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Introduction 

 

Tanukibaba is a folk story to come out of the world 

of The Painted Shōgun. Read this as a fairy tale 

that would be told to the children of Onidara. 
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Preface 

 

Nothing is more expensive than free. 

  Traditional Japanese proverb 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



1 

 

 



2 

 

 

aro awaited anxiously the birth of 

his first child; the birth of his great 

son; the next in line to carry his 

great name. 

Her jasmine perfume left scented 

the air and he could smell her through the sweat and 

incense and smoldering coals below the kettle. The 

wicks were changed once already as she labored with 

the cresting of the moon. 

The time drew near. She shouted and pushed and 

wept and groaned behind the shoji screen. He always 

wanted a bigger home, and more land and rice for his 

boy to work. To his lords, one midwife was a shame, 

but she was the most he could afford. In peaceful 

times a sword-master must teach or till and the once 

great Taro, son and grandson of the same name, had 

not the patience for students. His humble home 

would have to do. 

The wife of Taro was writhing, her midwife calling 

commands. She shouted and stopped and rested and 

fought. Her pace quickened. His son was in control 

now. It wouldn't be long. A proud father was about 

to be born. A proud father patted clean his brow. 

T 
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He felt her final push press out against the walls, 

flickering the flame, transferring her final scream into 

the child, who carried it on with unbridled breath. 

It was done. 

❖ 

How dare she surrender? How dare she leave him? 

This is not a wife befitting his crest. If only she were 

stronger.  

With blood covered babe, he stepped from his home 

to bathe and beg in what remained of the moon. His 

child cried as he wept with the words of the 

midwife still ringing in his ears. 

"The child's name will be Mai. These were her last 

words. May your daughter bring you solace, and one 

day, joy. You have my sympathy." 

His sadness and his anger were one. 

A daughter instead of a son. A spirit instead of a 

wife. What trickery was this? To what dreamworld 

was he captive? With which of the Gods had he not 

settled his debts? 

❖ 
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There was no rest in the early hours of young 

fatherhood, and there was less time to mourn. The 

girl needed feeding and Taro grew frantic without a 

breast to bring her. If his humble home had one 

saving grace it was seclusion, which damned him to 

the underworlds as a widower. 

The northway was shortest, but riddled in rock; 

south would lead him nowhere but into mountains, 

and beyond those, he wasn't welcome. The western 

world held nothing and his travels to the proper east 

would be lengthy with an infant in tow. Of course, 

there were neighbors along the way east, but they 

wanted little to do with him, and he them. There 

would be help there, however, for as steep a price as 

he could pay. He would have to make due with 

millet through the winter… 

❖ 

Taro made his journey and he bent his knee and he 

found barely enough fortune to arrange an aging wet 

nurse without other employ. More than half of his 

fortune came by way of condolence.  Most of what 

remained was paid in coin. Cold, hard earnings, 

threshed and hulled, fought for and scraped together. 

The rest was wrought in debt. 

It was the first thing to stop her screaming. 
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❖ 

Hours hauled on like days and days like months. His 

only times of peace were during her feedings. Even 

then, all he could conjure was a hard glare, trying to 

see through the nurse to the one that should have 

been there. 

Sleep came in spurts. Taro never washed more cloth. 

The winter months wore on him harder than battle 

and he found moments where it was hard to love 

and harder to provide. 

And then finally one evening, after his millet mush 

and tea, things changed. 

Taro was a hardened man. Raising children was a 

woman's work. He held his daughter to quiet her 

between feedings and for little else. On this evening, 

for the first time in her early little life, it worked. 

Mai stopped crying by his touch. He was warm. She 

looked her father full in the eye. Even the smallest of 

smiles can radiate somewhere far beyond the sun. 

She looked deep into him, through his iron veil, into 

eyes that witnessed war and men at their worst, 

down to where he hurt. She melted ice in his chest 

and burrowed her little self somewhere deep within. 
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❖ 

The weeks and months ahead were hard, but Taro 

threw beans and hung fish heads and rung in another 

year. Soon came the thaw and Mai's first bowl of 

millet. He held a small celebration for the two of 

them. By then, her father was onto stewed vegetables 

and the occasional game bird or rabbit. His glares 

softened a bit towards Mai's wet nurse, and soon 

after she would be weaning. 

Taro had grown accustomed to a full night's sleep. 

He even started telling Mai stories at night. For the 

first time in nearly half a year, he found peace in his 

life. 

Until the screaming returned. 

This wasn't from hunger. She wasn't in need of 

washing. Her gums were hardened. She grew 

inconsolable. Mai's wet nurse came at his call and 

recommended many things. None of them were 

successful. 

By day she was content; he even considered her good 

company. He talked, she listened; he sang, she 

laughed. It was in the time when she first crawled. 

He tried saké. Shoju next. For himself first and then 

a fingerful inside her lips. Yet every night she cried. 



7 

 

Taro met the ends of his wit. Never before, not even 

on bloody fields, had such sounds ever haunted him. 

There was one other appeal made by his daughter's 

nurse, who had grown to him like family. It would 

be difficult, and costly, but there was nothing else. It 

stewed with him since her advisement. Mostly he 

feared to take the child from the warmth and 

assurance of his homestead. 

In desperation, deep into one of their hardest nights, 

Taro bundled Mai. The air was crisp and the sky 

silver. Neither did anything to console her. 

Uncertain, he set foot away. 

He packed few supplies: warm blankets, a few skin 

bladders of goat's milk, knife, steel rod and flint for 

fire, dried meat and apples, and a parcel of rice. And 

payment. 

The way was rugged and hard. Even in the spring, 

roads north were iced over. His fingers chapped and 

his feet blistered and bled. For three long days they 

trekked, Mai strapped to Taro's chest, blankets 

wrapped around them for warmth. She lasted longer 

between milk, but rations were thin. It was as 

though she'd become aware of their arrangements. 

Nevertheless, for three long nights she screamed out 

in pain. Taro didn't sleep for fear of the animals she 

may attract. So through the nights he paced and he 
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tended the fire. By then they were nearing the end of 

the hardest part, having traversed the mountain road. 

Both of them were run thin to the bone by midday 

on the fourth from their departure. The sun in the 

sky was cruel for she did naught against the chill. But 

by midday on the fourth from their departure they 

came upon a forest at the edge of the world they 

were seeking. 

