

CHAPTER 1

Monday, July 21, 8:15 A.M.

491 Edgewood Road

Essex Falls, Hamilton County, New York

Ethan Jameson’s phone alarm had to sound for almost a full minute before the jangle was able to penetrate his sleeping brain. Until nearly 4:00 A.M. Monday morning he’d been totally involved in a major nighttime operation with his local and beloved militia group, the Diehard Patriots. Under the watchful eye of two of their four Russian advisors, the entire contingent of seventeen Essex Falls’ members, dressed in full combat fatigues and with fully loaded AR-15 rifles and sidearms, had staged a full-scale mock assault on an empty home and barn. The supposed rationale was to rescue a captive local family being detained by an overzealous left-wing government. The entire complicated maneuver had been executed like clockwork. All seventeen Diehard Patriots had managed to go through multiple AR-15 magazines without so much as a single misfire, a testament to their progress handling weapons over the recent weeks.

Once conscious of the shrill, disagreeable clamor of the alarm, Ethan sat bolt upright, grabbed the offending phone off the night table, silenced it, and then, in a fit of transient rage, had to restrain himself from throwing the blasted thing against the far wall.

Still holding his phone, Ethan glanced across the bed, expecting to see the sleeping form of his girlfriend, Janet Huber, as it was her house and he was a relatively recent invitee. But the light cotton covers were turned back, and she was nowhere to be seen. Cocking his head to the side he was just able to hear the shower going, which reminded him that she’d planned on heading into her parents’ convenience store early that morning. During the school year, Janet was a third-grade teacher, but during the summer months, she helped in the family store as she had from an early age.

Both Ethan and Janet had grown up in Essex Falls, Ethan a year ahead. Back then they’d had little to do with each other, mainly due to Ethan’s reputation as an antisocial, carelessly groomed, unathletic “bad boy”—whereas Janet was the opposite: outgoing, traditionally attractive, blond, and popular. On top of that, Janet had been a good student, particularly compared to Ethan, who was more into hunting and fishing, online gaming, and dark web trolling than anything to do with academics or social interaction.

Nevertheless, when Janet returned to Essex Falls after obtaining a teaching degree at nearby Hamilton College, they reconnected. Ethan had never left Essex Falls, finding employment after high school with the American Pest Control Company as a technician servicing the local apple and dairy farms. To both Janet’s and Ethan’s surprise, they had clicked when they’d unexpectedly run into each other, and Janet—after a few weeks—had invited him to move into the cottage she’d rented just outside of town.

The stimulus for the abrupt change of heart as adults was the recognition that both of them, along with most of their friends, had shared an emotional trauma from the major economic and social upheaval that had befallen their isolated town when they were in the fourth and fifth grades, respectively. At that time the Bennet Shoe Company had closed with little warning. Although it had been common knowledge the business had long been struggling to compete with the avalanche of cheap, foreign-made footwear flooding the country, the town and the Bennets themselves had firmly believed their quality would prevail.

For nearly a century, the Bennet Shoe Company had been a rock-solid fixture in Essex Falls, with the Bennet family considered something akin to royalty. In many ways the company and the town were synonymous, as it employed—at any given time and over multiple generations—nearly three-quarters of the community’s working-age population. Bennet Shoe had been founded by Ambrose Bennet in what was previously a one-horse town sited in the gorgeous wilds of New York State’s Adirondack Mountains a year after the California gold rush, presumably with the help of some California gold. Its founding had required damming the Roaring Fork River to create a reservoir, both for waterpower to run the factory’s sewing machines and as the domestic water source for what was to become a rapidly expanding population.

The creation of the company also necessitated the construction of what would become the largest multistoried, red-brick mill north of Albany, complete with an impressive clock tower modeled after the bell tower in Saint Mark’s Square, Venice. As expected, the new industry spurred the town’s explosive growth, including the formation of an impressive Main Street lined with two-story brick buildings with storefronts below and employee apartments above, as well as a large tract of single-family employee housing. Within ten years, Essex Falls had a population nearing five thousand, which matched the combined total of the entire rest of Hamilton County, the most sparsely populated but arguably most beautiful county in all of New York State, replete with densely forested mountains, crystal clear, unspoiled lakes, and wildly cascading rivers.

The social consequences of the precipitous loss of Essex Falls’ largest employer were monumental, particularly because of the town’s remoteness. A few families were lucky enough for their breadwinner to find a job twenty-six miles west at the Rubington Paper Mill in Eastham or twenty-eight miles north at the Schörgers Lumber Mill near Ducksbury. The rest of the laid-off workers went without or moved away, which is what most were forced to do. Those who stayed and couldn’t find work suffered—mainly from alcohol abuse and one of its shameful effects: domestic violence.

