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CHAPTER ONE
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Most people don't think of New England as being remote, but the northern reaches of Maine and New Hampshire have some areas that few people inhabit and even fewer visit. Being the Sheriff of Coos County, New Hampshire, means you have a lot of miles to cover and not too many people to worry about. That suits Greg Talbot just fine.

Greg loves his job. As sheriff of Coos County, he gets to be outdoors a lot and is surrounded by peaceful lakes and forest. The most serious crimes he deals with are auto accidents or burglaries of summer cabins during the long cold winters. An avid hunter and outdoorsman, Greg is the perfect fit for the job. When he visits his little sister in Boston, she likes to tease him, "Greg, you've found your happy place up there in the Great North Woods."

She was right. Life was good for Sheriff Talbot, a little lonely sometimes, but good. 

"Coos County Sheriff's office, Sheriff Talbot speaking," Greg answered. "Please calm down Mrs. Jones. Tell me exactly what happened."

As Greg hung up the phone his deputy, John Long, walked into the office. "What's happening, boss? Anyone spot Bigfoot today?"

"No Bigfoot sightings, but Mrs. Jones just called from Second Lake saying Tom's been attacked by a cloud of black flies. She and Tom were out fishing when the swarm attacked. Tom swatted at them, fell out of the boat, and never surfaced. She said we should get divers to find Tom's body in the lake." 

"A giant swarm of black flies, huh? Well maybe that explains Mr. Harris' missing chickens. Might also explain what happened to that Shitzu that was visiting from New York last week.”

"You may be right, John. These black flies might close all our open cases. I might have to deputize one of the damn things. Let's take a ride out and check on Maggie."

"That reminds me, we can stop on the way back and stock up on insect repellent before the season starts in earnest. Last year we went through two cases of that stuff and still got more bites than a moose carcass at a vulture convention."

X X X

They found Maggie sitting in a chair on her dock starring out at the lake when they rolled up.

"Hi, Maggie, are you OK?" Greg asked.

"Well it took you long enough, Sheriff."

"Can you tell us what happened to Tom this morning?" John asked.

"Like I told the Sheriff, we were out fishin'. I heard a noise and saw a black cloud coming. I told Tom, but he just told me to sit down and not rock the boat. That swarm of black flies came at us, and they we're all over Tom. I've seen a lot of black fly swarms in my time, but these were really noisy. I got a couple of bites, but for some reason, they only seemed interested in him. He swatted, cussed, and fell out of the boat backwards. I tried to find him and get him back into the boat but he never came up. Finally, I gave up the search, headed back here, and called you. I know you're gonna say it's too early for black fly season, but I know what I saw."

They kept the questions to a minimum. They didn't want to agitate Maggie. She told them where she and Tom were on the lake when he fell out of the boat.

"Maggie, why don't you call your daughter and tell her what happened. See if she can come up and stay with you until we get this sorted out?"

"Let's talk to some of the residents and see if anyone else has seen this swarm," Greg said as he pulled out of Maggie’s driveway.

There were only a few year-round residents with homes around Second Lake. Greg and John stopped at those closest to where Maggie said the swarm attacked to see if anyone had seen or heard anything, but no one reported anything out of the ordinary until they talked to Mr. Lambert.

Because of their remoteness, the lakes seemed to draw more than their fair share of eccentric personalities, but Mr. Lambert had lived in Coos County all his life and was pretty down to earth. He said he'd seen a big swarm of black flies over the lake a few times in the past couple of days. He'd been keeping his kids indoors as much as possible. Greg asked Mr. Lambert if his wife could go over and check on Maggie. Greg was worried about her being alone until her daughter could come up from Boston.

On their way back into town, Greg and John stopped to pick up insect repellent before returning to the office to write up their reports. They didn't know what to do about Tom. Maggie's memory had been failing lately, and Tom sometimes went off hunting or fishing and she just forgot, but she seemed pretty certain of what happened. Greg decided he'd check in with her in the morning, and if Tom still wasn't home, they'd get a search party together. If Maggie's report was accurate, then Tom was already dead. Waiting until the following morning wouldn't change that.
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In the morning, on his way to the office, John drove out and spoke with Maggie again. She insisted they should have divers out looking for Tom's body. She told him that her daughter was driving up from Boston. "She's a lawyer, you know," Maggie said. "She'll make sure you get busy and find her daddy."