❖ 

Her old hut was crooked and settling in a patch that 

once was cleared. The snow there had melted and 

the ground was still moist. Smoke spiraled up from 

ashen timbers in the hearth and the lanterns were 

still warm. 

Taro knocked. His hand rang hollow and the echo 

rang bats from the overhang. He waited. Nothing. He 

knocked again. And then once more. He talked softly 

to Mai, reassuring her. After all, they'd come all this 

way. He wouldn't let her suffer another night. 

He resolved to wait. It was as good a time as any to 

feed his daughter, and she took the last of her milk. 

The trees shuttered out the coldest winds and he 

could finally remove the heavy blankets. They 

helped themselves to an old log whose bark was 

worn smooth in spots from sitting. A stubtail 
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snapped at bugs in the underbrush. After some time, 

a small pika, who must have been lost, scurried 

through the grass. 

Taro found himself at peace in the outdoors. Mai 

loved watching the colors move as the branches 

swayed in the breeze. But pause gave birth to 

thinking. Taro thought on why they were sitting, 

waiting so far from home. He wondered if he'd be 

there with a son; if a boy in his line wouldn't handle 

hardship better; if his wife had only been stronger; if 

more were in his hands. He wondered how 

something so small could have caused such 

heartache. And noise. He wondered if he would be a 

father like his own. Resolute. Strong. Stern. 

The sound of footsteps rustling brush and squelching 

soil startled Taro. He jumped from the log, babe in 

arms, and presented to the old woman a vulnerable 

man and inquisitive child. 

She stood smaller than he expected. The bags 

beneath her eyes carried more weight than the 

basket in her brittle hands. Her teeth were painted 

black; the paleness of her skin pronounced shaven 

eyebrows and two spots of ash below her hairline. 

She was old. Almost unnaturally so. That much was 

made quite clear from the frailty of her bearing. But 

exactly how old was not so common a riddle. 
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Of course, he was expecting an old woman, but not 

a woman captive to the ages. 

The old woman stopped briefly when he stood, not 

startled as a doe, but curious as a buck. And she 

continued, giving little more care to the pilgrim or 

his companion. 

She was slow to the door - an autumn leave - where 

she stopped and touched her hand softly to where he 

knocked, whispered an incantation to undo his dark 

and harmful magic. The panel slid open in silence. A 

smell unbefitting her home came wafting, like 

cooked berries and candle wax. It was welcoming 

and it enticed Taro to step forward.  

The old woman stood aside and let him enter.  

❖ 

Her house was unlike anything he'd ever seen. Most, 

like his own, were simple, unadorned, and without 

any clutter. He didn't know where to sit, or if he 

would be welcome to clear a space. She was more 

than a collector of things; she was a sage; a seer; a 

summoner; a sorceress. Every bottle and charm, relic 

and salve, candle, wick, stick, goblet, saucer, stamp, 

spoon, and parcel had their place and purpose.  

The old woman appeared to him far less frail. Even 

beyond the incense and soft incandescence, she was 
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fuller of face and nearly as pink as a peony. Her 

movements were subtle and full of grace; her robes, 

which were harsh and torn before, were now flowing 

and white; her gray hair as black as pitch.  

Her voice swept like a song. To him, she spoke of 

sorrow and sympathy, of atonement and redress. She 

spoke of endings and beginnings, misfortune and 

relief. She spoke of burdens only just begun.   

She spoke of a remedy only just plucked.  

Taro expected payment to be steep for what was 

promised. Hansha tea was no leaf he'd ever brewed; 

not by that name. Ever the skeptic, he bartered 

before she named her price, offering not more than a 

half parcel of rice. A fair trade. After all, he knew 

that willow bark tea was a well-known, and 

obtainable remedy for pain.   

He should have thought of willow bark. A simple 

oversight. But this angered Taro, for this was 

trickery. An old charlatan, she was, nothing more. 

Preying on his lack of sleep and his urgency.  

Ah, but this was not just any willow bark, the old 

woman insisted. This was willow bark from the 

underlay of the Yobuko; the yokai of echoes in the 

mountains. This willow bark was spirited; this 

willow bark was priceless.  
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A children's tale, thought Taro. An insult that he 

would still believe in such fables. His campaigns have 

taken him to every corner. He has seen these 

mountains and heard of no such tea, but this was her 

promise. She was a swindler and he, a haggler, and 

they were readying to battle.  

But her tactic was beyond Taro. She would name no 

price of monetary accord or ask he bestow 

indemnity.  He was disarmed before, but not by 

charity. The tea was Taro's for the taking, for a price 

of his choosing, with sole provision. The woman 

wanted only for Taro to determine fair cost when he 

saw the true value of what she was offering.   

To these terms, Taro agreed.  

❖ 

She showed him to sit and brought rice and warm 

saké, but Taro insisted he not overstay his welcome. 

The miles that lay behind were now the same that 

lie ahead, and his eagerness to rest weighed heavy on 

his mind. She took care to wrap his rice.   

In her saké he found a whisper that she may not be 

false and a breath that her remedy may be more than 

just the bark of willow after all.  

With his rice, she gave milk enough to travel home. 

A small token, she explained, against what treasures 
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would return. A kindly gesture, thought Taro, and 

one that served to settle him some. She had faith in 

her promise, and so, too, should Taro.   

Before his away, she bid him a singular warning. Not 

a drop, not even to taste or test the temperature, 

should touch his lips; not even one.   

Taro didn't much care for willow bark tea, so he 

didn't make much of her concern.   

The miles ahead and the sleep she promised 

compelled the man to make short his pleasantries 

And push past her through the door.  

Her words and warning hung over him past her 

woods and down and down and into the first night 

that fell. Her milk gave Mai comfort, but still she 

fussed instead of sleeping. Taro had his own curses 

for not bringing a kettle.  

The second day and third day and both of those 

nights weren't better. Neither was the cold. It was 

everything Taro could muster to keep her warm, in 

spite of a scrap of comfort for himself. He drank 

little and ate less; like he was on campaign. Though 

his body was conditioned, or perhaps familiar, with 

nearly starving, it wasn't a welcome reunion. He had 

curses for the young one and curses for the departed. 

