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Chapter One

Vance Palladian held the Korean sword, tip pointed toward his opponent. A drop of cool sweat traced from his forehead to chin. Andre Murphy stood on the opposite side of the mat. On the benches lining the walls of the dojang, Korean martial arts training hall, Vance’s advanced students watched the standoff in anticipation. The dojang felt electric. What had he gotten himself into?

“Ready?” Murphy asked, twirling his bo staff in a figure-eight pattern.

Vance wasn’t ready. He knew it. Murphy knew it. His top students knew it.

Vance nodded anyway.

Focus had been fleeting since Susan died. Maybe, just maybe, a little competition would jar him awake. Get him back to normal. One could hope.

Murphy advanced, a smooth confidence to his gait. Vance’s students held their breath. They still believed in him.

Vance hadn’t held a sword in years. Good old-fashioned unarmed basics is what he taught, just like his teacher before him. He shouldn’t have accepted this challenge. Spirited sparing would have made more sense.

Murphy transitioned from twirling to thrusting. Vance parried a feint with the sword—barely.

“You can do better,” Murphy said, swinging the staff again. This time lower.

Vance jumped, avoiding the attack, but couldn’t recover in time. When he landed, the staff hit his shoulder and knocked him off balance.

Stay in the game, Vance!

He was drifting again. Back to when he’d found his wife. A botched robbery. A home invasion. The same type of event that had propelled him toward martial arts mastery. Her lifeless body. His agony.

The cops found the perpetrators. The murderers. Tied up nicely with a bow. Twenty-five to life. That should have satisfied him. Justice served. Only now he was alone. They hadn’t had kids. Now there was nothing left. As if their relationship had never happened.

Newer pictures on social media. Old pictures in a scrapbook. He had never gotten along with his in-laws, and they were no comfort. He drifted away. Had it been a full year? He couldn’t remember.

The pain of hardwood hitting his solar plexus, driving him to the ground, awoke him from his reverie. He couldn’t breathe. Gasping for air, he stared at a stain spotted drop ceiling.

Murphy helped him up.

A collective sigh as everyone in the room breathed again.

“I guess I wasn’t much competition,” Vance said sheepishly.

Sarah Brody, Tim Mancuso’s little girl, patted him on the forearm.

“It’s okay, Mr. Paladin,” she said, using his nickname. Much easier for the kids to say. “You’ll get him next time.”

Vance wondered if that was true. Maybe he was finished. He could try to move up in the security company he worked at bootstrapping his business. Maybe get into management. Vance gave her a wan smile. She meant well.

“Okay, show’s over,” he said, trying his best to sound authoritative.

He might lose a few students, but it wasn’t the old days. Back then, if you lost a fight, you lost your entire school. Today, it was expected. You couldn’t win them all. Nobody was superhuman.

“Line up,” Tim, his top student, called out. All the students ran to their places.

They bowed out, and he shook each student’s hand before they changed into street clothing and filed out.

Murphy hung back.

“I hope I wasn’t too hard on you,” Murphy said.

“Tough love,” Vance said. “I need it.”

“Just trying to get you back to normal, “Murphy said, his hands finding his hips. Murphy was defensive. He knew how bad a teacher defeated in his own school looked, and he was feeling guilty.

“Don’t worry about it,” Vance said. “They know I haven’t been the same since Susan ….”

“School doing okay?” Murphy asked, shifting his weight uncomfortably.

“I need a side hustle to make ends meet.”

Vance looked around at the empty studio. The room reflected how he felt inside.

“You still need to get your master’s rank,” Murphy said, glancing at Vance’s belt. “You’ve been doing this long enough.”

“I’ve been dragging my heals. How’s the kids?” Vance asked, trying to change the subject.

“They’re good,” Murphy said with a smile. “Love ’em so much it’s worth putting up with their mother and her new boyfriend.”

“Anybody new?”

“I’m seeing a girl right here in Little Rhody. You didn’t think I came all this way just to visit you?”

