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Ross Richdale

The bees that attack a group of students at a graduation party are far from ordinary. Every student is stung once in the neck, except Madison who is stung twice and collapses.

When she wakes up she finds she is in a new strange place called Buckoway but still remembers Earth. Her friends have no memories of home. Buckoway is a strange hybrid of modern and old civilizations. There is electricity but no motor vehicles, aircraft or firearms. It is as if something wanted to recreate a simple society but with modern health and living facilities With wagonmasters, Hamish and Sean she sets out to find the reason she has been transferred to this new world.

Madison awakes from her next sleep to find herself back on Earth and again with her friends. They, however, have no memory of this Buckoway. Madison realizes there are two versions of her friends. She alone seems to travel back and forth between her two existences whenever she awakens.

One of the wagonmasters' jobs is to bring in the bodies of newcomers from a strange boat called Gentle Lady. Hamish does not know where the boat comes from or who operates it. The newcomers are taken in the wagons back to Buckoway where they are awakened and join their society. No newcomers know they were originally from Earth. With help from the Earth and Buckoway versions of Kirsty, Madison attempts to find the reason for this strange situation. 
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CHAPTER 1
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The dark sky turned pale in the east and the all night party entered a quiet stage as the graduates drank their full, participated in other ways to celebrate and returned to gather on the patio. Twenty or more were awake and talking quietly when the attack came.

Bees descended in a swarm and engulfed everyone. It was a planned attack, premeditated and ruthless. Screams and waving arms failed to dissuade the creatures. Sobs and groans followed as shocked bodies were pierced with violent stings. It was over within moments after everyone there was stung once in the neck. Nobody was excluded and not one person received more than one sting. That may have been the intention but even the best-made plans of whatever it was that organized the assault could not have anticipated one slight imperfection.

Madison Evans stood on her wobbly legs when the attack came, felt the agonizing pierce of her skin on the side of her neck and flung her hand up to ward off the insect. She stepped forward but her weak right leg crumpled and she crashed against one of the other girls who was sitting on the carpet beside her. Just as a bee headed for this girl's neck, Madison bumped it aside and the sting pierced her own ankle.

Her reaction was one of surprise and relief. For the first time since the car accident six weeks earlier she felt pain in her leg. It wasn't the piercing sting still throbbing in her neck but a low prick. She never really had time to absorb the news for her body reacted again. Her friends around began to spin, a sort of purple cloud hovered before her eyes and she grabbed a supporting arm of her friend, Kirsty.

"Two of the bastards stung me and I don't feel too good..." She collapsed on the floor.

"Madison," Kirsty screamed. "Oh my God. Help me someone. Madison's collapsed."

But no help arrived. Everyone seemed to be in a drunken state and wandered around crashing into each other. Most of the girls were crying in pain while the boys bravely attempted to show male fortitude by squinting back tears and holding their wounded arms. Haunted cries rung throughout the patio as everyone held their necks in futile attempts to stop the pain.

When the pain stopped it was at exactly the same time for everyone. As the swarm flew off in a cloud, the victims' necks stopped throbbing and became just a tender spot. It was as if an anaesthetic had kicked in.

Except for Madison lying unconscious on the floor everyone began speaking at once.  Kirsty's screams pierced their minds and they turned to gaze at the girl on the floor.

Norris Moore ignored the girl he'd been chatting with and tore across the room.

"She's having a fit," he cried as he bent down beside her. "She'll come through it. It's happened several times since the accident."

"It's not," Kirsty gasped. "Look at her. She's like a ghost and isn't moving."

"She's been stung too," Norris said. He grabbed Madison's wrist and frowned.

"Well?" someone else muttered.

"There's no pulse," Norris gasped. "No ... wait a minute. It's very faint but ... Hell could someone call for help?"

"I've already done it," one girl replied. 

*
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THE TWO AIR FORCE OFFICERS ignored the No Admittance to Operating Theatre Wing and turned to the stern nurse who intercepted them.

"This is a restricted area," the nurse said in an icy voice. "The security guard should not have let you in. Please leave at once."

One officer spoke. "Colonel Brad Davis," he retorted and flashed an identity card. "We believe a young woman was sting earlier by ... err... bees and is being operated on. It is imperative that we speak to the surgeon before he proceeds with any corrective surgery."

"It is an emergency operation. I cannot..."

"You will, madam," Davis cut in. "Not only is this young woman's life threatened but there are far more serious consequences to consider. I have a code red security order directly from Washington."

The nurse held the cold gaze, nodded and took a mobile phone from her pocket. "Is Doctor Joel Mitchell still in the theatre with Miss Evans?" she asked. She listened and nodded  "I see ... two air force officers are here and wish to speak to Doctor Mitchell immediately... Yes I know that. Apparently... " Her voice continued in a hushed but authoritative tone. Principal Nurse Zanna Perez was the second highest staff member on duty that morning and except for Mitchell himself, her word was law.

* 
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MITCHELL, STILL DRESSED in his green surgical gown, waved at two chairs in his office and sat in the third. 

"This time it was different, Brad," he said. 

"How!"

"Every victim except my patient fitted in the same category as the other cases reported, that is a male or female between the ages of eighteen and twenty seven who was stung in the neck. They suffered initial pain and had following drowsiness symptoms but should recover within a few hours."

"But this girl?"

"She was stung twice," the surgeon said.

"Circumstances?" Davis retorted.

"Madison Evans was involved in a car accident several weeks ago. Her spine was bruised and she has only recently been able to walk. Her right leg is still weak and she requires a crutch to help her..."

"Go on," Davis cut in.

"We believe that when she was stung on the neck, she toppled sideways, her weak leg couldn't support her and she fell against a female colleague who was about to be stung."

Davis nodded.

"Her leg hit the other girl's face and the sting was injected into the calf of her leg rather than her friend's neck. This second injection caused her body to react violently and almost killed her."

"Why?"

"There are two possibilities. One, the double dosage poisoned her system or there was a reaction with the chemicals already in her body."

"She'd been taking drugs?"

