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        In a fifth novel for the Riverside Mysteries, Alex follows the counterpoint — the relationship between lines that tell the truth that individual notes won't carry — through a labyrinth of research ethics, therapeutic betrayal, institutional surveillance, and the particular cruelty of listening to a patient that was never what it claimed to be.
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        The Riverside Mysteries — Book Five

      

      

      

      When Lachlan Drummond falls from the Hartley Building in the early hours of a Wednesday morning, the university releases a careful statement about support services. Alex Moreton, who sang beside him in choir only hours earlier, reads it the way she reads everything: for what it does not say.

      Lachie was brilliant, precise, and two moves ahead of everyone in every room he entered. He was also researching the seams of the university's data architecture — the invisible join between a counselling centre's clinical records and the institution's student management system. The place where, as he had begun to suspect, something was crossing that wasn't supposed to.

      Lachie was twenty-two, a final-year student with a gift for pattern, a dark green notebook, and two moves of preparation made in the hours before he died. The police have found nothing suspicious. The institution is moving on. Only Alex is not prepared to accept the official version — and only she has any hope of understanding what Lachie found, because what he left behind is a cryptic message in a language she speaks.

      Fatal Research takes Alex Moreton into the architecture of student welfare — the waiting lists, the compliance structures, the gap between what institutions promise and what they deliver — in a novel about what it costs when the systems designed to protect the vulnerable are turned against them.
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      The following readers were asked for a review based on a final draft proof copy of the story or an epub of the complete story.

      

      ★★★★★ — Margaret H., Adelaide

      I've read every Riverside Mystery, *Fatal Research* is the one that kept me awake. Not from suspense exactly — though there's plenty of that — but from the quality of the thinking. Patrick Maher has written a novel about what happens when the institutions that are supposed to protect people quietly stop doing so, and he's done it without a single false note. Alex Moreton is, as always, the person you most want in any difficult room. Lachie Drummond, whom we never properly meet alive, becomes one of the most vivid presences in the story. I kept returning to the Duruflé. I still am. It still chokes me up.

      

      ★★★★★ — Tom R., UK

      I'm a psychologist and I've been reading this series since *Elysian Evenings*. Maher's portrait of the counselling centre in *Fatal Research* is uncomfortably accurate — the waiting lists, the contradictory notices, the gap between what the institution says and what it does. What makes the novel extraordinary is that it refuses to make any of the characters simply villains. Bell's trajectory — small decision, larger decision, system — is rendered with a precision that should disturb anyone who has ever rationalised an institutional compromise. An exceptional piece of writing.

      

      ★★★★★ — Constance W., Perth

      The Scholar's Table scenes. Marco knowing exactly what kind of silence Alex needs before she's said a word. Walter walking her up the stairwell without being asked, because he noticed. Quinn in the unnamed car with her folder and her flat white and her absolute precision. *Fatal Research* is a mystery about institutional failure, yes, but it is also a novel about what it means to be properly known — and what it costs when that knowledge is weaponised. I cried at the recording. I won't say more.

      

      ★★★★★ — James N., Melbourne (dark academia reader)

      I seek out dark academia novels the way some people seek out coast paths — looking for the places where the beautiful and the ruthless share a wall. *Fatal Research* is the best one I've read in years, and it achieves something the genre rarely manages: it takes the institution seriously as both a subject and a structure. The counselling centre, the research programme, the ethics committee, the compliance office — each is rendered with the detail of someone who knows exactly how these architectures work and what they do to the people inside them. Maher writes academia the way Le Carré wrote the Service: as a place where the most sophisticated forms of harm operate through the most ordinary channels. Lachie Drummond's thesis argument about federated audit blind spots is a structural metaphor for everything the novel is doing. The Duruflé passage nearly destroyed me.

