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It was Bisma’s eighteenth birthday, which meant it was time for goodbye.


But there were hours until then; she would not think of it now. Instead, Bisma got up from her bed: a soft spread of leaves above a thick branch molded perfectly for her body.


She stood and stretched, looking around the room she occupied in her home, a massive treehouse in the center of the Enchanted Forest. The other girls weren’t as comfortable with heights, but Bisma loved the feeling of being above the entire world, so her room was the very highest. It suited her just fine. With seven of them occupying the home (Baji Eva the eldest at twenty-one, and Deeba the youngest at two), Bisma relished the quiet up here.


Walking across the weathered wood floor, Bisma went to the center of her room, where the tree’s massive trunk rooted all the rooms together. She stuck her head through the opening, down the stairs that twisted and turned around the trunk, connecting every portion of their home.


She heard her sisters rising, already bickering over morning chores. Baji’s voice rang out clearest as she ordered them all about.


Baji was the title for the leader of their family; her actual name was Eva, but when she became the head, she was called Baji out of respect.


And now it was almost Bisma’s turn to become Baji.


Pushing aside the twinge in her heart at the thought, Bisma stepped on to the staircase. Rather than going down to join the others, she went up, climbing onto the roof of her room, then up higher on to another thick branch well above the treehouse. She sat down, pulling her knees to her chest, and inhaled a deep breath of fresh, sweet air, savoring the taste of earth on her tongue.


The first time Bisma had gone into town, she’d eyed the neat homes in the village along the way: little cottages, one or two storey tall. How boring, she’d thought. And stuck on the ground, too! Her home was a plethora of connected rooms built on thick tree branches on the biggest tree in the Forest, and from up here, they had the very best view.


The sun warmed the sky with color, rising higher and higher, shimmering over the tops of the green trees, turning the leaves a fiery gold. From here, she could see the outline of the glistening Mirror Lake, its waters a perfect bright blue, as though it was a stroke of paint.


To the east, she saw the meandering shape of the Rushing River, the waves roaring white and gray as they dashed forward. Beyond that, she knew the Forest led straight to the Cliffs, which then cut off to the ocean. Birds flitted through the sky, their wings violet and red, chirping their morning songs.


Bisma had known the Enchanted Forest her entire life, but it seemed there was always more to see, more to explore. Her magical home, the very best place in all the world.


Turning her wrist, Bisma looked down at the mark on her skin, a simple black tree that branded her as an Unwanted Girl. This was what the villagers called her band of sisters, and they had long since adopted it themselves. An unwanted child, Bisma had been left on the outskirts of the Forest as a baby. She was lucky in that sense.


Some of her sisters had similar experiences, but others had come to the Forest willingly, having nowhere else to go. Not all who came were accepted by the Forest, and she had heard the stories of how frightened her sisters had been to plunge into the dark woods, not knowing if they would survive.


But those who were accepted were accepted wholeheartedly; strangers one day and sisters the next.


Bisma listened to the faint sound of her sisters down below. She could hear five-year-old Nori, up to her usual mischief, most probably bothering two-year-old Deeba. Twelve-year-old Azalea would be hiding away from her chores, while nine-year-old Mei would be assembling breakfast with fifteen-year-old Luna.


Inhaling another sweet breath of mossy air, Bisma enjoyed the view of her forest. She stood and walked along the branch, balancing perfectly along the curve until she reached the very end. Bisma did not bother to look down; she simply jumped.


Wind whipped across her body as she fell, and Bisma let out a shriek of delight, unable to help herself. Her stomach gave out as the ground hurtled up toward her, growing closer, closer—Until a branch reached out and caught her. Bisma laughed, hair falling over her cheeks.


‘Thanks, Forrie,’ she said, as the branch gently deposited her onto the floor of the Forest. The branch waved at her, then slithered back into place in the treehouse.


Bisma sighed, looking up at the house. She didn’t want to go in just yet, or she would be stopped a hundred times with baby Deeba demanding cuddles and Luna wanting to once again ask if she thought the baker’s son had told her to have a nice day in a general sort of way or if he’d meant that he specifically wanted Luna to have a nice day, a question Bisma had already answered about seventeen times.


But really, she wanted to avoid the cheerful birthday wishes—and the harsh reality that accompanied it. Just a little longer.


Turning her back to the treehouse, Bisma skipped along. Whistling with the birds chirping up above her, she passed the vegetable garden and the chicken coops as she made her way down to the well for a drink of cold water, then meandered down to the stream to wash.


Stripping off her clothes, Bisma bathed in the cool stream, as she had hundreds of times before. She washed her long hair with lavender soap, watching the dark brown waves grow straight and ink-black in the water. The familiar scent calmed her, and she sank deeper into the water.


When she was done, Bisma saw there was a fresh outfit laid out for her on a branch, along with a drying cloth. It was a new dress; she recognized Azalea’s hand on it. While the twelve-year-old hated chores, she loved sewing and was always making new outfits for the sisters.


The Forest had brought the clothes out for her. ‘Thank you, Forrie.’


The wind whistled in response as Bisma got dressed. The dress fell to mid-calf and fit like a glove. It had short cap sleeves and was in her favorite color: a deep emerald green with black embroidery on the body.