No son of his would have demanded such medicine.  
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But home was within reach and Taro trudged on into 

the night, fighting biting wind, enduring Mai's worst 

in weeks, until morning split through the trees.  

❖ 

Home brought relief but little comfort. It felt hollow 

to him; an empty skin held by barren bones. It 

reminded him. It upset him.  

With a son, Taro expected a bigger parcel and higher 

station. He would have had his honor. Someone to 

teach his trade. Someone to train. And his wife. 

Instead it was anger and wholly different duties and a 

mystic giving tea he wasn't to drink. He had half the 

mind to leave it with her save for his desperation to 

make his child quiet.  

The wet nurse stayed away for she knew not of his 

return. It was just as well for Taro. He was less likely 

to indulge her remedy if it came as precept.  

He spent the day low and feeling sorry for himself, 

feeding the child when she cried, and waiting. He 

paced the floor and hardly held her; he was tired and 

awaiting anxiously a promised result.  

Night took her time to creep in through Taro's 

shutters. The fire in his pit was ready long in 

advance, as was his kettle and water.   
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The bark shavings had a fragrance to them, like 

underwood he once walked through at war. When 

the water filled the wooden cup, the steam smelled 

of flowers and mint and a hint of split timber.  

Though he was tempted by her screaming, Taro 

waited. She was small and weak; too weak for hot 

tea. Perhaps she was too small for tea at all. One 

moment after the next crept past him. The wait was 

worse knowing that the tea was made.  

Taro's eyes burned from the day. He had grown 

beyond tired and was aching and forgetful. When the 

tea tested cool enough to his liking, he licked his 

finger and let her have a fingerful on her gums.  

It didn't taste so woody as it smelled, he thought. He 

also remembered. But what harm would come from 

a drop of tea on his tongue. Besides, he was Taro, and 

that meant something, at least to more than a 

battalion of men who fought beside him.  

He coaxed his daughter through half the glass before 

she fell, finally, into a soft, soothing, and wholly 

appreciated slumber.   

For once the night was quiet enough for Taro to hear 

her nose's tiny whistle while she snored. It was 

altogether too comforting, and almost enough to 

forgive the nights of hardship, and Taro, too, fell into 

a hearty slumber.  
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❖ 

The screaming pain that woke him was entirely 

unbearable. He shouted out, and it woke his 

daughter. She screamed in response. It didn't take 

longer than a lightning strike for him locate the 

pulsing nerve. Something skewered him like a shard 

of bamboo thrust between his teeth. When he 

touched, he reeled and sucked in air. He wasn't 

missing a tooth, nor had any loosened or cracked. 

There wasn't other pain, so he wasn't struck and he 

hadn't fallen. There wasn't a single drop of blood.  

Another wave of pain flushed him and wrung tears 

to his eyes. By then, Mai was quiet. What devilry, he 

wondered. But the pain did not subside.  

Taro rinsed and flushed his mouth with warm water 

from the kettle. He followed it with saké. In a rage, 

he threw the tea into the fire. More saké. The hearth 

smoked plumes of white and smelled of smoldering 

steel and flint. He had half a mind to hunt her down 

this very night. He pulled again from his bottle.  

Taro found himself a hard-fought haze that only 

barely dulled the sting. He would find no sleep that 

night. Mai slept and slept and didn't scream again.  

❖ 
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The pain and saké wore into a memory of a roar by 

morning. Mai stretched and sneezed and kicked away 

her covers.   

Her father sat bedraggled; untucked and unchanged 

from the road. He let her lay so long as she was quiet. 

His head throbbed from the lingering pain or the 

wine or his utter exhaustion or anger. But it would 

take more than a hard night for him to call for help.  

Taro readied rice porridge and changed Mai's cloth. 

He fed her and washed her and laid her back down. 

He paced the floor.  

He was a warrior. Men died in his arms singing 

prayers they thought would save them. The same 

men burned incense and carried icons, bowed to 

shrines of deities, paid tribute to the sky... All in 

pursuit of an end unfitting of the Gods they'd 

conjure. Was he to believe there was magic in a cup 

of tea? That a mountain mystic could forage such 

mischief? That a single sip would halt her aching, and 

a drop on his tongue would cast it on him?  

He would not believe in such things.  

But for a second night, her toothache plagued him, 

thrumming between piercing prods. He drank his 

barrel dry and Mai lay soundly. She woke only once 

and fussed. It struck him like an open nerve and he 
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shouted and plead with her to sleep and she settled 

and she slept.  

On the third night he wished the tea away. On the 

fourth he cursed the old woman. On the fifth night 

he cursed his departed, and on the sixth he cursed 

his child.  

With the dawning of his seventh cursed morning, 

Taro unpinned his last restraint and bolstered the 

resolve to travel.  

❖ 

On opposite ends of those indelible days, Taro and 

his daughter set off again for the mountains. Not 

much was different this time, save for the grueling 

nights and his listening for echoing spirits. That, and 

expecting to be unpleasant, he packed more bottles 

of milk.  

Thirteen days after leaving her with a pouch of 

willow bark, they returned to the old mystic; Taro, a 

bit worse for the ware. As with the last morning, the 

midnight fire was dying in the open hearth. Her 

door, however, was open.  

They tread lightly through the yard and stopped at 

the sound of a scurry. The woods lay otherwise in 

silence. Not even a breeze bothered a branch. He 

trampled forward, not fooled by the obvious tricks 
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or traps she spun. He'd have called her name had he 

asked it before.  

Candlelight painted the inside of her home; a very 

different inside of a very different home. In its 

entirety, except for the woman and a kneeling table 

set for tea, it was empty. The stacks and piles and 

rows of old witchcraft would have stretched on far 

beyond those walls if Taro's memory served him 

straight. Without so much as a place to store her 

kettle, though, the room still seemed impossibly 

snug.  

She waved him to sit as if he came through her door 

later than expected.  

The old woman knew why Taro had come. She 

knew he would taste the tea before it was plucked. 

