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      When the prestigious Italian Bellini Foundation arrives at the Swan River Festival of Voices with a previously unknown Vivaldi manuscript, Dr Alex Moreton notices three things before the opening reception is half over.

      The provenance chain leads from a Swiss estate sale, through a Zurich auction house, through eighteen months of preliminary authentication in Rome, and arrives in Perth wearing the imprimatur of the Bellini Foundation

      By the following morning the manuscript is gone. The performance pianist is at the foot of a staircase with concussion and a fractured wrist. And the access log for the music building's secure storage room points to someone who should not have had the code.

      With Detective Sergeant Rachel Quinn tracking the evidence and Marco Giordano’s Scholar’s Table providing the space where the thinking gets done, Alex must trace a fraud that begins in Venice, travels through a Zurich auction house, and arrives in Perth carrying something inside it that nobody has accounted for: the signature of a scholar who spent sixty years making extraordinary things he could never call his own.

      
        
        ‘The river, as always, keeps moving west.’

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ‘Vixere fortes ante Agamemnona

        multi; sed omnes inlacrimabiles

        urgentur ignotique longa

        nocte, carent quia vate sacro.’

      

        

      
        ‘Many brave men lived before Agamemnon;

        all of them, unmourned and unknown,

        are buried in the long night,

        because they lacked a sacred poet.’

      

        

      
        Horace, Odes IV.ix
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      ★★★★★  Dark academia done right — and then some

      LiteraryMagpie · Bookseller and reader

      I’ve been chasing the dark academia novel that takes the genre seriously since I first encountered it, and I think Maher has quietly written one of the best in the canon without anyone having called it that yet. Vivaldi Voices has everything the genre promises — the rarified atmosphere of a music festival, the scholarly pursuit of a beautiful and possibly fraudulent artefact, the sense that ideas carry genuine moral weight — but it doesn’t mistake atmosphere for substance. The forgery at its centre is a genuinely interesting intellectual puzzle, and the question the novel keeps turning over — can something be both extraordinary and false? — is one that stays with you long after the mystery resolves.

      Alex Moreton is one of the finest amateur investigators in contemporary fiction: precise, interior, funny in the dry way of people who have thought about things too long to be surprised by much. Her friendship with Marco Giordano — the proprietor of the Scholar’s Table, eight years in, still finding its shape — is lit with the particular electricity of two people who have been circling something they haven’t yet decided to name. You feel, watching them, that they were made for each other, and that they know it, and that the knowing is enough for now.

      An intellectually serious, deeply pleasurable novel about authenticity, institutional failure, and what it means when the right voice finally gets to say the true thing.

      

      ★★★★★  As a musician I found this almost uncomfortably accurate

      DavidT · Melbourne · Musician/educator

      I teach music at senior secondary level and I’m going to be recommending this to colleagues as well as students. Not because it’s educational — it’s a mystery novel, not a textbook — but because it gets the world of music right in a way that novels about music almost never do.

      The manuscript detail is accurate and interesting without being technical to the point of exclusion. Walter Brink’s observation early on (‘Either Vivaldi was working slowly, which is possible, or someone else was working carefully, which is also possible’) is the kind of insight that a working musician would make. And Renata’s analysis of what’s missing from the sketch — the ‘thinking inside the work’ — is perfect. That is exactly what a forger who understands style but not process would get wrong.

      What I also appreciated is that the novel doesn’t resolve into a simple verdict on the forgery’s value as music. It leaves that question open in a way that felt honest. Is a perfect forgery that moves people still valuable? The novel doesn’t tell you. It just gives you the question and trusts you to sit with it.

      

      ★★★★★  The restaurant alone is worth the price of admission

      SarahM · Food writer and avid reader

      I came for the mystery — Vivaldi, forgery, Perth — and I stayed for the Scholar’s Table. The restaurant that Marco Giordano runs on a bend of the Swan River is one of the most beautifully realised spaces in recent Australian fiction: mismatched chairs (chosen for acoustic reasons, which is the detail that made me put the book down and think), the loading doors open to the water, the kitchen as the heartbeat of the building. The scenes set there are the scenes I will return to.

      The mystery is excellent. The writing is precise and funny and does not explain things it trusts you to understand. But it is the restaurant, and the partnership slowly, beautifully taking shape within it, that makes this novel something I am pressing into the hands of everyone I know.

      Vivaldi, river light, espresso, a woman who reads rooms like texts, and a man who has been building toward something he is still deciding. Yes.