She pulled the strings on the corseted bodice and tied them into a little bow, then admired the mehndi on her hands. She had applied it two nights ago and it had finally fully darkened.


Bisma twirled, watching the fabric of her dress lift with the movement, then fall back down, as soft as a sigh. She walked over to a still pool of water to look at her reflection. The dress really did look beautiful.


Her dark hair was beginning to dry and curl. Bisma usually let her unruly hair flow freely or tidied it into a simple braid. At most, she would add a string of motia, the sweet jasmine scent staying with her the entire day. But today, she knew Mei would want to do something special. The nine-year-old was always insisting on doing her sisters’ hair in complicated fashions they had no need for, and today Bisma would indulge her.


She made her way back to the treehouse, picking mint leaves on the way and chewing on them to freshen her breath. She passed by a burst of sweet rosemary and plucked some sprigs to press onto her wrists, inhaling the lovely scent.


As Bisma walked home, she ran her hand along the wildflowers—pink, purple, orange, yellow, and blue—touching her hand to the soft petals. Sunlight shone through the leaves from above, highlighting all the brilliant colors.


Every bit of the Forest was overgrown and alive, not like the neat squares of grass in the villagers’ estates. She had been horrified the first time she saw the villagers of Old Town mercilessly cutting away at the earth’s natural beauty.


Finally, Bisma made it home. She looked up at the treehouse, hearing the chaos from outside. She climbed up the winding stairs and entered the main area of their home, which was decorated with cushions in various colors, pitchers filled with flowers, hanging pots and pans, and shelves lined with mismatched teacups and plates.


‘Morning!’ Bisma said.


All the commotion inside the house stopped.


It was silent for a half a heartbeat, then they all exploded with noise. Six girls shrieked and cried out and tackled her with hugs. Bisma kissed each of her sisters.


‘Happiest of birthdays, angel,’ Baji said. She held Deeba in one arm, then came to hug Bisma with her other. Bisma hugged her close, and Deeba wrapped her little arms around their necks, squeezing both of them.


‘Do you like the dress?’ Azalea asked, brown eyes lit up with excitement.


‘Let’s play!’ Nori cried. Her thin, wiry frame jumped up and down, upending her already messy hair.


‘Finally, you’re here,’ Luna said, exhaling dramatically. ‘I am starving.’


‘Breakfast is ready!’ Mei said, pointing to the picnic baskets. ‘Just need to pack the tea and milk.’ She went to the kitchen, where water was boiling on the stove.


‘Tch, Mei, leave it,’ Baji said. ‘Azalea, go help her.’


Azalea rolled her eyes, tossing her brown hair aside. ‘I made Bisma’s dress! I think I’ve done enough.’


Baji gave her a stern look, but Azalea was hardly fazed. Twelve-year-olds.


‘It’s alright, Baji, I can do it,’ Mei said. She was a thin girl with straight, jet-black hair that was cut short, skimming her chin. Since her hair was so silky, it was hard to do much with it, which was why she loved doing her sisters’ hair.


‘You’ve been cooking since the morning,’ Bisma said, going over to help Mei. ‘Besides, I need you to do my hair.’


‘Hey, I helped with breakfast, too!’ Luna complained. Bisma sat down on the wood floors so Mei could do her hair and Luna came and sat across from Bisma, dark brown eyes sparkling. She had a beauty mark next to her lip, and her hair was a deep honey color. ‘Haru said not to overwork the batter when you make scones.’


Bisma bit back a laugh. Luna took every opportunity to bring up the baker’s son, her latest crush. At fifteen, Luna had a new crush every few months.


‘I helped Baji with the jam!’ Nori said, bouncing over and dropping into Bisma’s lap.


‘Oof,’ Bisma said, as Nori elbowed her in the gut. Bisma played with the five-year-old’s hair, straightening the blonde curls into something resembling neatness.


None of the girls looked similar; they were all different. The closest in likeness were Bisma and Deeba, who both had deep brown skin, but Deeba was a shade darker, and her features were different to Bisma’s. Nori had pale white skin, while Azalea had a tawny skin tone, and Mei’s was more of a fawn. Luna had olive-colored skin, and Eva’s was dark chestnut.


‘She really did help with the jam,’ Baji said, coming over with little Deeba, who waddled on her own feet.


‘Remind me, who made Bisma’s dress?’ Azalea added pointedly, squeezing in beside Bisma to run a hand along the fabric of her outfit.


‘Thank you,’ Bisma said. ‘It’s perfect.’


Azalea beamed with self-satisfaction. The girls all sat together as Mei finished styling Bisma’s hair. Afterwards, Bisma looked in the mirror, and she saw her own dark eyes fill with joy.


‘It’s beautiful, Mei,’ Bisma said. ‘Thank you.’


Small tendrils framed her face, but the rest of it was pulled back, and Mei had wrapped the braid with a few strings of motia, the little white flowers a stark and striking contrast against Bisma’s dark hair. Coupled with the small gold baliyan Bisma always wore on her ears and the freshly dark mehndi on her hands, she looked fit to go to a ball.


‘It really does look so pretty,’ Azalea said. She batted her eyelashes at Mei. ‘Do mine, too?’