She told him this and he blamed her and he cursed 

her for deceiving and ensnaring him. But she 

reminded of her warning. And when he asked that 

she reverse her spell she didn't claim she was unable, 

she explained this wasn't truly what he wanted. He 

pressed her and did some insisting of his own. Finally 

she asked of him - Taro the great, hero of the Tora 

wars, commander of men, killer of many, savior of 

more, he who boasted his own merit and muscle - 

how much of the pain should she return to his 

helpless newborn so that the hero can sleep well 

tonight.  
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They spoke nothing of price nor any more of 

reversing charms and Taro the mighty collected his 

daughter and took leave from her house.   

She never offered tea.  

❖ 

Taro marched home with little rest or worry for the 

wind or driving rain that soaked them through on 

the second day. He bore his throbbing jaw while Mai 

slept tucked against his chest. Being bested by a 

woman, and that woman no less, bothered him more 

than the weight of her words.   

As so he carried on, licking his pride and his wounds; 

his anger swelled. Taro did find something agreeable 

revisiting the witch's words, though. Perhaps it was 

on account of his anger. There wasn't anything that 

little child could handle that her hardened father 

could not.  

This is the resolve that brought Taro and Mai home 

half a day early.  

❖ 

A year came of the passing of her mother's light into 

Mai's hazel little eyes. Taro dressed his daughter and 

himself in solemn robes and lit sticks of lavender. 
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They laid an offering at her tablet and lit a single 

lantern.  

All through the night Taro wondered why the tea 

didn't work in reverse. For if Mai was feeling the 

ache in his heart, she would not be sleeping so fast.  

❖ 

In her first summer, Mai crawled her first stretch; in 

autumn, she walked her first steps. By winter, her 

babbling turned to little words. At the start of her 

second spring, she was feeding herself rice with her 

fingers.  

Taro had attuned himself well to the bumps and 

scrapes and found himself steering her clear of every 

little obstacle. That's not to say that the mighty Taro 

himself didn't like the bumps and scrapes; he didn't 

mind them so much.   

He saw something clear, however, now that Mai was 

sleeping well and eating square and had her milk 

teeth all grown in. This was a gift given him by the 

old mystic, not a curse. He saw that he could help 

his daughter avoid what hurt. Oh sure, if she was a 

boy he would welcome the lumps. Steel is made by 

beating iron. But his daughter, who wrapped herself 

in and around his strong heart, he would protect as 

best he knew how.  
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Now that Taro was resigned to making peace with 

his internment, he thought more kindly on making 

peace with the old witch of the mountain. His 

harvest was small and his fealties stretched thin, but 

he could spare some rice cakes and persimmons and 

bring thanks and peace in exchange for her 

generosity. She gave much more than tea to Taro and 

Mai and furthermore extended him the privilege of 

naming payment.  

It was settled, or rather, it would be in just a few 

days’ time.  

❖ 

Taro timed his trip to coincide with the anniversary 

of their first encounter. He accounted a few extra 

days since he wouldn't be carrying Mai for the 

duration.  

Mai loved the open air nearly as much as her father. 

She tottered and dawdled and fell a few times. Taro, 

more than once, reached to brush his own knees, but 

he'd laugh and pick her up just the same. He 

watched her and he smiled and he admired her spirit. 

But as the day got on he felt himself lucky. Had she 

kept a keener pace, his aging knees may have 

struggled to follow.  
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Camp on the first night was more difficult than Taro 

expected. At home, Mai learned to steer clear from 

the hearth. Out there in the open, it drew her like a 

moth. Taro, kept on his toes, got less rest than he 

was hoping. And as almost any child, Mai awoke 

before dawn.  

Taro was sore from the first day and more from his 

bedding. He chose to carry Mai for part of the 

morning and her insisting against it complicated 

things. They made better time and she quieted some 

as the terrain grew steep.   

She slept better on the second and third nights and 

Taro took a pipe to help him settle. He let her run 

while he readied breakfast and this served to suit 

them both.  

Mai was too small and not nearly quiet enough to 

help him hunt for meat. She heartily enjoyed 

splashing at the edge of the mountain brook, 

however, as her father fished for trout.  

By then, he knew the terrain well. They were within 

reach of her woods, but the day felt important to 

him to honor, so they rambled for some time.  

The stinging stumbled him before he heard his 

daughter cry. Slow first, and burning, and then 

searing pain shot up over forearms and down to his 
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hands. He'd felt a burn like this before but never so 

intense.   

When he grabbed for Mai she was in tears, but 

remarkably calm. He could hardly hold her in his 

arms, though. Mai's arms and hands were purple and 

red, welted, and starting to blister. Spider thorn. It 

was a poison from the worst parts of the 

underworld. She needed healing.   

He wrapped her in a blanket, careful she didn't 

spread her blisters or burn. He held her fast and he 

set straight away for the clearing and the old woman 

not two hour's walk away.  

❖ 

The sun glow bled through the trees on its plunge 

into the valley. Taro ran straight for the door of the 

mystic's small manor. His daughter, who dropped in 

and out of crying fits, was calm again; Taro could 

have scoured his arms to the bone.   

His first knock and second fell. Taro grew impatient 

and tried to slide the panel but it was shuttered and 

stuck. Mai grew restless and a soft wind brought 

them a chill. In haste, he had abandoned his camp, 

leaving behind all but the blanket covering her. But 

he dare not leave until seeing the sage old healer.  
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Dusk fell quickly, and then night settled in; still no 

healer. Taro called to no avail and he knocked but he 

would not turn away. He held away tears from his 

eyes with all but the last of his strength. The stinging 

was relentless, and Mai was sore and her blisters 

bulging. He sat rocking his daughter, tucked against 

the entry, waiting.  

❖ 

The moon moved in and out of sight behind the tree 

cover as hours faded. Mai was warm enough against 

her father to sleep. Taro saw light first before he felt 

the warmth or smelled the burning cedar. He 

thought it a trick of his eyes or something from a 

half-dream, but the fire slowly built itself from 

nothing.   

A new chill settled, but not one drawn from wind. 

His spine shivered as it would in the presence of a 

spirit yet to reveal herself, but one that was 

undoubtedly there. He squeezed his daughter and 

stood for a closer look and to answer the call of a 

warm seat in front of the pit.  

She startled him when she came into the light of the 

fire, opposite Taro and Mai, her white robes and hair 

flowing like water. She was otherwise still. There 

were no words exchanged, and in the ripples rising 

from the flame, he couldn't know whether she saw 
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him directly. But he felt her and knew that he was 

welcome to warm himself and his child and that they 

would be safe until morning when she would see to 

their request.  