This common legacy fueled Ethan and Janet’s reconnection, as both their families had suffered hardships, albeit significantly different, with Ethan’s faring much worse. Although initially happy because of their shared history, Janet was lately coming to fear two aphorisms: “Like father, like son” and “Leopards don’t change their spots.” Two weeks previously she’d been shocked and dismayed when Ethan had lost control and struck her during what was a rather insignificant disagreement, evoking disturbing memories of her father’s behavior. Although Ethan had effusively apologized, the episode undermined Janet’s confidence that their relationship would work. It did the same for Ethan’s, making him aware he was living on borrowed time psychologically with such a strong woman unless he did something rather dramatic to reestablish his sense of masculinity. In truth the episode had surprised him almost as much as it had Janet, and although he promised her and himself he was going to control his fiery temperament, he wasn’t entirely confident it would be possible. As a teenager he’d been in his share of fights, and even though he was 100 percent smarter now, he didn’t know for certain how he’d react when pressed. Besides, deep down Ethan felt the entire country of America was on the wrong track in just about every way.

Shrugging his shoulders at the unknown, Ethan tossed his phone onto the night table, threw back the covers, swung his legs and feet over the side of the bed, and stood up. After peeling off his pajama top, he raised his arms skyward over his head and stretched to relieve the tightness of his shoulder muscles. Over the last year he’d gotten into bodybuilding as part of his dedication to the Diehard Patriots, whose interests had come to completely dominate his life. As a result he’d become noticeably more buff with bulging pecs and biceps and remarkably less belly fat—all of which he was able to appreciate at the moment in the mirror over Janet’s bureau.

But his contentment was short-lived. As his sleepy mind cleared, he recalled with instant clarity and irritation exactly how angry he’d been when he’d gotten home in the wee hours from the militia maneuvers. Although there was no doubt the operation itself had gone well, the fact that once again only two out of the four Russian paramilitary specialists had shown up to observe and provide feedback on the Diehard Patriots’ performance was infuriating because that was why they were there and why the Diehard Patriots were monetarily supporting their visit by paying their rent and supplying them with the use of a truck.

Ethan had been the major founder of the Diehard Patriots. The idea of forming a homegrown paramilitary group had occurred to him after watching with a combination of shock and awe the storming of the US Capitol in 2021. What he’d immediately recognized from that disturbing episode was just how vulnerable the citizens of Essex Falls were in their self-imposed isolation, tucked away in the Adirondack Mountains, especially considering how the US government had essentially allowed and even helped the Chinese destroy the Bennet Shoe Company.

Within days of the Capitol storming, Ethan had begun a massive online search of everything there was to know about militias. Because he had spent countless hours online as a teenager, he didn’t have any problem learning what he needed to know and then some, especially on the dark web. Armed with what he’d been able to put together, he and two of his closest friends then founded the Diehard Patriots and began the process of soliciting members and outfitting them, meaning obtaining AR-15s, Glocks, and lots of ammunition, along with various military gear, including night vision goggles and camouflage apparel. In six months he’d recruited a dozen eager and equally disillusioned members, and within a year he’d reached the current total of seventeen. For Ethan, the payoff had been immense. The Diehard Patriots offered him a sense of identity that he and his fellow militiamen would be able to protect their community from potential future threats from a system that he believed had betrayed the town in the past and might do so again.

Struggling with another sudden, intense wave of anger at the Russians for not showing up the night before, particularly the commander and his lieutenant, Ethan stared out the window with unseeing eyes while his mind churned and his irritation deepened. There was something about the Russians, particularly the commander, that didn’t make sense, and it involved the marked difference between his original expressed interest in coming to Essex Falls compared to his behavior once they had arrived.

As the avowed commander of the Diehard Patriots, Ethan was responsible for the Russians’ presence as he had been the one to invite them. He had met them online, where he spent countless hours on social media platforms associated with far-right paramilitary organizations, like the Russian VKontakte, OK.ru, and Telegram, all in hopes of learning about combat tactics, survival skills, and other military activities. He’d been impressed from the get-go with how closely the various Russian far-right groups shared his ideologies, especially about how the world had changed for the worse, as well as how far ahead they were in their paramilitary organization in comparison to their American counterparts.

Then out of the blue, Ethan had been contacted via Telegram by Viktor Mikhailov, a spare-time commander of a highly organized, well-established paramilitary organization in Koltsovo, Russia, which Ethan had located with Google Maps. Flattered by the attention, Ethan had ended up talking directly with the man on multiple occasions, which was made easy by the Russian’s ability to speak flawless English, although with a decidedly British accent. The man explained that he had spent several years in the UK under a work-study program a decade previously.

Impressed by Viktor’s fluent dialogue as well as his paramilitary experience and knowledge, Ethan was eager to chat over the course of several days. In the process he didn’t mind being peppered with questions about Essex Falls’ size, population, layout, and reservoir. Then Viktor took Ethan aback by offering to travel to Essex Falls along with three of his staff and remain for about a month for the sole purpose of training the Diehard Patriots, to turn the group into a true fighting force—provided Ethan could guarantee him a few non-negotiable conditions.

Although suspicious as to what the non-negotiable conditions might be, Ethan was immediately intrigued. He was already convinced from his online research that the Russian right-wing paramilitary groups were some of the most experienced in the world, and the opportunity for the Diehard Patriots to be trained by the commander of one was like manna from heaven. When Ethan asked what the conditions were, he was immediately relieved. Viktor told him there were only two. He explained that under current world tensions, he and his staff would not be able to travel to the United States under Russian passports but instead would be required to come as Dutch citizens with Netherlands passports. He then asked if Ethan would agree not to reveal their true origins to anyone whatsoever, including family and fellow Diehard Patriots, just to avoid potential misunderstandings and immigration problems. Before Ethan could even respond, Viktor added the second: that he and his staff would need Ethan to provide them during their visit with a large, isolated residence, preferably one with a functional outbuilding, like a barn or a big shed, as well as a vehicle capable of accommodating all four of them.

