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Praise for the Otis Thorne Thriller Series






"A riveting political thriller:  President Andrew Burr's son has been kidnapped and soon finds himself being blackmailed. Quickly learning there is no one else in the White House he can trust, he turns to the only person he feels he can trust--former CIA operative Otis Thorne. Jones' narrative strikes the right note as it starts off  with a gripping scene and never lets up. The author's writing style reminds me of Tom Clancy. If political intrigue, secret organizations, treachery at every turn, and emotional stakes are your jam, this book is for you."
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"Amazing Story! This story is non-stop action and wonders from the first page through the last! Who would have thought that Cloned people would be anywhere than in a science fiction movie? The way that Otis Thorne works through what is happening to the how to fix what is happening, is truly Amazing! I am so glad that he is on our side! Thank you, Arla Jones, for a wonderful story, that may or may not be fiction."
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"Keeps you guessing: This story made me love mystery/thrillers again. Arla Jones clearly knows her stuff and uses that knowledge to lead you through a world of shock and awe. I never give spoilers in my reviews, and her blurb tells you enough that if you like this kind of thing, or hey, even if you don't, read this book. You will NOT be disappointed. I haven't read a thriller in a long time because they were all the same. This one will not be the only one I read from this author. Great story!"
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"Great Story Concept:The plot of this book caught my interest. It was the storyline and characters that kept me reading. The concept isn't new, but the presentation is original and modern.I enjoyed the various perspectives. The author's choice to give the tale from various character POVs helped bring it alive. However, I felt Noah was truly the protagonist instead of Otis. Overall, I felt this was entertaining.  I think you'll enjoy this thriller."
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"What a bug problem! This book will stay with me for a long time, and then some more! Thinking this is high-tech with the hidden away testing, and then wondering if this was a created pandemic disease, but when the truth is out, it is very sinister. How could anyone from any country think that was a 'good idea'? Hatred and greed at its worst, is what I think! This was a very fast-paced book, that is made for more mature readers, who love a terrifying thriller!Thank you, Arla Jones, for an excellent story, that I hope never comes true."
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1

    The Biting Dust 
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An underground research facility, North Korea, 2027





The underground facility was perfect for secret tests, including nuclear and chemical experiments that they did not want any of their enemies or neighboring countries to see on the satellite. The facility was dug deep underground into a volcanic mountain that hadn’t experienced any volcanic activity for years. Only the high-ranking members of the Worker’s Party knew about this facility.  

The secret nuclear weapon and chemical weapon research in this facility created an environmental change in the bugs that had come in contact with the research area. The tiny insects that survived the chemical environmental change moved in the air like a cloud of black dust, looking for a living animal or person, and then attaching to the skin. The scientists called these bugs the biting dust.

[image: image-placeholder]

It was a new form of life, not exactly anything that had existed before, but they were tough and resilient, like cockroaches, and could survive almost anything. The only difference was that these bugs were microscopic and moved together, never individually. 

The scientists were both surprised and horrified by what they had created. They knew that, for example, grasshoppers could change their behavior because of crowding, which is called density-dependent phenotypic plasticity and refers to the bugs changing behavior due to environmental factors. The North Korean scientists suspected that something similar had happened to these bugs that had survived the chemical and nuclear research area, and thus, this new form of black bugs appeared on Earth.

When the sun set and it became dark, these bugs searched for their next target, any warm-blooded living thing would do, and they started biting. For some reason, the bugs never moved or bit during the daytime. 

The scientists first thought was that the reports of the biting bugs were just imagination or hallucination, but when they got a sample of the black dust under the microscope, the bug looked more like a blackish-green crystal than a normal bug except this crystallized bug was alive. It was a new form of life created by chemical weapons. 

The researchers observed that these insects exhibited movement to locate their target specifically during cooler temperatures, typically after sunset. They hypothesized that each minuscule bug functioned like a vampire, extracting blood from the host, resulting in a sensation of biting and itching. This experience often gave the impression of something crawling on the skin, followed by a subsequent sting, with the intensity increasing based on the number of bugs present on the skin. The scientists studied the bugs some more and realized that and realized they could reproduce themselves. 