‘Can we eat?’ Luna asked, clutching her stomach. ‘Haru says the scones are always best when they’re fresh.’


Azalea pretended to vomit, then muttered to herself, ‘If I have to hear about the baker’s son one more time, I swear …’


Baji and Bisma exchanged an amused glance.


‘Yes, let’s go eat,’ Baji said. As their eldest sister and leader, hers was the final say.


They gathered up the picnic baskets and made their way down the treehouse, comforting chatter filling the air. Azalea was going on about how she desperately needed new fabric to make a blouse or she would just die; Luna was reciting a love poem she had recently read; Nori was hopping and twirling, as hyper as ever.


They walked through the Forest, and Baji pointed out different mushrooms and berries to Mei, who declared whether they were safe to eat or not—something they were all taught when they first entered the Forest. They stopped at a hill with a view of the Rushing River and sat in the shade of an elderberry tree on a picnic blanket that was the yellow of sweetcorn and sunflowers.


Then the girls eagerly set about unloading their breakfast: jars of glistening blueberry jam and orange marmalade, warm crumbly scones, savory egg and spinach pie, lots of toast and salted golden butter, bottles of cold milk and pots of strong black tea, and a vanilla cake with bright red strawberries and thick sugared cream.


‘This is amazing,’ Bisma said, heart swelling. She looked around at her sisters, feeling nostalgic for this moment already. After today, everything would change.


Her gaze snagged on Baji, whose eyes welled with tears.


Bisma opened her mouth to speak, but Baji gave her a bright smile, blinking her tears away. As painful as this was for Bisma, she knew it was worse for Baji.


‘Let’s eat!’ Baji declared. The girls did not need to be told twice.


They dug in, passing plates and cutlery and teacups and sugar, eating until their stomachs were full. Then they spent the day playing in the sun.


Around midday, they all gathered back onto the picnic blankets and huddled together to nap, cuddling close and warming one another with their bodies in the cool shade of the elderberry tree. Patches of sunlight shifted through the gaps of the leaves above them as they slept.


When they woke, they ate again, then raced to the Rushing River, splashing each other with cold water. They picked flowers and made bouquets; Bisma made each of her sisters gajre to adorn their wrists. They talked and bickered and teased and laughed.


It was a perfect day. Everyone was on their best behavior—even Azalea—and before Bisma knew it, the sun was setting, the sky shifting from bright cerulean blue to a dark purple.


The sight filled her with terror; she didn’t want the day to end. Bisma wished she could reach out into the sky and hold the sun in place, just for a while longer. Please, just a few hours more, she implored, but even the magic of the Enchanted Forest could not stop time.


Goodbye was inevitable.


‘It’s time,’ Baji said, her voice solemn and thick. They all grew silent. Quietly, they packed up their things and made their way back to the treehouse, walking slowly, prolonging the end.


They could only put it off for so long. Soon they were back at the treehouse.


It was time for goodbye.


‘I’m going to miss you girls so much,’ Baji said. No, not Baji anymore—just Eva. Now that Bisma was eighteen, it was time for her to become Baji.


‘Deeba, give me a hug,’ Eva said, crouching down. Deeba was too young to truly understand that this would be the last time she saw Eva. She waddled into Eva’s open arms, hugging her; Eva held her close, kissing her cheek.


Then she stood, holding her arms out for Nori.


‘You’ll be back, right?’ Nori asked, face scrunched with confusion. A streak of dirt marred one cheek; she rubbed at it, smearing it further.


‘No, sweetheart, remember?’ Eva said. Her eyes shone. ‘I have to go now, but Bisma will take care of all of you. She’ll be your new Baji, and she’s going to be wonderful.’


Baji was the title of the head of their family. Like Bisma, on Eva’s eighteenth birthday she had been bequeathed the title, and like Bisma, she had said goodbye to her own Baji, a girl named Silke that Bisma remembered well.


Silke would be twenty-three now, but Bisma had not seen her since she had left the Enchanted Forest.


‘Come, give me a hug,’ Eva said. She hugged Nori, then said goodbye to Mei, then Azalea, then Luna.


‘I’ll walk with you,’ Bisma said. Eva nodded; she turned to the girls, as if to tell them to go up and get ready for bed, then stopped herself.


Eva looked at Bisma, who felt unsteady by the sudden responsibility.


‘Girls, wash up and change for bed,’ Bisma instructed them, her voice shaking. ‘I’ll be back. Luna, you’re in charge until then.’


Luna nodded, putting an arm around Nori. Mei held one of little Deeba’s hands, while Azalea held her other. With one final smile, Eva blew them a kiss. She looked up at the treehouse—her home—then turned to go. Bisma walked alongside her.


The Forest was dark now, but they could move through the woods with their eyes closed. Moonlight shone down from above. The air was chilly. Bisma rubbed her arms. They walked in comfortable silence until they reached the edge of the Enchanted Forest.


It was time.


Bisma threw her arms around Eva, holding her tight.


‘Don’t go,’ Bisma said, though she knew it was futile. She pulled away, clutching Eva’s forearms. ‘I’m not ready, Baji. Can’t you stay just a little longer?’