Relieved by the ease of fulfilling such conditions, Ethan had agreed immediately and the rest was history. The four Russians arrived via Montreal in mid-June, requiring Ethan to drive up to Champlain to pick them up in his Ford F-150, which turned out to be a mild problem. Although Viktor was slight enough for Ethan to describe as scrawny and of moderate height, the other three were sizable and muscular, especially the two younger ones, Alexei and Dmitry, who were both in their late twenties and considerably over six feet. The third, Nikolai, was about thirty and close to six feet exactly, which Ethan could tell because Ethan himself was six feet precisely.

With Viktor insisting on riding shotgun, the other three had to literally squeeze into Ethan’s rear bench seat for the two-and-a-half-hour ride back to Essex Falls. During the ride, they all introduced themselves, and Ethan became progressively more optimistic about their visit, especially after learning that they all spoke flawless English, so communication was not going to be a problem. And all the Russians expressed sincere eagerness to begin a militia training program to turn Ethan and his group into a true fighting force.

During the rest of that trip, Ethan was treated to a series of humorous stories of the group’s trials and tribulations in getting there, first traveling to Amsterdam via Istanbul, of all places, which Ethan wouldn’t be able to find on a map. To his surprise, the group had had to cross the US-Canada border on foot and then hitchhike to Champlain. Because he personally had never been out of the United States, Ethan took it all on face value, especially since, at the time, he was pleased and super thankful for the obvious effort the group had made to get there.

When they arrived at Essex Falls, Viktor insisted on a tour of the town, which Ethan was happy to provide. Most of what the commander wanted to see, Ethan understood: the grocery market, the hardware store, and the liquor shop. What Ethan found a bit strange was his interest in seeing the town’s Municipal Water Department and his asking about the fastest route to Albany. But Ethan didn’t care one way or the other. At the time he was completely overjoyed they were there and had high hopes that there would be enormous benefits for his beloved militia.

After the rapid tour, Ethan had driven the group four miles out of town to the Bennet Estate, the large and elaborate Victorian house with a sizable barn that the Diehard Patriots had rented for the visitors’ use, paying by the week. He also gave them the keys to a four-year-old Dodge Ram pickup truck that was parked by the main house for their use during their visit. He then told them he’d be back at five to take them to a celebratory dinner at Ted’s Diner, the oldest restaurant in Essex Falls, where they would have an opportunity to meet the other two founders of the Diehard Patriots. As far as the lectures, seminars, demonstrations, and full-scale paramilitary operations and tactics were concerned, he was hoping that their scheduling would start the following day.

“Oh, glory be, he’s awake,” Janet Huber said superciliously, interrupting Ethan’s thoughts. The edge to her voice was immediately obvious as she emerged from the bathroom dressed in a bright floral sundress. She’d caught him shirtless and wearing only pajama bottoms while staring out the window as if in a trance. Averting her eyes, she headed over to the bureau to grab her shoulder bag.

“Don’t tell me you’re still pissed?” Ethan shot back with an equivalent edge.

“Of course I’m still irritated,” Janet corrected, turning to look at him and putting her knuckles on her hips with arms akimbo. “What do you expect after you come barging into the house at four A.M., crashing around, making a racket, and waking me up out of a sound sleep. I mean it’s one thing if you boys insist on running around in the woods for half the night playing games, but it’s quite another if you don’t have the sense and decency to come into the house without disturbing me. I am, after all, the one paying the rent.”

“We were on a major militia maneuver, not playing games,” Ethan snapped, struggling to corral his growing anger at her obvious disrespect. “And I was furious for good reason. Only half of our supposed instructors showed up. And let me tell you, we made a lot of effort and went through a shitload of ammunition. The whole deal was one hell of a major undertaking.”

“From my perspective, it was just a bunch of men acting like adolescents, making fools of themselves,” Janet said with a dismissive wave. “But be that as it may, you should be glad no one got hurt. And why does it matter if only half of the instructors showed up if the operation went as planned?”

“Because the two instructors that didn’t show up are the commander and his lieutenant, and we are paying good money for them to be here. I’ve insisted they show up countless times, but Viktor and his sidekick Nikolai are more interested in a brewery that they set up in the Bennet barn than helping the Diehard Patriots, which is the whole reason they’re here.”

“A brewery?” Janet questioned with obvious ridicule. “Why in God’s name have they bothered to set up a brewery?”

“I’ve got no clue. And I don’t even know it’s a brewery to be entirely honest. That’s just what JD said he was told by one of them he plays basketball with occasionally. But you know what? At this point it doesn’t matter. I’ve had it! Last night was the absolute final time they are going to stand us up! When the operation was over, I took one of them aside and told him in no uncertain terms that their visit to Essex Falls was over and done and that they had to get their asses out of the Bennet Estate today at the latest ’cause the rent is due. And I made it crystal clear that I would get the police involved if they didn’t vacate immediately. And to be sure I got their attention I said that I’d let the cops know there was something fishy about their IDs. And let me tell you, I’m truly serious! I’m finished making threats and being ignored.”