The bugs displayed no distinction between males and females. The researchers observed that the life cycle of adult-sized insects spanned approximately five days, following a developmental period of one week to reach this stage. 

At the end of the adult-sized bugs' life cycle, the insect emitted a cloud of black dust, smaller than its original size and measuring approximately one-fifth of a millimeter. These entities, referred to by scientists as eggs, cracked open resembling a butterfly's cocoon, revealing larvae inside. These juvenile bugs exhibited rapid growth, reaching the size of an adult, around half a millimeter, within a week. The most troubling discovery was that the scientists could not find any method to kill these bugs or their eggs. They tried all kinds of pesticides to no avail. They even tried to burn a building infested with these bugs, but the bugs survived. 

They conceded that there was no established method for exterminating these nightcrawlers. However, the scientists soon recognized that they possessed an unparalleled weapon, unique in the world. It was now imperative to devise a strategy for employing these insects to their advantage against their adversaries. 


      [image: image-placeholder]The next phase was to experiment with the labor camp prisoners. They chose a distant location in Hoeryong, where the notorious concentration camp was reportedly closed in 2012. However, in reality, it was still running state-supported secret experiments on the remaining political prisoners. 

This infamous camp was in North Hamgyong province in northeast North Korea, close to China’s border and about 700 miles away from the Sea of Japan. Regardless of how close the camp was to the Chinese border, not many prisoners escaped. 

It was heavily guarded, and the experiments and malnutrition made the prisoners weak and sick. Most of them were brought there in the back of a truck in the middle of the night, so they never saw the outside of the camp and where it was located. They had poor-quality shoes that were not made to walk long distances along the valleys and hills on uneven ground. If they escaped, their prison outfit would not keep them warm during the freezing nights when the temperature dropped below twenty Fahrenheit.

It was the perfect place for the new secret weapon experiment.

The prisoners were never told what the new experiment would be. They were just exposed to it. This time it was the bugs!










  
  

2

   The Visitors
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At  Hoeryong concentration camp, some prisoners were secluded in cells that had stonewalls, no windows, a small cot with no mattress, and a thin wool blanket. The cell's sturdy metal door featured a double design with a vacuum seal, preventing any experimental chemical odors or other substances from escaping. 

Visitors entering the cell were required to don protective suits, ensuring no skin exposure. Even the delivery of the food plate was conducted while wearing the same protective suit.  The recent experiments with the bugs had been promising. So much so the scientists informed the camp's director, and he reported to the party leaders what progress they had made. 

The prison received a pressing call, announcing that a significant visit was scheduled for some time in the morning, without specifying the exact time. The prison guards became apprehensive upon receiving instructions to be vigilant.

The director of the prison camp, Hak Dae-Seong, a skinny man with dark hair and a sour-looking face, walked back and forth, grunting and shouting to his minions. He was anxious and scared too. He knew that the upcoming visit was an important one. If it went well, he could get a promotion or a medal from the state, but if it went badly, he better not think about that. 

After several hours of nerve-wracking waiting, the visitor finally approached the camp. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Hak Dae-Seong felt a chill run down his spine when he saw two familiar-looking black sedans followed by another vehicle heading toward the front gate. The last was an army vehicle for the protection of visitors. 

Director Hak Dae-Seong quickly shouted to the guards to open the gate immediately. No delays. Everything had to go smoothly. 

The esteemed visitor was none other than the dictator of North Korea. His assistants had informed the camp’s director that he wanted to personally see the results of the experiments in the prison camps and that he wanted to see several prisoners exposed to this new weapon they had discovered. 