The surgeon glanced up. "Not in the way you think. She had a moderate quantity of alcohol in her bloodstream but there were no other drugs except one, a subscription drug used to relieve the ongoing pain in her damaged leg. It is basically a morphine substitute that...  "

"Okay, but what did you find?"

"You were right," Mitchell whispered and took a small phial from his gown pocket. "The sting is an artificial metallic device, not an insect sting at all. I glanced at it under our electronic microscope and it appears to be an instrument a hundred times smaller than anything we use at the present time is. In size it's as big as a comma one would write in a sentence. Even at that minute size if it had travelled to my patent's heart it would have proved fatal."

"Why?"

"The electrical charge the instrument discharges would have stopped her heart beating. It would have been as if she had touched a live twenty thousand volt power line."

"You only got one device," the second officer asked.

"Yes. As usual the one in her neck had already reached her brain by the time she arrived here. An operation there would have been too difficult to perform." The doctor looked up. "I am not about to kill any of my patients to provide you with the injected device." 

"So we got lucky? " Davis grunted as he reached for the phial. 

"I believe so."

"Will the girl recover?"

"Yes. Like everyone else who has been attacked, she will be suffering no long term consequences."

"Except for having some goddamn monitoring device embedded in her brain," Davis whispered. He stood up and reached out for the surgeon's hand.

"This is classified information, Doctor Mitchell," he said. "The girl suffered from a reaction after being stung from a particularly nasty strain of Asian bee. Understand?"

Mitchell nodded.

"She is reacting to antibiotics and should be able to return to her normal life..."

"The media will be curious as to why every patent was only stung once and always in the neck?"

"I'll get a botanist to make up a story," Davis said. "Something about this particular type of bee being able to smell if a victim has already been stung."

"So we've proved your theory that it is not a natural sting but what of the carrier; was it a real bee?"

"We doubt it, Doctor. We believe it is a flying drone, artificially made and pre-programmed to attack highly educated young people."

Mitchell frowned. "How can you be so precise?"

"Nothing goes beyond these walls," Davis cautioned.

"I realize that and have already signed your secrecy documents."

"Very well," the colonel replied. "As far as we a can ascertain there have been forty seven attacks over the last four years. Every one has been in similar circumstances with a gathering of educated young people being attacked. These range from a private girl's high school in New Zealand to a university in Scotland, two universities in Canada, one in Brazil and others throughout the world.  To date, sixty percent of the victims are female but last night's attack was almost exactly fifty-fifty male and female." The Colonel sighed. "That is really all we know. That microscopic implant you found in the girl's leg is the first one that has not become imbedded inside a victim's brain."

"And what is the scenario, Colonel Davis?"

"We are being observed by an alien species. For what reason we have no idea. The victims are like birds with a radio-tracking device clipped on their leg. The victim carries on with his or her ordinary life without realizing every movement, every heartbeat, perhaps even their conversations are being monitored and transmitted to, we know not where."

"A radio transmitter?"

"Crudely put," Davis replied. "I would imagine the technology used would make our monitoring devices appear as effective as the flags the Admiralty used on their sailing ships in the civil war." The air force officer stepped towards the door. "Thank you, Doctor Mitchell. I shall forward you a report on the device you cut from the girl's leg."

"Subject to the usual censorship, I gather."

"Of course," Davis whispered and walked out.

*
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"AND HOW ARE YOU, MADISON?" Doctor Mitchell knew his patient from her previous operations and his voice showed warmth often missing from a doctor's beside manner.

"That second sting in my leg, doctor. I felt it."

Joel Mitchell frowned. "Are you sure? Sometimes you can get those ghost sensations I told you about."

Madison shook her head. "It wasn't as painful as the sting on my neck but I definitely felt it."

"I see. Do you feel anything in your right leg now?"

"I'm not sure. Everything else is sort of numb. I haven't really thought about it until now."

"Okay, we'll do our little test then."

The doctor took out a needle and lifted the sheet so Madison's leg was exposed. He dabbed a swab in cleaning alcohol and rubbed the top of her leg. Madison jumped.

"It feels cold," she said. "Did you prick me?"

Joel frowned. "I never got that far," he said. "You say you felt the fluid?"

"Sort of. I can't recall any touch but it definitely felt cold."

"And this," the doctor said. 

Madison frowned in disappointment. "I felt nothing."

Joel smiled. "Good. I didn't do anything."

"So you still don't believe me when I ...  oh hell you just pricked me above the knee didn't you?" Madison wriggled up into a sitting position and stared at the doctor. "The sheet's cold. I can feel it with both my feet. Both my feet Doctor Mitchell ... Oh my God!"

"What is it Madison?"

"My whole leg is aching. My right leg is aching."

The doctor frowned and examined the leg. The section where he had cut into the vein and extracted the slither of metal was bandaged but, otherwise, the leg appeared no different than before with pallid skin and loose unused muscle. 

"But, why the returned sensations?" he muttered to himself

Every test he made showed a positive reaction. It was as if feeling had returned to Madison's whole leg from her heel and toes right up to her upper leg.

"Would like to attempt to stand?" he asked. "I can give you a hand."

Madison nodded. She slowly swung herself around on the bed and let her feet touch the floor. At this stage she normally used a crutch to assist her as she placed her left foot out, balanced and brought her right foot forward. Now if she could do this without a crutch!

In a burst of confidence she swung out, her left leg hit the carpet and crumbled. She crashed on the floor with a thump.

"Hell, that hurt," she grumbled and accepted the doctor's hand. 

He steadied rather than pulled her and she hopped up onto her good leg. This time she placed her right leg firmly down before she shifted her weight onto it. Again it crumbled but the doctor anticipated the action and caught her.

"Well, that part is normal," he said.

"What do you mean? It was awful," Madison snapped.

"But normal for someone attempting to use a leg that's been out of action for six weeks. You can't expect to suddenly walk out the door."

"But I can feel the carpet. The initial pain has gone. It feels normal, Doctor."

"So you'll soon be able to use it to walk normally, Madison. I don't know why but feeling has returned to your leg. Now you have to teach your body to handle your new improved condition."