“Whatever,” Janet said with a roll of her eyes. “I’m out of here. But closer to home, let me warn you, mister, that you’d better mend your ways in general or you will be packing yourself. You’re skating on thin ice here!” She then spun on her heels and marched out of the room.

For a second Ethan was stunned at Janet’s dismissal. There was no way he could allow her to get away with how she was currently treating him, because if he did, it would only get worse. In a fit of rage, he looked around the room searching for something to smash, something of Janet’s. Unfortunately, there was nothing immediately available, and instead, glancing at the bedside clock, he became aware of the time, knowing that if he didn’t pull himself together, he’d be late for work yet again. Since he was hardly on the best of terms with his immediate supervisor, he needed to make tracks. Quickly searching under the camouflage military gear that he’d taken off early that morning and tossed onto the only chair in the room, he found the clean T-shirt and jeans he’d put out the previous afternoon to wear that day. Since he was well aware of the toxicity of some of the products he used at work, Ethan was a stickler about showering and washing his clothes when he got home each and every day.

After hastily donning his clothes, he dashed into the bathroom to smooth out his hair with a wet palm and splash some water on his face. It wasn’t much, but it was all he had time for. Heading out the side door, he hurried over to his black F-150, which had his AR15 on a rack mounted in the back of the cab. As he grabbed the door handle and depressed the release button to yank open the door, he hesitated. Some weird sticky substance coated the handle. Releasing his grip with mild difficulty, he stared down at his open left palm. Whatever the sticky material was, it was clear and colorless. Lifting his hand to his nose, he smelled it, but it was odorless. Gingerly using the index finger of his right hand, he repeatedly touched along the door handle to check the extent of the mysterious sticky material, which wasn’t very much in total but covered its entirety.

Who the hell had the nerve to disrespect his favorite possession, he wondered. On top of the irritation he was feeling about Janet’s attitude, he was beside himself with this new personal transgression and let out a string of curse words. Then, after a moment of indecision, he reckoned he couldn’t leave whatever it was on his beloved truck’s door handle for fear it might permanently mar its surface. Running back into the kitchen and grabbing the spray bottle of glass cleaner from under the sink along with a handful of paper towels, he made short work of removing the sticky stuff. After tossing the dirty paper towels in the nearby trash barrel, he returned to his vehicle and climbed up into the cab.

Backing out from Janet’s cottage onto a gravel road, he gunned the F-150. By the time he got to the paved road, he was going at a good clip and had to abruptly brake before pulling out to head north. The American Pest Control Company was six miles up the road in the direction of the town of Livermore.

Within seconds, Ethan was cruising well over the speed limit as he nervously glanced at the time. It was going to be close, but if there were no unforeseen obstacles, he would make it on time. He certainly hoped he wasn’t going to be late because in his current mood, he might not be able to withstand one of Art Sorenson’s tongue-lashings. Art was Ethan’s supervisor, and he and Ethan didn’t see eye to eye on a host of issues.

Ethan let out an extended sigh. It might have been an emotionally trying morning in many respects, but at least for a moment he could calm down and appreciate that it was one fantastically gorgeous late July day. The sky was entirely cloudless, and thanks to the morning dew, the sunlight was causing flashes of diamond-like sparkling in all the open fields. Adding to the scene, the trees comprising the dense temperate rainforests lining the road and extending up the various craggy mountains were as lush as he could ever remember.

Unfortunately and despite the gorgeous scenery, such comforting, pleasant thoughts didn’t last long. In a flash, his mind reverted to being major-league pissed at Viktor and Nikolai for yet again failing to show up for last night’s maneuver. And, as if that wasn’t bad enough, he was now being forced to weather Janet’s obvious feminist disrespect. There was no doubt in Ethan’s mind that both situations needed to be confronted and rectified immediately.

Ethan headed into the last curve in the road before the American Pest Control Company and took his foot off the accelerator to allow his truck to begin slowing. But the moment he did, he began to experience a strange sensation in the palm of his right hand that quickly spread out into all five of his fingers. The sensation was akin to pins and needles but different and less agreeable, almost like pain. Although he had never considered pins and needles to be pleasant, he certainly never found them disturbing. Yet this current sensation somehow seemed particularly disconcerting, making him take his hand off the steering wheel to check it out. To his surprise, in spite of the growing intensity of the sensation, he saw nothing amiss. Quickly he regrasped the steering wheel and redirected his attention back out the windshield as he closed in on his destination. His truck had now slowed considerably.

Pulling off the road, Ethan coasted into his usual parking spot. The moment he came to a full stop, he glanced back down at his hand. Once again it appeared entirely normal, yet the unpleasant sensation had continued to intensify and even begun to travel up his arm. It had now morphed into something closer to pain but still not pain, per se. There was also something new. The muscles in his forearm had begun to twitch, which progressed rapidly into multiple individual, localized cramps. In the next instant some fingers began snapping in their own kind of spasm, each finger contracting into a claw, causing sharp pain like a charley horse, but then, just as suddenly, they would relax before another electric jolt of discomfort.