‘Not Baji anymore,’ the older girl replied with a sad smile. ‘Just Eva, remember? I’ll have to get used to that again. Same as you’ll have to get used to being called Baji.’


Bisma released a long breath, eyes filling with tears. It felt as though a piece of her heart was being carved out.


‘The rules are the rules,’ Eva whispered, her voice wavering. ‘You know how the Forest is.’


The Enchanted Forest had a mind of its own. It welcomed girls who were unwanted or had nowhere else to go but with the strict stipulation that the eldest would become Baji on her eighteenth birthday and remain only until the next girl came of age.


In three years, when Luna was eighteen, Bisma would be leaving just as Eva was now. It felt like a cruel punishment, always having to say goodbye.


Things had always been like this, since the Enchanted Forest took in the first girl hundreds of years ago. The rules and traditions had passed down over and over. The girls did not quite understand why the Forest had its rules, just that it did, and they needed to obey them.


‘Won’t you write to us?’ Bisma whispered. ‘To me, at least? I won’t tell, I promise.’


Eva sighed. ‘I wish, but you know I can’t. None of the elder bajis ever have, and besides, I don’t think the Forest would allow my letters to reach you even if I did.’


‘But why?’ Bisma asked, angry. ‘It isn’t fair.’


‘Darling, if you spend all the time I’m away wishing for me to come back, how will you ever adjust? How will any of the others?’ Eva said. ‘You need to trust and rely on yourself, so the girls can, too. The system is the way it is for a reason.’


Bisma didn’t understand why it was like this, but she did not see the same frustration on Eva’s face. Eva seemed to understand why it had to be this way; perhaps when Bisma was done with her tenure as Baji, she would understand, too. But for now she felt nothing but anxiety.


‘Now I really must go. Look …’ Eva said, drawing up her wrist. There was a black tree inked onto her skin; it was the mark of the Enchanted Forest. They all had them, but Eva’s was fading fast, nearly gone.


‘I’m afraid,’ Bisma whispered. Raising five girls under the age of fifteen—caring for them, protecting them, nurturing them—was no easy feat.


‘So was I,’ Eva said. She squeezed Bisma’s arm. ‘But you’ll figure it out, and you’ll have the Forest to help you. I know you can do it.’


But Bisma wasn’t as patient as Eva, nor as clever or kind. She loved her sisters, but love was not always enough.


‘I have to go,’ Eva said. The mark on her wrist was nearly gone now. Once it faded, she would not be allowed back into the Enchanted Forest. She would go and build her life somewhere else, somewhere new, just as the previous bajis had done before her.


Bisma had no idea where any of them were; once they left, they did not stay in the Old Town and they did not return.


‘I hate this,’ Bisma said, eyes welling with tears. ‘I’m going to miss you.’


Eva cupped Bisma’s face in her hands. ‘We’ll see each other again,’ she said, her voice a promise.


Hope flared in Bisma’s heart. ‘Really? How?’ Bisma asked quietly.


‘I’m not sure,’ Eva replied, nibbling on her lower lip. ‘But it’s what my baji told me.’


‘Where will you go? How will I find you?’ Bisma had a hundred questions, but Eva just smiled, leaning forward to kiss Bisma’s forehead.


‘Just trust me,’ Eva said, and despite the fear unfurling in Bisma’s chest, she did. She trusted Eva with her life. She pulled her older sister into one last hug.


‘Be good,’ Eva whispered. With that, she walked away into the thick fog and disappeared.


‘But that’s just it,’ Bisma whispered to no one in particular. She stood alone in the quiet woods. ‘I’m not good.’
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Disaster did not strike until two weeks later.


The first week was spent in a mourning period; the treehouse was quieter than it had ever been, and a somber mood filled the air. It took the girls some time, too, to remember to call Bisma ‘Baji’.


There were chores to be done and lessons to be learned, and Bisma was in charge of all of it. There was no one above her; the responsibility was hers and hers alone.


Slowly, Bisma began to understand why Eva had been sad but hopeful on her last day; why the Unwanted Girls had to leave the Enchanted Forest when the next girl came of age. It was so they could become something more than a caretaker, so that they could live lives of their own.


To be the Baji forever was untenable. As much as she loved them, in a way, Eva must have been glad to move on to another adventure. To live a life that was entirely her own.


It was all-consuming, looking after five girls, but such was the role of the Baji. Bisma would do what she needed to do, just as she always had, just as Eva and the bajis before her.


Deeba needed constant attention, and the older girls took turns with her.


‘Why does she always need a diaper change during MY shift?’ Azalea asked. Wrinkling her nose, she held Deeba at arm’s length. Deeba giggled.


‘Give her here, I’ll do it,’ Mei offered, holding her hands out for Deeba. Though she was three years younger than Azalea, she was far more responsible. Azalea went to hand Deeba off, but Bisma gave her a stern look, making Azalea stop in her tracks.


‘Azalea, it’s your shift and so it’s your responsibility. I didn’t hear Luna complaining when Deeba threw up on her.’


‘I did!’ Azalea whined in outrage. ‘Luna was being a big baby about it.’


Bisma narrowed her eyes. She tried to keep her voice level. ‘Still, Luna took care of it. Just like you will.’ Azalea rolled her eyes, muttering to herself. ‘Without attitude,’ Bisma added.