      

      ★★★★☆  This one got under my skin

      Margaret H. · Book club member

      I read the first Riverside Mystery last year and immediately put the second on my wishlist, so when this came out I basically cleared my weekend for it. I wasn’t disappointed, but I was surprised — this one is quieter than I expected and also hits harder.

      The setup is beautifully done. A music festival, a possibly-fake Vivaldi manuscript, a cast of academics and musicians and restaurateurs all circling the same question without quite admitting they’re circling it. Alex is an absolute pleasure to spend time with — she’s the kind of person who notices things without turning them into a performance of noticing. She reads the room the way she reads ancient texts.

      The middle section builds beautifully — things keep getting closer and more dangerous in exactly the right degrees. The break-in at Alex’s house is genuinely frightening done with such economy it’s over before you’ve caught up. And the ending is worth everything you put into it. And the cat. I will always read for the cat.

      

      ★★★★★  Perth finally has its mystery series

      Swan River Sheila · Perth local

      I live five minutes from where this novel is set — near the university end of the river — and I read the whole second half on the veranda on a warm April evening, which is almost exactly the conditions the characters are living in. I cannot tell you how strange and good that felt.

      Maher gets Perth right. Not just the geography — the mood. The thing about Perth that takes a long time to understand if you didn’t grow up here is that the remoteness isn’t tragic, it’s actually freeing, if you can stop mourning the distance long enough to look at what’s in front of you. Renata’s line about Perth being ‘the beginning of the world’ if you’re facing the right direction is the best description of living here I’ve ever read in fiction.

      Alex is wonderful. Virgil the cat is wonderful. Marco’s restaurant is exactly the kind of place that exists here and that you always feel lucky to have found. The mystery is involving and the ending is satisfying in the way that feels earned rather than manufactured. I pre-ordered Book Three before I’d finished this one.

      

      ★★★★★  A mystery novel about authenticity that is itself completely authentic

      Anna K. · Academic reader

      I work in a university and the opening chapters of this novel had me laughing out loud at my desk. The subcommittee devoted ‘entirely to the question of whether the catering for the opening night reception should be handled by the university’s contracted provider or by Marco’ is the funniest and most accurate piece of institutional satire I have read in years.

      But the novel is also doing something genuinely serious underneath the humour. Its central question is about authenticity — what makes something real, what makes knowledge knowledge rather than suspicion, what institutional systems do to the truth when the truth is inconvenient — and it pursues this question through every register it has.

      And the relationship between Alex and Marco — I defy anyone to read Chapter 14 and not feel the hum of something that has been building for eight years and knows it and is not yet ready to say so, but is getting there. It’s done with extraordinary delicacy. Maher trusts his readers completely. So does Alex.
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            THE FESTIVAL ARRIVES

          

        

      

    

    
      THE SWAN RIVER Festival of Voices had been running for twelve years, which was long enough to have developed traditions, grievances, and a seating chart for the opening reception that was treated by the organising committee with the seriousness of a peace negotiation.

      Alex had been on the organising committee for one year, which was eleven years fewer than she would have needed to understand the seating chart's full political logic. She had joined in a moment of collegial goodwill the previous October and had been paying for it ever since in two-hour Tuesday meetings, eleven email threads, and a subcommittee devoted entirely to the question of whether the catering for the opening night reception should be handled by the university's contracted provider or by Marco, whose restaurant happened to sit on the same bend of the river as the university's main concert hall and who had, upon being asked, quoted a price that made the catering subcommittee briefly emotional. Marco had won. He generally did, when the question was whether his food was worth the cost of it.

      The committee itself was eight people, of whom three had opinions about everything, two had opinions about things and were otherwise amiable, one attended meetings without speaking and sent emails about the meeting afterwards that raised points which had not occurred to anyone during the meeting itself, and one — the chair, Professor Ainsworth, a retired musicologist of considerable reputation and minimal administrative talent — had opinions about nothing and signed off on everything with a benevolent vagueness that had, over twelve years, proved either inspired or catastrophic depending on the question. The eighth person was Alex. She was still finding out which category she occupied.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The performers began arriving on the Monday — coaches and taxis pulling up to the university's residential colleges through the afternoon, musicians emerging with instrument cases and the particular combination of alertness and exhaustion that came from red-eye flights and interstate trains. By four o'clock there were choristers in every corridor of the music building, doing the thing choristers do when unsupervised in corridors: warming up in isolated fragments, three bars of something and then silence, a run of scales abandoned at the top, two tenors harmonising on what appeared to be a car advertisement. Alex passed through on her way to a committee sign-in meeting and thought, not for the first time, that musicians were the most cheerfully unself-conscious people she had encountered in a professional context. A classicist reading Pindar aloud to herself in a corridor would be considered a cause for concern. Here it was simply Tuesday afternoon.