As all these various symptoms rapidly progressed, particularly the spasms, Ethan felt an overpowering sense of anxiety settle over him like a smothering blanket. All at once he found himself unable to think much at all, let alone clearly. Instinctively he became aware he needed medical attention and needed it immediately, meaning he had to get himself to the office of Dr. Robert Nielson, the only doctor and medical care in town, and he had to get there fast.

Since he hadn’t turned off his truck’s engine, Ethan threw the shift into reverse and spun his tires as he pulled back out into the road without even checking for traffic. Luckily there was none. Then as quickly as he could, he turned the truck around and accelerated back the way he’d come.

Fighting through spasms, sharp, intense but fleeting pains, and overwhelming anxiety, fear, and confusion, Ethan raced past the turnoff to Janet’s house and headed directly on into the town center, where half the businesses were vacant. Only Daniels Hardware, which belonged to Ethan’s friend JD’s parents; the Huber Convenience, which belonged to Janet’s parents; and Ted’s Diner looked somewhat similar to how they’d always looked. All the other places were mere shadows of their former selves, including the huge, empty, multistory Bennet Shoe factory itself.

Screeching to a stop outside the old Bennet Shoe Company’s clinic building, which Dr. Nielson had acquired when the entire company closed, Ethan stumbled out of the cab and on shaky legs made his way inside. Staggering into Dr. Nielson’s office, Ethan confronted Melanie Hopkins, the doctor’s nurse/secretary.

“I’m sick and in awful pain,” Ethan managed to gasp while trying to steady himself, leaning on the front of Melanie’s desk. “I’m also going crazy.” Several patients in the waiting area all looked up from their phones.

Melanie saw the involuntary spasms Ethan was fighting in both arms and portions of his agonized face. The second thing she noticed was that his pupils were smaller than any pupils she’d ever seen, appearing like mere periods at the end of a printed sentence.

Leaping out of her seat, Melanie rushed around the desk and directed Ethan to move out of the waiting room and back into one of the examination rooms, which he was able to do with significant difficulty. While she quickly donned sterile gloves, she told him to climb up on the aged exam table, where he ended up writhing around in pain and terror. Melanie secured him by quickly raising the guardrails on both sides.

“What’s wrong and what happened?” she demanded nervously. “The doctor will need to know because at the moment he’s over in Clinton doing his rounds at the hospital.”

“I don’t know what’s wrong, and as far as I know, nothing happened,” Ethan squeaked. “Everything was fine. I was just driving to work, and it hit me like a ton of bricks. Truly. I’m bad, and it all came out of the blue. As I said, I’m going crazy. I can’t stand it.”

“Had you already been out on a job spraying this morning?” Melanie prodded. She knew he worked for the American Pest Control Company.

“No, I hadn’t even gotten to work yet.”

Quickly Melanie took Ethan’s pulse and then blood pressure, leaving the cuff in place. His pulse was rapid but regular and although the blood pressure was elevated, it wasn’t that far out of normal.

“You have to help me,” Ethan managed to gasp through grimaces of pain and a terrifying sense of impending doom. “Please! Everything seems to be going haywire in my body, even my mouth.”

“What’s wrong with your mouth?” Melanie asked as she used her cell to speed dial the doctor. As an experienced nurse, she could sense that Ethan, although conscious, was in extremis, but she had no idea why—there was no blood loss or sign of trauma. Could it be psychosomatic? She doubted it, not with all the visible spasms on his arms and face. She’d never seen such symptoms in a patient in all her six years of training at New York City’s Bellevue Hospital, where she thought she’d seen everything.

“There’s too much saliva,” Ethan complained. “I feel like I’m going to drown. It’s even difficult to talk.”

“Oh, thank God you answered,” Melanie said the moment she heard the doctor’s voice. Turning her back on Ethan, she began a rapid description of Ethan’s mysterious state and her confusion about what to do. She specifically asked if she should call the police and ask Chief Hargrove to get out the old ambulance.

“Sounds like it could be organophosphate poisoning,” Dr. Nielson said with urgency. He knew the toxicity of some of the products the American Pest Control Company used. “Put on some gloves immediately!”

“I did!”

“First give him some atropine stat! Next, get him into the shower and get him to scrub his entire body! And bag his clothes! I’m on my way!”

“The shower might be difficult. He’s having trouble walking.”

“Do the best you can! I’ll be there just as soon as possible.”




CHAPTER 2

Monday, July 21, 9:20 A.M.

Bennet Estate

Hamilton County, New York

Dr. Viktor Sergeyevich Mikhailov switched on the incubator heater along with its agitator after adding the appropriate amount of ligase. At that point there was nothing remaining to do but allow the contained theta prion gene along with a galactose promoter to go through the process of inserting itself into the plasmid yeast expression vector.

Viktor and Dr. Nikolai Alexeyevich Petrov had been hard at work in the makeshift molecular biological laboratory they and their two assistants—Alexei Ivanov, a microbiological technician, and Dmitry Volkov, a biomedical instrumentation expert—had created in a nineteenth-century barn. It hadn’t been an easy task, as all the necessary equipment had to be obtained de novo from various American medical and scientific sources mostly in Albany, a two-hour drive away. All they had brought with them from Russia was a microscopic amount of theta prion gene in a sealed vial.