      

      ★★★★★ — Fiona M., Canberra

      Every novel in this series gives Alex Moreton something genuinely worth caring about. In *Fatal Research* it is a twenty-three-year-old who sat in the back of choir concerts counting bar lengths and understood that the seams of institutions are load-bearing. Maher never sensationalises what happened to Lachie. He does something harder: he makes you understand what was lost in terms of what was there — the particular economy of wit, the two-windows working method, the dark green notebook, the second text about counterpoint sent at eleven-thirty on a Tuesday night when nobody answered the first one. The closing is exactly what it should be: settled and unfinished at once. Alex asks the room. The room lingers. So does the reader.

      

      ★★★★★ — Robert C., Sydney

      Quinn is one of the great detective characters in contemporary Australian fiction. Her unnamed car, her unnamed daughter, the eight-year-old model she won't replace — Maher gives her a whole life in the margins of what she doesn't say. In *Fatal Research* she and Alex are at their most perfectly calibrated: the one who moves inside evidence and the one who moves inside reading, and neither ever confuses the two. The keycard timeline is extraordinarily constructed. The maintenance alcove. The pocket notebook. These are plot mechanics that work because the novel has made you understand, before it uses them, exactly what each object means to the person who left it there.
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      THE SECOND TENORS were flat. Walter Brink knew it, Alex knew it, and — from the small pained expression crossing his face during the Duruflé — Lachie Drummond knew it too, though he was one of them and therefore bore partial responsibility for the problem.

      Walter set down his baton with a precision that was more eloquent than fury. He was a man who conducted as though the music were slightly ahead of him and he intended to catch it, and when it slipped through his fingers he became very still. The stillness was more alarming than noise.

      'Again,' he said. 'From the Kyrie. And the second tenors will, if they are willing, attempt to locate the pitch before committing to it publicly.'

      There was the soft rustle of score pages, a cough from the basses that had been strategically timed, and then Lachie Drummond leaned slightly toward the man beside him and said something Alex couldn't hear. Whatever it was made the man's shoulders shake. Lachie himself kept his face entirely neutral, watching Walter, pencil poised above his score as though annotating.

      Alex, tucked into the mezzo section between Meera Patel and a retired schoolteacher named Gillian who sang with enormous commitment and occasional accuracy, filed this away without examining it. Lachie had a gift for that — the remark delivered without moving the face, the observation timed exactly to the pause where observation did most damage. He was twenty-two, a computer science student in his final year, and he sang with an instinctive sense of line that Walter acknowledged by occasionally directing the second tenor section to listen to him. This was the highest available praise. Walter did not distribute compliments; he distributed the absence of criticism, which was its own language.

      The Kyrie went better. The second tenors found the pitch through some collective act of concentration, and Walter's baton traced the long arc of the phrase with something that was almost satisfaction. Alex felt the familiar drop into the music — the point at which the body stopped being separate from the sound and became instead a part of it — and let Duruflé's grief do its proper work.

      ⁂

      At the break, Lachie appeared beside the urn with a paper cup in each hand and the expression of a man who had discovered that the instant coffee was, in fact, instant.

      'There's nothing that can be done,' he said, handing Alex one of the cups. 'I've investigated. Someone has attempted to improve it with a powder that may be chocolate-adjacent. The attempt has not succeeded.'

      'Deeply kind of you to investigate on my behalf.'

      'I do what I can. Are you singing the Fauré in the concert series?'

      'Walter hasn't confirmed the programme yet. I hoped he would do the Durufle.'

      'He's confirmed it to himself,' Lachie said. 'He's been humming the In Paradisum for three weeks. He thinks he's doing it quietly.' He looked down at his cup. 'I heard you in the alto line for the Duruflé tonight. You moved into it about eight bars before the section split.'

      Alex considered this. 'I wasn't aware of doing that.'

      'No,' he said. 'That's what makes it interesting.'

      He said it without irony, or rather with the kind of irony that has passed so far into genuine observation that the two become indistinguishable. Then someone called to him from across the room — a voice she didn't recognise — and he raised his cup in acknowledgement and went, navigating the clusters of singers with the particular economy of someone who has learned to move through crowds without disturbing them.

      Meera materialised beside her. 'He's been out of sorts,' she said, watching him go.

      'Has he.'