“Well, go on. Get out of here. Go see your woman.”

“You sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine. Just thirsty after your thrashing. I’ll grab a Gatorade across the street.”

The Quick Mart run had become a nightly routine.

“Before I leave, just in case you need to get in touch,” Murphy said, handing Vance a business card. “Never hesitate to call me.”

“You’re in sales now?” Vance asked, looking at the card.

“Something like that,” Murphy said with a wink. “Call the cell. The other number goes straight to the office.”

“Thanks, man” Vance said. “Be careful. It’s a bad neighborhood.”

“And she’s a bad girl,” Murphy said with a wink. With a hearty laugh, he pushed through the door and out into the night.
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A truck screeched to a stop, halogen lights blazing, allowing Vance to cross the street. He gave the driver a wave before entering the Quick Mart. The jangle of a bell as he entered. He nodded to the proprietor and headed around back.

A painfully pretty girl caught his eye. Asian. No older than twenty-one. She wore a black t-shirt with a green tiger on the front, cropped by a red leather jacket, and pour-on jeans that emphasized her figure. She had long, lustrous hair that must have smelled as good as it looked.

When their eyes met, he felt fixated. Green eyes that matched the silk-screened tiger. Contacts, he was positive. She glanced away, and he returned to reality. His face burned. A prickliness on his scalp-line as sweat broke out.

He exhaled a breath he hadn’t realized he’d held. He followed her with his eyes as she headed toward the register.

Now he felt foolish. Just another guy giving her the eye. And an older guy at that. When had he become the older guy? As an athlete, thirty-five was over the hill. Yet, he didn’t feel ancient.

Then came the guilt. What would Susan think of him? Maybe she’d be happy he was living again. When she was alive, he’d have gotten a swift kick in the balls. He smiled and sniffed back a tear.

Pushing away bitter-sweet thoughts, he grabbed a cold strawberry Gatorade.

A jangle of bells. Four men entered. They wore masks. Japanese oni masks.

Vance recognized them. His Japanese stepmother (his mother had died during childbirth) and Marine father had donned oni masks and chased him around the house.

Giggling, young Vance threw dry beans, scaring the oni away and inviting good luck into their home. For a time, luck was with them. It didn’t last.

The demon-men wore hoodies and carried baseball bats.

Behind the counter, the proprietor raised his hands in supplication. The girl backed away from the counter.

Should he intervene? He was unarmed and outnumbered. Not to mention, he hadn’t been feeling himself lately. Lately? He hadn’t been right for at least a year.

“Give us the money,” one demon demanded. The bright red festival mask moved in perfect articulation with his mouth, as if it wasn’t a mask at all.

He slammed his bat on the counter, cracking the glass, making a display of butane lighters jump. A cup full of pens rattled on impact.

The cashier started. His shaky hands released the cash draw. Change made metallic music on the smashed counter as he scooped out the contents.

“Take it. Take it all and go.”

“That’s not enough money!” a demon said.

Another demon swung a bat, hitting the clerk in the head. Blood splattered, and he fell behind the counter.

Vance winced but did nothing. It was unlike him to freeze. He’d been trained to fight.

Another demon noticed the girl. “Hey, grab the chick. She’s coming with us.”

The young girl in the bright red leather jacket turned, darted into the maze of aisles. Strong hands yanked her backward. Vance met her eyes again. This time, they pleaded silently. All indecision receded.

As if moving through water, Vance stormed down the aisle. Heart thumping, mind racing, palms sweating. Nothing like the movies where the good guy defeated the bad guys without breaking a sweat. No. This was real life.

“Get your hands off her!” Vance screamed. His voice sounded strange to his ears.

Gross motor skills took over for fine muscle movement as he slipped into survival mode.

A vice lock on the girl’s wrist. The demon stepped toward Vance, wagging the Louisville Slugger. The demon said something, but the words didn’t register.

Vance only noticed the demon’s exposed centerline.

Vance fired a side kick.

The kick connected, slamming the demon into the counter. The demon lost his grip on the girl and slumped onto the floor.