Azalea scoffed loudly. ‘Oh, so now I can’t even have an attitude!’


‘Keep complaining and you’ll be cleaning the chicken coops tomorrow,’ Bisma warned.


Azalea promptly shut her lips tight, but not before giving Bisma a long-suffering look.


Bisma’s heart twinged; she hated to be the bad guy, but she would need to grow used to disciplining her sisters or the entire house would fall into disarray.


There were a million things to do and manage that she had not realized, and at the end of each day she felt she had missed something (or twelve things) and ruined even more. Then, the next day, it would start all over again.


The chickens and goats needed tending to, the house needed to be cleaned, there was food to be cooked, dishes to be washed, fruits and vegetables to be picked, clothes to be stitched, pottery to be made, lessons to be taught (not to mention manners and etiquette!), furniture to be mended, and the Forest knew what else!


Of course the work was divided among the six of them—well, five, since Deeba was a baby, and honestly, she was a task on her own to be taken care of—but to organize the tasks and divide them fairly was the Baji’s job—Bisma’s job.


She had never realized how much finesse it took to keep a household running smoothly! If even one day Bisma forgot to remind one of the girls of one of their tasks, it upended the careful balance of the entire day, giving them all headaches and terrible moods.


In a house full of girls, bad moods were to be avoided at all costs if they were to survive, otherwise their quaint, cozy little home would soon become a butcher house.


That day, Luna sat at a table in the main room, painting the dried pottery she’d made recently. The first floor of the treehouse consisted of the kitchen, their dining area, and the living room, and it was where they spent most of their time.


The rooms were stacked above, and because they were small, they each had their own rooms, except for Deeba; she rotated rooms, since a two-year-old couldn’t be left alone for the entire night.


Sunlight streamed in through the open windows, carrying in a soft breeze and the scent of pine and blossoms. It was the beginning of autumn, but warmth still remained in the air when the sun was out.


As Luna painted, and Azalea watched Deeba, Bisma was tasked with teaching five-year-old Nori how to read, and neither of them were enjoying it one bit. There was a school for the villagers’ children in Old Town, but the Unwanted Girls were not welcome there, so they taught themselves.


‘Sound it out,’ Bisma begged, reaching out to tuck Nori’s blonde hair behind her ear. ‘Cat. Cuh-Cuh-Cuh—ah-ah-ah—tuh-tuh-tuh.’


‘Uh, K? O? D?’ Nori attempted, getting it wrong for the seventh time in the past three days.


Bisma released a long breath.


Mei was in the kitchen, baking a pie for dinner, and the smell of potatoes, cheese, and thyme was making Bisma wish she was enjoying a nice meal out in the sun rather than suffering through a spelling lesson.


‘Cat,’ Bisma said again, looking into Nori’s blue eyes. Her hair was a mess; Mei had done it this morning but Nori had pulled it all out from the two intricate braids. ‘Come on, cuh-cuh-cuh …’


‘Baji, I’m hungry,’ Nori whined, throwing her book to the side.


‘Baji, I’m hungry, too,’ Azalea whined, joining them in the main room with Deeba on her hip. She plopped onto the sofa, lifting her feet up and balancing Deeba on her knees, bouncing her up and down.


‘Higher!’ Deeba cried, the word lispy.


Bisma got up and went to the kitchen to find some snacks. She looked around at the hanging pots of fresh herbs and glass jars overflowing with flowers to the stacks of mismatched plates and delicately painted teacups. Finding some fruit, she sliced and prepared fuzzy pink apricots and smooth green pears, licking the juice from her fingers. She brought the fruit to the table, and they all gathered round.


‘Hey, that’s mine!’ Luna cried, as Azalea swiped a pear slice from her hand and cackled.


Bisma gave her a stern look, and Azalea shut her mouth, though a smirk remained on her face.


‘Baji, my shoes,’ Mei said, coming over sadly with something in her hands.


Bisma set down her sliced apricot and held her hands open for the shoes, which she lifted to find that the fronts were broken through; Mei’s feet were too big for them now and she would need a new pair.


And that meant Bisma would have to go into town. She hadn’t been to town since Eva left. The realization startled her. The past two weeks had passed by in such a blur. It felt like only last night Eva had left them.


‘I’ll go to town and get you a new pair,’ Bisma said, standing. She groaned as her back cracked; she felt she had aged two years in the past two weeks.


There was no time to worry about her decaying bones; she needed to check the coffers to see how much coin they had. While the Unwanted Girls were mostly self-sufficient, they did need money for things they could not easily make, like shoes, or fabric for new clothes, or pans for cooking.


Bisma sold her poisons, and the other girls kept productive with what they could: Azalea sometimes did stitching, Luna would read to a kind elderly woman in town, and Eva used to sell painted pottery.


‘I can go!’ Luna said, brown eyes lighting up like struck matches. She jumped up. ‘I can stop by the bakery, too, and pick up some bread instead of baking a loaf.’


Bisma gave her a look, and Luna’s cheeks reddened with a blush.


‘Real subtle,’ Azalea cackled.


They all knew why Luna was so enthusiastic to go to town, and to the bakery, no less.