Hak Dae-Seong sighed. Yes, discovered was the correct word. The scientists had not developed any virus or bacteria. They discovered a weird new bug that made everyone crazy and eventually made the victims commit suicide if they survived the insanity. He had seen it with his own eyes, and he shivered when he remembered the screams of terror, the prisoners who bit their arms to get rid of the bugs, could not sleep, and eventually either died of exhaustion or killed themselves. 

These bugs were the tools of the devil. Hak Dae-Seong was sure of it. No one should be exposed to them. Now, the state wanted to use them against their enemies. What would happen if these bugs were released to the outside world? They would continue reproducing and have more eggs and bugs that no one could kill. What if this scourge created havoc on Earth and killed everyone on its path? What if no human survived? 

Hak Dae-Seong sighed. As the vehicles slowly drove through the gate and turned in front of the administrative building of the prison camp, he walked rapidly across the short distance from his office to greet the visitor. 

The director of the camp was not in a position to argue against using these bugs as weapons. He could only hope their leader would not accept them. He stopped next to the first vehicle and stood as the visitor and some other high-ranking officials got out of the cars. 

He greeted the visitors with a stoic face. He did not want to be the one to tell them that these horrible bugs were creatures of hell. 
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  The Visit
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At  Hoeryong concentration camp, Director Hak Dae-Seong led the esteemed visitors to the lower level of the camp. The only solitary cells were on that level. Those were needed when they started testing the bugs. He marched ahead, showing the way to the dark hallway. “We must keep it dark here because otherwise, the bugs stay in slumber. They only become active in the dark.”

The distinguished visitors nodded. The first one, a dark-suited, round-faced man, only asked, “You call the discovery the bugs?” His interest was piqued, and it was fascinating to see his mingled eagerness and reluctance to directly address Hak Dae-Seong, a lower-lever officer in the party. The visitor had filled his life with lavish parties, and fears of a coup d’état occupied his thoughts with strategies to continue his family legacy and swayed his emotions even to the closest of his relatives. 

Hak Dae-Seong knew all this, and he was afraid of this visitor whose wrath was more like thunder and lightning, sudden, rapid, and often the results were terrible and deadly. 

“We named the discovery muneun meonji which means the biting dust,” Hak Dae-Seong replied quickly and politely.

“Biting dust… How interesting,” the first of the visitors replied with a tone that hinted at years of authority. The others nodded and muttered they agreed. No one said anything else.

“Show me the results,” the first one ordered haughtily.

Hak Dae-Seong bowed and gestured. “This way. The last one is still alive. The others have died.”

“Died?” one of the other visitors asked. When he noticed he had spoken without the permission of the first visitor, he quickly faded back into the group and tried to be invisible.

“Yes, everyone exposed to these bugs dies sooner or later,” the director replied. He thought it was best to say aloud before showing them the last one alive. It was cruel to keep that one alive. It would have been merciful to shoot him and let him die in peace, he thought. No one should suffer as he had. The whole camp had heard the screams echoing every night since the bugs were introduced to these cells. The first nights were the worst. After that, the cries faded as prisoners died of exhaustion, lack of sleep, or killed themselves. This one prisoner had shown incredible endurance, although Hak Dae-Seong did not believe this prisoner would last much longer. 

Hak Dae-Seong stopped by the last cell door and opened the small window. The thick glass protected the viewers in the dark hallway from being exposed. 

The first visitor stepped ahead and peered inside. He stayed by the window for a long time, then turned his face to the director and said, “He’s bloody.”

“Yes, he has tried to bite his wrists open. Suicide is more merciful than being exposed to these bugs,” the director replied. 

“Ah, I see,” the first visitor replied and turned to examine the prisoner again. 