"But will I be able to walk properly, Doctor Mitchell?"

Joel smiled. "After your accident I only gave you a thirty percent chance of ever stepping out of a wheelchair. You achieved that three weeks ago and now..."

"How long, Doctor?"

"To be frank, I have no idea, Madison. There may be a relapse and you'll lose your feeling again. I do know that that sting had something to do with your recovery, but whether it was a trigger that set your body working again or something in the chemical composition of the fluid injected into you, I'm not sure." "

"Like snake venom being used in some medicines?"

"Something like that," the doctor said. "Let's get you back into bed, shall we? You can try walking again tomorrow."

Madison nodded. "Thank you," she whispered.

"Oh yes," Mitchell said. "There's a young guy called Norris and your friend Kirsty in the waiting room who want to visit. I can send them away if you wish."

Madison grinned. "I'll see them," she said. "Were they stung, too?"

"I believe so. Everyone with you last night except the girl you bumped out of the way, was stung."

Madison laughed. "It's a wonder it wasn't Kirsty. I reckon she has a charmed life."

"I'll tell them they can come in ten minutes," the doctor said. "The nurse will give you a little freshen up first." He gave Madison's hand a tiny squeeze and walked out.

* 
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THE MICROSURGERY THAT Joel Mitchell used to find and extract the foreign substance in Madison's leg had been recorded and stored on the computer. The doctor would normally just file it away for future reference but the present situation made him curious. After he left his patient he walked back into the operating theatre.

"I just want to review the operation," he said to Principal Nurse Zanna.  "Is the disk available?"

"It's on Miss Evan's computer file," she said. "If you wish, I can gave it transferred to your computer."

"No, I'll just check it here, thanks. There's one small point I wish to review."

He ran the file through to the section where they found the foreign slither. He increased magnification until the metal appeared the size of a needlepoint and slowed the speed down. As a pair or tweezers touched the metal it twitched almost as if it was alive. The tweezers caught it and the object disappeared from sight as blood flooded by.

Mitchell typed in a code to remove the blood's colouring from the view and replayed the scene again. This time the blood appeared like water and he could see the slither caught between the tweezers points. Just as it was lifted out, a minute yellow bubble floated out the side and dissolved in the bloodstream.

Mitchell grunted and replayed the section with increased magnification and at a slower speed. This time he noticed a minute panel slide aside and three honey type bubbles came out. The panel closed and the tweezers covered the whole object.

"Nurse," Mitchell called out. "Did we take any samples of our patient's blood?"

"The usual ones. Doctor but why do you ask?"

"Did we take one after I removed the sting?"

The nurse frowned. "You never asked for one, Doctor Mitchell. Her pulse was in the normal range so I didn't think it was necessary."

"That's quite right," Mitchell replied. "However, I would like another blood sample taken. Can you take one for me, please?"

"Me?" Nurse Perez replied.

"Yes, you nurse and right away."

"Of course, doctor." The principal nurse swung her chin up and strutted out of the room as if it was below her dignity to do such a routine procedure.

*
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BY LATE AFTERNOON THE blood test results were back. As well as the usual anaesthetics and the painkiller drug in Madison's bloodstream there was a low radiation count. This was about equivalent to the dosage a person would receive in a tooth x-ray so would not harm the patient. Of more interest, though, was an unknown substance present that fitted in with nothing he had seen in human blood before.

"So our invader has a benevolent streak," Joel muttered He glanced up at a wall chart, found an emergency telephone number and reached for the telephone.

"Hello, State Poisons Centre?" he asked and gave his name. "I have a blood sample that contains a chemical unknown to us here. Could you test it for me, please? ... Yes... It is actually. My patient had a toxic reaction after being stung by those exotic bees we've had reported in the area. We need to know what this substance is. ... Yes, I'll have it couriered to you straight away... Thank you."  

He sat in his chair and thought about the events of the day. Two things about Madison's condition were unusual. He still did not know the reason why the feeling returned so suddenly to her damaged leg nor did he really know why she had reacted to the so-called sting in the first place. Perhaps the second one had flooded her body with this unknown substance or it could have been a reaction to the painkillers already in her bloodstream. He grimaced and switched his attention to another document that had sat in the emergency file all day. He doubted if he'd be home before midnight. No wonder his wife had threatened to leave him on more than one occasion.

*
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CHAPTER 2
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Madison heard a rhythmic squeak and felt the bed shuddering while she was still half asleep. She opened her eyes and saw white canvas flapping above her. Now why would she be under canvas in the hospital? She frowned and did what she always did over the last few weeks, which was to rub the toes of her right foot together. My God, she did have feeling in her toes. Further more there was no pain in her body at all. She remembered the bee stings and her attempt at walking the previous day, or was it the same day? It was still daylight outside. She went to move her arm and found them restrained by a loose fitting strap over a course blanket.

Now what?

She wriggled both arms out of the restraints. 

Oh hell! Everything was different. She was in a moving object that was squeaking and rattling. She was dressed differently, too. Anger rose in her throat. How dare anyone change her clothes when she was asleep! She glanced at her arms and saw a grey woollen sweater. She undid the remaining straps around her arms, body and legs, sat up and looked further. She was on a stretcher and found she wore a blue tweed skirt, white socks and quite solid looking shoes; perhaps they could even be called boots.

"What's happened?" she called but nobody replied.

Anger turned to apprehension as she attempted to make sense of what was happening. There was a clunk as the thing they were in swayed.

"Get a grip on yourself, Girl," she muttered to herself. "Be rational!"

Okay she was in some sort of wagon; it was travelling too slowly to be the back of a truck. Her head almost touched the canvas covering above and the floor was a couple of metres below her. Across from her was another stretcher and someone was in it. Oh hell, the person didn't move. Was it a corpse?

The stretcher was a bunk with a third person or body below it. Of course, she was on a top bunk so there must be someone below her.

Apprehension turned to fear as Madison flopped back against a soft pillow. What now? 

She decided to get down off the stretcher but remembered her attempt at walking earlier. "Is anybody here awake?" she called, this time in a whisper.