The girl stepped aside, her hands covering her mouth.

Another demon attacked with a bat. Vance jumped back, evading. Then, timing his entry, jammed in, trapping the demon’s arms, delivering a bone crushing reverse punch to the ribs.

The punch pushed the demon toward the door.

Instinctively judging the distance, Vance jumped and spun, launching a sidekick to the demon’s face. The demon rocketed into the door, knocking it open, tumbling outside onto the concrete.

Another demon. Vance skipped forward, hooking his heel over the next demon’s shoulder. Connecting heel to temple. The demon shook his head to clear the cobwebs. Now a side kick into a jumping, spinning hook kick.

The demon slammed into the aisle, knocking over the display. A loud clatter as everything hit the floor.

Where’s the girl?

Where’s the other demon?

A flash of red in his peripheral vision.

He whirled around, centrifugal force increasing power, executing a back fist. Two large knuckles, hardened and enlarged from years of conditioning, met the demon’s temple. The demon spun and hit the floor.

Was that it?

He had lost count.

A stab of pain erupted in his back—a knife? His head swam.

He saw a baseball bat. His vision doubled, then tripled.

He didn’t have time to find an answer to his question. The bat came toward him. Consciousness left and all went black.


Chapter Two

Vance awoke to find a shadow standing at the foot of his bed. A blurry image without features. Lit from the window behind, he looked like he had wings.

Vance started in confusion, pulled at something attached to his arm, felt a searing pain in his abdomen, a burning in his groin.

The shadow walked to the bed. Vance’s eyes slowly focused. The shadow became an Asian man. He wore a gray business suit. The banality offset by a red power tie.

“Easy,” the man said. He lowered his hands slowly, palms down, a gesture normally used to pacify a wild animal. “Stay calm.”

“Where am I?” Vance asked, his voice raspy, his mouth excruciatingly dry, a barren ravine stretching across his tongue and down his throat.

“You’re in hospital,” the Asian man said with a British accent.

Vance realized he wasn’t just in a hospital room, but a private room. A room he couldn’t afford.

“Do you know your name?” the man asked.

“Yes,” Vance said. The word came out as a croak.

The British Asian grabbed a glass of water off a tray and brought the straw to Vance’s mouth.

“Sip,” the man said.

Vance sipped the liquid. The cold water hit his tongue and flooded his throat. True ecstasy.

“Vance Palladian,” he finally managed.

“Good. I’ll have the nurse update your chart,” he said, returning the glass to the tray. “Your name is stronger than John Doe. Do you have a family you need alerted?”

The demons must have stolen his wallet.

“No. My parents died a long time ago,” Vance said. Their memory filled him with both sadness and comfort.

“I’m sorry.”

“Who are you?” Vance asked, “You’re not a doctor.”

“No one, really. Just a man. One who is extremely interested in the feat you pulled off, taking out four street punks. It was all over the news. The convenience store had video.”

“So interested, you’d pay for a private room, Mr.—?”

“Shoto Maramoto,” the man said. “I’ve been successful in business, and I have the means to help you.”

“What do you want from me, Mr. Maramoto?” Vance asked, suspicion rising. Vance had rarely met someone who would provide so much out of the goodness of his heart. This man had ulterior motives.

“Sho. Please call me Sho. My friends call me that,” he said. “You are not the trusting type. That’s a good thing. Firstly, let me come clean. I’m here to thank you for saving my daughter’s life.”

“That was your daughter?” Vance asked. The violent events in the convenience store replayed in his mind’s eye.

“Yes. You acted with bravery and courage. I owe you a great deal. But I’m afraid you’re right. I want something more from you.”

Here it comes.

“What more can I do?” Vance asked.

“I want to hire you to protect my daughter.”

“How do you suppose I do that?” Vance asked, then chuckled. His throat hurt. “I’m not in condition to protect myself.”

“No, I suppose you’re not, but I can get you on your feet again relatively quickly. And I think you’ll need the job.”

