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  For Kathy Rook, whose stories are wonderful;

  for Archie Edward Hinson, $2 worth;

  and for the Princeton Karate Club ’cause Megan said so.



  —Warren Murphy


  And an Interruption:


  Hold! What are these idiotic inscriptions? Who are these people? I, Chiun, now dedicate this book properly. For Don Davisson and Sally Vogel who are disgusted with all of you and the way you have ignored me for years and who have now formed The House of Sinanju Tribute Society, Post Office Box 17593, Portland, Oregon 97217. This is a good thing and I, the Master of Sinanju, approve.


  —Chiun


  CHAPTER ONE


  THE PRIEST LED THE procession through the cave of Puch, god of the Underworld. Past the six snarling heads of felled jaguars in the Hall of Balam they came, the holy men who chanted, holding aloft the dead sacrificed birds. Warriors walked behind them, chieftains gathered from distant jungle tribes.


  They were Olmec, each marked by a black spot of ash on his forehead. They moved slowly, in secrecy, because that was the way of the Olmec. Secrecy brought power, and so they walked softly into the Inner Chambers, where the magic would take place.


  Past the stone sentry of a man bearing an ape’s head they came, past the Wall of Days, where garishly colored paintings depicted the Olmec’s enemies in obscene postures, then past the demonic likeness of Puch himself, Master of the Dead, tangled snakes emanating from his ears, his luminescent jade eyes glowing.


  Ahead of them all walked the high priest, the h’men or visionary, he of the Sight. Festooned in spotted cat skins, his hair matted and stinking of blood from the birds sacrificed in the way of his people, he prepared for the ceremony to come, pulling his strength inward, blocking out his senses until he could hear only the heavy thrum of his own heartbeat, accentuated with every pace by the movement of the amber amulet he wore around his neck.


  The amulet was a talisman, believed by the Olmec to bring on visions of the future that only the ordained high priests of their tribe could see. But the priest himself knew the stone to be worthless.


  He had possessed the Sight since he was a child. The priests who had worn the amulet then had known nothing of what was to come to their people, but even as a child he had known. In his visions, he knew that what was to come was no less than the curse of Puch himself.


  Death. Death for all of them. Death for ages, forever. He had known it then, but no one had listened. Now the elder priests were dead, killed by their own people, and the young h’men had risen to wear the amulet of leadership. If he had failed, he, too, would have died.


  But he did not fail, and what lay in the innermost chamber of the cave proved his victory. His vision had foreseen that the gods would come to rule the Olmec’s enemies in the kingdom on the other side of the fire mountain Bocatan, and that those enemies would prevail. The visions were true; they were always true. The strange gods in their flying sky-chariot had come to aid the Olmec’s enemies with weapons wrought from shafts of lightning, which they held in their bare hands. The Olmec had been driven away, forbidden to walk above ground.


  But even the gods can be challenged. And if they are conquered, the future can be changed. The Olmec had both challenged and conquered the enemy gods, who lay now, captured, defeated, inside the inner chamber of the cave, their hands and legs bound like those of ordinary mortals, their throats parched, the taste of fear in their mouths. The gods waited to die.


  The entourage halted at the entrance to the chamber as five of the warriors rolled away the great stone that served as a door. Inside, the holy men placed the dead birds at the feet of the stone likeness of Puch, which dominated the cold room. Demonic-looking obsidian snakes guarded the chamber from the curse of light. The high priest stepped forward.


  “Hear me, O Dread One,” he intoned, raising his arms high. “For you have we defied the prophecies. For you have we seized the enemy gods. For you do we make sacrifice of them.”


  He lowered his arms and turned to face the altar across the chamber. Six stone slabs stretched across the length of the room. On top of each was one of the fallen deities, bound and helpless. They craned their necks to watch the priest as he prepared to come to them.


  From the clothes they wore, each of the holy men took the snow-white spine of a sting ray and placed it at the priest’s feet. Kneeling, the priest picked them up and pierced his flesh with them: his arms, his chest, belly, thighs, and hands. The darts were painful; they ripped the flesh where they struck and caused the priest’s blood to fall in heavy droplets to the ground, but the priest’s face remained expressionless. Ahead of him lay the bed of burning coals to be used in his final purification. Smoke rose from it like steam.