Again there was no reply.

Okay there was no help forthcoming so was up to her. With great care, she slid off the stretcher so her good leg touched the floor below first. She swung down and placed her right leg beside her strong one. It felt fine. She shifted her weight onto her weak leg. There was no pain, it never crumbled and took the weight of her body with ease. 

Okay, that was great. Madison was so relieved that it wasn't until she stood up and gripped a bunk pole to steady herself in the swaying wagon that she noticed the other stretchers.

There were eight, stacked two high and two along on each side of a narrow gap.

Beneath her own stretcher a blonde head was tucked up. She reached forward and pulled the blanket aside and gasped in relief. It was Kirsty. On the left bunk were Yasmin and one of the other girls from the party. She swung around and stepped towards the back.

The rear stretchers all held her friends; Norris was on a top bunk and beneath him a stretcher was filled with luggage. The last bunk contained Wade and one of the other boys at their graduation party. She knew everyone in the wagon!

But initial relief turned to despair. Everyone lay still like the corpses that she had thought of earlier. She swallowed her fear and reached out to touch Kirsty's cheek. It was warm! Further examination showed that all her friends had tanned skin and warm bodies. The girls were all dressed in similar clothes as her own while the boys wore course looking work pants that appeared quaintly old-fashioned. She checked Kirsty's neck for a pulse. Yes, it was faint but there. However, no shaking or talking with the girl woke her.  She moved over to Norris and checked him. He also had a faint pulse but didn't wake up. They were all in some sort of coma.

Madison frowned. There was no sting on anybody's neck. She reached up and felt her own but found no tender swelling. Trembling now in conflicting emotions she lifted her right leg and stared at it. There was no sting or any bandage from the operation. It also looked tanned and as healthy as her left leg. She sucked on her lower lip in nervousness, grabbed a bunk frame and lifted her left leg. Oh hell, her bad leg held her weight with ease. 

There was nothing wrong with it!

She stood in the swaying wagon and again collected her thoughts. She was with her friends who were asleep but appeared to be in as good health as herself. Now she could check that. Yasmin had an appendix scar that always annoyed her as she reckoned she couldn't wear a bikini because it showed. Madison bent down beside the sleeping girl and discovered something else. She could bend down with ease, again there was no pain what-so-ever in her legs and her knee joint had become quite flexible.

She lifted the girl's sweater and the blouse beneath. Her friend's tummy was slim and tanned. She looked closer. She had no scar, not even a faint line. Oh hell, what was happening?

Madison froze!  Her family had never been religious and the thought of an afterlife had never entered her mind. But perhaps this was it; the bee stings had killed her friends and herself and they were in heaven or the other place. She gulped and thought of the previous evening. One of the boys had almost persuaded her to get into bed with him. It was a little hazy. After all she had been half drunk but she was sure she had dissuaded the guy. 

Oh damn! It fitted in ... no pain ... perfect health ... Yasmin's old scar gone.

"I don't like this," Madison cried and without really thinking, stepped forward, moved the canvas flap aside and looked outside.

Two men sat in front and above her. She was staring out between their legs at a line of beasts pulling their wagon. They were solid brown creatures with massive horns and steam snorting from their noses. The wagon was travelling along a dirt road and the grass at the edge appeared white with frost.

"Get up there!" a voice boomed above her. "We have to get through this mud before the real Muds get yah!" 

Madison gulped. The voice was in English but had a heavy accent as if the owner came from England... or was it Scotland?

"Slow and steady," the second man said. "Don't let the oxen stop or we'll sink down to our axles."

"The newcomers are too heavy," the first man replied. "I told 'em that eight in a wagon was too many."

"I'll get out if that'll help" Madison said without thinking.

*
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THE REACTION WAS UNEXPECTED. Both men physically jumped in fright, swore and swung around.

A man with a wild ginger beard and blue piercing eyes stared at her. He appeared almost terrified.

"You're alive?" he stammered. "But that's impossible!"

"And why shouldn't I be?" Madison asked.

"There's been no final charge. Without a final charge you are cannot be alive." 

"Like my friends?" Madison asked.

"You're talking just like an ordinary person?" The second man with black beard and brown eyes also appeared nervous.

"And why not?"

Both men stared at each other then back at her.

"And you remember things like your name?" Gingerbeard asked.

"Of course. I'm Madison Evans and these are my friends, Kirsty, Norris and..."

"You're right," Blackbeard said after she had finished. "Just as it is written on the inventory."

"So why are we being held as prisoners in this funny wagon?" Madison asked.

Gingerbeard suddenly laughed. "This is one for the books aye, Sean?" he said.

"You could say that?" Sean, the black bearded guy replied. "I reckon we keep mum on this though, Hamish?"

Were they Scottish or Irish names? Madison couldn't quite remember but the pair seemed uncomfortable and still nervous so she decided to take the initiative.

"I'll say nothing if you don't want me to," she said. "Of course you'll both need to agree that it's our secret, won't you?"

Hamish stared back at her and broke into a grin. "Aye Lassie, I see you have gumption. What did you say your name was?"

"Madison."

"Well Madison. Everything is not quite right, is that a correct statement?"

"It is!"  Madison opened her mouth but clamped it shut again. Perhaps some things were best left unasked.

"You were going to ask a question, Madison?" Hamish said.

"Yeah, dozens of them." 

"For sure," Sean said. "If you're patient, though, there are a few things we need to ask you ...  no offence mind you."

Madison grinned. "None taken," she whispered. The two guys looked fierce but she could sense that they were quite friendly. Caution though was still necessary.

"Okay Lassie, could you check on your friends and see if any of them are alive... I mean ... have woken up."

Madison noted Sean's change of terminology and said, "They're all in a deep sleep or coma. I'm the only one awake or would you say alive?"

"Deep sleep would be a good description," Hamish said in a soft voice. "Do they look well cared for?"

"Yes," Madison said. "The straps are to stop them falling out off their bunks and not a restraint to stop them from escaping, aren't they?"

"Right again, Madison," Hamish said. "So you're the only one awake?"

