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Prologue: The Righteous Son
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KLIA2 Terminal in Kuala Lumpur smelled of cheap jet fuel, burnt palm oil drifting from Asian food stalls, and the damp, tropical sweat of the thousands of bodies flowing through the departure hall every morning. The air conditioning on Level 3 was working at full capacity, yet it barely concealed the heavy, humid air of Malaysia that surged through the automatic glass doors every time another taxi pulled up outside.

An overweight man in a loose blue striped shirt and jeans adjusted the strap of his heavy Tumi backpack. His name was Jong Nam, which in his native language meant "Righteous Son." The world, however, knew him by many other names. In the official DPRK passport tucked inside the inner pocket of his jacket, one of four identical documents he possessed, the name read: Kim Chol.

To the Malaysian immigration officers, he was an ordinary, affluent North Korean who had spent the past week on the paradise island of Langkawi. To the intelligence services in Seoul, he was the eldest son of the late dictator Kim Jong Il, living in luxurious exile in Macau. To his younger brother, who ruled Pyongyang with an iron fist, he was now only one thing: a flaw in the system that had to be permanently erased from the code.

Jong Nam approached an AirAsia self-service check-in kiosk. Flight AK832 to Macau was scheduled to depart at 10:50 a.m. The clock above the counters showed only a few minutes past nine. He had plenty of time. With slow, slightly lumbering steps, he moved toward the touchscreen, ignoring the noise around him, the squeal of rolling suitcases, airport staff calling out in Malay, the monotonous hum of a vast human anthill.

For years he had believed that a crowd was the best shield. In Macau, Singapore, and Kuala Lumpur he disappeared into the endless stream of Asian businessmen and tourists. That conviction had only grown stronger because no one had bothered him for years, apart from journalists, whom he evaded behind fake Facebook profiles. Inside his backpack lay one hundred thousand U.S. dollars in crisp hundred-dollar bills, bundled into thick stacks still carrying the scent of fresh printing ink, his pocket money for another month of peaceful life in southern China.

He reached out to touch the screen. His reflection stared back at him. He looked more and more like his father, not the man from the official portraits, but the exhausted figure he had glimpsed late at night, after the propaganda cameras had stopped rolling. For a fleeting second he thought he should call his son after landing in Macau.

Then he extended his finger toward the screen. That was when the world behind him changed its rhythm.

A second. Perhaps less. A movement so smooth and natural that his instinct for danger, dulled by years of comfort, reacted a fraction of a second too late.

He caught a scent. It wasn't the smell of the airport. It was something cloying and chemical, touched by the faintest hint of fruity sweetness.

Before he could turn, strong, surprisingly powerful hands seized his head from behind. Someone jerked his chin upward. Jong Nam opened his mouth to shout, but at that very instant a damp, coarse cloth was pressed over his face. He felt the shock of an icy liquid. Someone smeared it across his cheeks, eyes, and mouth with frantic, almost savage force.

The entire attack lasted no more than three seconds.

The assailants, there were two of them, his peripheral vision registered, sprang away. Jong Nam gasped for air as he spun around. He saw the retreating backs of two young women. One wore a white T-shirt with a bright, eye-catching slogan across the front. The other moved with an unnaturally mechanical speed, disappearing almost instantly into the passage leading toward the taxi stand. They looked like teenagers pulling a stupid prank for the internet.

Jong Nam stood alone beside the check-in kiosk. No one around him even looked his way.

Airports had taught modern people a peculiar kind of blindness. In a world of endless delays, lost luggage, and arguments at security checkpoints, every stranger's problem became just another piece of background noise. Dozens of eyes passed over him without a second glance. Every one of them assumed someone else would respond.

"What the..." he muttered under his breath.

The liquid on his face did not burn like acid. It was oily. Thick. He wiped at his eyes with the sleeve of his shirt.

That was when the first wave struck. It wasn't fear. It was physiology.

Somewhere deep inside his skull, just behind the bridge of his nose, a dull, throbbing pain exploded. The fluorescent lights overhead suddenly blazed with unbearable intensity, becoming brilliant white lines that trembled before his eyes. His pupils contracted to pinpoints, shutting out almost all incoming light.

They splashed me with something. Bastards.

The words formed sluggishly in his mind, as though wading through thick mud.

As the son of a dictator, raised in the shadow of North Korea's military laboratories, he had been taught things ordinary people never learned. He knew what phosphonates were. He knew about odorless, tasteless death that penetrated the skin within seconds, blocking acetylcholinesterase and paralyzing the nervous system.

VX.​[1]

An absurd memory flashed through his mind, a chemical warfare lecture from thirty years earlier. The instructor had spoken in a dull, almost accountant-like monotone, explaining that the deadliest weapon was one whose victim lived long enough to understand exactly what was killing them.

Back then it had sounded like another piece of propaganda. Now he understood. The greatest cruelty was not the pain. It was certainty.

Cold sweat burst from every pore of his body in an instant. Within seconds, his striped shirt was soaked through. His heart slammed violently against his ribs before its rhythm began to falter.

He started walking. His legs, obedient only moments before, had become as heavy as lead. He staggered through the confused crowd, tripping over his own feet. His Tumi backpack now felt as though it weighed a hundred kilograms.

"Help..." he rasped in English to a passing woman carrying a child, but only an incomprehensible slur emerged from his lips.