  He stood, hearing his heart beat slower and deeper, as the blood falling around his feet became a pool of red, his body streaked. He would feel no pain now. The moment had come. He walked forward.


  The burning coals bit into his bare feet like hungry animals, crumbling beneath his weight. Blood coursing down his arms mingled with the sweat of pain and heat and dripped off his fingers to sizzle on the steaming, spitting coals. He was the h’men, he of the Sight; in his hands lay the future of his people. He moved silently, steadily, leaving a trail of burning blood behind.


  The enemy gods watched. They were amazed, their alien features twisted. All but the leader. He watched, too, but his face was different. It held a look of serene detachment, even of excitement. This god, possibly because he was a god, was not afraid to die. When the high priest stepped off the coals to stand directly before them, the gods began to babble in fear. One cried out. Another wept when the priest removed the great carved obsidian dagger from his belt and walked behind them, into position. Only the leader-god’s face remained impassive. He spoke something in his strange tongue, and the weeping god became silent. As the priest held the dagger high above the leader-god’s head, the others chanted a strange prayer in unison. The leader did not join them.


  He watched the priest. For a moment, the priest was distracted by the god’s strange eyes. They were clouded, as if behind them were a deep mist, but unafraid. The priest respected this god, even if he was not of the Olmec. When the ceremony was over, he would command that the bodies of the others be given to the fire mountain Bocatan as offering. But the leader’s would remain here, where his spirit would serve Puch. This one was worthy of Puch.


  “Dread One, I commend them to you,” the priest said. Then, with one powerful downward thrust, he plunged the dagger into the forehead of the leader-god. Blood spurted out of him, streaming over the silver garment he wore, cloth that felt wet to the touch, even when dry. Now the blood ran off the strange clothing as if it were running off a bank of clay. The god’s world, the priest thought, must be a strange place indeed.


  The others shrieked like cowards. They were the lesser gods, unworthy. The priest finished them off quickly, lodging the dagger where he could. When he was finished, his arms were covered with blood and bone.


  “Begone with them,” the priest said with contempt. “But the king god stays here. Bring wine and bread for his sustenance in the Land of the Dead.”


  When the work was finished and the priest stood over the dead gods, his arms spattered, he listened to himself. The breath rushed heavily out of him, and his heart was still thudding with the kill. The muscles in his arms twitched. His fingers felt weak. The gods had given him the Sight, but he was not a peaceful visionary. The excitement of the kill instilled a feeling in him close to lust. There would never be a woman for him, he knew, because no woman could satisfy him as well as death in the moment he inflicted it. The first sharp thrust into a man’s living body, stilling it forever, brought him more pleasure than a thousand courtesans.


  Exercising all the control he could will, he placed the stone dagger carefully in its sheath on the column beside the slabs holding the bodies.


  His head ached. A refrain, feeling like a black thread in his brain, began to voice itself, intruding and unwelcome.


  The weapons. The shafts of fire.


  The gods had been captured without the magic weapons that had driven the Olmec into defeat. Without them, victory would always belong to the favorites of the alien gods, to those who dwelled in the kingdom on the other side of the fire mountain Bocatan.


  The priest’s task was not yet finished. Before his people could come to power, he would have to steal the fire of the gods.


  Unnerved after his ordeal, controlling each small step, the priest walked up the thirty-three steps out of the cave. Outside, rising above the cave, roared the waterfall that hid the shrine from view of the Olmec’s enemies. The priest stripped himself beside the thundering waters, wincing as he pulled the white ray spines from his body. Then, his wounds bleeding freely, he stepped into the cold water to cleanse himself.


  He washed the blood from his hair and hands—his own, the sacrificed birds’, the blood of the alien gods from their distant world. They were all one in the water, as the Olmec believed past and future to be one.


  Past and future. The priest would change the future and thus alter the past for all the ages of man to come. He had stilled the voice of the gods. The prophecy would not come to pass. And now he would find the gods’ weapons and with them lead the Olmec to eternal triumph.