"I said that."

"Good. Now if you can wriggle up here between us we'll see what we can do to help each other. We can't stop until our oxen get us through this mud patch. It's been raining for two weeks now but I guess that's better than the snow had last month." 

*
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MADISON WOULD NEVER have managed the climb with her weak leg but even with the swaying wagon she swung herself up with ease. Hamish grabbed under her arm and she was lifted up and plunked on a wooden seat between the men.

"Do you like your clothes, Madison?" Hamish said. "You need warm clothes in these conditions."

Madison stared out. As well as the frosty grass a thick fog hung around the hills above them. They were in a valley of course grass and tussock and it was so cold her breath puffed out when she spoke.

"My clothes are great." She shivered. "It's cold out here, though."

"Are you hungry or thirsty Lassie?" Sean asked.

My God, she was! "I am a little." 

Sean produced a woven basket from a leather pouch beside him and handed it to her. "Help yourself and perhaps you could pour us both a drink. You'll find some mugs there."

Madison found a thermos that steamed when she unscrewed the top.

"Only tea, Lassie," Hamish said. "If we'd known we were going to share we'd have got coffee. Milk's added I'm afraid and there's sugar in that wee bag."

Madison found the sugar and a couple of teaspoons. She managed to fill two mugs with tea and handed them to the men. Next she spied a larger brown bag and took out a pile of thick sandwiches. 

"Ham and pickle," Sean said. "I hope you eat meat."

Madison laughed. "Yeah, I do," she said. "I don't think Yasmin does, though."

"Fair enough," Hamish said. "Everyone for their own poison, I say." He laughed at his own joke and turned his attention back to the oxen he was driving.

The hot sweet tea and ham sandwiches warmed Madison and she accepted a second sandwich before she sat back and began to think about what was happening.

For perhaps ten minutes the two men concentrated on urging the oxen forward. They were in a sea of mud and the narrow wagon wheels barely moved. Finally, though, they were pulled though to a section of gravel and Hamish called a halt. He turned and grinned at Madison.

"We were going to stop for our lunch, anyway," he said. "A bit of company from a bonnie lass won't do us any harm, now will it?"

"And a few answers," Madison said.

"Aye, a few answers there be." Hamish smiled. "Don't worry, Madison. I'm sure your friends and yourself will find most of us agreeable chaps."

*
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THE SUN HAD APPEARED and they sat on a sunny outcrop. The oxen had also sat down and appeared to be contentedly chewing their cuds. Madison's questions came thick and fast and the answers were equally candid. Some things were wrong, though. Hamish and Sean had no idea about her home or the hospital. In fact the pair appeared quite perplexed whenever she mentioned her life.

"So you remember everything about yourself," Hamish said.

"Yes."

"So what do you know about the city and the orphanage?" Sean asked.

"I know of no orphanage and what city do you mean? I come from Sacramento in California, if that means anything to you."

Hamish stared at Sean again. "Madison has genuine memories not implanted ones," he said.

"What do you mean?"

"We don't know," Sean said. "We have never met anyone with a past before, that's all."

Madison frowned. "Can you explain yourself, Sean?"

"Only if we remember our pact, Madison. We must keep everything we say between the three of us. You cannot even discuss it with your friends when they wake up."

"Why not?"

"It's like a rebirth," Hamish said in a serious voice. "Do you know about babies?"

"Of course," Madison said.

"Have you had one?" Sean asked. Madison glowered but relaxed when the intense eyes staring at her showed nothing except empathy.

"Not yet," she said. "One day perhaps."

"But you could ... I mean you can give birth if you wish?"

Madison nodded. "What has this got to do with me now?" she asked.

"Everyone except you it seems and that includes us, have no memories of our past life. We only remember being in a crowded city and being brought up in orphanages of children our own age."

Madison stared. "How awful," she whispered.

"Oh they are not bad memories," Hamish said. "In fact they are gentle and warm, if that's the word. We remember fun things at school, having Christmas, going on holidays and playing with friends. Sean and I remember each other as children. Our memories comfort us."

"So I am dead?" Madison said.

Hamish smiled in almost a sad way. "No Madison, You are very much alive... We all are."

"But my leg is better." Madison told the pair about her accident and how she still had trouble walking.

"I don't know what a car is," Hamish said. "I certainly know what can happen in an accident, though. "

"So why am I in perfect health, then?"

"I don't know," Sean said. "We all began like that. However, I do know that if you were in an accident now and received the wound you speak of, Madison, your paralysed leg would stay that way. There are no miracles here, just ordinary humans who get ill, have problems and accidents the same as you did."

"But where am I?"

"The land through which we are travelling is the outer land of a town called Buckoway."

"But where is it? Am I in Scotland or America?"

"I'm sorry, Madison," Hamish whispered. "I've never heard of either of those places."

*
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THE TWO MEN COULDN'T really offer any more of an explanation but they did tell her what would happen to her friends.

"When we arrive at Buckoway, you'll all be taken to the Buckoway Castle.  I guess it is a little like the hospital you talked about. Your friends will be put in a bed by a machine and charged up," Hamish said.

"Charged up? What's that?"

"It's like a bolt of lightning. It's called ... you know the thing that runs the lights at night."

"Electricity?"

"That's it. They clamp these things on their head and this electricity passes through their mind and body. They wake up a little like you just did."

"Except they won't know who they were," Sean added.

"What will they know?" Madison asked.

"They'll know you and each other but think you all came from the same orphanage in the city. If any of them had diseases or were ill in their first life, it will have gone."

"I saw Yasmin," Madison said. "A scar she had across her tummy is gone." She frowned. "What do you mean by first life?"

"Nobody talks about it but we think we have all lived somewhere else before," Sean said. "We have never met anyone like you who woke up early but many of us have flashes of memory, especially if something unexpected happens."

"Yeah, one lad called Carl burnt himself in a house fire and he could remember the same thing happening to him before," Hamish said. "The referees took him back to the Castle and he forgot everything again."

"Referees. Who are they?"

"The people in charge. Anyone can be a referee if enough people vote for them. Didn't you have them where you were?"