      The Swan River Festival of Voices drew choirs from six universities across Australia and New Zealand, and in its twelfth year had achieved the kind of reputation that attracts corporate support, civic pride, and — this year — an Italian foundation bearing what its press release described as a significant and previously unknown Vivaldi manuscript, to be authenticated and performed for the first time in modern history. Alex had read the press release three times, each time with a slightly different quality of attention. The first reading was excited. The second was careful. The third identified four claims that would require verification and two that appeared to contradict each other.

      She had not mentioned this to the committee. It was not the kind of thing that improved Tuesday meetings.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The Bellini Foundation delegation arrived at half past four in a hired car: three people, which was one more than Alex had been told to expect. The foundation's representative, Carla Messina, was in her mid-forties, tailored in the way that suggested she had dressed for the flight rather than recovering from it, and moved through the arrivals process with the smooth competence of someone who made difficult things appear simple. Behind her came a younger man — an assistant, apparently, whose name Alex didn't catch in the noise of the foyer — and behind him a courier, or something equivalent, whose entire professional existence was centred on a climate-controlled case approximately the size of a viola. The case containing the manuscript was signed over to the university's security office with enough documentation to occupy a small filing cabinet and transferred immediately to the storage room in the music building that had been prepared for it: controlled temperature, a reinforced door, a key system that had required its own subcommittee meeting to establish. Alex watched all of this from a position of committee-mandated oversight and thought that the arrival of a Vivaldi manuscript in Perth, Western Australia, in the middle of April, was the kind of thing that would have seemed improbable to any number of historical parties, including Vivaldi himself.

      Carla Messina, once the documentation was complete, looked around the foyer with the measured approval of someone taking a professional inventory. She had good posture and the kind of calm that is trained rather than natural — not cold, simply contained, with nothing wasted on display. She shook Alex's hand and said the university was a beautiful setting for the festival, which was gracious without being effusive, and asked a precise question about the rehearsal schedule that suggested she had read the program more carefully than most people receiving programs ever do.

      The courier — whose name turned out to be Bertrand, and who spoke almost no English and was not required to — remained with the case until it was secured, then stood in the foyer for another quarter of an hour doing nothing in particular, apparently on principle, before allowing himself to be shown to his room in the residential college.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The opening reception was at six. The Scholar's Table occupied a converted river warehouse on a bend of the Swan, close enough to the university that academic staff walked there in the evenings as a matter of course and returned with varying degrees of resolution about getting to bed at a reasonable hour. Marco had taken the warehouse's industrial bones — exposed beams, the wide loading doors that now opened onto a veranda over the water — and left most of them visible, which was either very good design instinct or very confident laziness, and in practice amounted to the same thing. The result was a room that felt considered without feeling arranged, the kind of space that made conversations happen. On festival opening night, Marco had opened the loading doors to the veranda and set up outside along the railing, the Swan doing its evening thing in the last light — gold going to copper going to the particular dark that a Perth river achieves before the city lights take over. The veranda held forty people comfortably. There were sixty, which created the conditions for exactly the kind of conversation that happens when people are slightly too close together and have something in common.

      Alex arrived twelve minutes late, having spent eleven of them on a committee email about tomorrow's warm-up schedule, and acquired a glass of something white and cold from a passing tray before she had fully oriented herself. The wine was, as Marco's wine reliably was, better than the occasion strictly required. She suspected this was deliberate policy.

      'You have your reading expression,' Marco said, appearing at her shoulder with the unhurried precision that was his professional trademark, carrying nothing and therefore available for conversation. 'You're not reading anything. So you're reading the room.'

      'The Italians,' Alex said.

      Marco looked. The Bellini Foundation delegation was at the far end of the veranda — Carla Messina in conversation with Geoffrey Crane, the festival's director, who was a large man with the architectural confidence of someone who had spent decades believing his opinions were load-bearing. The assistant was speaking to one of the musicology faculty. The courier stood slightly apart, holding a glass of mineral water and looking at the river with the studied patience of a man whose job description included a great deal of waiting.

      'What about them?' Marco said.

      'They're more anxious than the occasion warrants.'

