extent. Alex is older here, not in years but in understanding, and Maher is disciplined enough not to sentimentalise that. Her classicist’s eye for the way power inscribes itself in language is used to devastating effect throughout. The prose is leaner than earlier books — something has been stripped away — and the structural decision to withhold the full meaning of the seventy-three papers until the penultimate chapter is a genuine piece of craft. When the name on every paper is finally confirmed, it reframes not just this book but at least two of its predecessors. I immediately went back to Vested Interests and read the archive chapter again. The clue was there. It was always there.

      

      [image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star] — The series that rewards patience Reviewed by Tenured-In-Terror (real name not given)

      I teach literary fiction. I have recommended Meridian Order to my graduate students not as genre reading but as a masterclass in what the novel can do when it trusts its reader. Maher’s technique — close third person anchored so tightly to Alex that the world outside her perception feels slightly unreal, slightly airless — is exactly suited to a story about an institution that has always controlled what is and is not visible. The Meridian Order operates by the same logic as Alex’s narration: selective, purposeful, with silences that mean more than the sentences surrounding them. Quinn’s role in this book is expanded and it suits the novel’s darker register; her procedural clarity is a necessary counter-weight to Alex’s more associative intelligence. Together they arrive at something neither could reach alone. The question that closes the novel is the kind that stays with you for days. I have been thinking about it since I finished the book on a train last Tuesday and missed my stop entirely. My brain took a holiday. A good book can do that. That seems about right.
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        ‘Iris, glory of the sky, cloud-borne.’

        Greek: Ἶρις, οὐρανίου δόξα, νεφελήλατος

        (Virgil, Aeneid 9.2, adapted).

      

        

      
        Meridian Order is the seventh novel in the Riverside Mysteries — a series about the beautiful, merciless world of academic institutions, and the people who understand, finally and too late, exactly how they work.
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      FIVE-FORTY-SEVEN in the morning. The fire trail above the Collie River valley ran through jarrah country — compacted red earth, loose rock at the edges, a track barely wide enough for the ute that carried them each Saturday. Six years of Saturdays. Pete Carlin and three others driving east from Bunbury in the dark, the trailer bumping on the highway seal, the smell of coffee from the thermos, the particular quality of quiet that abseiling people develop in the hour before a descent. It was different from other silences. It was organised rather than empty.

      This Saturday was otherwise indistinguishable from the previous three hundred and eleven. Which was the kind of record that made the three hundred and twelfth feel personal.

      The scrub thickened as the track climbed. Good jarrah country: trees older than most of what Perth had built over since federation, their rough bark and reaching crowns indifferent to the headlights that cut through them as the ute navigated the switchbacks. The undergrowth was low and dense, dew-wet in the pre-dawn cold, the air carrying the particular sharpness of a Collie winter morning. Inland cold. Drier than the coast. A clarity Perth’s coastal air never quite achieved.

      Pete Carlin walked ahead to the anchor point. This was his standing role. He was the most experienced of the four. He had checked the bolts last. He carried the first-line kit in his right hand. His headtorch cut the dark. The others were forty metres behind at the ute, unloading gear — the ropes, the rack, the harnesses, the sound of equipment being sorted and checked with the comfortable automation of people who had done this so many times that the process ran itself. Their voices carried through the still air with the quality that voices have in jarrah country at dawn: slightly absorbed, given back slightly changed, as though the trees took a small portion and kept it.

      Pete rounded the bend above the rocky outcrop. He stopped.

      The grey early light had spread to the point where the base of the outcrop was visible — twenty metres below and slightly east, a shelf of exposed granite with the old bolt anchor on the right side that was the reason they came here. The light was still provisional, still capable of showing things unclearly. He peered into the void beneath him. At the base of the outcrop, partially visible in that dim light, was a young man. He was spreadeagled and clealry broken. His position was not ambiguous.

      Pete stood for three seconds in the silence of that knowledge. He called back to the others in a voice he would not quite recognise as his own for several days afterward.

      They did not go down. None of them had the training, and training aside, there was nothing to go down for. One of the four was a nurse named Caitlin Varey, who had been abseiling with this group for four of its six years. Her professional training had been useful for cuts and a fractured wrist and once a suspected cardiac event on the rock face. It had never been required in this form before.

      She came forward. She looked for a time that was longer than necessary. Then she said, quietly, to the group rather than to any individual, ‘Don’t move anything.’ And they didn’t. They stood on the fire trail in the cold dawn and looked at the thing below them and waited for what came next.