"I guess. We call them politicians or judges. There are the police of course."

"We have border guards," Sean said. "The referees are more important than the guards. All the guards do is give us tickets if our wagon is overloaded or our oxen aren't being looked after."  

Madison laughed. "That sounds like our police."

Hamish frowned. "Now, Madison I think we have to very careful when we reach Buckoway Castle. If you a go inside the castle with your friends you could lose all your past memories like Carl did."

Madison paled. "Of course. So what should I do?"

Hamish grinned. "We'll change our inventory to show only seven arriving so all you need to do is wait around until they come out."

"So I can still be with my friends?" she added.

"Oh yes. Once out of the reception centre at the castle you can meet up with them in the courtyard and do whatever you like. You'll all have places booked for you in the dormitories. People come and go there all the time. Newcomers just mix in with everyone else."

"Sounds okay," Madison said. "Will I see you guys again?"

"Whenever you like," Sean said. "We make this trip quite often but whenever we're in town you can see us. We'll give you our addresses."

* 
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WHEN THE WAGON HEADED off again Madison sat between them on the wagon driver's seat. Two hours slipped by and their dirt road turned into gravel. They passed other wagons and a coach pulled by two horses. Several pedestrians who walked along the roadside waved at them.

"One more hour," Hamish said. "Twenty minutes if we had horses."

"Oh I don't mind," Madison murmured. 

Actually she was feeling quite sleepy. Her head slipped sideways and she shut her eyes. 

*
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CHAPTER 3
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"Hi Madison. Supper's ready. I thought you'd never wake up." 

Madison opened her eyes and jumped in fright. Principal Nurse Zanna Perez stood by the hospital bed with a tray of hot food in her hand. 

Madison realized she was back in her hospital bed!

She swallowed and just stared at the nurse. What was happening? She wriggled herself up into a sitting position. "My friends," she said. "Are my friends safe?"

"Which ones Madison?" the nurse said. "There were four or five here earlier. You are certainly a popular young lady."

"All of them," Madison said. "I know it sounds stupid but I must know."

Zanna Perez frowned. "You think they may be affected by the bee stings?"

Madison flushed. "Something like that."

Zanna studied her patient. "Do you have any contact numbers, Madison?" she asked.

"Norris and Kirsty share an apartment with me. You can find them at my address. I have the cellphone numbers of the others."

"You want me to contact everyone that was stung?"

Madison sighed. "No, how stupid of me. I had a funny dream that's all, almost a premonition that ... oh it doesn't matter."

"That can happen," the nurse said in a soft voice. "Look, I'll call your apartment and check. You have your breakfast before it gets cold."

"Thanks," Madison replied. She watched the nurse walk out and thought back. Every detail of her ride in the wagon was vivid in her mind. She could even feel the crisp air and hear the men's broad accent. They sounded Scottish but had never heard of Scotland or America for that matter. She reached for a piece of toast and crunched on it. My God, she still had the taste of the ham sandwich in her mouth.

"Madison, are you okay?"

A concerned blonde girl stood beside the bed with a bunch of carnations in her hand,

Madison's eyes lit up. "Kirsty." she said. "I'm so glad to see you. How do you feel?"

"Me, I'm okay. Why? You seem so serious."

"What about your sting?"

Kirsty shrugged. "There's a tiny lump and white spot just like the one on your neck. All the bruising has gone. I feel great, actually. That persistent cough and sore throat I had for weeks has gone. But you never answered my question."

"You, Norris and the others were in this weird dream I had. It was so real, I thought you may have been hurt or something."

"No, we're all fine. You're the only one who reacted so badly."

"That's fine then. I thought you might have all vanished."

Kirsty placed the carnations in a vase and sat on Madison's bed. "Tell me all about it," she said.

Madison shrugged. "No, it's just silly."

"Madison!"

"Well okay, but don't tell the others. I can almost hear Norris sniggering and you know how nervy Yasmin gets."

"It's a deal."

Madison had known Kirsty since high school days and they often traded intimate details about their lives together. She knew that if her friend agreed to keep something between them confidential it would go no further. As she finished her toast she told Kirsty everything.

"And I just lay in a stretcher like a waxwork dummy?" Kirsty said after Madison had finished.

"No. You were warm like a person in a coma. Hamish said you all needed an electrical charge to wake you up."

"Like that thing you see on those medical shows to get a heart beating again?"

"I guess, but here's one other strange thing."

"What?"

"This toast had peanut butter on it."

"So?"

"I still have a taste of ham in my mouth from the sandwich I ate in my dream."

Kirsty reached out and took Madison's hand. "You are the most practical person I know Madison. What do you really think is going on?"

"That's the trouble, I have no idea. This has never happened to me before."

"Well, nothing evil was intended was it?"

"What do you mean?"

"You're here talking to me. If you had died like you thought may have happened or were whisked away into a parallel universe you wouldn't have come back, now would you?"

"Oh Kirsty," Madison said with a laugh. "You do watch too many of those fantasy shows."

Kirsty shrugged. "Well, look after my alternative self next time you visit, won't you?"

"You think I may go back?"

"Isn't that a logical conclusion?"

"Nothing about this is logical, Kirsty. Nothing."

"But we were attacked by those strange bees. Everyone except you and Leona received just one sting in exactly the same place on the neck. This could just be the next piece of the puzzle."

"But you say nothing to the others. Remember our pact?"

"I won't." Kirsty said. "I will do a bit of research though. You've got me curious."

Madison lay on her bed well after Kirsty had left and tried to make sense of everything but the more she thought the sillier it all seemed. She shrugged and settled down. Without realizing it, her eyes grew heavy and shut.

*
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"YOU'LL BE ABLE TO SEE Buckoway from the next summit." Hamish's voice cut through her mind and she jerked awake.

She was back on the wagon seated between the two men!