The mystic sunk into the ink-black depths of the 

night behind her and Taro fell heavily into the 

thickest sleep.  

❖ 

Taro awoke to a crying child whose hurting 

overpowered her hunger. He was bitter, for this 

would have never happened had he not softened 

himself to come and thank the old woman.  

The old woman. He tried to remember if she came 

to them last night or if he was false. Everything 

appeared as it had exactly one year before. Smoke 

was rising from the pit and her hearth, her door was 

shut and her house lay quiet, and even the air felt 

remarkably familiar.  

Taro knew that knocking would waste his efforts, so 

he waited. But he didn't wait long, for soon after she 

came walking from the brush. The basket in her 

brittle hands overflowed with wild flowers. She 

waved as if Taro and Mai were expected to be 

waiting, and she walked with them into her home.  
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Again her house was cluttered and filled to the brim 

with witching effects. Everywhere she walked she 

knocked things down to the floor. She wasted little 

time clearing a table and calling for the girl.  

She said very little when she unwrapped her, but her 

brow peaked up at the playful little Mai. The old 

healer turned to Taro and nodded for his arms. Her 

eyes asked him if he came for the girl's sake or his 

own. She didn't seem so swift to offer her magic this 

time.  

Taro explained his revelation, the gift he found in 

her tea, and his gift to her to pray thanks.   

She wondered where it was.  

He explained his gift of thanks and then the spider 

thorn, which did not come as a surprise, and the 

unbearable pain, and that they made straight for the 

haven of her woods. As best he could, he tried 

explaining his night.  

Mai slept soundly, though, and her rash was halted 

and in time would heal. She could mix a simple salve 

to prevent scarring. Lucky for Taro, she picked the 

very flowers that very morning.  

Taro insisted his daughter needed more immediate 

healing.  
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The old woman knew why Taro had come. She 

knew they would cross the day when he would learn 

that sometimes our children's ailments weigh more 

heavily on our own heads and hearts. To upset what 

healing the girl had started on her own was unnatural 

and would cause her great discomfort, and she told 

him in the only words he seemed ready to hear. She 

told him that it would be more than just unbearable 

to watch and while he, the great hero, was surely 

strong enough, his child - who was a daughter, she 

reminded - was not. She asked if he could bear it a 

few days longer.  

The old healer offered to mix the salve if he would 

like to walk for her persimmons and rice cakes.   

He never specifically named the persimmons or the 

rice cakes.  

❖ ❖ ❖ 

Mai got on in years quite easily under her over-

protective father. When she walked he held her 

hands, when she'd run and jump and play he gave 

both eyes. She learned to mind the edges of the roads 

and unfamiliar places and she learned to swim in 

shallows.  

Through school she learned to read and hold a brush 

and with her hired nurse maid she learned to clean 
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and cook. He brooded when she learned to hone a 

blade and paced when she lit the hearth.  

When six she turned he saved her first tooth. Such a 

small stone in his fingers that hit his chest like a 

boulder.   

He didn't feel when it loosened, but he knew by his 

gut that she was nervous to tell him. This was 

something new for Taro. A son he would tell straight 

away to be stronger. This had him knotted. For once 

he felt the need to comfort her for her sake and not 

his own.    

She knew he didn't like it when she hurt. Mai didn't 

much like being yelled at or made to stay inside. In 

some ways that was worse. She was afraid to tell him 

at first but he would find out; he always knew.  

With a tug and a pinch it was free. They winced 

together. Seeing a bit of blood on his fingers made 

her more nervous, but Taro made a great show of 

marking the milestone. When she smiled, he smiled; 

when he laughed, she laughed. He showed Mai her 

new smile in the reflection of his blade and promised 

to fix her a piece of polished steel so she could look 

whenever she wanted.  

Not for a single day did he forget the cunning old 

witch who tethered them by tea. But for the first in 

a long while, he remembered her request. A fair 
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price for a true value. He saw something real in his 

daughter that day and he learned to listen for the 

little feelings. That must have been what the old 

woman was after. Not for Taro to guide his daughter 

from harm, but to always be there to help her 

through it.  

But what, he wondered, did he have to offer. He had 

no sizable sum nor service he could render that 

would settled such debts. Besides, the tea was just a 

small token that stood for something more.  

A small token. Of course. And for an old and 

cunning witch who bottled all manner of trinkets 

and totems and things that carried small magic, what 

better than a small token? And what better token. 

He would pay her back a small portion of her magic; 

he would pay her with Mai's first tooth.  

This time he would go alone.  

❖ 

It was a big deal for Taro to leave his daughter for a 

few days. He gave the nurse maid exhaustive orders. 

There wasn't much Mai was allowed other than to 

take meals and lessons. In their moment alone, Mai 

cried and plead for him to take her. His face stayed 

stoic and his shoulders strong.  
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Taro insisted that she stay. He would not have her 

falling behind in her studies. Besides, he needed a 

breather and an open road where he wouldn't worry 

so much that she step wrong or touch something 

unsavory. In a way, he was biding his days until she 

was old enough to stay behind.  

He finally felt unbridled. It was the first time since 

the end of the war that he could breathe easy.   

The air was crisp, the sky was clear, and without so 

much as a nod to his back, he was off.  

❖ 

Taro marched at a decent clip, stopping to fill his 

pipe every so often, and once to take a sketch of a 

bird. He took smoked strips of back strap and balls 

of rice so he didn't stop for long when he ate. The 

roads to the edge of the foothills were easy going for 

a man rambling unencumbered.  

By the break of evening he made it farther than he 

was expecting. Something unsettling set over him, 

though, as the sun tucked under the tree line. The 

same sort of sorrow he felt leaving Mai followed him 

into the mountains. His heart stammered, the 

flowers cried. All the world around sought to 

swallow him whole. He had to stop. He missed his 
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daughter. It only deepened when he remembered it 

to be an echo of what his child was feeling.  

He did not sleep fast and he did not sleep easy.  

The next day was mostly the same. His walk, his 

climb, his meals, his rest. The weather was pleasant, 

birds were singing, and the blossoms smelled of late 

spring. With every step forward he remembered one 

behind, and he gathered where he was compared to 

prior travels. He was well ahead of routine and on 

pace to arrive by second nightfall.  

