1. The Stone Room

First there was nothing at all. Then a blurred glimpse of robed
figures standing over him and a cold feeling of fear. And then
again nothing, neither threat nor rest nor dream.

When Stephen came to he was lying on a hard bed. He
opened his eyes and found himself looking up at a low ceiling
made of plain dark wood. It wasn’t a ceiling he recognised, he
was certain of that.

He raised his head and looked around. The room he was in
looked like a film-set. The walls were of bare stone. Dark
curtains were pulled across the window. Such light as leaked
through was dim and, beyond the fact that it was daylight, he
couldn’t guess the time.

Apart from the bed that he lay on, there wasn’t much furni-
ture in the room: a large square table, two wooden chairs, a
huge cupboard and a small bedside locker. On the table was a
large three-branched candlestick with three fat unlit candles
standing in it. A large rectangular mirror hung on the wall by
the window. The heavy wooden doot, the only exit he could
see, was closed.

Stephen raised himself on one elbow and looked around

slowly. He was sure he’d never seen this place before. It was
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then, as he tried to remember where he might have expected
to wake up, that he became afraid. Because he couldn’t
remember. He couldn’t recall going to bed, and he couldn’t
recall who he was. Apart from the fact that his name was
Stephen, he couldn’t remember anything about himself atall.

He lay still, thinking hard. He tried to remember a single
other fact about himself, and failed. He was a mystery to him-
self. Had he been in some kind of accident? But this didn’t
look like a hospital room. It hardly looked like a room from
this century at all.

He was distracted by the sound of a man’s voice shouting,
The voice shouted again and again. It sounded both pained
and angry, but the words were in a language Stephen didn’t
recognise. There were other voices too now — lower, calmer,
soothing. The man stopped shouting, then the other voices
stopped too.

Stephen got out of bed, curious, and moved towards the
window — the shouting had come from right outside. He saw
that he was dressed only in underwear, and looked around for
something else to cover himself with. There was a dark robe
draped across the foot of the bed. He put it on. As he tied the
cord around his waist, the door opened a little. A head peered
in. The boy couldn’t see the face in the dim light, just a silhou-
ette.

‘Ah,’ said a thin, accented voice. “You are awake, young
man.

“Yes,” Stephen said, not knowing what else to say.

The head nodded. ‘Good. I'll tell the abbot.’
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The head withdrew, and the door closed. The boy stood
staring at it. The abbot? Was this place an abbey? Then,
remembering what he’d meant to do, he crossed to the
window and pulled back the curtain. Bright light burst in,
almost frightening him. He was looking down from an
upstairs window. Opposite the window he saw cloisters, a
stone wall pierced by arched windows, and an open doorway
with shadow beyond. Below him lay a courtyard filled with
light. In the middle of the area he could see stood an old-
fashioned covered well. There were no people in sight.

From the corner of his eye Stephen caught a glimpse of
movement within the room. He turned quickly and faced
himself in the mirror. He stared at a stranger. Dark hair, pale
face, a slight form. Worried eyes. Thirteen years old? Four-
teen? He had no idea.

He was afraid.

There was a knock at the door and two men came in. Both
wore long dark robes. One was talking as they came in, and
Stephen recognised the voice of his recent visitor. He was a
thin, slight, balding old man with a shrewd face that looked
lived-in. But it was his companion who held Stephen’s atten-
tion.

This man seemed to glide into the room. He was very tall
and very thin. His hair, partly covered by a skullcap, was salt-
and-pepper grey and cropped tight. His head was large, his
face long and angular. His lips were thin. He had deep-set,
watchful brown eyes; at the moment they were watching

Stephen, frankly, carefully.
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The man glided to the table and stood there without speak-
ing. The other man stopped walking too, but kept talking,

‘... we’re doing our best,” he was saying, ‘but there simply
aren’t enough of us. We can’t watch all of them all of the time.
Philip only turned his back for a moment. He’s very annoyed
with himself’

The tall man raised one hand. The shorter man stopped
speaking abruptly, as if he’d been switched off. The tall man —
monk, rather, for they were obviously monks — didn’t take his
eyes off Stephen as he spoke to his companion. His English
was perfect, but to Stephen his accent sounded foreign.

‘Philip is always annoyed with himself,” he said quietly. “Tell
him to calm down. He won’t listen, but tell him anyway.’

The small monk nodded and left. The other stood looking
at Stephen. Stephen remembered what the first monk had
said when he found him awake. This, then, must be the
abbot. Stephen had a hundred questions he wanted to ask,
but he didn’t know where to begin. The abbot’s brown eyes
seemed to bore into his, to look right past them and inside
his head.

At last the abbot spoke.

“You’re sane, he said. It wasn’t a question. He sounded
relieved.

The boy stared at him.

‘Am I?” he asked.

The abbot looked concerned.

‘Are you in pain?’

