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Sanctum

She traveled alone through a ruined landscape. Broken buildings lined the road, their crumbling walls greened over with creepers; flocks of chattering starlings lifted as she approached and then wheeled around above her before descending into the ruins again.

She did not know where she was going, only that she could not go back.

She closed her eyes and tried to see the city as it had once been: clean lines, walls that were not broken, highways that were not cracked; automobiles and airplanes. Lights. The memory was unusually vivid, but brief. When she opened her eyes, all was ruins once more.

The past was past. It was no use to her.

All she could do was walk, make herself safe before sunset, and hope she could make it through another day.

And then, even worse, that she could make it through another night.

§

The nights were worst of all. For the longest time she had hidden away from the truth. Maybe that was the source of her broken memory: her mind deliberately blanking out what was uncomfortable to recall. Hiding from the truth of her real nature.

In a world where plague had swept civilization away like leaves in a storm, where viruses that caused people to shift and change had altered what it was, for most, to be human, she had hidden from the sore reality that she was just like them: the pack, the beasts.

The nightly changes, the popping of joints and shifting of bones, the heightening of senses, the absolute agony of that moment when human becomes other, becomes beast and then... the freedom, the strength, the reduction of everything to basic, bodily need.

Blanking out those memories. Shutting out the knowledge that she was just like them: a beast.

§

She woke in the shell of a ruined building, sunlight slanting in through what had been a ceiling. Outside, the land was rough, scrub and young trees growing through the rubble.

Her body ached.

She stretched, and tried to remember her name, but it was gone. Tried to remember even the day before, the night before, but there were only fragments, broken memories of a broken world.

A world she must never trust.

She left the building, and found a way through the scrub. She had to keep moving. She could not do this for much longer. She was exhausted, and hungry and so, so lost.

§

The fence was cold against her skin, an interwoven mesh of metal. Beyond there were buildings. People.

When had she last seen people, other than in her dreams?

She could not remember.

She slumped to her knees, fingers hooked through the wire, face pressed against it as if she might force her body through the mesh.

Tired. So tired.

§

Soft hands on her face, hands tugging at her ragged clothes, something cold against her forehead. Damp, mopping her brow. Scrubbing her clean or soothing her fever, she did not know.

She opened her eyes, and saw a woman peering back at her. Her skin was smooth and pale, her eyes an intense summer-sky blue. “It’s okay,” the woman said, in a soft voice. “You’re somewhere safe now. We’ll look after you. You just need to relax, be calm...”

§

Deep, warm water, right up to her neck.

She was in a metal tub now, lying back, above the water only her head, shoulders and breasts.

Warm, soapy water. Bubbles. Hands on her again, scrubbing and soothing.

That same pale face, the blue eyes.

“My name is Tabitha,” said the stranger. “You are safe now. You are in his Sanctum.”

His?

“Who?” The word scraped from her dry throat.

“Marshall. He founded this place, made it safe. You will meet him soon. Just relax. You need rest.”

Rest. Suddenly wary, she looked around, taking in her surroundings for the first time. A small room, barely big enough for the tub. Windows high up, covered by blinds. A ceiling that was intact – a novelty in her recent experience.

Soft hands, Tabitha’s soft hands, cleaning her and teasing the knots from her body. It felt so good!

Leaning forward, legs drawn up and arms around her knees so that Tabitha could work at her shoulders, she turned her head so she could peer back. “How did I get here?” she asked.

“We found you at the perimeter fence,” said Tabitha. “So we took you into our care.”

She nodded. “I don’t remember... I never remember much these days. It all blurs. I don’t even know my own name.”

“Then we shall name you.”

“I don’t know where I came from, or where I was going.”

“If you’re lucky, you won’t need to go anywhere.”

§

Wrapped in a big towel, she sat at a window seat with Tabitha.

There was glass in this window, another novelty. They were two floors up, the window commanding a view out over the compound – the Sanctum, as Tabitha had called it. His Sanctum. Through the window she could see a cluster of buildings, separated by paved yards and a few trees. Beyond, there was a high mesh fence topped with barbed wire. At first she thought this was the fence where they had found her, but then she saw another outer fence farther away at the forest edge.