“I’m a martial arts teacher. I don’t need a job,” Vance said, but how would he make rent lying in a hospital bed? How could he continue a side hustle?

“You can’t earn much doing that. You’re a man of conviction, your classes must be quite harsh.”

“They were harsh, but gotta worry about litigation and keeping students. Most students today are hobbyists, not fighters.”

“No matter, my offer stands.” Sho turned to walk away, then thought better of it. “You defeated four armed assailants—experienced street fighters.”

“Your point?”

“It’s eating at you, slowly, insidiously. You’ll think about it more as the days go by, as you heal. You’ll wonder why, with all your training, you weren’t able to defeat them without ending up here. And you’ll wonder if I can coax something inside of you out, that could defeat even more.”

“If you can do that, why don’t you protect your daughter?” Vance asked, tiring of the game. But Sho was right. He would think about the attack for years to come. Perhaps, the rest of his life.

“I’m not young anymore,” Sho said, leaning toward him. From a distance, Sho looked in his mid-fifties. The closeness dispelled the illusion and Vance could make out the lines and wrinkles above Sho’s upper lip, and the deepening crow’s feet that spoke of a man well into his seventies.

“And when I tied my sword, I didn’t break the seal for my family. The way of the warrior is found in death, Mr. Palladian. For my family, I chose life.

“Whatever you decide, call me when you’ve healed,” Sho said, depositing his business card on the tray. Then he made for the door without looking back.

“Wait, a minute! How long have I been here?” Vance asked, a panic growing within.

“A little over a year, Mr. Palladian. Happy healing,” Sho said, leaving Vance dumbfounded.


Chapter Three

Vance spent the next six months in agonizing physical rehabilitation. First Sho sent an acupuncturist to treat him. Between the blood samples and the acupuncturist’s needles, he felt like the proverbial pincushion.

Unlike the nurse’s hypodermic, Vance never felt the pinch, only a slight pressure. Herbs burned on the heads. White smoke and subtle scents entered his lungs. He breathed in deeply while visualizing a fully restored body brimming with health.

Vance was no stranger to muk yum, meditation. A practice he performed to focus his mind and vitalize his body before and after every Tae Kwon Do training session.

Vance healed quickly, regained his appetite, had the catheter removed, could even get out of bed to use the facilities.

Then the real pain began. A physical therapist worked him over, and it was all he could do not to scream. To strengthen blood flow, the therapist performed deep tissue massage. Then Vance did scream.
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On the morning of his release, Vance emerged into a grayish day, taking his first breath of fresh air in over a year. Wearing the freshly laundered clothing he almost died in a year ago, he felt like a convict released from prison. Where to go from here?

“Mr. Palladian?” a driver standing next to a black limousine asked. The driver was well-groomed. A young man of Asian descent, he dressed in a chauffeur’s uniform and sported a subtle New England accent.

“Who’s asking?”

“Mr. Maramoto sent the car,” the driver said. “Come with me, please?”

“Tell your boss, I’ll consider his offer. I appreciate his generosity.”

“Where will you go? Do you have someone to pick you up?”

Vance didn’t want to answer.

“I’ll take you wherever you want. Give Sho a call if you’re interested.”

Vance checked his pockets again, found them empty.

Vance had little choice. Without money to hail a cab, he was out of options.

“I want to see my dojang,” Vance said.

“Sho figured you might, but another business has already leased it.”

Vance’s shoulders slumped.

“Sho put your equipment in storage,” the chauffeur said. “You didn’t think the world would wait for you?”

“I suppose not. It was nice of Sho to retrieve my stuff.”

Vance stood at a crossroads. He had been a martial arts teacher. Where would this new road lead?

“You don’t look good,” the driver said. “Jump in the car, fix a drink, and I’ll take you to Sho. You’ll have plenty of time to decide.”

Vance turned, knitting his fingers behind his head, as if preparing to be frisked by police. He breathed deeply of the crisp morning air, regained some vitality, and spun back around.

“All right, Jeeves,” Vance said. “You win.”