X X X

Dick James' pickup sputtered to a halt in front of the Sheriff's office. Dick jumped out of the cab, looked into the bed of the truck and burst through the office door rattling the glass in the front window.

"Hello, Dick. What can I do for you?" Greg asked.

"You can tell me what the hell is going on around here, Sheriff."

Dick James was born and bred in Coos County and, as with most native New Englanders, he was not known for his excitability. Unflappable would have been a good word to describe Dick most days, but clearly not today.

"I don't know, Dick. Why don't you tell me what has you so wound up this morning?"

"You come outside and I'll show you, Sheriff."

Sheriff Talbot followed him out of the office. Dick lifted the tarp in the truck bed and Greg gasped. In the bed of the truck laid a body. It was puffed up like the body of a drowning victim that had been in the water for several days except that the skin was intact. Normally if a body had been in the lake long enough to bloat like that, it would have been chewed on by various fish, and you'd see raw tissue and exposed bone in spots. This body was bloated, but thankfully, the skin remained intact or the scene would have been even more grotesque.

"Do you know who it is, Dick?"

Dick reached down and turned the body over. Greg was staring into the lifeless face of Tom Jones.

"Let's cover him back up. I'll go call the coroner," Greg said.

Greg questioned Dick while they waited for the coroner to arrive. Dick pointed out on the map where he found the body. The coroner did a cursory exam before bagging the body for transport. He was not willing to speculate on cause of death.

"Dick, I already took your statement. Why don't you go on home? I'll call you when we have the coroner's report. I'd appreciate it if you'd didn't mention this to anyone until we know what's going on. I'm going to have to go out and break the news to Maggie."

"Sheriff, you let me know if I can do anything to help. Something's going on around the lakes that's not right," Dick said heading out the door.

X X X

The Sheriff paid a visit to Maggie Jones and her daughter. This was the part of the job he hated, and thankfully, seldom had to do in Coos County. The ladies took the news in stride as they had already been preparing for the worst. They planned to hold a memorial for Tom in the next few days. Greg told them he didn't know when the body would be released, but he promised to call as soon as he had the coroner's report.
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Two days later the coroner paid a visit to Sheriff Talbot. "I wanted to give you the report on Tom Jones in person so I could explain."

"Thanks. Anything conclusive?" Greg asked.

"Yes and no. The cause of death is officially anaphylaxis, a severe allergic reaction."

"Reaction to what, specifically?"

"Well Sheriff, that's the strange part. The toxin in Tom's system was consistent with a black fly bite, but the quantities were far beyond anything I've ever seen. As you know, black fly bites are common here in May and early June. Some people are allergic to the toxin, and it can cause severe swelling and discomfort, but I've never seen anything like this. From what I could tell, Tom had over two hundred bites on his body. That's just not normal."

"Almost sounds like the behavior of killer bees more than black flies."

"Even two hundred bites couldn't account for the level of toxin in his blood. Though black flies do swarm and often bite a person several times, I've never seen anything like this, and I hope I never see it again."

"So, he didn't drown?"

"No. He was unable to breathe before he hit the water. His throat was so swollen I found no water in his lungs at all."

When John returned to the office, Greg filled him in on the coroner's report. Greg had already called Tom's daughter with the news, as well as Dick James. They discussed what action they could take to lessen the risk to the public, but everyone in Coos County took precautions against black fly bites already. They didn't know what more could be done.

Just as Greg was heading out to the patrol car, a young couple burst through the office door carrying a small child. "You have to help us," the man said. "Our daughter has been bitten by something, and she's having difficulty breathing."

"Put her on the sofa in my office," Greg instructed as he and John followed them into the inner office. "What's her name?"

"Emily," the man answered. John gently pulled back the blanket the girl was wrapped in. He saw that she had dozens of bites covering her arms and legs. "We used the strong insect repellent," the mom explained. "She was only outside for a few minutes when I heard a loud hum that seemed to be getting closer. When I looked out the window to check on Emily, a huge swarm of black flies was attacking her. I screamed for my husband."