      The emergency call was logged at five forty-nine. The Collie ambulance arrived in twenty-two minutes, navigating the track in the growing light with the careful speed of a crew that had driven rough country at odd hours for years. The first police unit was eleven minutes behind. The four abseilers stayed where they were. There was nowhere else for them to be.

      The morning arrived around them in the ordinary way, indifferent to what it illuminated. The currawongs called first, as they always did, their song carrying down the valley from the ridge above. Then the kookaburras, passing the news from tree to tree along the river below, the morning handing its disorentation along in the ordinary manner, the bush deciding that what had happened was not sufficient reason to suspend its proceedings. But it knew death.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      SENIOR CONSTABLE DIANE HOBBS was twenty-eight and six months into her Collie posting. She was careful in the particular way that people became careful when they were standing in front of something real for the first time. Not frightened. Careful. As though she understood, in a way she had not before needed to understand it practically, that what she did in the next hour would matter and would go on mattering.

      She photographed first, noted second, touched third. She organised herself along these lines and worked.

      The injuries were severe and consistent with a fall from height, possibly with some additional force before the fall. The pathologist would say more, but she noted the inconsistency she saw and included it. She noted the body’s position, the angle, the distance from the base of the outcrop. She noted the wallet in the front left pocket, contents intact: a student card, eighty dollars in notes, a servo receipt from Collie dated three days prior. The name on the student card from Western Australian University was Callum Ferris. Doctoral candidate. Earth Sciences. Bunbury campus.

      The fieldwork bag lay three metres east of the body. Olive-green canvas, slightly worn at the corners. She photographed it before she opened it. The contents were undisturbed — field notes, a hand lens, two HB pencils in a side pocket, a folded topographic map of the Collie River valley with site annotations in two colours of ink, a water bottle half full and properly sealed, a headtorch. Everything where it would be if the bag had not been opened by anyone at any point in the relevant window.

      She wrote her anomaly list under that heading, because her training sergeant had told her that precision required naming, and she intended to be precise.

      Item one: no personal vehicle at the trailhead or within two kilometres of either access approach. She had sent a car along the alternate route already; confirmation had come back. The young man’s car — if he had one, and a Bunbury doctoral candidate was more likely than not to have one — was nowhere accessible on the track or at its junction with the main road.

      Item two: fieldwork bag contents undisturbed. If a person went to a fire trail intending to work, they opened their fieldwork bag. This one had never been opened.

      Item three: the hands.

      She did not elaborate on this in the written notes. She explained it verbally to the Bunbury regional detective who answered her call at six fifty-three. ‘The position of the hands,’ she said.

      He said, ‘The pathologist will look at that.’

      ‘Yes,’ she said.

      She waited.

      Bunbury regional called Perth Major Crime at seven. The call was brief and exact. A body. A fire trail. A student ID. The three absent items: vehicle, phone, any sign that the bag had been used. The attending officer’s anomaly list, noted without qualification in her preliminary report.

      Perth Major Crime took ten minutes to review and route it. Detective Inspector Rachel Quinn was in her car by seven-fifteen.

      ***

      SHE DROVE SOUTH on the Forrest Highway through the flat coastal plain south of Perth, the farmland pale green from the May rains, the sky lightening to the east over the Darling Scarp. The report was on her phone on the dashboard and she had read it twice.

      She drove without speaking. Everything filed, nothing concluded. The report was thin. A body, an ID, an undisturbed bag, three absent items.

      The absent vehicle was the thing she kept. Not the phone, which could be explained half a dozen ways. Not the undisturbed bag, which wanted explaining but not yet. The vehicle. A man drove to a fire trail at five in the morning or earlier and his vehicle was nowhere within two kilometres of it. That did not resolve itself easily. She held it as a question.

      The Forrest Highway was quiet on a Saturday at this hour. She passed a roadtrain heading north with its lights still on, and a Subaru with a kayak on the roof, and otherwise had the road mostly to herself. She let the country open around her and thought about the morning ahead.

      She called DC Brent at seven-twenty.

      ‘Callum Ferris,’ she said. ‘WAU Bunbury campus. Last confirmed building or gate access — any log system they have. His supervisor’s name and contact. Campus security duty log for Friday evening and Saturday morning.’ A small pause. ‘Don’t contact campus administration directly yet.’

      She did not explain the last instruction. She did not need to.

      ‘I’ll have it by nine,’ Brent said.

      He would. He always did.