Luckily, they had a limitless supply of US cash, thanks to access to adequate Bitcoin ATMs not only in Albany, but also in Saratoga Springs and Glens Falls, both of which were closer than Albany. Prior to this operation, neither man had realized how important the development of the cryptocurrency was going to be to their work, but there was no way they could have accomplished what they had without it.

Viktor and Nikolai had been closeted in their makeshift lab since five o’clock that morning following their decision over celebratory vodkas late the evening before to do one more major prion harvest and release before fleeing the decadent West back to Holy Mother Russia. They had already completed five prion harvests and releases over five weeks, and accomplished “proof of concept,” namely that the theta prion Viktor had created back at the Vector Institute in Koltsovo had the potential to become a game-changing bioweapon, capable of tipping the balance in the ongoing confrontation between Russia and the West.

Although they lacked absolute scientific corroboration that the theta prion they’d introduced into the Essex Falls domestic water system was causing the onset of very rapid neurogenerative disease, they’d had more than adequate verbal confirmation that there had been a sudden upswing in the incidence of rapidly progressive episodes of dementia mimicking Alzheimer’s, which was what they’d fully expected. Despite their eagerness to leave, they couldn’t resist doing one more release as a kind of icing-on-the-cake celebration, as well as a personal expression of contempt for Essex Falls, the most boring, utterly uncultured, isolated place any of them had ever been, despite it being only two hundred miles north of cosmopolitan New York City.

“Talk about being sent to Siberia,” Nikolai suddenly said, breaking the silence that had prevailed for more than two hours while the two men had been busily working. He’d just straightened up from cleaning the thermocycler after having used it to ramp up the amount of the theta prion gene while Viktor had been preparing the vector to receive it. Since they had been working together for years in multiple locations in Russia, they hardly needed to speak with each other when involved in a combined task. “Our being sent here to this godforsaken place and having to deal with all these uneducated boorish imbeciles has been far worse.”

Viktor’s response was to laugh so hard he had to slap a hand to his face to keep from spraying saliva, and with his naturally deep baritone voice, the sound caused Nikolai to guffaw at his own joke.

With the incubator running in the background and the contentment of a good laugh, they both felt a sense of accomplishment. They had completed what they had set out to do, and at the moment there was nothing more to be done until Alexei and Dmitry were roused out of bed and sent on their way to Albany to get a batch of supplies for the final harvest, particularly the yeast, which would serve as the living prion protein factory. Once the cells had been transformed by the vector being readied in the incubator and isolated, they would be put into the fermenter that they were using as a bioreactor and allowed to do what microorganisms were good at doing under the right conditions: massively reproducing and following the orders dictated by their genetic code. In this case that meant making the theta prion.

Both Viktor and Nikolai were medical doctors as well as PhD biochemists, with Viktor having an additional PhD in molecular biology. Both had committed themselves to research and shunned clinical medicine from early in their careers. Although Viktor had been born and spent his early childhood in Nizhny Novgorod while Nikolai came from Saint Petersburg, both had ended up for final PhDs at Moscow University, where they’d met. Together they had gone on to spend time working in a number of “closed” Russian cities on classified projects, first at the 33rd Central Scientific Research and Testing Institute in Shikhany and then later at the 48th Central Scientific Research Institute in Kirov before finally moving on to the Vector Institute in Koltsovo. It was at Vector where they began to work on prions, and it was while they were working together on prions that Viktor had made the breakthrough discovery of the theta prion. He’d done it almost by accident by using CRISPR/Cas9 to cause a series of multiple but very specific point mutations in the human prion gene CD230. Testing his discovery on transgenic mice specifically bred for prion research, he’d been shocked to observe the speed at which the resulting neurodegenerative changes occurred in the animals’ brains with this new prion. Instead of the normal weeks or months, it was hours, meaning in humans it would be days or weeks instead of years and decades.

Although immediately highly classified, Viktor’s discovery received at lot of attention and commendation from the highest levels of the FSB and the GRU, where both Viktor and Nikolai were known from their time in Shikhany and Kirov. This attention and commendation couldn’t have pleased both Viktor and Nikolai more than it had. The reason was simple, as the two men shared a deep and sincere commitment to staunch right-wing ideology. Both had been leaders of Russian youth organizations as teenagers, which had translated into continued active personal support of a powerful, authoritarian, right-wing Russian paramilitary group in which Viktor was an acting general and Nikolai a major. When the men had promoted the idea of Viktor’s discovery being an enormously effective bioweapon in the ongoing conflict with the West, they had been rewarded by the FSB and GRU offering Viktor and Nikolai logistical support to secretly carry out an actual proof-of-concept field trial and hence their search for, and eventual arrival in, Essex Falls, New York.

“What do you say we go back to the house and wake up the two sleeping beauties?” Nikolai suggested. He stripped off his protective gloves and took off his apron. “The sooner we get the fermenter up and running, the sooner we’ll have final product, meaning the sooner we’re out of here and, thank God, on our way home.”