‘No, I’ll go,’ Bisma said. She needed a moment out, anyway. Besides, it was a good excuse to take her cart. Bisma was a skilled garden-witch and could grow a number of berries, leaves, and plants, and so she sold potions in town and earned a good bit of coin that way.


There weren’t many witches in Old Town, which helped her business, for it meant the vegetation she grew was not so easily accessible, and the potions she brewed were unique. Magic itself was special to the people of Fairendelle, the kingdom in which they lived, but—luckily for Bisma—it was not so rare as to be feared. In her home, at least, it was a delightful and pleasing rarity; Bisma enjoyed how her sisters squealed in awe whenever she grew a plant from the dirt.


In fact, most magic was not extraordinary; it merely helped people in their trade. There were some witches who excelled at cooking (kitchen-witches); some who were masters of stories (quill-witches); others who were good with animals (shepherd-witches); and so forth.


In the villages of Fairendelle, none were so powerful that it made them significant, though in bigger cities, such as Whitebridge, there were some quite powerful and famous witches, and in Castletown—the crown city—the most powerful witches served the king on a special council.


In Old Town, however, Bisma and the few other witches were not given such respect.


Bisma was struck by the realization that she hadn’t gardened since before Eva left. Good grief. She needed to get back to that. She didn’t have any open orders—she’d delivered all the ones before her birthday—but she needed to go to town to receive more orders to then make more money. As Baji, it was her responsibility to provide for the girls.


Finishing off her apricot, Bisma stood and brushed a stray curl from her face. ‘Alright, I’m going to town,’ she declared, making sure each of the girls heard her. ‘Luna, you can’t come because you are in charge while I’m gone.’


‘What!?’ Azalea groaned, huffing out her full cheeks. ‘Why is Luna always in charge?’


‘Because I’m the oldest after Baji and the most mature,’ Luna replied, lifting her chin. She twirled, her pink dress flaring out.


‘And because we like Lulu better,’ Nori said innocently. She exchanged a mischievous glance with Mei, who laughed. Even Bisma’s lips quirked at that, while Azalea was not the least bit amused.


‘Baji! They’re disrespecting me!’ Azalea said, turning to Bisma with her jaw dropped. Then a hard look entered her brown eyes. She turned back to the younger girls. ‘In six years when I’m Baji, I’m going to remember this.’


The girls hardly cared. Luna snorted.


‘Baji, I’m coming, too!’ Nori asked, scampering away to grab her little boots. She pulled them on, her hair falling in front of her eyes.


‘Those are on backwards, angel,’ Bisma said, helping Nori put them on correctly.


The girls did not go to town often, for it was not safe. The Unwanted Girls were treated like second-class citizens, if that. Many villagers regarded them like feral animals and avoided them as though they carried the plague. And so the younger girls especially were not allowed to go without an older one.


After sliding on her black boots and tying the laces tight, Bisma grabbed her leather purse, preparing to go. There was a slight chill in the autumn breeze, so she slipped on a thick cardigan as well, made of the softest yarn. This was her town cardigan; it was crow black. While Bisma adored all the wonderful colors of the Forest, when she went to town, she always wore dark colors as a sort of armor, to encourage the villagers to stay away.


‘Baji, I’m ready!’ Nori said, already having made quick work of putting on a sweater that looked too big for her.


‘Good job, sweet,’ Bisma said, pushing back Nori’s wild hair. They were all set to go. Leaving Deeba, Azalea walked them to the door of the treehouse, donning an innocent expression.


‘When am I allowed to go to town alone?’ Azalea asked, batting her eyelashes. ‘I’m almost thirteen. I think Luna went alone when she was thirteen.’


‘Nice try.’ Bisma gave her an unamused look. ‘You know you’re not allowed to go alone until you’re fourteen, and you are currently only one month past twelve.’


‘That’s basically thirteen, which is basically fourteen!’ Azalea cried.


‘Your math skills leave something to be desired,’ Luna sang from the table, while Mei giggled.


‘Luna,’ Bisma said, fixing her with a stern glance. ‘Behave. And take care of the others. We’ll be back soon.’


With that, she ushered Nori toward the stairs. Nori jumped from the highest step, her squealing laughter filling the air. A branch reached out to catch her as she went hurtling toward the ground. Bisma met her at the bottom, then walked over to the garden to grab her cart.


When she didn’t have orders to drop off, she went to town with her pushcart. She had ordinary potions, like peppermint tea for upset stomachs, or elderberry syrup for a cold, or lavender essence for an antiseptic, or dried white willow bark to chew on to relieve pain—but what she was really known for was her poisons.


There were sleeping drops—made of valerian, a pink flower that Bisma used magic to grow for the wives who did not like their husband’s advances in the night. (And if those husbands happened to pass in the night, well, that was none of Bisma’s business.) Then there was itching powder made of nettle and sumac; a hogweed spray to cause potential blindness; monkshood to cause numbness; yew-berry jam to cause discreet death; and a variation of other such products that sold quite well to the women of the village.


Of course they had to be discreet. Bisma had been notorious as ‘the Unwanted Witch’ or ‘garden-wench’ ever since she was ten and made her first potion—or, well, poison might be more accurate.