"I was finishing unloading the car when my wife called for me," the man continued the story. "I saw these things attacking Em, so I grabbed a blanket out of the car and wrapped her up in it. We put her in the car and headed here."

Emily's Mom picked up the story again, "I sat in the back seat with Em and opened the blanket to make sure there were no more flies on her. I found a couple but when I picked them off, I realized they weren't regular flies. They're made of metal. I dropped them into an empty drink cup so we could show the doctor what caused the bites. Emily cried for a while but then just went silent. Her arms and legs started swelling immediately. Is there a local clinic or a doctor?"

Emily's breathing was raspy and irregular causing everyone to look at her. Her mom patted the girl, and her breathing eased a bit.

"Unfortunately, the nearest medical facility is Upper Connecticut Valley Hospital in Colebrook, but that's a forty-five-minute drive," John explained.

"We can probably make it a little quicker in the cruiser, but we may have a better option," Greg said, picking up the phone on his desk. Greg called the US Border Inspection Station twenty-two miles to the north at the Canadian border and spoke with his friend, Terry Everett.

When Greg hung up he said, "OK folks, the border patrol has a helicopter. They should be here in about ten minutes to take you and Emily to the hospital in Colebrook."

When the chopper arrived, John and Greg helped them get the family loaded and get back in the air as quickly as possible. "Please let us know how she's doing when you can," the Sheriff requested before shutting the door and waving to the pilot.

Greg and John headed out to the cabin where Emily and her parents were staying to look for any evidence of the attack. They found nothing. When they got back to the office, they decided to start tracking these attacks and sightings on the map by placing red pushpins where Mr. Jones had disappeared from his boat, then another at the location where Mr. Lambert saw the swarm. The third pin was placed at the location of Emily's attack. These locations were all between the Second and Third Connecticut Lakes.
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Emily's Dad called from the hospital to ask if they had any ideas about how he could get his car back. It had been parked at the Sheriff's office since they had taken the helicopter to the hospital with Emily two days ago. At the time, everyone was concerned with getting Emily to the hospital as quickly as possible. No one thought about the car, but now Emily's parents were stranded at the hospital in Colebrook.

"I'll be glad to come down and pick you up so you can retrieve your car," John said.

"I appreciate that, Deputy."

On the drive back to Pittsburg, Emily's father told John he was going to the cabin to pack up their belongings. "The doctor said Emily had a severe allergic reaction to black fly toxin because of the number of bites she received. They're trying various medications to combat the toxins and are hopeful she'll be OK. We need to be at the hospital with her, and we don't want to spend another night where the attack happened. After I pack up our stuff, I'm heading back to Colebrook. We hope Em will be released in the next few days, and we can head home. Someone told us the black flies up here were bad later in the spring, but we never imagined anything like this happening. We want to thank you for your help. Could you please pass along our thanks to the border patrol?"

"Certainly. I'm glad things worked out OK," said Deputy Long. "I'll relay your message to the Sheriff when he comes in. I hope you have a safe trip home. I'm sorry this happened. This really is a wonderful area to visit when the black flies aren't in season."

When the Colebrook Chronicle carried a story about the attack on Emily, the reporter mentioned this wasn't the first attack, going on to talk about the death of Tom Jones and how the two might be related. After the story came out in the paper, the sheriff's office received several calls about the strange black flies. John and Greg investigated each reported sighting. Some were the local eccentrics that didn't warrant a red pushpin on the map, but others were valid sightings. It became clear that the epicenter of the fly activity was the north side of the Second Connecticut Lake.

One of the area's most well-known personalities, Harry Gwin, paid a visit to the Sheriff and shared his theories on the black fly situation. "Sheriff, it's the government," said Harry. "I bet these flies are something they're testing in that secret lab over at Scotts Bog. I told the town council that place was going to cause problems but, as usual, no one wanted to listen to crazy old Harry."

"Harry what lab are you talking about?" asked Sheriff Talbot patiently.

"You know god damn well what lab I'm talkin' about, Sheriff," Harry said. "The underground lab they built last year when they repaired the dam."

