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  A Bird in the Hand




  by Douglas Smith




  “Did you check the electrodes and restraints again?”




  A male voice, she thought. Hard, sharp.




  “Yes, doctor. I didn’t like being in there with her.”




  Different voice, but male again. This one sounded nervous.




  “I wonder what she’ll be?” the first voice asked.




  Only two of them? She kept her eyes closed, listening.




  “Something beautiful, I think. She certainly is now.”




  Where was she? She tried moving. The structure under her swayed slightly, creaking. Some kind of table.




  “Stay focused, Steen. She’s one of them.”




  “We don’t know for sure,” the one called Steen replied.




  Her arms were strapped down. She was wearing a short gown. She felt cold metal under her bare legs and more straps. Something soft and plastic pulled at a corner of her mouth.




  “Look at the readings, man! Have they been wrong yet?”




  “No. No, they haven’t,” Steen admitted.




  “Hopefully, she’ll be a predator of some type,” Voice One continued. “A bear, a wolf, a big cat—any of those would have the most theatrical effect with the Department of Justice.”




  Her eyelids fluttered open. She quickly shut them, blinded.




  “Dim the lights, Steen. Our subject awakes.”




  The light dropped. She tried again, blinking until her eyes adjusted. Five feet above her hung a lattice of metal bars. Mounted on the bars, a video camera focused on her. Above that, beside fluorescent tubes, a half dozen spotlights stabbed down.




  “Miss…” Voice One began. Papers shuffled. “Hoyl. Lilith Hoyl. You are with us again, are you not?”




  Where were they? With an effort, she turned her head to the right. Pain seared up her neck into the back of her skull. More bars and another video camera stood about two feet away. Six feet beyond, filing cabinets lined a pale yellow wall on either side of a large closed window. She fought her head around to the left. Again, a crosshatch of bars. Fifteen feet past the bars, a row of wooden tables with computer screens stood against another wall.




  She was in a cage.




  Footsteps. Two male figures walked into her line of vision. One was tall, thin, with sharp, pointed features. Number One. The other, short and plump, round and soft, hovered at his elbow. Steen.




  “My name is Dr. Lindstrom,” the tall one said. “This is Dr. Steen.” Steen gave a nervous smile and a little wave. Lindstrom froze him with a glare, and he reddened.




  “Wh…,” she tried, but her throat wouldn’t respond.




  “Squeezing the bulb under your right hand will dispense water from the tube in your mouth,” Lindstrom said.




  Squeeze. Water, warm and acrid but ambrosia in the moment, flowed down her throat. “What’s happening to me?” she croaked.




  “Your government, Miss Hoyl, has chosen you to demonstrate the efficacy of a revolutionary advance in the field of law enforcement,” Lindstrom said, watching her closely.




  “What? Law enforcement?” she murmured.




  “You will participate in the final test of a product we have developed to assist our police to identify certain individuals in our society.”
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