The space between the two fences was occupied by...

“They guard us,” said Tabitha. “The beasts.”

Some were like humans, clothed and walking on two legs, but others were in animal form, beast form – even in broad daylight. Wolves. A pack of them trotting along the foot of the outer fence, sleek and powerful.

She tried to calm her racing heart. It was rare to see beasts out in the open like this. Such a primal sight!

“They guard you?”

Tabitha nodded. “We keep them, feed them, and they stop anything worse from getting in. Marshall won’t allow anything with the taint of the beast into the Sanctum.”

§

That night, she slept on an actual mattress, in a room on her own, the door locked from the outside.

“Good night, Selene,” Tabitha had said before leaving her alone.

Selene. She had a name. It was not the name she had previously had; she felt sure she would have known she was called that. Selene. It fit like the new clothes Tabitha had given her, hanging in unfamiliar ways, a little stiff and not smelling of her, but still it fit. Selene.

It was dark now, and she found herself drawn to the window. The world outside was lit by a few stars from a sky patchy with cloud. The buildings were visible only as darker shapes and beyond, the wide open space between the two fences was a pool of darkness. Nothing seemed to be moving, then as her eyes adjusted she became able to make the beasts out as they roamed the darkness.

She made herself return to the thin mattress and lie down, trying to quell the visceral thrill of seeing the beasts out in the open like that.

Marshall won’t allow anything with the taint of the beast into the Sanctum.

She turned Tabitha’s words over and over in her head, but they could mean only one thing.

She must leave this place.

§

She changed position and her left shoulder popped, startling her fully awake.

She had been on her side, had turned, and then that popping of the joint.

Now lying on her back, her heart raced.

Her right shoulder had that stiff ache too. Was it simply that she had been sleeping awkwardly, in this strange room, on an unfamiliar mattress?

She rolled her shoulders and the right one clicked, but nothing followed. No shifting of bones, no strange tensions in the muscles as they expanded and remolded themselves. No prickling sensation of the skin. That usually started on her back: across the shoulders and down the spine. No heightening of the senses; no shift of her thinking from thoughts shaped in words to thoughts that were things – scents and images and instincts.

“I am Selene,” she said, over and over. I am Selene and I am human.

She would fight it. She had to fight it. No one must know that she had the taint of the beast...

§

Tabitha came for Selene in the morning, ushering her through to the bathing chamber again. “He wants to see you,” she said in an excited tone. “We must prepare you.”

“Why so excited?” Selene asked, as Tabitha plied her freshly bathed skin with spicy oils. Her touch was a perfect balance between tender and firm, and it made Selene feel strangely alive.

“You’ll see. You’ll see what he’s like, and then you’ll know.”

§

What he’s like.

He was a good half a head taller than Selene, broad across the shoulders, narrow at the hips. He had blue eyes that cut right through you and fleshy, sensuous lips. Dark hair, a fuzz of stubble along his jaw and a scar that ran down one side of his neck.

He looked at her as if he were sizing up a horse, his gaze working up and down her body and then fixing on her eyes again. “So,” he said, in a deep voice, “you’re the new one. You think you might like it here?”

She met his look. She wasn’t going to be intimidated. She had survived this far on her own, after all.

So why did her voice fail her at that moment? Why did she open her mouth but only a faint croak escape? “I...” That and a shrug were all she could manage.

He stepped closer then, and raised a hand.

For an instant she thought he was going to strike her, but then he simply reached out, and pressed his knuckles to her cheek, a surprisingly gentle touch. “I hope you do,” he went on. “I’d really like you to stay. Come. Let’s walk.”

He took her by the arm and led her outside into the harsh morning sunlight.

“What is this place?” she asked, as they walked across a yard where women tended neat vegetable plots.

“The Sanctum,” he said. “A sanctuary from the wild lands. A refuge for pure humankind. We protect ourselves. We are the future of our species.”

Passing through a gap between buildings, they emerged in an open space, children running around, tended by more of the Sanctum
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