      'For a few weeks. Maybe longer. He doesn't say anything, but you can tell.' She wrapped both hands around her own cup. 'He's very clever at not saying things. Which is its own kind of conversation, if you're paying attention.'

      Alex had been paying attention. She did not say so.

      ⁂

      The Hartley Building was not technically on her way from the music faculty to the car park, but the shortcut through the lower campus shaved four minutes from the walk and Alex had a nine o'clock seminar on Thursday and a stack of second-year translations that had not marked themselves overnight. The Hartley Building was where the counselling centre occupied a suite of rooms on the ground floor — a fact that was less visible than it might have been, given that the signage was small, the entrance set back from the corridor, and the hours posted on the door were punctuated by three separate notices of 'PLEASE NOTE AMENDED TIMES' that contradicted each other.

      She paused despite herself.

      The door to the waiting room was propped open — someone's attempt at accessibility, perhaps, or simply the autumn heat — and she could see three students inside: one on a phone, one staring at the ceiling with the focused blankness of a person trying not to be present in their own body, and one reading a paperback with the intensity of someone who did not want to be seen not reading. Two chairs in the row nearest the door were pushed together at an angle that suggested someone had recently moved them for comfort and not moved them back.

      Behind a perspex screen, a woman Alex had never spoken to was working through a list with a highlighter, crossing items off with a thoroughness that suggested the list was long enough to be demoralising. A laminated sign on the screen read: WALK-IN HOURS: MON/WED 10–12. PLEASE NOTE APPOINTMENT STRONGLY RECOMMENDED. Below it, taped at a slightly different angle: WALK-IN HOURS TEMPORARILY SUSPENDED WEDNESDAYS. APPOINTMENT BOOKINGS OPEN ONLINE. Below that, handwritten on a Post-it: Online booking system update in progress. Please call to arrange.

      The phone number was not displayed.

      Alex walked on.

      ⁂

      She had been introduced to Dr Padma Krishnaswami once, at a faculty welfare forum in the previous academic year — a forum that had been advertised as a consultation and had functioned as a briefing. Padma had sat at the end of the panel table with the expression of someone who had submitted three written submissions to the consultation and received confirmation of receipt for all three. She was a small woman with precise, economical movements and the manner of someone who had learned to store energy carefully because there was rarely enough of it. She had answered questions about the counselling centre's capacity with a composure that Alex had found admirable and, in retrospect, slightly alarming, because composure of that quality is generally the product of practice.

      Afterwards, at the tea urn, Alex had said something banal about the session and Padma had said, 'Yes, it was very useful to hear the university's position,' which was not the same thing as finding it useful, and they had both known that.

      The centre had, by Padma's own account at the forum, a waiting time of three to four weeks for a first appointment. It had a staff of two qualified counsellors and three trainees operating under supervision. It served a student population of twelve thousand. The representative from Student Services had noted this and said that the university was 'committed to a holistic model of student wellbeing that drew on peer support, digital resources, and community referral pathways.' There had been a slide.

      Alex had looked at the slide. Then she had looked at Padma, who was looking at the slide with an expression she had by then learned to make very small.

      ⁂

      The marked translations were waiting on her desk when she arrived the next morning, only slightly more demoralising than the night before. She made coffee — properly, with the small stovetop pot she'd brought from home after one term of the departmental blend — and read through the first three essays before her attention stopped cooperating.

      She knew about the counselling centre because it was impossible to work in a university and not know, in the way that one knows about the shortfall in car parking, or the chronic underheating of the older buildings, or the fact that the library's journal subscriptions had been quietly reduced for three consecutive years. These were things that circulated in the air of the institution without requiring anyone to say them directly. Students mentioned the waiting times. Colleagues mentioned students. The welfare committee, on which Alex sat as a departmental representative with the specific brief of contributing little and recording everything, had discussed the issue twice in two years and resolved to raise it with the appropriate faculty board.

      She had been on the welfare committee for eighteen months. The appropriate faculty board had not yet been identified.

