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  Chapter Four


  Her second assignment to Wolf Block ended early enough that Bunierti was able to attend the test she had scheduled later that day, although she had no time for a last-minute review of the topic. Upholder tests varied widely, some being physical, others behavioral, and others academic. This particular test delved into historical trivia about the origins of Upholding. As she worked through it, sitting in a test cubicle under the unceasing gaze of cameras covering multiple angles, Bunierti’s thoughts kept wandering back to the prisoners of Wolf Block. She knew it was hurting her test performance, but the mental discipline she normally enjoyed during tests evaded her. When she reached the end, the low score displayed by the testing interface was no surprise but it heightened her anger.


  “Upholder Kittran reporting as ordered, sir,” she said that evening after entering the office of her Supervisor. She stood at attention in front of his desk, her disciplined gaze directed over his head.


  “You requested this meeting, Upholder Kittran. Be efficient about it,” the man said as he remained seated. He appeared to be at least twenty years older than Bunierti. His gaunt face seemed stretched over his skull and a long, dark scar marred it below his left eye.


  “Sir, I believe I have important information about the prisoners in Sector W84-88D,” she began.


  The man behind the desk held up his hand to stop her. “Do not waste my time with rumors about Wolf Block, Upholder Kittran.”


  Bunierti kept her expression neutral. “This is not about rumors, sir. In my assignments to Sector W84-88D I observed things that I believe need to be reported,” she replied.


  “Keep it to facts you observed and be brief,” he said, frowning.


  “Yes, sir,” she acknowledged. She then related her observations succinctly, avoiding any obvious speculation but trying to work in some subjective analysis where she felt it was necessary. Despite wanting to boldly state that the prisoners needed to be separated, Bunierti knew her Supervisor would not be receptive to that suggestion from her.


  When she was done, he stared at her for a moment and then gave a minimal nod. “Noted. Dismissed.” He pointedly shifted his attention to something on his desk.


  Bunierti did a sharp about-face and departed her Supervisor’s office promptly. She had not expected much, but the encounter was even more disappointing than she anticipated. When she reached her quarters, Bunierti was glad to see that her roommate was absent. She briefly wondered why Nongma was away when it was so close to their lights-out time, but she shrugged it off with a guess that her roommate was doing extra duty to resolve her negative mark balance. Bunierti went to bed early, but sleep did not come until long after the lights went out.


  Six days passed for Bunierti with no mention of Sector W84-88D. Nongma said nothing to her about it, she was not required to return there for duty, and she received no response about the information she reported to her Supervisor. Her days were routine, with alerts and trivial duties interspersed with quiet time in her quarters. Bunierti tried to convince herself that she was putting her unsettling experiences in Wolf Block behind her, but it wasn’t as true as she wanted. On the seventh day, when her third assignment to Sector W84-88D came up on her wristcom, the powerful wave of apprehension that swept over Bunierti made her heart quicken and her legs feel weak.


  After relieving the other Upholder on duty in the prison block, the first thing Bunierti did was stride rapidly to the far end of the corridor and back, looking back and forth among the cells, staring into the face of each prisoner as she passed by. They stood at attention just on the other side of the bars and shield glass, watching her pass without moving their heads. They remained as silent as Bunierti. Upon reaching the door again, she turned to face down the corridor. Bunierti watched them move, in unison, to angle themselves toward her. She expected them to say or do something, but nothing more happened.


  “Well, here I am again,” Bunierti said when the silence started to feel too oppressive. She meant it as a comment to herself, but it came out loud enough for the prisoners to hear. She regretted it, but they did not respond, verbally or physically, and she found that their lack of response was both a relief and a new thing to question. The many thoughts from her prior assignments to guard this strange prison block, the questions which she had tried to push away from her mind in recent days, came back with complete clarity. It put her on edge. Without thinking about what she was doing, Bunierti began to pace back and forth by the door.


  “We still like you, Bunierti Kittran,” the prisoners suddenly said in unison.


  She stopped pacing and looked from one prisoner to the next. “Thanks, I really needed to hear that,” she responded, her voice oozing sarcasm.


  “Do you know what a paradigm shift is, Bunierti?” they asked together.