  He rose from the water and looked toward Bocatan. The fire mountain was sleeping now, as it had slept for a hundred years, its burning orange floods contained within it. Beyond it lay Yaxbenhaltun, the vast kingdom of the enemy, the kingdom prophesied to rule over the entire world, causing all others to perish in its wake.


  The kingdom of the Maya.


  The priest looked back once on the poison fields that surrounded the Olmec camp. Their legacy of death. Then, naked, he walked toward the enemy kingdom beyond the mountain.


  CHAPTER TWO


  HIS NAME WAS REMO and he was squeezing water from a stone—or trying to. A four-foot-high mound of fine sand stood beside him in silent testimony to his failure. Since before midnight he had been collecting rocks off the stony floor of the Mojave desert, handling each to test for shape and weight, pressing, concentrating the pressure evenly over every part of his hand so that the rock imploded, giving up what moisture it had.


  Except that the rocks in this desert held no moisture. It was August, and even the first breaking rays of sun in the red-dawned morning were hot enough to redden the skin of a normal white man.


  Not that Remo was normal. An entire government organization had been devised to make Remo as abnormal as possible. The organization, CURE, had taken a young policeman, framed him for a crime he didn’t commit, sentenced him to die in an electric chair that didn’t work, declared him dead to the world, then set about retraining his muscles and nerves and mind so that Remo was, in his own body, the most effective fighting machine in the employ of the government of the United States.


  CURE’s director, Harold W. Smith, founded the organization long ago as a deterrent against crime, at the direction of a man who was then President of the United States. But unlike other law enforcement agencies, CURE worked. It worked because it operated against the law. Outside the Constitution. There was nothing legal about CURE. Smith’s own base of operations, a powerful bank of computers inside the executive offices of Folcroft Sanitarium in Rye, New York, and duplicated in another bank on the island of St. Maarten, regularly tapped other information centers, paid informants, instigated IRS investigations, forged documents, blackmailed politicians, circulated rumors, and generally did whatever Smith deemed necessary to halt the activities of those criminals who were normally beyond the pale of the law. And then there was Remo, the enforcement arm of CURE. Remo was probably the single most illegal individual in the world, let alone the U.S. government.


  Remo was an assassin. His job was to kill people—with his hands, his feet, his wrists, his shoulders, even his neck. He killed efficiently, exquisitely, and, most of the time, uncomplainingly. No government could ask for better.


  The President of the United States, the one person besides Harold Smith and Remo himself who knew of CURE’s existence, referred to Remo only as “that special person.” But in the president’s mind, as in the mind of every president before him who knew about CURE, Remo was no person. He was a tool, a killing machine, and the main reason why CURE had to remain the best-kept secret in the country.


  Smith had selected Remo for CURE, but he had not trained him. No American in history had ever learned to kill the way Remo could kill. For Remo’s extraordinary instruction, Smith had turned to the East, to a small village in North Korea, which had been producing assassins for hire since before the writing of history. In the village of Sinanju, one man existed who knew the secrets of the sun source of the martial arts—an eighty-year-old man who could create a killing machine from a dead man. His name was Chiun, Master of Sinanju, whose job it was to see to it that Remo was never normal again.


  Through the years, Remo’s body had changed, his digestive system simplified, his nervous system rendered more sensitive and complex than other humans’. But his mind had changed, too, adapted to the ways of his ancient master, so that Remo now was less a tool of the government than he was heir to the ancient House of Sinanju.


  And so instead of killing people for the U.S. government, Remo was standing in the middle of the desert squeezing rocks for Chiun.


  “Again,” the old man said with exaggerated patience, the white wisps of hair on his head and chin sparkling in the spectacularly bright sunlight.


  “There’s no water in these rocks, Little Father,” Remo groused. “From the looks of this place, there hasn’t been water here since the dinosaurs. Where are we, anyway?”


