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Taiki

Thank you for reading!


Author’s Note

This is a short story accompanying the main books in the Yōkai Treasures series. It offers us a glimpse to the past of Taiki, the enigmatic ninja.
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***

Taiki

Taiki didn't remember much of his early childhood, but he always experienced a warm feeling when he thought of his family. He recalled the day when everything went astray. It started like any other, normal day; he was helping his sister cook while their parents were working in the rice field. His sister was seven years older than him and already took it upon herself to run the household. On her twelfth birthday, she had received a simple knotted necklace from her parents, with a rose-colored bauble in the middle. Receiving jewelry signified she was almost an adult, and she took great pride in it, working harder than before to help the family.

As for Taiki, he was already an expert in shaping onigiri at such an early age.

"Make them smaller."

"Yes, Ane-ue1," little Taiki replied and dutifully pressed the rice with more force. His sister chuckled and reached over to take a pinch out of the rice ball.

"Like this."

"Oh. Why?"

"So everyone can get enough," his sister replied then checked on the meager soup. She stirred a couple of mushrooms in it and happily noted that it was almost done.

"Taiki?"

"Yes, Ane-ue?"

"Get the rest of the bowls, and let's go."

Taiki scampered to his feet and quickly collected a few more bowls before returning to his sister's side. While he brought the bowls and rice balls, his sister carried the heavy bowl of soup. It took a while to find their parents, as they were working on the other end of the rice fields that day.

"Mother! Father!" the daughter shouted, and when they looked up, Taiki waved at them. Their parents waddled out of the field and joined their children on the side of the dirt road where it was dry. Even though they ate in silence and the adults had a gloomy look on their faces, little Taiki felt at peace sharing lunch with his family.

Then a figure dressed as a wandering monk appeared on the road, bringing with him a change for the entire village.

***

The village elder, their leader, welcomed the wandering man and invited him to spend the night at his hut before he went on his way. Everyone was interested in the stranger, and they put together what they had to offer a meal to the monk. He gratefully accepted their hospitality and stayed up late in the night to chat with the elder.

"I'm sorry to bring this up; however, I couldn't help but notice you have many thin people here," the monk said, careful not to offend his host.

The elder sighed sadly, nodding. "The weather has not been merciful to our crops. We have produced less than half of what we usually do. Meanwhile—I'm sorry. I shouldn't burden you with this."

"Please, tell me, elder. Mayhap I can help," the mysterious monk said, sipping his tea.

"Our lord has raised the taxes. If we pay them, then nothing will remain to fill our stomachs! However, if we don't..." the elder trailed off.

"Has he threatened the village?"

"He will be sending his men soon. It's better if you leave first thing tomorrow morning."

"How could I turn a blind eye to your situation?"

"What do you mean?" For a moment, hope glinted in the old man's eyes as he drank in the words of a visiting stranger.

"I am looking for a disciple," the monk said. "If I can find a promising person in your village, in exchange, I shall help you with the tax problem."

"Oh, we would be most grateful! I will gather the villagers in the morning!"

"Much obliged."

***

As promised, the elder rounded up all of villagers in the early morning.

"Quickly, quickly, before he leaves!" He urged the families to gather in front of his house.

"What are we doing here, elder?" a young woman asked. "I should be cooking already!"

"The honorable monk is looking for a disciple! He is going to pick one of you!"

Excited murmurs ran through the crowd. Just when they were about to ask another question, the monk stepped out of the hut.

"Elder." He nodded to the village leader, who bowed low.

"I have everyone here. Please, take a look."

The monk turned toward the people gathered before him and made his way into the crowd. He walked among them with a determined look as if he knew exactly what he was looking for. After a few minutes, he finally found it.

"You." He stopped in front of a little boy. "What's your name?"

"Taiki, sir..." he murmured, barely audible. What was happening?

He felt the hands of his sister on his shoulders as she stepped behind him.

"He is only five years old, good sir," she said. "Please, don't take him away."

"What are you saying, foolish girl?" the elder shouted from the front and came up to them with thundering steps. "It is an honor to dedicate one's life to serving Buddha! And the younger, the better!"