  “Of course, I’m not stupid,” she answered, her blatant anger demonstrating that she had completely given up trying to withhold her reactions to them. “And you are to call me Upholder Kittran. Do not use my first name!”


  “Does the government represent chaos or order, Upholder Kittran?” they asked.


  Bunierti shook her head sharply. “No! We’ve gone down that road before. I’m not doing this again!”


  “Question your assumptions, Upholder Kittran,” they responded.


  She barked a humorless laugh. “You want me to question my own sanity, not my assumptions.”


  “We still like you, Upholder Kittran,” the prisoners said again.


  “So you say,” she replied, although this time her voice was softer and more thoughtful than before.


  After a brief moment of silence, they asked in unison, “Are you ready for your personal paradigm shift, Upholder Kittran?”


  Bunierti stood very still and silent. She remembered a childhood game where she was blindfolded and spun about. Once dizzy, and unable to see, she was then expected to accomplish a task that required both vision and coordination. Except now, instead of being comfortably at home with friends in her parents’ mansion, she felt like she was standing on a cliff and being told that she must take a step, just one step, but an all-important one. Standing still wasn’t an option, but she was completely out of balance and could not see where to go.


  “Are you ready, Bunierti?” they asked again.


  “Fine, yes, I’m ready,” Bunierti finally replied, biting back her reaction to their use of her first name.


  There was a short interval of silence, followed by a hissing sound. Bunierti stared. The bars and shield glass were gone. The wall at the distant end of the corridor was gone, and just past where it had been she saw doors to a lift. The prisoners stepped forward out of their cells and beckoned to her.


  “Come this way,” some said.


  “Welcome, Bunierti,” others said.


  There was no synchronization now, nor rigid postures. On Jirit, she saw the wolf tattoo was replaced by a small box held on with a thin, light-colored strap that went around his neck. A tiny antenna protruded from the top of the box. He saw her staring at him, and he smiled in return.


  “You remind me of my daughter,” he told her. “She had cancer. If you’d like to talk with her someday, there’s a very good video simulation of her. You’d never know it wasn’t her if you hadn’t watched her die.”


  Bunierti gaped at him. “I….”


  He shook his head as the doors of the lift opened. “Don’t worry. Just come along, quickly. We don’t have much time. There is much for you to learn.”


  Notes From The Author


Thank you for reading Wolf Block!


  There are many ways to spend your time, and I sincerely appreciate that you decided to read Wolf Block.


Do you have an extra moment to post a review on the site of your choice? A sentence or two from you can help other readers decide whether or not they would like to read this story. Reviews help authors, too!
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    	Journey to Yandol, and other stories


    	The short stories in this collection are mostly in the science fiction genre. Readers who enjoyed Wolf Block have particularly liked the longest story in this collection, "Journey to Yandol." The other titles in this collection include "Power Off," "Tea Leaf Technology," and "Tramp Avatar."


  


  Sample: Journey to Yandol


  The following is a sample from the beginning of the main story in Journey to Yandol, and other stories, available in print and e-book editions from popular online retailers.

  


  JOURNEY TO YANDOL


  Alex Nabihr slumped deeper into the conn, her fatigued body refusing to keep up with her still-racing thoughts. The closing comments in the case of Modak 6 v. Nabihr echoed in her mind. “The justice system of this planet…” Alex snorted softly; “justice” didn’t fit in the same sentence as the Modak System. Had she been up against a farming peasant, she might have had a chance. Butting heads with Police Commissioner Bandy Perrine, on the other hand, was an exercise in futility.


  “Alex… is that short for Alexandria?” the voice of her passenger interrupted her thoughts.


  “No, it’s short for Alex,” she remarked bluntly. “I generally don’t take passengers. If I hadn’t had court costs to cover, I wouldn’t have accepted you. And when I do accept passengers, I generally do not permit them access to the bridge.” After a pause, Alex swung the conn about to face the man she was taking to the Fellight System. “Please return to your cabin. Accommodations are minimal, but you are welcome to whatever food or drink you can find.”


  Ravin Sabik ruffled his fingers through his coarse, dark hair. “The only food I sought was food for the mind. But if there is none to be found…” The sallow-skinned man let his voice trail off
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