“You are absolutely correct,” Viktor said, peeling off his own gloves and apron. “But I’m going to pull rank and have you do it on your own. I’m not in the mood to face their complaining. And I don’t blame them. Staying out all night babysitting this bunch of country bumpkins had to have been trying.”

“And scary.”

“You got that right. The two times I made myself spend the night out with them was about all I could handle. Training them is, after all, an impossible task. It would take a lot more than a few nights drinking beer and running around in the forest with loaded automatic weapons to turn these yokels into soldiers.”

“I shudder to think of what our guys, Alexei and Dmitry, had to endure all these weeks.”

“Agreed,” Viktor said. “Yet it had to be done to humor our hosts.”

“I’m actually more worried about our techs being truly disappointed when I tell them that we decided to do another harvest and release. At dinner last night we seemed to be leaning toward getting the hell out of here this afternoon.”

“You’re undoubtedly right. They’re as bored as we are, but just be sure to emphasize to them the sooner we have this last harvest, the sooner we can dump it into the municipal water sedimentation tanks and be out of here.”

“I’ll make sure to emphasize that very point,” Nikolai said as he turned off the light before following Viktor out the barn’s side door.

Early that morning when they’d first headed out to the barn to start work, it had been before dawn and barely light. Now, nearly five hours later there was intense midmorning sun, which was already high enough in the sky to give a true inkling of its potential afternoon power, beating down on Viktor’s scalp through his thinning hair. Summer days were surprisingly warm in Essex Falls, reminding him of Siberia.

“It’s going to be another hot day,” he complained, running a hand over the top of his head as he preceded Nikolai up the beaten path that led from the barn’s side door to the main house. Although the Russians had been disappointed and surprised by the cultural isolation of Essex Falls, despite its location only two hundred miles north of New York City, they had been thrilled with their actual accommodations. The Bennet Estate, where they had been living, was comprised of a rather large, extraordinarily decorative, three-story, black Victorian Gothic house built in 1860 complete with all sorts of unique architectural details, a sizable traditional barn with multiple interior rooms in addition to a dozen horse stalls, and a third building mostly underground that they were told had been an icehouse. The main house was a unique combination of various wings, twelve bedrooms with en suite baths, multiple towers with actual access to their parapets, pointed arched windows and doors, steeply pitched slate roofs, and surrounded by a wide roofed porch with turned columns, where they had spent most of their free daylight hours. Adding to the estate’s allure, it was comfortably sited four miles from the center of town on a small lake in the middle of densely wooded acres. From the home’s veranda, the only other residence visible was a remarkably similar Victorian house across the lake that they were told had been built for the firstborn son of the person who built the house they were occupying.

“I might take a swim a bit later,” Nikolai responded to Viktor’s comment about the temperature.

“I’ll probably join you,” Viktor said.

They climbed the porch stairs and entered the house through the kitchen door, which had been the servants’ entrance years ago. The kitchen was huge with the original, woodburning stoves and ovens along with soapstone sinks and old iceboxes still in place, in addition to recently installed modern appliances and a large granite-topped island. The floor was wide planked oak, visibly worn in highly tracked areas.

“You head upstairs and wake the team,” Viktor said. “I’ll make us all another pot of coffee.”

“Fair enough,” Nikolai responded. He headed up the back, narrow servants’ stairs, filled with an urge to get the technicians up and on their way. If there was no problem and the appropriate yeast was available and didn’t need to be ordered, he was hoping that the fermenter could be charged up in the next couple of days, maybe even by Wednesday.

As he climbed he found himself wondering how exactly they were going to leave the country on their way back to Russia. He and Viktor hadn’t discussed the issue for weeks. Initially there had been thought they might risk flying out of New York, which they all would have preferred for a bit of a cultural rush, since none of them had ever visited the city, but that idea had faded when they received coded messages from the GRU that there could be trouble when they tried to check in for a flight to Istanbul using their FSB-generated Netherlands passports. The fear was that the US immigration computers checked outgoing passengers’ entry details, which were nonexistent. What that meant was that they would most likely have to retrace their route back through Champlain, New York, to depart out of Montreal. Unfortunately, that route held no allure whatsoever. Still, the last thing any of them wanted to do was get in trouble with the US authorities, especially after being so damn careful not to do so during the nearly six weeks they’d been in Essex Falls.

Reaching the second floor, Nikolai headed toward Alexei Ivanov’s bedroom. Alexei was the microbiological technician, so obtaining the proper yeast and getting it quickly fell mostly on his shoulders. Besides, of the two technicians, Alexei was the more volatile and unpredictable, and Nikolai wanted to get the burden of waking him over with. As a sound sleeper, Alexei could at times be a bear to awaken.

When they had first arrived they had picked the bedrooms they wanted and all chose the second floor, where the rooms were larger than those on the third. They were decidedly cooler as well. Viktor had chosen what surely had been the master bedroom while Nikolai had picked an adjoining one that was nearly as large. Alexei, next in line, had picked a bedroom facing the lake. Dmitry, the youngest, had to be content with a view out the front of the house that looked over the parking area and the nearby, heavily forested mountains.