But then he remembered, as best he could, waiting 

for the old woman and that she came to him by the 

bonfire. He thought it best to camp alone until 

morning.  

❖ 

Something woke him in the middle of a dream he 

wouldn't remember, like a shining light sent in to 

pull him through. His own fire was dwindled down 

to cinders but the ridge was blazing. The trees, like 

dark shadows, danced, and he saw the white woman 

walk, haloed with light, from one side to the next. 

She stopped to stare as if searching, but she found 

not what she hunted and she paced. After several 

long turns she turned away to search along the other 

side.  
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Taro's breath released and then labored to catch him 

as his forehead rolled a cold sweat. He knew from 

the comfort deep in him that his daughter was safe 

and sleeping and he turned frantic that he was 

without her. He held guard until morning to make 

sure the mystic kept to her perch.  

❖ 

By break of dawn, both fires were gone and their 

warmth faded fast from his toes. He wrapped his 

feet, donned his heavy tunic, packed his simple camp 

and struck on to reach the ridge by morning.   

Taro stopped to breathe in the valley and behold the 

lay and innocence of his homeland. It was a wonder 

that the world below could seem so unknowing of 

the woman above. He wondered how he would ever 

explain this all to his daughter.  

The old woman was tending a garden. He didn't 

remember seeing a garden before. In fact, he was 

certain there wasn't one.   

It had been years; he was a half shade grayer than 

when last they met. Nothing about her, not a hair on 

her head nor a stitch on her robe, was changed. She 

was uncanny against how he remembered. She was 

plucking tender wormwoods and softly singing the 

Sakura.  
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The old woman greeted him as a found old friend. 

He helped to carry her baskets and spades.  

❖ 

Over tea they talked about the time spent between 

his travels. Taro talked of all the little lessons and the 

old witch listened intently. He spoke with pride on 

how he kept Mai safe and how he tended her as 

kindly as the woman her flowers. She was growing 

just the same and reading and writing and learning to 

make a home. He told of how his wife would be 

proud to have such a daughter and he told her that 

he came bearing payment.  

The old witch wasn't as concerned for her payment 

as she was to wonder if only his wife would be 

proud. She asked Taro about his own childhood. 

Could he run and swim, climb trees and cast stones? 

Did he not trap fur bearers and pick thistle from his 

hair? What were the things, she wondered, that 

made him grow so strong?  

Taro puffed out his chest. This may have been the 

moment he realized, but he was proud of his Mai. 

He knew he was too concerned for looking after her 

that he hadn't stopped to really watch her. The gift 

he brought suddenly became too precious to give. 

His throat thickened and something new...tears 
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struck the backs of his eyes. He would sooner part 

with a piece of himself.  

More than just cunning, the old witch was watchful. 

She thought it sweet, but also curious, this change in 

her guest and she told him so. She also, against his 

wishes and all of the fibers of his present being, 

reminded him that he brought payment.  

Taro stalled. But he was a man of his word. From his 

pocket he pulled the small parcel, which was neatly 

wrapped in silk and tied around with a red string. He 

set it softly to the table and took a breath before he 

explained.  

The cunning one listened to his tale of taking the 

tooth and what he thought it would mean to her. 

She agreed with him that there was magic kept in his 

silk, one that she would covet. She allowed him to 

continue telling of his sudden change of heart. He 

said, reluctantly, that she could take it.  

Taro was not so keen. He could not easily discern 

anger from indignation. She may well have been 

showing him both. Whatever it was, he felt her price 

had grown, but he breathed easier when she waved 

his gift away.  

She took her tea as if alone, thinking, digesting. Taro 

knew it not wise to tempt a witch, but his fingers 

crawled towards the tooth. This he would protect 
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with all the focus and fervor of his comrades in 

battle. He wanted with everything he had to be with 

his daughter.  

In the end, she simply offered that he not forget their 

arrangement.   

❖ 

Taro rushed to travel home. He made it by the next 

nightfall after hiking straight through without rest. 

The house was sleeping, but he struck a candle and 

took a knee at her side.   

In so many ways, he saw his daughter for the first 

time that night. She was small and that made him 

smile. Without even touching her he knew she was 

warm. There, bundled in blankets, under a mess of 

hair, was his whole life. Something touched him to 

his core. She smelled sweet, like her mother smelled, 

when he leaned to kiss her forehead.   

The great Taro slept with a whisper in his heart and 

a tooth in his hand.  

❖ 

Taro and Mai made haste to collect lost time running 

and climbing, trapping bugs, breaking sticks, baiting 

hooks for fish, and skipping stones. They laughed at 
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the big things and cried at the small things. He talked 

to her when she was happy and held her when she 

was sad. They spoke often of her mother, celebrated 

her studies, honored every meal, toasted every cup of 

tea, cherished every tooth, and sang on every 

occasion. He even let her go alone with friends to the 

swimming hole.  

When she was old enough she strung a bow and 

loosed arrows. She hunted with her father and 

dressed their harvest. She also learned to line her eyes 

and rouge her lips. He saw more than the son he ever 

wanted and he saw much of the wife that he always 

loved.  

As Mai was given more room to roam, her father 

was happy to learn she took great care to be 

cautious. He began to wonder what ever worried 

him.  

At the age of Mai's maturing, the spell itself seemed 

to have worn thin. Occasionally she would slip with 

a needle and remind him.   

On one such occasion, she saw that he jumped. She 

pricked a different finger and watched her father 

wince. And then another. Taro grabbed her hand 

before she could jab the needle into her open palm.   
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Sure, she meant him little harm, but it was quite 

curious to her why he would feel her finger pricks. It 

was time he told her everything.  

And Taro did tell her everything. He told her how 

he felt when she was born and when her mother 

died, how he wasn't prepared to raise a child on his 

own. He tried to tell her how hard it was when she 

needed milk and he told her about her wet nurse, 

who had grown like an aunt with Mai. Taro told his 

daughter of the horrible, sleepless nights. Thinking 

back, there were two sides. On the one was the 

burden, on the other, the heartache. He grieved for 

his own sleep and wept that his daughter couldn't 

rest.  