  They had come to this place via the northern route, meaning by way of the North Pole. Every six months Chiun led Remo on a training expedition into extremes of climate, where he would observe his protégé as Remo performed tasks so difficult that they were likely never to arise in the line of duty. He grilled Remo in mountain running, tree splitting, swimming beneath twenty-foot arctic ice floes, and now, for reasons obscure to Remo, he felt it necessary to watch his pupil extract water from a rock.


  “It is unimportant where we are. The terrain is acceptable. That is all that matters. Again, Remo.” He tossed Remo another rock.


  “Meaning we’re lost,” Remo said, crumbling the rock to dust.


  Chiun shrugged. “What does it matter? If one is not in Sinanju, it makes no difference where one is.”


  “It does if you’re in the middle of the Gobi desert.”


  Chiun clucked. “The Gobi. Only a white man would take this for the Gobi. Have you taken no notice of the flora?” He pointed to a patch of white near the eastern horizon.


  “That’s not flora,” Remo said. “It’s the bones of some poor sucker caught out here after seven a.m. That’s fauna. Dead fauna.”


  “Complaints, complaints.” The old Oriental adjusted his crimson satin robe and tossed Remo another rock.


  “How long do I have to keep doing this?”


  “You do not have to keep doing anything. Just do it once. Then we may progress.”


  “Progress where?”


  “To the jungle, I think. You could use more jungle experience.”


  “Oh, great. Just great. I suppose you’ll want me to squeeze rocks in the jungle, too.”


  “Don’t be foolish. Anyone can get water from a rock in a jungle.”


  “Yeah, I know. It takes imagination to get water from a rock in the desert.”


  “It is not a matter of imagination,” Chiun snapped. “It is a matter of timing. Hold the rock downward, so that the moisture cannot evaporate before you see it.” He demonstrated.


  Remo held out his hand, imitating the old man, weighing the rock between his fingers. “Like this?”


  “Yes,” Chiun said crisply. “Of course, it is no good now that I’ve had to tell you.”


  “Hey, it’s working.” Remo felt the faint accumulation of moisture on his skin. He opened his hand, and the dry dust blew away in the wind. He rubbed his fingers together.


  “This isn’t water,” he said.


  “Oh? And what is it, O Knowledgeable One? Camel dung?”


  He sniffed his fingers. “It’s oil.”


  “Oil? Desert oil?” His eyes glinted. “Worth many millions in gold?”


  “Motor oil,” Remo said.


  “Oh,” Chiun said, his interest evaporated.


  “Say, I know where we are. It’s California, right?”


  “All barbarian places look the same to me.”


  “It’s got to be California. We’ve been heading west, we haven’t crossed any oceans, and I saw a sign for Nevada two days ago.”


  “We could be in U-Haul,” Chiun said loftily.


  “That’s Utah, and we’re not there.”


  “How do you know?”


  Just then a sound like an atomic blast roared behind them and spread to crack the air all around them.


  “Because of that,” Remo said. He searched the sky. After a moment, he pointed upward, squinting. “Look there.” High overhead, standing out against the blue sky, was a small black object. It rose in a wake of deafening noise until it disappeared. “We’re near Edwards Air Force Base,” Remo said. “They test experimental aircraft here. See? That must be one of them.”


  “One of many unsuccessful experiments, I imagine,” Chiun sniffed. He had ridden in experimental government aircraft. As far as he was concerned, no vehicle that did not offer feature-length movies was worth its tailwind.


  “You don’t mean unsuccessful, Little Father. You mean unenjoyable.”


  “I do not mean unsuccessful?”


  “No,” Remo said.


  “Then why is that machine falling?”


  The black speck appeared to be growing larger. There was no sound.


  “Maybe they turned the engines off,” Remo offered. As the object tumbled downward, it began to take on a shape—angular, with projectiles, and two flat, triangular wings spinning in a corkscrew as the craft raced toward earth.


  Another object, much smaller, popped out of the plummeting aircraft and continued its own descent parallel to the plane’s.


  “The pilot,” Remo said. “He’s bailing out.” A thin stream of what looked like fluid snaked out of the pilot’s back and streamed above him for long seconds as the man fell.


  “Open it,” Remo shouted. “Open the parachute!”


