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				THE FALL

				



				 I woke up on the floor. That hadn’t happened in a while.

				 My alarm was ringing. I went into the bedroom – where I should have been in the first place – and turned it off. It wasn’t to wake me up for work; I made my own hours. The alarm was a reminder to take the medication on the nightstand. Without it, I would have been on the floor for a whole different reason, and wouldn’t have got back up.

				 I washed up and tried to put the pieces of last night into some rational order. I’d been out drinking with an FBI friend of mine, all over Manhattan from what I could remember. The excuse had been a long case I’d just finished. My friend had an expense account and an iron liver, a combination that never ended well for me. I didn’t go on benders as a general rule, but it was one of the few things still allowed by our holy busybodies, now that kissing in public could get you a fine.

				 The front door buzzed, which was simply unfair. I threw on a new shirt and the pre-knotted emergency tie I kept around for long stakeouts. I closed the door to the mess called my bedroom, but there wasn’t much I could to improve the state of the office in the next fifteen seconds. I opened the window behind my desk and hoped the air of the Lower East Side was fresher than what had been trapped inside. As soon as my pistol was out of sight and within easy reach, I opened the door.

				 The man on the other side was neither surprised nor impressed by my appearance. He was in his middle fifties, and the decades before had been prosperous ones judging by his suit. At least I knew he wasn’t a plainclothes heavy, from the police or the new sacred variety.

				 ‘Felix Strange?’

				 ‘That what the door says.’

				 I beckoned him to the guest chair while I got situated on my own.

				 ‘I apologize for the state of the office. I’ve been away on a case for the last week.’ That was true, although it said nothing about the state of the room before that. 

				 ‘You’re free at present?’

				 ‘As a bird, mister-‘

				 ‘Lewis, Paul Lewis.’

				 Lewis handed over a card on good paper. It stated that he was Vice-President of Gyco, an office supply company.

				 ‘What can I help you with, Mr Lewis?’

				 ‘My daughter is about to be indicted for murder.’

				 My eyebrows did a little stretch. Murder cases were rare, and not just because New York was a pretty safe city. It was infidelity cases that kept the lights on, especially now that the regime had made divorce cases as much a matter of religion as state. I was beginning to smell a case that might actually hold my interest.

				 ‘Your being here says you think she’s innocent.’

				 ‘I know she is.’

				 ‘Who is your daughter accused of killing?’

				 ‘Her unborn baby.’

				 My eyebrows hit the ceiling. 

				 ‘Charlotte was five months pregnant.’ The way he said it, I knew there was no ring on her finger. ‘Last week she was home alone, and had an accident.’

				 ‘A miscarriage?’

				 One of the laws passed by the Elders – the self-styled holy men now running the country – had conferred citizenship from the moment of conception. That meant miscarriages were investigated the same way accidents and suicides were: for evidence of foul play.

				‘She fell down the stairs.’

				 ‘And they’re saying it was intentional?’

				 Lewis nodded.

				 I was starting to get a picture of the kind of trouble Lewis’ daughter was in, and it wasn’t a pretty one. If she had thrown herself down those stairs intentionally, then in the law’s eyes it was the same as abortion. According to the Elders, that was pre-meditated murder in the first degree.

				 ‘It sounds like you need a lawyer, not a private detective.’

				 ‘I’ve already got her a lawyer. I need you to prove it was an accident.’

				 ‘Accident investigation isn’t my usual line. Do you mind if I ask why you happened to decide on me?’ I said, though I had an idea what the answer would be.

				 ‘The Committee for Child Protection is investigating the case.’

				 That made sense. The Elders hadn’t trusted the secular police to enforce their decency laws, so they’d made their own force. Its ranks were drawn from men chosen for their religious bona fides, not experience in law enforcement. It was a little like taking your average Bible study group and giving them the power to search and seize.

				 The Committee’s involvement meant big firms wouldn’t want to be within ten miles of the case. If they actually did their job, the notoriously vindictive Committee would make sure they lost out on any government contracts.

				 ‘I’ve heard, Mr Strange, that you love making trouble for the Committee.’

				 I wasn’t going to deny that. 

				 I also didn’t need to be in the next room to count the number of pills left on my nightstand. The last case had only been enough to pull me out of the financial mineshaft I’d been living in for the past two months. Now I was back to zero, and had about a two-week supply of the drugs I needed to survive.

				 ‘Point me in the direction of your lawyer.’

				 Lewis’s daughter and her lawyer were at the Criminal Court on Centre Street. When I got there, the parking lot and the miniature park across from the courthouse were both full of protesters, held back by a line of beleaguered cops. Someone had leaked what my client’s daughter was charged with.
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