      Marco was quiet for a moment in the way that meant he was actually looking, rather than looking and forming a view simultaneously. 'Messina,' he said. 'The others are doing what people do at receptions. She's managing something.'

      'Yes.'

      'The manuscript?'

      'Possibly.' Alex watched Carla Messina laugh at something Geoffrey Crane had said — the laugh timed well, not quite spontaneous, the kind that professional fluency produces without effort. 'Or something about the manuscript. Those are slightly different things.'

      Marco considered this distinction in the way he considered most things: without rushing it. 'Same wine?' he said.

      'Please.' She looked at him. 'You know this is the third time you've offered me the same wine this evening. I haven't finished the first glass.'

      'You've been holding it for twenty minutes without drinking it,' he said. 'I'm not refilling it. I'm expressing confidence in the eventual outcome.' He moved off without waiting for her response, which was, she had found over eight years, his version of a smile.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      Walter Brink arrived at half past six with the festival's three guest conductors and the settled expression of someone who had been navigating other people's professional opinions about choral performance for most of the previous week and was finding the wine a reasonable return on the investment. He found Alex by the railing and stood beside her in the companionable way they had developed over two years of Wednesday rehearsals — not needing to talk, but available to, which was a rarer social accomplishment than it appeared. He was wearing his good jacket, which he only produced for occasions that required it, and he had the look of a man who had spent the previous hour listening very carefully and had decided that most of what he'd heard did not require a response.

      'How are they?' Alex said, meaning the guest conductors.

      'Competent,' Walter said. He watched them for a moment. The one from Adelaide was a woman in her fifties with close-cropped hair and the quality of stillness in her hands that indicated she knew exactly what to do with them on a podium. 'The one from Adelaide is better than competent. The others know it and are managing their responses with variable success.'

      'Anything from the manuscript people?'

      'Crane has been talking about it since Monday.' Walter's tone conveyed a precise quantity of opinion without crossing into commentary. 'The program notes were rewritten three times.'

      'I know. I was on the subcommittee.'

      'Then you know more than I do.' He sipped his wine. 'I looked at the photograph they released. Twenty bars. G minor. The notation is very assured for a sketch.'

      Alex turned to look at him.

      'Most composers, when they're working quickly, sacrifice precision for speed,' Walter said. 'The articulation markings in that photograph are careful. Every one of them. Either Vivaldi was working slowly, which is possible, or someone else was working carefully, which is also possible.'

      He seemed to feel he'd said enough, and looked at the river. It was doing what it always did at this hour — receiving the last light without comment, moving west, carrying the reflections of the restaurant's windows in fragments across its surface. A pelican went past with the majestic indifference to human affairs that pelicans on the Swan had been perfecting for longer than the university had existed.

      'Have you mentioned this to anyone?' Alex said.

      'I mentioned it to Sigrid.'

      'What did she say?'

      'She said,' Walter reported, 'that the notation was the least of it.'

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      Sigrid Bane was in the corner of the veranda that offered the widest sightline and the most effective acoustic separation from the nearest conversation, which was where Sigrid positioned herself at any gathering as a matter of operating principle. She was speaking to Yuki Tanaka, who had arrived that afternoon from a connecting flight through Sydney and was exhibiting the focused composure of someone who has been anticipating something for a long time and is now required to be patient for a little longer.

      Alex knew Yuki from the dinner at the start of the year — she had been present during the Finn situation and had demonstrated the quality of attention that distinguished serious scholars from performed ones. Yuki brought a small notebook to social occasions and didn't always open it, which Alex had decided was either excellent self-discipline or a deeply ingrained professional habit that had become structural. Possibly both. Tonight the notebook was in her jacket pocket. She looked like someone who very much wanted to open it.

      Alex crossed to them. Sigrid registered her arrival with a fractional acknowledgment — not unfriendly, simply economical. Yuki looked up with something that was almost relief.

      'You've seen the photograph,' Alex said, by way of opening.

      'I've seen the manuscript,' Yuki said. 'In the storage room. They allowed a ten-minute examination before the reception.' She paused. 'I've been working on its provenance for two years.'

      'And?'

      Yuki glanced at Sigrid.

      'Dr Moreton's observations are generally worth having,' Sigrid said, which was, from Sigrid, a significant endorsement.

      'The paper is right,' Yuki said. 'Venetian. Late seventeenth, early eighteenth century. The watermark is consistent.' She stopped.

      'But,' Alex said.

      'I need a second opinion before I say anything formally.' Yuki looked at the river, then back. 'I've been waiting for someone in
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