He told her of the old witch and of the willow tea. 

Mai loved hearing stories, but she'd never heard the 

one telling of a white witch who gave healing tea to 

strangers. She didn't believe him that it was real, 

though she did recall the healer when she was stung 

by spider thorn.  

Taro explained how it felt like his jaw would split 

and he showed her the saved tooth.  

Mai was also something of a trickster, and she was 

very clever. No daughter of Taro's would be any less. 

She pricked him with her pin and she laughed and 

laughed. This made Taro mad, but Mai asked why 

she never felt it when he hurt. For this he had no 
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answer. But she tested his story again and stuck 

herself on the thumb. He wasn't lying. She even 

made him cover his eyes. Then she tried changing 

hands. Every time, he startled at the very spot she 

pricked.  

It was getting late and Taro told her this was enough 

excitement for one night. But something else was 

bothering him; some new brand of evil burrowed its 

way into him. Before, he only worried over accidents. 

He never worried that she would have a way to hurt 

him with intention. He trusted his daughter to treat 

this story with care. Could he trust she wouldn't 

share?   

And if she did share... The old warrior in him 

worried that some unsettled debt would etch his 

hide by way of his beloved daughter. He would not 

live easy knowing this. He would leave no debts 

unsettled.   

In the morning he would set off for the mountains 

again. To see an old friend.  

❖ 

Taro tossed hard and he turned all over. Morning 

crept in like an unwelcome wash of cold water. He 

staggered gathering clothes and supplies for the walk 

and he scraped together all of the coins he could 
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carry. It would set him back, but to be rid of this 

curse and the coming dangers would be worth all the 

odd jobs he could handle.  

Their trip this time was a pleasant one. Taro taught 

Mai about making a shelter, the best way to dig a fire 

pit, and where to position racks against the wind to 

smoke meat. They tied knots from cord, trimmed  

and shaped sticks, and practiced lashing. Mai knew 

enough about plants and berries and vines to stay 

clear of the worst of them and gather what would be 

useful. For dinner, they had rabbit that she helped 

trap and clean.  

They didn't speak much of anything aside from the 

task at hand, but something lingered. Mai was 

excited, but nervous. Taro felt vulnerable and 

unsure. But he also felt something he didn't the last 

times he traveled this road. He felt the need to 

prepare.  

The old witch was cunning not only in her extracting 

of the natural magic of things. She was cunning of 

tongue and she talked him out of every offer he 

made. According to her, his intentions were 

maligned. And this time, he knew they weren't any 

less. He would make no mention of his worries and 

offer only his thanks and his coins. It was a good 

plan, he thought.  
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For the remainder of their walk, Taro talked to Mai 

about the importance of keeping secret their curse. 

He insisted on her silence in the presence of the 

witch, which only made Mai more nervous.   

They would camp another night, rise early, and 

approach by dawn.  

This time, Taro was also prepared to make his camp 

a little further from the ridge and a little more 

hidden from the witch. They would stay well 

protected from the fire and the eye of her midnight 

watching.  

❖ 

The glow of blue and white was unmistakable. 

Above the horizon it cast shadows, jagged and black, 

that staggered and stumbled. And then a noise came, 

like one he never heard, like the scream of a steely 

sparrow-hawk cutting through the canyon. This was 

not the call of a bird or beast; this was the hunting 

cry of something half-whole. He held his blade and 

watched between the sky and his sleeping daughter. 

Should something take wing, he would be ready.  

❖ 

It was another sleepless night wondering whether 

Mai would be safe and what the witch was searching 
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for. He found solace in knowing that, so far, she left 

him unharmed.  

First light came sooner than expected, and with it 

came his eager daughter nudging him awake. They 

made short work of the distance to the ridge, but 

Taro's mind was heavy and his wits were sharp.  

He was happy to find the woman singing, sitting by 

the hearth, stitching a silk shawl. She was happy to 

see that Taro brought his daughter this time. Her 

face lit like a lantern and she stood to catch Mai's 

hand and inspect the ways she's grown. Softly, she 

touched her face and brushed the hair behind her 

ear. Mai looked to her father for reassurance and in 

return he only smiled.   

Still the old witch hadn't aged a day.  

Beside her sat a table, filled with needles and silk and 

a small pot of tea. Unlike their other visits, the fire 

wasn't snuffed. Rather, a fresh pile of split logs 

burned away at her feet. She motioned for the two 

to join her and she returned to her stitching.  

Taro produced a purse from his pocket and stamped 

it down on the log beside him. He told the old witch 

he'd come with her payment. She was curious, but 

kept at her work. He told her how much it 

contained and he gave his thanks for her generosity 

all those years ago.  
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The old woman asked Taro if the girl knew and she 

asked for how long. She thought it curious that a 

visit should come only days after.   

He knew she would question him and he was 

prepared to answer this. Taro told her that he 

realized how thankful he was when he relived the 

story with his daughter, but the witch wasn't 

satisfied. She asked that Mai tell her version. Taro 

didn't dare forbid her.  

Mai told her of the pin pricks and how her father 

told of the witch and how she tested him. The 

woman chuckled and slipped and pricked her first 

finger, but didn't fail to catch Taro's eye when she 

licked the drip of blood. Suddenly it didn't seem 

such a coincidence that she was sewing. She thanked 

Mai but asked if her father told the rest of the tale; 

what he's realized; the real reason they came back. 

She didn't know what the woman was talking about.  

The old woman knew, as she always knew, why 

Taro had come. She told Mai how concerned her 

father was for unclaimed affairs. The cunning witch 

wondered whether she looked like someone who 

would work in such ways. She also wondered what 

value he would place on the pain inside if someone 

settled so. It was a patient woman who wore her age 

like a gilded brooch.   
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She assured young Mai, and in turn, her graying 

father, that there was nary any rush on payment for 

any remedies rendered. Taro scoffed at the turn. She 

did, however, accept all of the coins in his purse in 

exchange for her gift of a silken shawl, fitted 

perfectly for his daughter's shoulders.  

❖ 

This time Taro was angry. He spoke with scorn and 

shadowed his daughter in blame. This time, their 

travel home was not pleasant. If only she obeyed him 

and stayed silent...  

Taro brooded for days. Mai was too timid to talk. 