In some ways Buckoway reminded Madison of a fortified castle from the Middle Ages for the entire town was surrounded by a stone wall and a gigantic castle sat on the only hilltop. Outside the town were fields of grass and other crops. There were barns and sheds but appeared to be no farmhouses.  If it was an attempt to copy an old town, though, it had gone sadly amiss. Sure, the wall was constructed of stone but they looked crisp and new. The castle was too boxy looking with a three-story cube at each end filled with narrow windows. The middle section was more authentic with two floors and a steep roof like a university administration block.

"Is the wall built to keep citizens in or undesirables out?" Madison asked without attempting to remove the disdain from her tone.

"Keep the undesirables out. The gate is shut at nightfall. We tried to negotiate friendship treaties with them but their morality is different than ours," Hamish said. "After our initial settlers were wiped out we had to fortify ourselves."

"Against whom?"

"The Muds," Sean replied.

Madison frowned. Hamish had muttered something about them when she had first woken up.

"Who are they?"

"Our scientists think they are what humans developed from hundreds of years ago."

"Do they talk?"

"Oh yes," Hamish said. "It is a basic oral language. Many of us have learned it but we have not managed to teach many of them to understand English."

Madison raised her eyebrows. "So we speak English?" she asked.

Hamish frowned. "Some people call our language Buckoway after the town but the proper word is English. Why does the word interest you?"

"No reason. I just wondered where you got the name from."

"It has always been so," Sean said as if that was a satisfactory answer.

Madison shrugged. "So where are these Muds now?"

"They have villages dotted around but many lead a nomadic life and follow the beasts." Hamish noticed Madison's curious gaze. "They're vast herds of ox like creatures that the Muds use for just about everything. You know, food, clothing and so forth. We are starting to trade with them a little to improve their lives otherwise we tend to ignore each other."

"So why the fortifications?"

"For some unknown reason their various tribes join together every few years and go on a rampage. Thousands of them attacked our original village without warning and slaughtered nearly all the citizens. Since then they have been attacked twice but our walls protected us. Only those caught outside were killed." Hamish waved his hand out. "They destroyed all our crops and killed our farm animals. That's why the gates are closed at night and farm workers live inside the walls."

"So why stay here?" Madison said. "Surely you could all go back to your city and leave the Muds alone."

Hamish glanced at Sean. "Your questions are searching, Madison. We've asked each other the same thing when we've been out on the road together. We don't believe there is a city so there is nowhere else for us to go."

Madison sighed. "Can you answer one last question, then?"

Sean nodded. "What is it, Madison?"

"I woke up in this wagon. Where did you pick my friends and myself up from?"

"About an hour's journey back from that muddy section is a tunnel that goes under the range of hills. On the other side there is a river, a few buildings and a jetty where we met the barge. The twenty-two newcomers were unloaded straight onto three wagons. The other two wagons are probably already in Buckoway. We broke a wheel rim and were held up a day."

Madison nodded. "That is probably everyone from our graduation party," she said. "Where does the barge come from?"

"Up river somewhere." Hamish said. "Oxen like our ones pull the empty barge back upriver."

"But you don't know?"

"No.  The guys in the castle tell us how many newcomers there are and when the barge will be there. After we take our load to the castle we are paid a hundred crowns per wagon load," Hamish said. "It's quite high pay but there is always the risk that we'll be attacked by Muds during the journey. Luckily, that hasn't happened yet."

"We'd better go," Sean said. "If we're too late they'll deduct a penalty fee."

*
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WHEN THEY REACHED THE gateway under an archway in the wall a guard stopped them and examined their invoices now with Madison's name crossed out so only seven newcomers were registered. He glanced at her still sitting on the driver's seat but merely nodded and waved them through. Once inside, Madison found other strange items. It was as if history was muddled up. The streets were paved and electric light poles were everywhere but there were no motor vehicles. Horses with riders, stagecoaches and oxen wagons competed for space with pedestrians.

Most of the women were dressed in tartan skirts like herself while the men wore the quaint looking trousers that Norris had on. Hairstyles though were quite modern. At one point a platoon of guards marched by.

"The changing of the guard," Sean said. "It happens every six hours."

Madison stared. The guards were like her two companions, large men with bushy beards. What was unexpected, though, was that they were armed with swords. Madison glanced up at the wall they were travelling beside. Towering above them she could see other guards manning the ramparts but they also only had bows and arrows or swords.

"Where are the guns and rifles?" she asked.

Hamish frowned. "I'm afraid your words are unfamiliar, Madison. What do you mean?"

Madison gasped. "So you have nothing that fires bullets to shoot at an enemy?"

"The new steel tipped arrows can go right through a man at a hundred metres," Sean said. "They're too powerful at my reckoning."

"Oh hell," Madison muttered. 

"I'm sorry, Lassie," Hamish said.

"Yeah, I know you've never heard of guns. Tell me, what do you use electricity for?"

"Lights, stoves, refrigerators, microwaves, hot water and heaters in winter."

"But not for computers, videos, radios, DVDs, cellphones or ordinary telephones?"

Hamish shrugged. "I guess not." 

"So someone or something decided what you should or should not have?"

"You still speak strangely Madison," Hamish said. "As long as we don't break the laws we are free to do whatever we wish. Wasn't this allowed where you come from?"

Madison smiled. "Some things were different, that's all. I didn't mean to be judgmental." She changed the topic. "Can we go over what happens at the castle again?"

"Act confident," Hamish said. "Blend with the locals until your friends come out. They'll recognize you like I said but they could be confused.  Many newcomers are."

*
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THE COURTYARD INSIDE the castle wall was really only large enough for the oxen to tow the wagon around a semi-circle in front of the austere looking castle itself. A few pedestrians wandered around and there was no sign of any guards or soldiers. The wagon stopped by the southern 'cube' and several workers came out. Madison's friends were carried inside a double door that was shut when the last stretcher went in.

"Okay, Madison. Away you go," Hamish said. "Anybody is allowed to wander around the courtyard or go into the reception area. There's a rest area there and a small waiting room."  He nodded at the ornate entrance in the middle section of the tower. "We have to take the oxen back near the main town gate to the stables where they are washed down and fed. We'll be there for a couple of hours if you need us. Good luck."