      The highway ran south through the flat coastal plain. Mandurah, Waroona, Harvey — towns she passed through at driving pace, the traffic thin on a Saturday morning, the sky fully light now, the winter sun flat and white. She drove through it with her list and her questions and the particular quality of attention she brought to the beginning of things, when everything was still possible and nothing had been made permanent by the act of conclusion.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      IN COLLIE, Pete Carlin gave his statement in a voice that had mostly recovered its normal quality. He was a precise man — electrical work and abseiling both required it — and he described the track, the time, the light, the position, the sequence, answering each question completely.

      He did not volunteer the thing about the hands. It was not his job to volunteer it.

      But he kept it in the days that followed: the exact detail, and the understanding it produced in him: the young man had not known he was going to fall.

      Three weeks later a detective would call asking to review his original statement. He would mention the hands then. The detective would say, ‘Yes.’ She would say nothing further. He would not ask her what it meant.

      He already knew.
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      THE SAME SATURDAY MORNING. Six-thirty on The Esplanade in Crawley, and the Swan River out the front windows was pale and still in the early light. It was the kind of winter morning that gave Perth its best argument: a clear cold blue sky, the water holding it, the far bank quiet enough that the single sculler moving south was audible through the glass — the dip and pull of the oars carrying across the water in the way that sounds carried across water in winter, clean and precise.

      Alex Moreton’s kitchen table faced away from the river. It was a choice she had made consciously when she had moved back into the house her parents had left her, eight years ago. The river was for the front rooms — for the morning coffee and Virgil’s window observations and the particular kind of looking that did not require anything from you. The kitchen table was for work. Work required something different: a blank wall, good light from the east window, the Italian espresso machine on the bench within reach. She had maintained the distinction with the same care she maintained most things she had decided on.

      The encrypted message had arrived on Friday evening at eleven forty-three. She had been finishing her markings for the second-year Greek seminar — Thucydides, the Mytilenean Debate, the undergraduates attempting the untranslatable passage about justice and expediency — when the notification had appeared in the corner of her screen. The sender was ondine.priest@wau.edu.au, which resolved on a quick search to a position she had not previously encountered: Systems and Digital Archives Librarian, Bunbury Campus. The subject line was blank. The attachment was encrypted and included a note: the decryption key is my job title and campus, no spaces.

      She had looked at it for a moment. Then she had closed the laptop and gone to bed, because eleven forty-three on a Friday with a key in a note was a communication that deserved a clear morning.

      Virgil had been on the bed. He had surveyed her arrival and apparently found it acceptable.

      By six-thirty she was at the kitchen table with the laptop open and the first espresso made and the morning proceeding in its usual way outside the east window. She decrypted the attachment. It was four pages — not a message but a summary document, formatted carefully, with section headings and footnotes. The title was: Preliminary Analysis: Authorship Discrepancy Pattern, WAU Bunbury Campus Research Output, Twelve-Month Period.

      She read the first page without stopping. Then she made a second espresso. Then she read all four pages again from the beginning.

      The document described a pattern, not an incident. That was the first thing that differentiated it from the other material she had reviewed in two years on the Research Integrity Advisory Group — a body that had examined four cases in that time, all resolved, none requiring her to think harder than moderately hard. Those had been incidents: a figure reproduced without permission, a dataset not sufficiently attributed, the normal range of academic error and corner-cutting that institutions produced when the incentives to publish outweighed the time available to be careful.

      This was not an incident. It was infrastructure.

      Seventy-three papers. The same primary author on every one — a Professor of Practice named Odell Tarrant, Campus Head, Bunbury. Tarrant had arrived two years ago, the document noted, with no prior publication record and no research profile consistent with primary authorship of any of the papers in question, let alone all of them. The document did not allege. It described. It described the authorship changes visible in the metadata of submitted versus published versions, accessible through the journal submission systems where the librarian had legitimate query access. It described the timing: all changes occurring after papers had passed through a proprietary AI synthesis platform that the campus had made mandatory for all research submissions eighteen months ago.

      Alex put the document down. She picked up her coffee and walked to the front window.

      The river was pale in the early light. Virgil had arrived on the window sill with the silent displacement of a cat who had decided a location was now relevant. He was looking at the sculler, or at the water, or at something she could not identify, with the contained attention he gave to things that required no response. The sculler had moved further south, nearly out of sight around the bend. The opposite bank was still and ordinary: the houses of Nedlands, the trees above them, the first of the morning commuters not yet on the road.