  “He may have thought of that himself,” Chiun said dryly.


  “He’s got a streamer,” Remo whispered. Then, in a flash of light and sound, the plane exploded in midair, the shock waves sending the falling pilot hurtling through the sky, his suit in flames.


  Remo ran instinctively with the man, following his crazy trajectory. The pilot was close enough to hear now. He had removed his helmet and was screaming. He was falling end over end, the flames lapping at his legs, his hands shielding his face from the fire he was unable to control.


  “Find your center,” Chiun said quietly, stepping aside. His criticism of Remo was for practice, for the endless exercises Remo was expected to perform. If he did them perfectly, Chiun still found something to criticize because perfection did not grow from praise. And perfection one time was not enough. Through the years of Remo’s arduous training, the old man had made him repeat the exercises again and again, until they were perfect, after they were perfect, and after they had been perfect every time, because he knew that when it became necessary for Remo to use his skills, perfection was required. The first time.


  Remo was balanced on the balls of his feet, shifting his weight as his eyes followed the falling body. Then, when the burning pilot was a hundred feet above ground, Remo closed his eyes.


  Chiun had taught him that the way of Sinanju was to make one’s body one with its surroundings, to feel the space around objects rather than see those objects. It was how the Masters of Sinanju had been able to move, silently, through the ages of man’s civilization, without disturbing even the dry leaves beneath their feet, and how they controlled their senses and involuntary functions. They were their environment.


  And now Remo, behind his eyes, became the air parting for the panicked figure that fell through it, became the fire on the man’s clothes, became the man himself, with his jerking muscles and the terror that tore through him, making his balance erratic. Remo was all of these things, and so when he began his slow, crouching spin upward, preparing for the spring that would propel him off the ground and bring him back again, his eyes were closed, his muscles relaxed, his mind unthinking, fully concentrating, open yet filled. He sprang out of the coil in perfect balance, seeming to lift off the ground. Then, just before the pilot would have smashed to earth, Remo encircled him with both arms and carried him in the spin downward with him, breaking the momentum of the fall. He settled softly on the sandy ground, leaving only two circles where his feet had touched.


  Chiun was with him at the moment when he set the pilot down, tearing off the man’s burning clothes with one swift incision from the fingernail of his index finger. In less than a second the fire was out and the man lay on the ground. His skin was reddened but not charred, and no bones were broken.


  “I—I can’t believe it,” the pilot said.


  “Don’t. You never saw us, okay? Let’s get out of here,” Remo said to Chiun.


  “But you saved my life.”


  “Okay. So now you can save mine. Just keep quiet about this.”


  The pilot looked over the two strange men. One was an Oriental in full regalia. He was less than five feet tall and looked a hundred years old. The other was a good-looking young white man in a T-shirt. Nothing exceptional about him except for his wrists, which were unusually thick. “You two on the run from the law or something?”


  Remo winked and made a show of picking his teeth.


  The pilot smiled. “Well, I don’t know what your secret is, but it’s safe with me. Thanks a million. My wife’s in the hospital having a kid today. I don’t know what she would do if I bought the old farm now. She promised me a boy.”


  In the distance, they heard the approaching sirens of a rescue squad. “Good for you, champ,” Remo said, patting the pilot gently on the shoulder. “Have a good life.”


  “Hey, wait…” The pilot pressed himself onto his elbows to see behind him. The old man and the guy with the thick wrists were already nearly out of sight.


  · · ·


  “I suppose you know where you’re going?” Chiun asked.


  Remo nodded. “Following my nose.”


  “My nose senses nothing but the repugnant odor of chickens boiled in oil,” Chiun said distastefully.


  “Bingo. A fried chicken joint. That means a town. Motels are in towns. That’s where we’re going.”


  “We were progressing toward the jungle,” Chiun said.


  “I’ve been in a jungle. You know what they say about jungles. You see one, you seen ’em all. Besides, I’ve got to call Smitty. I haven’t talked to him in four days.”


  “Surely the Emperor Smith understands that his assassins must practice their art.”


  “The Emperor Smith understands that I work for him. C’mon, Chiun. We could use a night in a motel. This Boy Scout stuff is getting old fast.”