The woman recoiled in disgust, assuming he was drunk. Only minutes earlier, he had been a man whose name could have triggered a diplomatic crisis between several Asian nations. Now he was merely an overweight, sweating stranger mumbling incoherently in a foreign language in the middle of an airport terminal.

He spotted the airport information desk.

The receptionist, a young Malaysian woman in a neat uniform, was typing something into her computer. Jong Nam lurched toward the counter, crashing against it with the full weight of his body. The structure groaned under the impact.

"Someone... someone grabbed me from behind..." he gasped as saliva began to dribble uncontrollably down his chin. "Splashed... liquid... face..."

The young woman looked at him in horror. The man before her did not look drunk. 

His face had turned an ashen gray, drenched in unnatural sweat, and his eyes, his pupils reduced almost to nothing, stared into empty space. Fine white foam began forming around his mouth.

"Sir? Sir, can you hear me?"

She leapt to her feet, shouting for airport security.

Two Malaysian security officers arrived within seconds. Grabbing Jong Nam under the arms, they found him limp, his muscles losing all strength with every passing moment. They hurried him down the corridor toward the Menara Medical Clinic on the lower level of the terminal.

The roar of the ocean filled Kim Jong Nam's ears.

The voices around him became shrill and distorted, as though rising from the bottom of a deep well. He felt his lungs refusing to obey him. His diaphragm convulsed in agonizing spasms, but no air entered. Every cell in his body was drowning, even though oxygen surrounded him. 

They pushed him into the examination room. The sharp scent of disinfectant and medicine filled the air. The nurse, Rabiatul Adawiyah, recognized the critical condition immediately.

"Labored breathing! No response to stimuli!" she shouted to Dr. Azlan, who was already running toward the bed with a resuscitation kit.

Jong Nam collapsed onto the examination table.

The world dissolved into blurred shapes and the tearing sound of ripped plastic. Someone tore open his shirt. Someone else pressed a plastic oxygen mask against his face, trying to force air into his lungs.

"Atropine! Quickly! One ampoule, intravenous!" Dr. Azlan shouted, his voice breaking with urgency. "And adrenaline! We're losing him!"

The needle pierced Jong Nam's skin. A milligram of atropine entered his bloodstream, intended to block the receptors and halt the paralysis. Under ordinary circumstances, it would have saved his life. But microscopic droplets of the most sophisticated chemical weapon ever devised by mankind still clung to his face.

The dose was monstrous, many times greater than the lethal threshold. The liquid continued to seep through his mucous membranes directly toward his brain.

Dr. Azlan grabbed the endotracheal tube, trying to force open the dying man's clenched airway. Jong Nam felt the cold instrument sliding into his throat, but he could no longer cough. A violent convulsion seized his body. His back arched upward, and a deep, inhuman sound escaped his throat.

Yo Jong...

The thought drifted through his fading consciousness before absolute darkness engulfed him. A memory of a pale little girl running after him through the gardens of the Kim family compound in Pyongyang. The very same girl who now, from her desk in the Propaganda and Agitation Department, had signed her own brother's death warrant.

"Get him into the ambulance! Immediately! He's going to Putrajaya Hospital!" the doctor shouted as the paramedics tightened the straps around the massive, lifeless body on the stretcher.

Outside the clinic, life in the terminal flowed on uninterrupted. The loudspeakers announced yet another final boarding call for passengers bound for Bangkok. A nearby espresso machine hissed with steam. Only a few yards away, children laughed as they chased a brightly colored balloon. The world possessed an extraordinary talent for behaving as though nothing of consequence had just happened.

As the ambulance howled out of the underground level of KLIA2 and accelerated onto the expressway toward the capital, the heart of the man known as Kim Chol beat for the last time.

Before fifteen minutes of the journey had passed, the "Righteous Son" of North Korea had become nothing more than a body inside a plastic bag, worth one hundred thousand dollars in cash inside a backpack, and carrying upon his skin the invisible spark of a crisis that would soon shake the world.
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Chapter I: A City Without Light
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The headquarters of the Propaganda and Agitation Department on Sungri Street resembled a mausoleum. Built of coarse, gray granite, it appeared even more imposing at night, swallowing the sparse lights of an almost completely darkened Pyongyang. The broad, empty avenues surrounding the building rarely saw a single car after ten o'clock in the evening, and the only sound within several city blocks was the measured, heavy tread of the Supreme Guard soldiers, whose bayonets glimmered dully beneath the scattered pools of lamplight.

Inside, the building possessed its own peculiar microclimate. It smelled of aging state technology, ozone from Soviet-era cathode-ray tube monitors, cheap printing ink from rotary presses, and floor polish applied with such obsessive diligence that the marble floors gleamed like sheets of ice. Beneath it all lingered another scent, perceptible only to those who had spent enough years wandering these corridors: the cool, condensed sweat of people who knew that a single mistake separated them from oblivion.

Park Min-hee stood by a fourth-floor window, a heavy wool coat bearing the label of a luxury Parisian fashion house draped over one arm. Her hands, concealed within the sleeves of a simple dark business suit, were perfectly still. She glanced at her wristwatch, a small, classic Omega, a memento from the years she had spent at university in Geneva, where she had officially studied comparative literature as the daughter of a diplomat.

It was 2:40 a.m.

At that hour, almost all of Pyongyang lay in darkness. Electricity was rationed as
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