“This is about you, Mr. Palladian,” the chauffeur said, opening the door for Vance.

Vance eased inside the six passenger Lincoln stretch VIP sedan. The driver shut the door. One thing was for certain, Sho had class.

This wasn’t your run-of-the-mill limo used for bachelor parties and proms. The Lincoln was decked out in finery: buttery leather seating, real cherry wood paneling, and a well-stocked bar. A console to his left displayed scalloped decanters filled with single malt scotch, fine cognac, white and red wine, water, and ice, along with rocks and wine glasses. Cloth napkin stoppers kept out contaminants.

Don’t mind if I do, Vance thought. He scooped ice into a rocks glass and then poured three fingers’ worth of cognac.

The chauffeur powered down the partition.

“I see you’ve made yourself at home,” he said with a wink. “Good. Buckle up. It’s the law.”

Vance fastened his seatbelt and then sipped the cognac. The smooth liquid coated his tongue and pallet. Butter and honeysuckle. He could get used to this.

The young man eased the limo through the day’s congestion. A breakdown cut off a lane on Route 95 and he took a winding detour to bring them past the slowdown.

“What’s your name?” Vance asked.

“Kevin,” he said, glancing into the rearview mirror.

“I’m Vance. My friends call me Paladin. My nickname.”

“Paladin? I like that,” Kevin said as he veered his car into the fast lane to pass a vehicle traveling under the speed limit. “Sho says you’re a great martial artist.”

“I appreciate that.”

“Did you enjoy teaching?”

“Yeah, I did,” Vance said, disinterested in the conversation. On a normal day, it thrilled him to talk about his work. This wasn’t an ordinary day. Too many thoughts, too many questions. He had a lot to discuss with Sho.

“What?”

It took Vance a moment to focus on the question.

“What did I teach?” Vance asked. Kevin nodded. “Tae Kwon Do.”

“Ah, Olympic style or the old Korean Karate? Either way, you guys are good with your feet.”

“The old-style Korean Karate. It’s not all feet,” Vance said, feeling defensive. The Okinawan and Japanese karate styles liked to pick on their younger sibling, especially since it had become one of the most popular martial arts in the world among the mainstream public.

The visibility of the art, along with the convenience of location and the high profile of the Olympic games, brought hordes of children through the doors and produced scores of ten-year-old black belts. The ubiquitousness of children did little to support its reputation as a serious fighting art. Neither did the change to Olympic sport rules. Vance had trained in and taught a much older version of TKD when it was almost identical to Japanese Karate.

“No offense. Sho says you have an excellent foundation. One he can build on.”

“Great. After eighteen years I’ve built a foundation.”

“I think you’ll be amazed with what you’ll learn from him.”

Yeah, maybe.

Vance couldn’t believe Sho had super-secret training, making it possible to defeat a group of attackers and walk away unscathed. That was fantasy, not reality.

Vance tired of the conversation. He looked out the window as buildings passed and trees took their place.

Route 195 brought them to the Claiborne Pell Bridge, known to the locals as the Newport Bridge, a large suspension spanning the sparkling waters of lower Narragansett Bay. The water shimmered on either side of the structure.

Vance smelled the salt air even through the tinted windows. Rhode Islanders didn’t like to traverse this bridge. Newport residents rarely trekked over, preferring the seclusion of stately mansions, cramped but quaint cobblestone streets, and sailboats.

Kevin ascended the bumpy incline, paid the toll in cash, and then descended directly into the Newport road system.

In short order, Vance saw bluffs and seawater, and mansions across the bay.

Kevin pulled off onto a private road and drove down the long stretch, a stone wall on either side pushing back trees, keeping the forest from reclaiming the space as its own.

Kevin slowed as they approached a wrought-iron gate with a uniformed sentry manning the guardhouse. Kevin powered down the window. The guard nodded his head and then opened the gate, allowing the limo to roll onto the grounds of the Maramoto estate.