There were few witches in their area, and even fewer skilled ones, but Bisma was a truly gifted witch, her talents further cultivated by the Forest. She had always been talented at gardening, able to grow things from the earth with magic, like ripe fruits out of season, or herbs for cooking, or pretty flowers for her sisters.


But she became truly infamous when she was ten. Aged seven, Luna had just arrived in the Enchanted Forest and become an Unwanted Girl, and Bisma was excited to have a new sister.


Except little Luna never spoke. Whenever anyone approached her, she flinched as if injured and hastily stepped away. She seemed to be afraid of her own shadow.


It took Luna months to open up, and that was when Bisma learned that Luna had been abused by her father until it had become so unbearable that she had run away to the Enchanted Forest, prepared to face death rather than live in her own home another moment.


When Bisma learned this, she had been angry—angrier than she’d ever been. And she would only grow angrier.


One day in town, a villager spat at Luna. ‘Shame on you!’ the old woman said. ‘Running away, sullying your family name!’


Luna covered her mouth with both her hands to stop from crying out; her body shook with the force of repressed sobs.


‘Don’t you know why she ran away?!’ ten-year-old Bisma cried, standing in front of Luna. ‘Her father hurt her!’


But the villager did not care, nor did she listen. With a final disgusted glance, the old woman walked away.


Luna quietly cried. Bisma fumed.


Their baji whisked them away, scolding Bisma for lashing out. ‘You could have been hurt,’ Baji had said, her voice afraid.


But Bisma wasn’t afraid; she was angry.


Another visit to town brought them face to face with Luna’s father. He was a broad, short man with a mustache and dark eyes the same color as Luna’s. Luna froze in front of him, her breath a gasp, but her father walked straight passed her like she wasn’t even there.


‘If he was kind to me,’ Luna whispered to Bisma that night, as they lay together in Luna’s bed, ‘I would go home. So long as he didn’t hurt me again, I would go home.’


‘No, Luna, this is your home now,’ Bisma said, hating to see Luna upset. She wanted to hold her sister, but Luna did not like to be touched.


A wretched feeling was growing and twisting like a vine within Bisma, sharp and prickly. No matter how she tossed and turned in bed, the feeling would not relent. Sleep refused to come. It was as if her insides were riddled with the sharpest thorns.


Unable to bear feeling so helpless, Bisma got up and went outside. She ran down the stairs, out into the dark forest, tears coursing down her cheeks. She felt like vomiting, and she ran to her garden to inhale the sharp scent of mint, but even that did not help.


The moon shone above her as she fell to her knees, crying out. Bisma sank her hands into the dirt and felt the Forest pulsing beneath her palms, magic calling out to her. This was more potent than anything she’d felt before; it felt like clutching a lightning bolt straight from the sky.


As Bisma cried, a plant grew from the earth. She had never seen it before, but she somehow knew exactly what it was and what it could do.


She stopped crying.


Wiping away her tears, she plucked the plant, then went up to her room, where she crushed the leaves into a paste.


Then she went to the kitchen and gathered cocoa butter, beeswax, and a little bit of coconut oil to mask the nasty smell. She had made hand cream before, but this was a special product, made for one person in particular.


The next time Bisma went to town with one of her older sisters, she snuck off. Disguising herself, she went to the local blacksmith, Luna’s father. The last time she had seen him in town, she noticed how very insecure he was about his hands from the way he walked with them behind his back, as if hiding the soot-stained fingers, the blackened nails.


‘This is a cream that can fix all marks!’ Bisma said, pitching it to him. She brought up her flawless hands. ‘See? I have used it myself for years. I will give you a good price.’


Luna’s father seemed hesitant, so Bisma pressed into his insecurity. ‘Use this and no one will be able to tell you are a blacksmith,’ she said, giving him a small sample. ‘Your hands will be as clean as the bookshop owner’s.’


Luna’s father spread the sample across his hand, smelling it. The cream melted into his skin; he seemed impressed by its magic and bought it, thanking her as he went.


Then Bisma waited. She did not tell her sisters, in case it did not work, but somehow she knew it would; it was only a matter of time.


The next time she came to town, a week later, she slipped away to the blacksmith’s shop, taking Luna with her. They both saw that it was being taken over by another, while Luna’s father wept.


His hands were covered with pus-filled blisters that they could see even from a distance.


Bisma could not help her wickedness; she smiled, and stepped forward so he could see.


‘You!’ he cried, looking at her, recognition flaring through his face, shoving his raw, bleeding hands in her face. ‘What did you do?’


‘I don’t know what you mean,’ she replied, lifting her chin. He shouted, reaching for her, but she was quick and moved away, twirling as she did, a delicious satisfaction coursing through her. The commotion caused people to come out into the square and watch.


Let them, she thought.


Luna’s father turned to the villagers. ‘The Unwanted Girl! She sold me a cream and this is the result!’ He lifted his hands for all to see.


Horrified gasps spread through the crowd. The plant had done precisely what Bisma had wanted it to. While at first it would have softened his skin, urging him to use it more and more, eventually, it would have rotted his hands. She could only imagine the constant agony he was in, the blisters bursting every time he tried to touch something.


Luna stepped forward, slipping her hand into Bisma’s, holding tight. It was the first time Luna had willingly touched anyone. Bisma squeezed back.