‘No. But 'm scared. What happened to me?’
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The monk made a fluid gesture with his long hand, indicat-
ing a chair.

‘Please,” he said, ‘sit down.

Stephen realised that his knees were trembling. He felt
weak. He sat. The abbot sat opposite him.

‘Tll tell you what I can,” the monk said. ‘But first I must ask
you one question: can you remember anything at all about
what happened to you?’

‘No. I was hoping you could tell me. My name is Stephen, I
know that. But I don’t know a single other thing about myself.
I don’t know who I am’

He heard a ghost of panic in his final sentence. But the
abbot breathed what sounded like a sigh of relief.

“Thank heaven,” he said.

Stephen couldn’t believe his ears. His fear and frustration
turned to anger.

Tve lost my memory, he said, ‘and all you can say is
“Thank heaven”?’

‘I beg your pardon,” the monk said. ‘I forget my manners.
It’s just that I’'m so used to talking about this now. We speak of
little else. And so few of our guests are as lucky as you.’

His words made no sense to Stephen. “‘What happened to
me?” he demanded.

‘I don’t know;” the abbot replied.

‘But you still call me lucky?’

The monk rested his chin in one hand. He pursed his lips
and cast his brown eyes downwards. Without their penetrat-

ing gaze, his face looked different. It was still strong, but you
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could see a strained tiredness there too.

‘I'm trying to put myself in your position,” he said slowly.
‘So as to know how best to explain it to you. We know so little
ourselves, really’

Stephen wanted to scream at him to stop dawdling. But
then the brown eyes flicked upwards again and held his in a
steady gaze. They weren’t the kind of eyes you screamed at.

“You’re not the only person we’re caring for,” the monk said.
‘There are five others — so far. The first strayed in on Sunday
night. A poor lone unfortunate, we thought, a dazed accident
victim, perhaps — though there’s very little traffic hereabouts,
even in the tourist season. He arrived in the middle of the
night. We were all long asleep, but he made so much noise he
woke us. It was too late that night to do anything about it, so
we sedated him and put him to bed, meaning to contact the
police on Monday morning to explain the situation. Well, he
was certainly a poor unfortunate: but he wasn’t alone. We
found you wandering near the abbey on Tuesday, also dazed
and disoriented. You were the third person we found. Today is
Thursday, and we have six.’

Stephen was stunned.

‘In four days?” he asked. “You’ve found six people with
amnesia in four days?’

‘I wish we had. Including yourself, we’ve found only two
amnesiacs.’

‘And the others?’

‘Ah,” said the abbot. “The others.” He was silent.

“You still haven’t contacted the police?’ Stephen burst out.
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‘Or a hospital?’

‘That’s the problem, do you see,’ the abbot said. “There
don’t seem to be any police or hospitals.’

‘What?” Stephen gasped.

‘Something ..."” the monk began, hesitantly, ‘... something
has happened.

‘What do you mean?’

The monk sighed again. ‘I don’t know;” he said. “That’s the
simple truth. But I suspect it must be something very terrible.
Apart from those of you who’ve wandered in, we can’t con-
tact anyone. We can’t even find anyone. Any houses we’ve
searched are empty. So is the closest village. We can’t contact
anyone on the telephone. All the animals are still there — but
not a single human being.’

Stephen couldn’t take this in. It sounded foolish. ‘Radio?’
he said. “Television?’

The abbot shook his head. ‘We have both,” he said. ‘On
Sunday night everything was as usual, but since Monday
morning there’s been nothing on any channel, local, national
or foreign. And even to try them we have to use our own small
generator because there’s no electricity either.’

Stephen was stunned. An awful thought came to him. He
had a terrible vision of mushroom clouds.

‘A war?” he croaked.

But the abbot shook his head. “‘We’d have seen something,
he said. ‘And so far as I know, there are no weapons which can
destroy humans and leave animals alive. Not yet, anyway,

though I’'m sure someone’s working on it. No. All we know is
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that on Sunday everything was normal, but by Monday morn-
ing everything had changed. Something — whatever it was —
happened during the night.’

A sudden thought struck the boy. “‘What about the other
four people who don’t have amnesia? Don’t they remember
anything?’

The monk sighed again. It was a lonely sound. ‘Oh, yes,” he
said, with immense sadness. “They remember things all right.
Two of them remember the end of the world. One even
remembers creating it. They remember monsters and space-
ships and vampires. One recalls living in fairyland. Another
one says nothing at all — except sometimes he howls.’

He shook his head sadly. “The reason I was pleased that
you’d lost your memory, he said, ‘can be explained by the very
first words I said to you when I came in. Do you remember
what they were?’

Stephen didn’t have to think. “Yes. You said: “You’re sane”’

‘Indeed. You're sane. So is our other amnesia victim. But
those of our guests who seem to have memories, they, alas,

are not sane. None of them. They are all hopelessly mad.’
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