The first visitor remembered this prisoner extremely well. His capture had been on the news in his country and also on the other side of the southern border, where the word had spread like the wind to the Western countries, the party’s enemies. The prisoner was one of his political captives. He had created a network of smugglers across the border to South Korea, and they had managed to smuggle people, items, food, and anything else. The smuggling went both ways: people out of North Korea and other goods from South Korea to North Korea, where the items and the food were desperately needed.   
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   The Last One Alive
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The last victim turned his red eyes to the door as if he sensed someone was watching him. His face was sullen, filled with bleeding and scabbed scratches. His name was Park Haneul. He was born in North Korea but escaped to the South years ago. His memories haunted him while he was living there, and one day, he decided to smuggle food and items to his old home country and help people out of there. Park Haneul was successful for many years until he was not. He was caught in the middle of a rescue operation to help a dissident from a labor camp get out of the country. Upon capture, Park was taken to the most heinous concentration camp in North Korea. Its reputation was infamous. No one survived long there.  

Park Haneul had harbored aspirations of escape, only to see them shattered as the new round of experimentation commenced. 

Yun Bitgaram, the guard overseeing the experimental area, regarded Park with a mixture of admiration and sympathy. He knew Park intimately, as one does with those held captive, understanding the reasons behind their imprisonment and arrival at the camp. Yun reflected on the agile movements reminiscent of a bird in flight, the lightness in Park's steps since his arrival at the camp, his spirit was undeterred by captivity. However, after a while, the guard also noticed Park's physical decline, attributed to the subpar food, prevalent illnesses among prisoners such as respiratory and gastrointestinal infections, and persistent fevers. 

Guard Yun Bitgaram felt sorry for the prisoner. He had hoped this one would find a way to get out of the camp. He thought it could have happened because of all the publicity he had gotten in the international news. Park Haneul had been infamous. He had heard about Park Haneul before he arrived, and even though they never saw the international news, there were always rumors. This was the one who was important enough to be part of the negotiations with the United States and South Korea. They wanted him to be freed for humanitarian reasons and because he knew all the other members of the smuggling network he had created, but so far, Park Haneul remained steadfast and resolute, refusing to divulge any additional names under the torment. He bore the torture with a stoic expression, indifferent to the beatings and kicks from the guards. Confined to a cramped cell, he endured the challenge of maintaining a crouched position for twenty hours, unable to stand straight. Like his fellow prisoners, he faced and endured such hardships without pleading for mercy or seeking assistance. Park Haneul understood the harsh reality that no one would come to his aid, compelling him to devise his escape plan. Despite having various potential routes out of the camp, he maintained the belief that any of them would suffice—until his transfer to the experimental area.


      [image: image-placeholder]Following the initial night of his incarceration, Haneul found himself subjected to the haunting echoes of his fellow prisoners' agonizing screams emanating from the adjacent cells. These unsettling cries served as a grim introduction to the cruel experiment orchestrated by the captors, a deliberate prelude designed to immerse the new prisoner in the harrowing sounds of others' suffering before subjecting him to the same ordeal.

Park Haneul could not sleep the first night with all the terrified cries. When the guard came the following morning, he asked Yun Bitgaram, “What is this place? What are you doing to the prisoners?”

Yun Bitgaram thought it would be better for the prisoner to know what he would face. Usually, he would have ignored the prisoners, but this one was special, famous, and unbreakable with the routine torture methods. “This is the experimental area. The prisoners are testing the discovery our researchers hope will be the next weapon in our great regime’s arsenal.”

“A new weapon? What do you mean? Is it a chemical weapon?” Park Haneul asked. This doesn’t sound good. The horrible cries… could that mean they are giving the prisoners some injections or deadly gas as the Nazis did during WWII? he wondered before Yun Bitgaram gave him an answer. 

“No, it’s a discovery. Not a bacterium or a virus.” He pushed the food tray with a bit of rice and a stale slice of bread inside and said, “Eat while you can. Soon you won’t want to eat anything,” and then he closed the window slot of the cell’s door.

Park Haneul collected his food plate and settled onto the cot. Methodically, he consumed the contents, then quenched his thirst with water from the faucet in the corner. As he pondered the term "discovery," a perplexing thought occupied his mind: did it imply that the researchers stumbled upon something existing in the world, untouched by their laboratories, or did it denote finding something within the confines of their scientific domain? The guard had reassured him that whatever this discovery entailed, it wasn't a bacterium or a virus. Haneul attempted to unravel the mystery, contemplating the possibilities, yet as evening descended, his understanding remained elusive. 