The lawns and shrubs of the sprawling acreage stood perfectly manicured. The beautiful greenery on the hills and dales reminded Vance of a golf course, (he had worked for a summer as a laborer on one during his high school years) or, if he really wanted to romanticize, the Emerald City of Oz.

On the first hill, a beautifully constructed colonial mansion, the whitewash of the facade gleaming in the sunlight, dominated the estate and stood as an edifice of wealth and regality. Behind the mansion, a thicket of trees provided a dividing line cordoning off the property. Over a bluff, the open water of the Atlantic Ocean marked the other boundary. Yet, even these soft dividers made him feel more like a prisoner than a guest.

“Sho’s a man of great taste, and great wealth,” Kevin said. He pointed to a cottage just off the access road. “That’s where you’ll be staying.”

“What? No mansion for me?” Vance asked and then laughed.

“Sho believes you need an austere life to complement your training. He thinks living in the mansion would be a distraction.”

He doesn’t want me around his daughter until he trusts me more, Vance thought.

“And if I do this,” Vance asked. “Where will I be training?”

“Look to the right of the mansion. You see that structure on the second hill?”

“Looks like a Chinese teahouse.”

“Looks can be deceiving,” Kevin said.

“I thought you guys were Japanese,” Vance chided.

“It came with the property.”

Kevin pulled the limo in front of the cottage.

“We stocked the guest house with everything you need. I laid out your, well, you call it a dobak training uniform, we call it a dogi. Take a shower, get changed, and then meet me at the… Teahouse. The walk will do you good.”

Vance found the door unlocked. The place was clean and functional, a dwelling you’d assign to a gardener.

His new abode sported a living room furnished with cushioned wicker furniture, a decent-sized stand but no TV, an eat-in kitchen, a cramped bathroom, and a modest bedroom.

Vance went immediately to the refrigerator and found it stocked. He pulled out a water bottle, cracked open the cap, and downed it. After a couple of adult beverages, he felt dehydrated. He threw the empty 16-ounce bottle in the trash bin.

First things first, Vance thought. He stripped off his clothing and tossed everything into the hamper outside the bathroom.

Inside, he looked into the medicine cabinet mirror. His haggard reflection stared back. After a year in a coma and months of physical therapy, he could look worse. He didn’t look dead, maybe just half alive.

Rummaging through the cabinet, he found a bottle of ibuprofen. He swallowed two pills with a handful of water.

The water heated fast, and he took a lengthy, wonderfully steamy shower. He caught himself smiling. He hadn’t smiled in forever. A tear slipped down his cheek, a small hole in the stony facade he had erected and clung to for months. And then he wasn’t just crying, he was sobbing, purging him of sorrow.

He exited the tub sopping wet and grabbed a rolled towel from a wicker basket. After drying, he tied it around his waist, as if someone might see him. He felt like a guest here.

After a quick shave with a disposable razor, he entered the bedroom. The room contained a neatly made double bed and a dresser. On the bed lay a crisp white uniform, freshly laundered, and ironed, a pair of white Japanese tabi construction worker boots and his original black belt with gold Korean Hangul lettering that spelled Tae Kwon Do on the left with three gold stripes underneath, and Paladin on the right in English. The tattered belt his only link to his past.

Inside the bureau he found a package of athletic socks and boxes of runners’ sweat-wicking underwear, two new pairs of jeans, tags still attached, and a black t-shirt, the ones that the celebrities wore, made with a small amount of stretchable fabric, along with a few other shirts of assorted colors. Everything looked like it fit. What did Sho do while I was knocked out, take measurements?

He suited up, slipped into the tabi, and then slung his belt over his shoulders. Gold’s tradition had been to only wear the belt when ready. Replacing laughing, joking, and idle conversations with a quiet awareness and readiness for whatever training demanded. Anchoring these attributes to the belt. Placing the pupil in the correct frame of mind.

He emerged from the cottage and trekked to the hill. Once there, he ascended, getting used to the new boots. The flexibleness and thinness of the soles provided little support.

As he approached, the structure
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