"Harry, I'm not aware of any government lab at Scotts Bog," the Sheriff stated.

"Well of course you're not. That's what makes it a secret lab."

"Harry thanks for coming in. I'll talk with the folks who worked on the dam repair project and see what I can find out. I'll let you know, if I learn anything interesting."

The Sheriff's office was flooded with photos and video of the strange fly swarm. Technology had made it possible for everyone and his uncle to set up remote cameras and record the area around their properties 24/7 if they chose to. Much of the photographic evidence was inconclusive, but they did get a few close-ups of the flies and you could definitely tell they were robotic.

Greg knew that to create a swarm of robotic flies the size of what had been reported, was not the work of some teenagers pulling a prank. This was relatively sophisticated technology. He needed help with the investigation. He wasn't sure exactly what organization was the appropriate one to provide that help. While he was mauling things over, deciding what to do next, his phone rang.

"Hi, Hank, It's great to hear from you. It's been too long. I hope you're calling to tell me you're done chasing Bigfoot and are looking for a job in local law enforcement," Greg said.

"Not quite yet, Greg. It's good to talk to you. I'm going to be over at Lake Champlain on an assignment and was hoping when I wrap things up there, I could swing by and see this great spot you've found."

"Terrific. It'd be great to see you. My guest room at the cabin is always ready. Listen, I'm glad you called. I need to ask your advice on something. We're having a strange problem here that you might be able to help us with. I know you usually deal with creatures like Bigfoot and Champ but would your organization be the right place to call for assistance with a swarm of robotic black flies?"

"I'm not sure there is a right organization for that kind of thing, but BITES would be as good a starting point as any. Are these things just a nuisance or do they pose a serious threat?"

"They've caused at least one death that we know of and attacked a little girl who's now in the hospital. I have no idea where to turn for help with this."

"Listen, I think I have a good starting point for you. I have a new agent that's an entomologist. Let me call my boss and see if we can get involved. I'll get back to you with details."

"Thanks, Hank. I definitely need help. I'll look forward to seeing you when your assignment is finished." 

As soon as Hank ended the call with Greg, he called Mr. Meecham and explained the situation in New Hampshire. "I know this isn't the typical kind of creature BITES deals with, but I'm not sure who else can help. I'd appreciate any suggestions you have," Hank said.

"You're right, of course. This isn't technically a BITES case. I suspect in the future we will be hunting more and more creatures that are not entirely natural. I believe BITES is the best agency to assist."

Mr. Meecham agreed that Cassie was the best person to investigate to see what they were dealing with. He agreed to contact her and get her to New Hampshire as quickly as possible.

Hank learned through his time at BITES that Mr. Meecham had contacts in most every US government agency. He was able to make things happen, and Hank was sure it was better not to know the details behind what Meecham was able to pull off.

Mr. Meecham said he knew a robotics expert that worked for Homeland Security. He agreed to call them in if Cassie's initial assessment indicated it was necessary.

Hank grabbed a bottle of water before calling Cassie. He hadn't planned to spend so much time on the phone.

"Hi Babe. I know you've been a little bored lately. How would you like to fly to New Hampshire?"

"Sounds great, Hank. I'd love to see you. When should I plan to arrive?"

"As soon as you can get there. You'll need to rent a car and drive from Manchester to Pittsburg. I'll meet you when I finish up my op on Lake Champlain."

"OK, but why would I want to go to New Hampshire unless you're there? Am I missing something?"

"Well, I think I told you about my Seal buddy who's ..."

"Sorry, Hank. Can I call you right back? Mr. Meecham’s calling. That might change my plans."

"Sure. Call me when you can," Hank said, ending the call.

A few minutes later, his phone rang. "Hi, Babe, what time should I tell Greg you'll be getting into Pittsburg?" he asked before she had a chance to say anything.

"Smooth. So, yet again, BITES is throwing us together. It's lucky for them that we like each other," Cassie said with a chuckle.

Hank explained what he had learned so far. She expressed her concern that they would need a robotics expert, and he explained that Mr. Meecham was already working that angle.

"So, did you find someone to help us?" Greg asked when Hank called back a little while later.