The girl looked at the monk, begging.

"Please!" She glanced over her shoulder to look at her parents. "Why aren't you saying anything?"

"That's right," their father finally spoke up. He bowed low to the monk. "If you wish to take him as a disciple, we won't protest."

"Father!"

"Dear, you have to understand." Their mother came up to them. "This will be better for Taiki. He won't have to starve, and he will be cared for."

"B-but..." The girl's lips trembled as she looked at her parents, desperate. However, they didn't amend their decision. She glanced down at her little brother, squeezing his shoulders.

"That's right, girl," the elder added. "And this monk said he would help us with the lord's taxes if he finds a disciple here. Do you want this honor to go to another village?"

She broke down in tears as she collapsed on her knees and hugged her little brother close.

"It's all right, Ane-ue," Taiki patted the girl's back. "If I can help the village... I'll be fine."

She cried even harder at that.

"Say your goodbyes, and let's go," the monk said, seemingly uninterested in the drama unfolding right before him. He turned around and walked slowly toward the dirt road that ran through the village.

"I'll miss you!" the girl said, squeezing the breath out of her little brother.

"I'll come visit you, Ane-ue. Don't be sad!" Taiki told her with a smile. He truly believed his words, but everybody else knew that was something that would never come. As soon as he settled at the monastery and started studying, he would forget about his old life. Such was the order of things.

"Of course," the girl sniffled, not having the heart to rebuke him. "Take care, little Taiki."

He gently brushed the tears off his sister's face and kissed her cheek.

"I'll be back."

She allowed a teary smile. Taiki turned toward his parents and bowed deeply.

"Father, Mother, thank you for everything."

"Go on, make us proud," was all he got in response. He quickly turned on his heels and ran after the monk.

He didn't look back, because he didn't feel the need to. He was going to visit them in a few years as a wandering monk himself, and then he could make sure his sister was taken care of. Then they would share a meal and happily chat about their lives.

Taiki firmly believed that… until the moment he glanced up at the monk's eyes. They were black and soulless, and the boy couldn't understand why anyone would believe he was an honorable person. When he noticed Taiki staring at him, he smirked.

"I don't like to be indebted. Let's pay a visit to your lord, shall we?"

The little boy instinctively knew that the person before him was up to no good. But it was too late to turn back.

***

He should've run away.

When they arrived at the lord's castle, the monk was granted access in exchange for exorcising the bad energy that had accumulated above the residence. Of course, that was a lie. He got a free meal and a luxurious bedroom after talking with the lord. Taiki had never had such a full stomach, and sleep quickly took him.

He slept so soundly that the sounds of a fight didn't rouse him. Even the screams went unheard.

As the morning sun dyed the corridors red, two figures hurried along. Taiki didn't understand why there were leaving at dawn or why the monk made a jingling sound every time he took a step. When they arrived outside, the boy gasped, seeing the red stone steps. Maybe it wasn't the sunlight that gave a reddish hue to everything.

The man dressed as a monk grasped Taiki's hand tightly.

"Come. We're done here and need to leave now."

The boy didn't argue. He gulped as he was dragged along, his eyes wide, looking at the fallen bodies strewn across the courtyard.

"Don't vomit," the adult warned. "You'll get used to this soon."

***

Taiki endured years of training in the hidden shinobi village the fake monk had brought him to.  Finally, it was time for the initiation exam, after which he would be able to take on small jobs unsupervised. The road to being a qualified shinobi was long, but he was closer to it with every step he took. There was nothing else for him to concentrate on, as it was his only goal in life.

Except for his friendship with Maru, a war orphan. After his father died on the battlefield—a mere foot soldier—his mother fell ill and soon followed her husband to the other world. Maru's elder brother didn't even know about the little boy's existence since he’d been sent away as a servant to a feudal lord in a castle far from their village a year before Maru was born. So, the boy was grateful for the shinobi who had found him and brought him here. Despite their differences, Taiki and Maru's friendship was strong. It started when Maru, who was older by a couple
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