It wasn't long before he no longer needed to speculate.

First, Park Haneul sensed a delicate crawling sensation, as if minuscule entities were traversing his exposed skin, an eerie prelude to what unfolded next: a series of sharp stings that pierced through his awareness.   Hundreds of them. He swatted whatever was biting him, but the dust answered with a swirling black cloud that snuck into the tiniest creases around his neck, face, and hands piercing his skin with sharp stings. That was not enough for the dust as the bugs then crawled along his arms and legs, biting wherever they went. It was continuous stinging, walking, and itching all night long. When the daylight came, the movement stopped. 

Like the other prisoners, Park Haneul had tried to scratch them and swat them with his hand, but nothing helped. He tried to wash his face and arms, but the itching and biting continued. The dust stuck to his skin and dug deeper into the pores of his skin. Nothing helped. Exhausted, he sat on his cot and waited for the guard to come. 

When Guard Yun Bitgaram opened the window, he saw the toll of the sleepless night on the prisoner’s face. “Now you know what the experiment is.”

Park Haneul looked up and asked, “How long does this last?”

Yun Bitgaram replied, “As long as you can last. Usually, the prisoners try to kill themselves after this continues for several days. Sleeplessness will do that. Some hallucinate, and some go crazy. Because you won’t get much sleep here daytime. You will still do your outside work in the camp. The only time for sleep is the nighttime, and you won’t get that with the biting dust.”

And Yun Bitgaram was right. Only three days of no sleep made Park Haneul disoriented. He was not sure if it was day or night or how long he had been in the experimental area. He sleepwalked during the daytime and could not eat or drink after the fourth day. 

During the nocturnal hours, Park Haneul grappled with an incessant need to scratch his skin, inadvertently etching crimson, bloody marks across his flesh. The tormenting reality unfolded as he found himself unable to identify the elusive culprits responsible for the biting and stinging sensations that enveloped him. It was as if he were ensconced within a swarm of mosquitoes, yet the accompanying dust remained imperceptible to his eyes. Desperation set in as he attempted various futile measures—chewing, biting, licking, and rubbing—at the areas of discomfort, only to find the relentless stinging persisting in new and unpredictable locations, an unrelenting torment that showed no signs of abating.

He heard screams of terror and shots the next morning. 

The guard came to take Park outside and explained, “We took one prisoner to be examined in the scientific wing, but the prisoner jumped on us and tried to bite the closest guard. We had to shoot him.”

After the fourth night without sleep, Park had tremors in his hands and decreased coordination. He had a hard time remembering words. He felt like he was not in the real world like he was walking in a nightmare. He wasn’t even sure if he was awake or asleep and didn’t know if he needed to eat or drink.

The guard relayed solemn information to Haneul, stating, "The individual in the adjacent cell has succumbed to insanity. He remains seated in the corner, impervious to any attempts at contact." The guard, displaying a nonchalant demeanor, shrugged before elaborating, "His demise is imminent; he has abstained from consuming food or water for several consecutive days."

Fearing the answer, Park asked, “How many are left?” He didn’t want to know but needed to hear the answer.

The guard glanced at him and replied, “You and another one.” 

Park Haneul realized that he would not get out of this place alive. He was too exhausted to even walk, talk, eat, or work. He feared the next night. He knew the stinging would start with the sunset. 

The following night Park thought he saw his old friends in his cell. He extended his hand and tried to touch them, but they vanished. It was just a hallucination. 

The night after that, Park heard thumping and screams from the neighboring cell. The guard told him the next morning, “The other prisoner took his own life last night. He chewed his wrists until he bled died.”

Park knew he was the last one alive.

His sixth day of the experiment was the day when the visitors arrived.
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