"Thanks," Madison said. "I'll still contact you and tell you what happens." She bit in her lip. "That's if you're interested."

"We are," Sean said. "I have a feeling we are going to help each other again and quite soon, too."

He gave her a sort of half salute and climbed on the wagon beside Hamish. The ginger bearded man grinned and shouted an order at his team. As Madison watched the wagon rumble away under the gate archway, loneliness gripped the pit of her stomach. It was as if she was utterly alone in this strange world

"Okay," she said to herself. "Let's go."

Inside the main doors was a corridor with a reception area on the right and a row of seats to the left. A dozen or more people sat on the chairs and an extremely tall flat-chested female receptionist glanced up at her.

"Can I be of assistance, Ma'am?" she said

Madison glowered and forgot Hamish's warnings. "Are you real or a hologram?" she snapped.

The woman's reaction would have been amusing if the situation wasn't so dangerous. She gasped and held her hand to her mouth while her face drained of all colour. She replied in a high-pitched unknown language but was obviously apologizing about something.

Act confident, Hamish had said. Madison felt her own hands trembling but thought quickly.

"We speak English here," she said in feigned anger.

"Of course," the woman replied. "Your clothes made me assumed you were a newcomer, Guardian. A new group is being activated at this moment. I'll contact the director for you."

"That is not necessary." Madison frantically wondered what to say next.

"I guess you came in with the newcomers?" The woman still appeared nervous.

Madison frowned.

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to intrude but we're so far out we haven't had a random inspection in years. Where would you like to go first, Guardian?"

Madison almost muttered that she only wanted to leave but the woman appeared ready to do anything she asked. These Guardians must weld considerable power.

"I would like to watch the final charge without any officials knowing of my presence" she said. "You are to tell nobody I'm here."

The woman almost looked relieved. "Do you wish to participate or watch from the observation deck, Guardian?"

"Observation deck," Madison said almost too quickly. "I only have time for a brief visit today..." She glanced at a wall clock if she was in a hurry.

*
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A MOMENT LATER, WITH a visitor's label pinned on her collar, Madison was escorted by a guard into an elevator, up three flights and out into a long thin room with curtains across one entire wall opposite a row of comfortable chairs. Electric lights lit the room.

"I shall leave you, Guardian," the guard said and gave a sort of head bow.

"Pull the curtains, please," Madison said and almost bit her tongue. She doubted if these Guardians would say please.

The guard merely nodded and without him appearing to do a thing, the curtains slid back and Madison stifled a gasp. Her seven friends were lying on the other side of a glass wall in containers that looked like plastic coffins. Above them were a battery of television monitors and other instruments. In some ways it looked like the operating room she'd been in back home. So Hamish and Sean's theory that there were no computers in Buckoway was wrong.  Four people dressed in silver suits that gave them the appearance of astronauts monitored the equipment.

"Sound, Guardian?" the guard asked.

Madison nodded and foreign language voices filled the room.

"What are the procedures when I wish to leave this room?" she asked the guard.

"The usual, Guardian."

"Enlighten me, young man."

The guard blushed. "Of course. You speak your destination and the correct doors will open for you."

"In English I assume."

The guard nodded.

"Very good," Madison said in a schoolmarm tone. "You may leave now."

The guard bowed his head and left.

Madison watched, fascinated as the scientists, or whatever they were, attached helmets to each of the patients while monitors above their heads lit up. These beeped slow rhythms that sounded just like the heart monitoring equipment in a hospital TV drama.

Words were spoken, again in the unknown language and a sort of bang sounded. Every patient jerked and the monitors showed an increased wave patterns. Either their hearts or brain waves had been activated.

Madison sighed in relieve but gulped again as the room through the glass changed into a very ordinary looking sitting room with armchairs, sofas and a coffee table complete with a coffee percolator, mugs and two plates of sandwiches. The seven patients lay on the floor in a jumbled heap.  The four scientists lifted them up and seated them on the sofa and chairs and left the room. A moment later a man and woman dressed in business clothes walked in and sat in two empty arms chairs.

"Are you ready?" the man asked in English.

"Yes," the woman replied and waved her hand.

Madison gasped when she saw Kirsty's eyes flutter and open.

*
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CHAPTER 4
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Kirsty glanced around. "I'm sorry," she said. "I must have nodded off. What were you saying?"

"Call me Milton," the man said. "Gwen, my wife and I are your hosts. It is our responsibility to introduce you to Buckoway, the new home you graduates chose to emigrate to." He glanced around at everyone who were now awake and listening to him.

"You all know each other, I gather," Gwen said.

Kirsty grinned at Norris. "Of course," she said. "But where are the others? We were told our whole section would be here."

"You should remember your journey from the city was delayed. The others arrived earlier. You'll meet them at your apartment block later this afternoon."

"Oh Kirsty." Yasmin laughed. "Can't you remember?"

Kirsty grinned. "It just slipped my mind. I thought Madison was with us, that's all."

"Don't worry about Madison," Norris said. "Knowing her, she's gone ahead to get us the best apartment rooms available." He laughed. "She's probably got jobs for us all by now, too."

Everyone laughed.

"Okay," Gwen said. "Have a coffee and relax. Bathrooms are off to your left if you'd like to freshen up. Later, we'll explain the procedures and tell you about our town. You should remember that we told you that a coach will take you to your apartments where all your documents and luggage are waiting. Tomorrow there will be an organized grand tour and you will be given a month's salary to spend how you wish. In return, you should remember you volunteered to do the border guard training."

"We realize that," someone replied.

Everyone smiled and nodded in agreement.

* 
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BEHIND THE ONE-WAY mirror, Madison gulped. Her friends had almost inadvertently given her away.  She studied the man called Milton. She didn't like him at all. Also there was something about the words, you should remember. It was as if he used it to place a suggestion in her friends' minds. She had once seen a hypnotist at home control his audience in the same way.

She watched and listened as the pair talked. It could have been a talkback at university or one of those organized tourist trips. After listening for ten minutes she decided she had better leave and try to find the coach. "I wish to leave the building and be directed to the newcomers' coach," she said.
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