She had to hide her shawl, but she pulled it out 

when he slept and when he left on a job. She liked 

the way it hung and swung when she twirled. 

Sometimes she cried.   

Days begat weeks begat months and then seasons. 

Taro held onto his pique and still he brooded.  

Her father was all she had. One of her schoolmates 

lost hers to sickness, but most had families. They all 

had their mothers. There were siblings and cousins 

and uncles and aunts. And there was just Mai. When 

he was distant, she was alone.  

Sometimes she could hear them talk; sometimes they 

didn't hide it from her. Most times, her father knew 
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when she was upset, but he'd long since lost his 

handle on why.  

❖ 

Another year passed them and Mai grew like the 

grays on her father's head. Things between them 

were little more than tepid. Taro was hard on his girl 

and he pushed her hard in her schooling and worked 

her harder at home. When she did well he gave little 

praise; when she spoke back, he resisted the urge to 

correct her like he would a son. He stayed ever 

mindful that it hadn't gone away. And then a 

sharpened reminder came in the middle of the night.  

Taro had a hard time falling asleep that night with 

the pressure in his head. He slept, however, and he 

did so until an uneasy bunching in the bottom of his 

guts woke him. Mai was awake and pacing. The 

feeling of a hot knife in him and the abashed brow of 

his daughter together told him what was wrong.   

But she'd already bled. That was a conversation he 

would undo in the stroke of a bird's wing at how 

mad she was when he spoke of it. That was also a 

conversation a mother should have had. But what 

new devilry was this? He was sweating and he 

couldn't sit still. Somehow it seemed to bother him 

more, rather, Mai seemed to make due a little easier. 

The sight of him, though, suffering beside her, struck 
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something that drummed up a laugh. Although Taro 

didn't think it particularly entertaining, he humored 

his girl as well as he could.  

They made it together through the night, one with 

more sleep than the other.   

❖ 

In the morning Taro dragged his girl to her old nurse 

maid and begged an audience with her. It had been 

some time, he admitted, and she saw who came 

calling only in need. For Mai, however, she would 

offer her ear.  

Like a headstrong old soldier, it was somehow his 

story to tell. At first she was confused, and then she, 

too, found something funny. Though he tried to tell 

it as a matter of his daughter's, he could not hide his 

own urgency. She wondered and she explained what 

Mai was feeling and she wondered again.  

Taro wouldn't speak of it but his daughter told the 

tale. She told her everything she could remember 

and most of what she observed. He would have 

intervened but in some way the nurse maid held 

blame in his eye. She found it unsurprising and even 

more entertaining than the story Taro told. Taro 

wondered what story of the witch she had to tell.  
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Mai's old nurse maid wondered another thing. She 

asked Taro what price he paid in return for such a 

crafty cure. None was his answer and he asked again 

for her advice. Without pause she offered that a 

simple cup of tea might be well received.  

She couldn't help but pinch Mai's cheek a little 

harder when they parted ways.  

❖ 

Over and over it rolled in Taro's mind. A simple cup 

of tea. He thought far and he hunted wide for a leaf 

that would play some cunning trick on the witch. He 

brought her bark of willow first, but she was not 

there. Then he brought a tea to unblack her teeth, 

and again she was not there. He found one to make 

her eyebrows grow and one to shrink her ears. Still 

she wasn't there. Taro hunted and he tried and tried 

and tried. He even once brought the finest green tea 

from his private reserve. Even then she was not 

there.   

Taro tired of trying, and Mai of packing his meals for 

the journey. He grew older with every trek. He 

settled, one day, crestfallen, on leaving his debt 

unanswered.  

❖ ❖  ❖ 
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The years for Taro hastened and the lessons didn't 

end. It took him many more months than Mai to 

make peace with her discomfort and even when she 

was away, he always knew she was there. A son may 

never have been stronger.   

He hurt with her on her wedding night. He cursed 

her husband and wished it undone. He resented that 

a son would never have known.   

For the first few months, he welcomed some relief. 

He knew by the burning and the soreness and pain 

across his back that something changed. He knew 

before his daughter told him, and he was sure that 

she knew as well. His words for her husband were 

short when they spoke.   

Taro nearly plunged his blade the night her son was 

born and again when she had her girl. But for once 

and twice the curse was changed.   

After a life of only knowing of the bumps and breaks 

and bruises, something else came through those 

nights. This was an agony and a torment he never 

knew could be. But those nights ended in euphoria 

and for his daughter and his grandson, he cried. For 

his granddaughter, he cried. And for himself and for 

his wife, Taro also cried. This was a punishment and 

this was a gift. If a son made him feel this way, it was 

a son that he would mourn.  
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❖ 

Taro thought a lot those nights about his gift of tea, 

and in the time that followed. He thought a lot 

about one more thing he needed to know, but he 

didn't bring the tea and he never paid his debt.  

Some days he wondered if she really left her 

mountain, or if she simply thought him hopeless. 

Had she turned into an old bird and come down to 

watch his make a mess of things? He knew from 

how far she would spot his attempts, and he knew 

they were never sincere, but he was fighting to hold 

something from slipping through his fingers. His 

daughter didn't need him then, and she especially 

didn't now. This, too, was a gift. Though there were 

many more things he should have done, he was 

proud of who his daughter had become.   

He spent one childhood more concerned for himself. 

This was hard to swallow for the old soldier, but he 

wouldn't make the same mistake again.   

Taro didn't bring her tea because there were two 

young things that needed his time much more.  

❖ ❖  ❖ 

Taro came with grace into his final days. For the 

second part of his tale he lived as well as he could; he 
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laughed more, he loved without reason, and gave of 

himself freely. He went into the night without any 

regrets. If he were to meet the cunning old witch in 

the after world, he would ask if she always knew 

that it would end this way. His payment would be 

his simple and most sincere thanks. But if he had 

done enough to have earned such fortune, he would 

search for another instead.  

As the last light surrounded Taro, a mighty gale 

swelled and swallowed him whole. He greeted it 

with open arms. For one final time he was reminded 

of the witch's curse. The sorrow that washed him 

away was stronger than all the worst of what he felt 

in an entire lifetime. He rested well knowing he 

went wrapped in the absolute and undying love of 

his dear daughter Mai. 

 

 

- OWARI - 
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