  “It is you who are getting old. Old white flesh, as toneless as the underside of an octopus. This is the legacy of your race.”


  “You can have the vibrating bed.”


  The old man’s almond eyes turned into shrewd little slits. “And cable television.”


  “You’ve got it.”


  “Also the bathtub. I will use the bathtub first.”


  Remo sighed. “All right.”


  “And room service. It is too much to ask one of my years to walk to his food.”


  “I thought you were planning to walk us both to the jungle.”


  “This is different. The stench of fried animals saps my strength.”


  “I don’t think motels have room service.”


  Chiun stopped short. “I will not go unless I can have room service.”


  “All right, already,” Remo said. “We’ll get room service.”


  Twenty minutes later, Chiun was lying on the vibrating bed, chuckling and singing tuneless Korean songs as the television blared at full volume and the motel reservations clerk plopped down two paper containers of plain rice and two glasses of water, for which Remo had paid him fifty dollars.


  “That it, mister?” the clerk said.


  Remo nodded, sticking his finger in his ear to block out the noise. He had dialed Smith’s number at Folcroft directly, without going through the obscure telephone routings that Remo couldn’t remember, and that meant he would have to speak to Smith in code, which he also couldn’t remember. Something about Aunt Mildred. Aunt Mildred always figured into Smith’s calls. Aunt Mildred doing something meant that Smith was to return the call within three minutes, to California. That would be the right one, but what she was doing was the code. “Washing” meant Remo needed money; no point in that one. “Aunt Mildred is gone” meant the mission was accomplished. But California…


  “Yes?” Smith’s lemony voice twanged on the other end of the line.


  “Uh…”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “Aunt Mildred picks her nose,” Remo said winsomely. “In California.”


  Smith sighed. “I’ve been waiting for you. Keep the line open for three minutes so I can trace this call, then wait. I’ll come to you.”


  He arrived within twenty minutes.


  “That was fast,” Remo said.


  “I wasn’t at Folcroft.” Smith settled down his straw fedora. He wore a three-piece suit, even though it was ninety degrees outside. “I was at an investigation that you should have been conducting.” He looked testily to Remo. “Since you couldn’t be reached, I had to make the preliminary inquiries myself.”


  “I’m sure you made a fine assassin, Emperor,” Chiun said fawningly.


  Smith gave an exasperated snort. “I am not an emperor, Chiun,” he explained for the hundredth time. “This is a free country. A democracy. In a democracy—”


  Chiun was nodding and smiling broadly.


  “Never mind,” Smith said, directing his attention back to Remo. “As a matter of fact, I was quite nearby, at the UCLA Medical Center. Your call was routed automatically to the telephone in my briefcase. While you’ve been vacationing, the university and the federal government have been in an uproar.”


  “Some vacation,” Remo said glumly. “Feeling up rocks.”


  “Well, whatever you’ve been doing, I’m afraid I’ve got to cut it short. There’s something you have to attend to.” He fumbled in his briefcase.


  “What a shame,” Remo said, smiling. “Just when I was beginning to look forward to seeing the jungle.” Chiun stared at him blackly.


  “You were?” Smith looked up from his briefcase. He held a sheet of white paper in his hand.


  “Sure. I love the jungle. All those neat flies and poisonous snakes. Nothing like it. But duty calls, right, Smitty?”


  “Er—yes.” He handed Remo the paper. On it was a hand-drawn map.


  Remo looked at it from several different angles. “Where’s this?”


  Smith smiled faintly, the expression looking peculiar and uncomfortable on his face. “The Peten jungle of Guatemala. Quite a coincidence. You won’t be disappointed, after all.”


  “Thrilled,” Remo said, ignoring Chiun’s smug look. “Thrilled to death.”


  “It marks the location of an archaeological dig begun several months ago, sponsored by the University of California. There it is,” he said, pointing to the map. “About fifty miles west of Progresso, south of the Ucimacita River. The archaeologists believed they’d found the remains of an ancient Mayan temple, which the locals call the Temple of Magic.
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