Opening Alexei’s door, Nikolai made his way in the semidarkness over to the heavy, velvet blackout drapes, and rapidly pulled them open. Bright sunlight reflecting off the lake flooded in, instantly filling the room. Simultaneously he loudly ordered: “Out of bed, Corporal! Your services are needed.”

“Kakogo cherta,” Alexei managed, sitting up in bed, his muscular torso partially hidden behind his forearms as he tried vainly to shield his eyes with the palms of his hands.

“Speak English!” Nikolai ordered, raising his voice. Ever since they had landed in Montreal, they had vowed to only speak English to avoid giving away their origins since all they knew in Dutch were a few simple phrases.

“Hell,” Alexei snapped in return, still trying to cover his face. “Close the damn drapes!”

“Not on your life,” Nikolai said. “It’s reveille! As I said, your services are needed.”

“What do you mean my ‘services are needed’?” Alexei fired back. “Aren’t we finally getting out of this hellhole today? Isn’t that what we decided at dinner last night?”

“There’s been a change of plans. Viktor believes it is appropriate to do a final harvest and release. He and I have been out in the lab preparing the expression vectors since five A.M. Of course, that means we need another batch of yeast, and we need it now. You and Dmitry have to head back to Albany immediately and hope to hell they have it in stock.”

Alexei mumbled a string of curse words under his breath.

“I’m warning you. Only English!”

“Okay, but why the change of plans?”

“Because, as I said, Viktor thinks it is appropriate, and he’s in charge.”

“Shit!” Alexei voiced. “That means there could be trouble.”

“What are you talking about?” Nikolai asked hesitantly. “What do you mean ‘trouble’?”

“Last night’s paramilitary exercise with the Diehard Patriots ended up being a mild disaster.”

“I’m listening,” Nikolai said, feeling a stab of concern. This close to the end of the mission wasn’t the time for trouble.

“Ethan Jameson started the evening out acting weird, irrational and irritated, and it went downhill from there. Something had to be done.”

“What was troubling him?”

“The same thing that has troubled him for weeks, namely that you and Viktor never show up for the practice maneuvers, particularly the night operations. I warned you time and again that he was taking your absence personally. Last night toward the end of the training exercise he said he’d had enough and that today he wanted us gone from here. He then threatened if we didn’t do it, he’d have the Essex Falls police come out and force us off this property. He threatened to tell the police we’re not from the Netherlands despite what our passports say. And you know something . . . I believed him, and so did Dmitry. Ethan was beyond just making threats, which he’d been doing for weeks.”

“Good God!” Nikolai murmured. “Why didn’t you wake us when you got home and let us know about this? Why have you waited until now to tell me?”

“Because I took care of him, case closed,” Alexei said. He threw back the sheet and stood up. He was dressed only in undershorts. He began pulling on his casual clothes.

“Exactly what do you mean ‘case closed’?” Nikolai questioned with growing concern.

“After the operation, Dmitry and I came back here and got some of the binary nerve agent that we brought for emergencies. Then I went back out and used enough of it to take care of the situation.”

“Uh-oh! So, you think he is dead?”

“Without doubt. Either that or he’s at death’s door. I applied enough for an elephant on the door handle of his truck.”

“Shit! Using Novichok is like leaving a goddamn Russian calling card. Didn’t you think of that?”

“Who’s going to guess it’s Novichok up here in the middle of nowhere,” Alexei said. “Besides, the ass worked for a pest control company, which will get the blame. Who’d make the association of it being a manufactured nerve agent . . . the sole country doctor here in town? I don’t think so, not in the short run, and I thought we were getting out of here this afternoon.”

“Why didn’t you just shoot him in the confusion of last night’s operation and be done with it?”

“At the time it was too chaotic. I didn’t even see Ethan at the end of the maneuver to be honest. You have no idea how confusing it was, with darkness and drinking and gunfire the whole damn night.”

“Somehow, I can imagine from those times when I was present, as it had been bedlam. But now, with this development, it’s going to be even more important that we finish up this final harvest as rapidly as possible and get the hell out of here.”

“Why don’t we just skip it, so we can leave this afternoon like we talked about?”

“It would be all right with me, but my sense is that Viktor is not going to go for it. He’s committed to this final release. Considering how well this mission has gone, I think he hates to see it over. My sense is that he’s already viewing his theta prion discovery as his crowning life’s work in the service of Mother Russia. But what do I know? Listen, here’s what we’ll do. While I go and roust Dmitry, you finish dressing and duck downstairs to tell Viktor. Who knows? Maybe he’ll change his mind about leaving today, although I doubt it. If not, you and Dmitry will be in a position to get right on the road. If what we need, particularly the yeast, is in stock in Albany and you get it back here, with a little bit of luck we can be on our way home in days.”

“One last question,” Alexei said as Nikolai headed out into the hallway and started toward Dmitry’s door. He had to yell to be heard. “What are the chances we’ll be going through New York on our way home like we talked about?”

“Nonexistent,” Nikolai called over his shoulder as he reached Dmitry’s door. A moment later he disappeared from view.

“Ay ay ay,” Alexei groaned as he turned and sat on the edge of the bed to pull on his shoes. It seemed that things were rapidly going to hell.
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