      There was a knock at her door and Marcus Tran, who was in his second year and was one of perhaps three students in the cohort who had read anything in Latin before arriving, put his head around the door with the expression of someone who has bad news about Catullus.

      'I think I made an error,' he said.

      'In the essay?'

      'Possibly in the essay as well, but I meant in the translation. I rendered fateor as "I confess" rather than "I acknowledge," and I think that changes the tone quite significantly.'

      'It does,' Alex said. 'Come in. Sit down. Tell me what you think it changes.'

      He sat. He was the kind of student who could be taught if you left enough silence for thought, and Alex had learned to leave it. He thought. Outside the window, the campus was engaged in its usual commerce — cyclists, a group arguing about something that had the energy of a politics tutorial, a magpie conducting its own investigation of a dropped sandwich with the systematic focus Walter brought to a difficult bar.

      'It makes Catullus sound penitent,' Marcus said at last. 'Rather than declarative. As though he's apologising for the feeling rather than stating it.'

      'Yes,' Alex said. 'Which poem do you think that changes most?'

      He looked at the text. He thought again. She drank her coffee.

      This was the part of the work she was least able to explain to anyone outside it — the particular satisfaction of watching someone find the thing they didn't know they were looking for. It couldn't be manufactured. It required time, and attention, and the willingness to sit in silence long enough for thought to become something worth saying. It was, she sometimes thought, a form of care that the institution understood least and valued accordingly.

      She did not think this in a way that felt grand. It was simply what the work was, and she was good at it, and she would rather have been doing it than most other things available.

      Marcus found his way to an answer that was mostly right and partly wrong in ways she could use. They worked through it together for twenty minutes, and when he left he was carrying his essay with the careful attention of someone who has just been shown that what they thought was a mistake was in fact a question.

      The coffee had gone cold. Virgil, who had arranged himself on the windowsill with imperial composure, opened one eye and confirmed that this was her own fault.

      'I know,' Alex said.

      She pulled the next translation toward her and began to mark. Outside, the magpie had finished with the sandwich and moved on to other business. The campus kept its own counsel.
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      THE EMAIL arrived on a Thursday morning, between a reminder about parking permit renewals and a departmental notice regarding the revised procedure for ordering printer toner.

      Alex was eating toast over her desk, which she did not do, technically, as the department had a policy about food near the shared equipment. The toast was a concession to the fact that she had left home before seven and the nine o'clock seminar on Ovid's exile poetry required her to be present in ways that went beyond physical attendance. She was reading a graduate student's chapter draft with one hand and holding the toast with the other and her coffee was where it was supposed to be, which was beside her right hand and not near the printer, and she did not look at the email immediately because it had come through the choir list and Walter's choir emails at eight forty-three on a Thursday were usually either a reminder about the concert venue or a request that the second basses re-examine their relationship with the low F.

      She looked at it at eight forty-seven, when the graduate chapter had defeated her concentration and the toast was finished.

      She read it once. Then she set down her coffee and read it again.

      It was not a long email. Walter did not write long emails; he communicated in the manner of a man who had learned that clarity was a form of kindness and that excess was its own kind of noise. This one was six sentences. The first sentence said that he was writing with very sad news. The second said that Lachie Drummond, second tenor and valued member of the ensemble, had died in the early hours of Wednesday morning. The third said that the university had confirmed the death and that a formal announcement would follow. The fourth said that rehearsal on the coming Wednesday was cancelled and would be rescheduled. The fifth said that those who wished to speak with him privately were welcome to do so. The sixth said that Lachie had been a fine musician and a generous colleague and that the choir was the poorer for his absence.

      Walter had signed it with his full name, which he never did.

      Alex read it a third time, not because the meaning was unclear but because the meaning was not yet real, which is a different problem entirely. Outside, a pair of students passed the window arguing cheerfully about something, their voices carrying the particular high energy of an argument that was actually an extended flirtation, and a crow landed on the ledge for a moment and then left, and the campus went about its business with complete indifference, as campuses do.

      She sat for a moment. Then she picked up her phone.

      Meera answered on the second ring, which meant she was already holding it.