"Yes. My director says that BITES is your best option."

"Great. So, when does the cavalry arrive?"

"Some of it, tomorrow. I think I'd better prep you for this one."

"Prep us. Why? Are they sending some hotshot agent who thinks he can intimidate a former Navy Seal turned podunk county sheriff?"

"In ways you can't even imagine," Hank said, grinning.

He told Greg about Cassie. How they'd met, her shooting, their relationship, all of it. He wanted Greg to be prepared for the whirlwind that was Agent Cassie Carter.

"So, I'll get to meet the mystery woman that's making you think of settling down. I have to say, I'm intrigued. Any woman who can keep Hank Smithfield in line has got to be something special," Greg said.

"I promise you won't be disappointed," Hank said.
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Because of the time difference, Cassie's flight didn't arrive in Manchester until late in the evening. Since it was a three-hour drive to Pittsburg, she stayed at a hotel near the airport and made the drive early the next morning.

Before Cassie arrived, Greg got the lab reports back with the toxicology on both Emily and Tom Jones. The report confirmed the toxin was similar to that of a black fly but many times more powerful. Generally, black fly bites cause severe itching and localized swelling. Though more tests were needed, it was suspected the toxin found in the robotic flies would cause extreme swelling and death in most people if a sufficient quantity was ingested.

Why would someone use robotic flies to attack the people of Coos County? Greg wondered.

X X X

Pittsburg was a small town. Driving down the main street, Cassie easily spotted the sheriff's office.

"You must be Cassie," Greg said when she walked into the office. "It's nice to meet you. I'm Sheriff Talbot. Please, call me Greg."

"Hi, Greg. It's nice to meet you. Hank's told me a little about you. I understand you're having a problem with flies."

"Well, to be honest we always have a problem with black flies around this time of year, but this is something special. How about I get you up to speed while we take a brief tour of our little town and grab some lunch? Maybe after that we can make a plan of attack."

During lunch, Cassie almost dropped the slice of pizza she was eating when Greg said, "So tell me about you and Hank."

"I'm not sure what Hank's told you," she stammered.

"It's OK. He told me all the important things, how you met, how he's fallen for you. Didn't mean to put you on the spot."

"Sorry. It's OK. I know you and Hank are friends, but I wasn't sure how much he'd shared about our relationship, so I wasn't sure how to answer. We're trying to keep our work and relationship separate, when possible."

"If I'm reading things wrong, let me know, but Hank plans to stay with me at my cabin when he gets into town, so I assumed you'd do the same. I can get you a room at one of the motels in town if you want, but I'd be happy to have you use my guest room."

"That sounds great, Greg. Thanks."

X X X

Back at the office, Cassie reviewed the case files and made some notes. She met Deputy Long and asked the men lots of questions about the situation.

"The files indicate you've had lots of sightings in addition to the two attacks. Have you plotted those on a map to see if they’re centered in a certain area?"

"Yes, here's what we have so far," Greg said, pointing to the map on the wall. 

Cassie was also curious about the dam. She'd read the report of Harry's comments and asked if there could be any truth to them.

"We can take a drive out there and have a look around. Harry Gwin is our resident conspiracy theorist He's convinced that there's a secret government lab there that's the source of these flies."

"Sounds like you don't believe it."

"I don't think the rumors are based on anything other than conspiracy theories and paranoia."

"In my short tenure with BITES, I've learned that there's almost always a kernel of truth in every conspiracy theory or legend," Cassie said.

Greg and Cassie headed out to Scotts Bog. They walked around the dam site and found nothing out of the ordinary.

On the way back to the office, they stopped at Dick's place. His truck was in the driveway with the driver's door open. They checked the house. The door was unlocked, but there was no sign of him. There were grocery bags in the kitchen and ice cream melting on the counter. Cassie put the frozen stuff in the fridge, and they went back outside. It was clear that Dick had been unloading groceries when something or someone interrupted him. Greg didn't like what he was thinking. He couldn't come up with any logical reason to find Dick's truck door open and no sign of Dick. He called John and asked him to start checking the businesses in town to see if anyone had seen Dick James.

Greg closed the truck door and left notes on the truck and the front door
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