      She thought about infrastructure. She had a particular relationship with the word from her work in classics: the Romans had been infrastructure people, the great republican and imperial project having been substantially a project of building durable systems that would outlast the individuals who built them. Roads, aqueducts, the legal code. The most dangerous versions were not the large visible ones but the ones that looked like service provision and were actually something else.

      A platform through which all campus research had to pass. One name on every output. Seventy-three papers.

      She rested her palm on the cold glass for a moment. The river kept moving.

      She called Ondine Priest at ten past seven.

      Priest answered on the first ring. She had been awake and waiting.

      ‘You read it,’ she said.

      The line carried no inflection that would have made it a question, though it half was. Careful and precise, Alex thought. Has been living with this for months. Is not the kind of person who sends encrypted messages to people she does not know at eleven forty-three on a Friday evening unless she is certain.

      ‘I read it twice,’ Alex said. She put the cup down on the sill. ‘I’d like to come to Bunbury on Monday if you’re available. Can you show me the full database?’

      ‘Yes,’ Ondine said.

      It had the brevity of someone who had been waiting for that question for four months and had the answer completely prepared.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      AFTER THE CALL, Alex sat at the kitchen table with the four-page document and her coffee and the morning proceeding outside. She thought about what she was looking at and what it would require, and in what order, and who needed to be in the room when. She thought about Quinn.

      Quinn, who was her established contact at Perth Major Crime for things that touched WAU — not a friend exactly, though the distinction had blurred across four previous cases. The person she called when what she was looking at was going to need a police perspective before it was finished. The person she had been calling, in one form or another, since she was six and Rachel Quinn had shown up at Nedlands Primary in shoes a size too big and the kind of expression that said the shoes were not going to be the most interesting thing about her.

      She made a third espresso. This was unusual. She noted it as a fact about the morning.

      Outside, the river had shifted colour as the sun climbed — the pale of early morning warming to the particular silver-blue that the Swan carried on clear winter days. A second sculler had appeared, moving north, crossing the wake of the first. The sound of the oars was gone now; the city was awake enough to absorb it. Virgil remained on the window sill, motionless. He had repositioned slightly to follow whatever he was following, which she had learned over four years not to interpret.

      She put the document in a new folder on her desktop. She titled the folder with the date and a single word. The word was not the allegation and not the conclusion. It was the precise word for what she had: PATTERN.

      She opened the WAU Research Integrity Advisory Group charter and read it through. She had the authority for a preliminary informal review. She had an institutional cover that was also the truth – the best kind. She had a Monday meeting with a librarian in Bunbury who had been building a database for four months and had backed it up in three separate locations and had sent an encrypted summary to a Classics lecturer in Perth at eleven forty-three on a Friday evening because she had decided that keeping the information to herself was no longer defensible.

      Alex Moreton had been at WAU for eight years. She had, across those eight years, sat in the front row of four different institutional frauds — one in the classics department itself, two in university administration, one that had touched the arts faculty broadly enough that the Vice-Chancellor had eventually thanked her in a speech she had not attended. She was not hunting a fifth.

      She was sitting at her kitchen table on a Saturday morning, reading a document that had found her.

      This was, she thought, the more honest account of how these things began: not with searching, but with the moment something arrived on your screen and you looked at it and understood, without wanting to, what it meant.

      She called Quinn at half past eleven. Quinn answered from the road. The line carried the soft drone of a car doing a hundred and ten through somewhere south of Perth — Bunbury or Collie direction. So there was already a case.

      ‘Quinn,’ Alex said.

      ‘I’m driving,’ Quinn said. It was the way she said it when she was also thinking.

      ‘There’s something at the Bunbury campus,’ Alex said. ‘Research integrity matter. I have a source with a full database and I’m going down Monday.’

      A pause. ‘What kind of something?’

      ‘The large and systematic kind.’ Alex set the cup down. ‘Are you in Bunbury?’

      ‘Adjacent,’ Quinn said. Then, ‘Come to the restaurant Wednesday. I’ll know more by then.’

      They ended the call. Alex looked at the river. She thought about what the word adjacent meant when Quinn said it from the Forrest Highway at seven-thirty on a Saturday morning. It meant there was already a body somewhere in the general vicinity of the Bunbury campus, and that what Ondine Priest had spent four months building would not stay a research integrity matter for long.

      Virgil had moved from the window sill to his chair at the kitchen table. He was looking at her with the comprehensive attention he sometimes brought to things he found adequately serious. She sat down across from him. She opened
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