      'You've seen Walter's email,' Meera said.

      'Just now. What happened?'

      A pause. Not the pause of someone gathering information but the pause of someone deciding how much of it to say.

      'He was found at the base of the Hartley Building,' Meera said. 'Wednesday morning. About two o'clock in the morning. One of the security guards.'

      Alex was quiet.

      'The university has put out a statement,' Meera said. 'It says they're supporting students and that counselling services are available. There's a number.' She stopped. 'I don't know what else to tell you. The police attended. They're saying it's not being treated as suspicious.'

      'What does that mean?'

      'It means—' Meera stopped again. 'It means they think he jumped.'

      The crow came back to the window ledge and stood there for a moment, tilting its head at something only it could see.

      'He didn't,' Alex said.

      She said it before she had examined the statement, which was not her usual method. She was not a person who made pronouncements ahead of evidence. She knew this about herself the way one knows the temperature of a room — not as philosophy but as fact. And yet the statement had arrived fully formed, without consultation.

      'No,' Meera said. 'I don't think so either.'

      ⁂

      The Hartley Building was a seven-storey concrete structure put up in the early 1970s with the aesthetic conviction of its era and the maintenance budget of its present one. It housed the psychology faculty on floors four through six, various administrative offices on two and three, and on the ground floor, set back from the main corridor and accessible through a door that was theoretically welcoming, the university counselling centre.

      The building had an external stairwell on its eastern side, a design feature that had been modern once and was now simply cold in winter and lit by fluorescent lights that buzzed slightly and had done so for long enough that no one had filed a maintenance report in three years. The base of the stairwell opened onto a narrow strip of paving between the building's eastern face and a row of she-oaks that the landscaping plan described as a garden bed and that functioned primarily as a place for cigarette breaks and the occasional lost food wrapper.

      Alex did not know all of this on Thursday morning. She assembled it over the following hours, from sources that included the university's statement — which was careful in the way that statements drafted with legal oversight are careful, saying a great deal about support services and very little about facts — and a brief conversation with a colleague in the psychology faculty who had been told nothing official and had heard a great deal unofficially, and a short piece on the university student newspaper's website that had been published and then, within the hour, substantially revised to remove anything that could be construed as speculation.

      What remained, when she had laid it out, was this: Lachie Drummond, twenty-two, final-year computer science student and second tenor, had been found at the base of the Hartley Building's external stairwell at approximately two fifteen on a Wednesday morning by a security guard doing rounds. He had not been reported missing. The police had attended and the matter was being treated as a sudden death pending a coroner's report, and the university was not anticipating further investigation.

      She had a seminar at nine. She taught it. Ovid in exile, writing poems he knew would not be read, addressing Rome from the edge of the world with a wit that had become, by that point, almost entirely armour. She had taught the material many times and the students were engaged, which helped, and she kept her attention on them and on the text with a steadiness she was not sure she was entitled to and which she provided anyway, because that was what the work required.

      Afterwards the student who called everyone dahhling — with complete sincerity, she had long since concluded, rather than affectation — lingered to ask whether the exile poetry represented a genuine collapse of Ovid's worldview or a performance of collapse designed to elicit imperial sympathy.

      'What do you think?' Alex said.

      'I think,' he said, 'that it might be dahhling, both at once. Which is either more human or more calculating, and I can't decide which.'

      'Neither can I,' Alex said. 'Write me fifteen hundred words on why the distinction matters.'

      He went away satisfied, which was the correct outcome, and she sat in the empty seminar room for a moment with her notes in her lap and the morning's information arranged in her mind in the particular way that information arranges itself when it does not yet make a coherent shape.

      Two o'clock in the morning. The eastern stairwell. Not being treated as suspicious.

      She kept returning to Wednesday. Choir rehearsal was Wednesday. Lachie had been at rehearsal Wednesday evening — she had seen him, spoken briefly to him at the urn, watched him navigate the room with his particular quiet economy. Rehearsal ended at nine thirty. The walk from the music faculty to the Hartley Building was eight minutes at the outside.

      What had he been doing at the Hartley Building at two in the morning?

      ⁂

      Marco was closing when she arrived, or rather he was doing what Marco did in the forty minutes after the last diners left, which was move through the restaurant in a state of focused quiet, checking what needed to be checked and leaving everything else in the hands of the staff he had chosen with sufficient care that checking was rarely necessary. The Scholar's Table in the hour after service was a different room — the acoustics lower, the lighting shifted, the river outside the veranda windows doing its silver nocturnal thing, unimpressed as always.

      He brought coffee without asking, which was the right call, and sat across from her at the small table near the kitchen pass that he used for paperwork and, it had become apparent over time, for conversations that required a certain quality of quiet.

      She told him what she knew. He listened without managing her, which was one of his reliable qualities.

      'The Hartley Building,' he said, when she had finished.

      'The counselling centre is on the ground floor.'

      'Yes.' He turned his coffee cup slightly. 'Do you know if he was a client there?'

      'I don't. I couldn't know that.'

      'No.' He was quiet for a moment. 'What does Quinn say?'

      'I haven't spoken to Quinn. At this point there's nothing for Quinn to do — the police attended and found nothing suspicious. It's a coroner's matter.'

      'But you think there's something.'

      It wasn't a question. Marco had a habit of stating things that other people framed as questions, and it was either a gift or an irritant depending on the circumstances, and tonight it was the former.

      'Lachie Drummond,' she said, 'was funny, careful, and extremely precise about everything. He noticed things. He was the person in any room who had already done the calculation before everyone else had identified the problem. He was at choir three hours before he died and he was—' she paused, finding the right word— 'present. He was completely present. He made a joke about the coffee. He asked me about the Fauré programme.' She looked at her own cup. 'Meera said he'd been out of sorts for a few weeks. But out of sorts is not⁠—'

      'No,' Marco said.

      'The building,' she said. 'Of all the buildings. At two in the morning.'

      He didn't answer, because there was no answer yet, and he understood that she wasn't asking for one.

      Outside, the river moved past in the dark, catching light from the opposite bank and doing nothing with it. Somewhere across the water a late bird called once and then fell silent.

      'The counselling centre has a waiting list,' Alex said. 'Three to four weeks for a first appointment. I know because the welfare committee discussed it. Twice.' She paused. 'Or perhaps he was already a client. I have no way of knowing. The records are confidential.'

      'Of course.'

      'Which is as it should be.' She was quiet. 'And also, at this moment, extremely inconvenient.'

      Marco refilled her cup.

      'Tomorrow,' he said.

      'Tomorrow,' she agreed.

      She drove home through streets that were mostly empty, past the university's outer boundary with its rows of Norfolk pines that the city's planners had put there in a spirit of civic optimism that the trees had outlasted by several decades, and turned into her street and parked, and sat in the car for a moment in the particular silence of a night that has delivered more than it had any obligation to.

      Virgil met her at the door with the air of a creature whose patience had been tested and found more than adequate. He preceded her to the kitchen, where he examined his bowl with the critical attention he brought to everything, and then looked at her with an expression that declined to be interpreted.

      She fed him. She made tea she didn't drink. She sat at the kitchen table with Walter's email open on her phone and read it again, as though the six sentences might have acquired new information in the interim.

      They had not.

      Valued member of the ensemble. It was true, and it was careful, and it was the kind of thing that was said, and it was not enough. None of the available language was enough, which was perhaps why Meera had gone quiet on the phone, and why Walter had signed his name in full, and why Alex was sitting in her kitchen at midnight reading an email that told her nothing she didn't already know and still couldn't put down.

      She knew what she was going to do. She had known since eight forty-seven that morning, when she'd set her coffee down and read the email a second time and felt the thing that arrived before thought — the refusal, clean and total, to accept the official version of Lachie Drummond.

      She just hadn't yet decided what to do with the knowing.

      Virgil jumped onto the table and sat beside her phone and looked at her with his habitual composure, which contained, she had always thought, a form of judgement that was not unkind.

      'I know,' she said.

      She closed the email and went
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