Luna’s father looked to Luna, realization dawning on him. ‘You did it on purpose,’ he said, disturbed.


‘Every time you reach for a cup of tea, or try to lift your tools, the pain will remind you of what you did. And you will suffer every single moment of every day until you are dead,’ Bisma said, a wicked smile spreading across her face. The blacksmith looked as though he would be sick.


As they walked away, Luna let out a long breath. She leaned her head on Bisma’s shoulder. Finally, the twisting vines inside Bisma eased.


After this incident, Bisma became quietly notorious. Everyone heard about what she had done and why, and villagers began reaching out to her for similar products—not quite as harsh, but of varying degrees.


Soon Bisma had a booming business on her hands.


She did not need to advertise her poisons; people did that for her. Wives and daughters told one another of Bisma’s skills, keeping the matter discreet.


What was not kept discreet was the fact that Bisma was clearly bad news. Unwanted Witch. Garden-wench. An abomination. Vile, twisted, cruel. Rotten to her core.


Good, Bisma told herself. Let them be afraid. There needed to be someone to fear, and if it was her, then so be it.


Her reputation, however, did not come without its problems. The villagers hated her more for it; she was spat at, had garbage thrown at her back when it was turned. For months the grocer refused to sell to her specifically, but would sell to her sisters after they pleaded, though at an outrageous price.


Bisma felt no remorse. How could she? For Luna was no longer afraid.


Luna no longer worried that her father might find her and hurt her again. She stopped flinching when the other girls hugged her, and then at thirteen she had her first crush and went on for weeks and weeks about how the boy who picked apples had brushed hands with her when he handed her an apple in the orchard one day.


While Bisma’s poisons—as well as the family she’d found in the Enchanted Forest—gave Luna that ease, it also meant that forevermore Bisma had to be on guard in town. Even more so as Baji now, when the Unwanted Girls were her responsibility.


As she passed through the village with Nori, Bisma’s body tensed, alert. She looked down at Nori, who was bouncing.


‘Behave,’ she ordered, her voice stern. ‘And hold onto the cart. Understood?’


‘Okie-dokie!’ Nori said, but she was already looking around, buzzing with excitement at the change of scenery.


They entered the town square, where Bisma did her business and everything they needed could be purchased. At the north end was the tavern, the Apothecary, the mayor’s office, and the inn. The west end held shops for shoes and fabric, along with a seamstress’s store; the south end was where the paint store and bookshop were, along with the potter’s and the blacksmith’s; and the eastern portion held the meat stores, the bakery, and the fruit and vegetable stands. The storefronts were all different colors, the names painted in different styles, though they were a bit old now, the paint chipped.


The town was overcrowded, as well. Whenever Bisma came, she was struck anew by just how many people there were. She was so used to her little family having free rein over the entire Forest, which of course they shared with the birds and animals and bees, but it was not nearly the same as dozens of people crammed into this one square, shopping and chatting and laughing. It was so loud.


As Bisma pushed her cart through the square, she felt uneasy. People nudged each other and pointed, staring at her and Nori. Bisma glared back at all of them.


In town, she always donned her most feral scowl, and her withering glare, and the hard set of her jaw, like a rabid animal prepared to pounce at any moment.


‘Don’t smile,’ Bisma ordered Nori, who was happily skipping.


The Unwanted Girls were disliked, and if they showed happiness, it only encouraged further bullying. The villagers were always keen to remind the girls to be miserable, so they put on the facade of unhappiness and the villagers stayed content, and more importantly stayed away.


As Bisma approached the shoe store, a woman grabbed her child and shoved her out of Bisma’s sight, as though Bisma was an evil force that children needed to be protected from.


Despite herself, Bisma’s heart twinged. They were strangers, but when they looked at her like she was evil, it only made her feel like an even worse person.


If she behaved like a monster and was treated like a monster, did that make her a monster?


It does not matter, she reminded herself. She did not need them. All Bisma could count on was the Unwanted Girls and the Enchanted Forest. They may be unwanted elsewhere, but they were wanted by each other.


It was better for the villagers to be afraid of her.


Then they would leave her alone.
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After selling orders to her usual customers, then collecting new shoes for Mei, Bisma went to the bakery for those chocolate chip muffins the girls loved. At least Old Town wasn’t filled with all bad characters. The baker and her family were kind, good people.


Bisma waved at the baker and her husband, then at their son behind the counter, who donned an apron.


‘Hello!’ Haru said. He was a sweet-faced boy of fifteen with silky black hair; it was easy to see why he was the object of Luna’s daydreams.


He looked over Bisma’s shoulder, as if searching for someone.


Bisma lifted Nori up so she could wave at Haru. ‘I’m afraid she’s my only companion today,’ Bisma said, giving him a small smile. There was no one else in the bakery, so she did not have to worry about maintaining her surly attitude. ‘Eight muffins and a loaf of bread, please.’


He gathered her order, and she paid.


‘Please tell—’ He broke off, looking away. His ears tinged pink. ‘Tell your … sisters I send my regards.’


Bisma nodded, trying not to laugh at the poor boy. ‘I will.’


She stashed the goods on her cart and left the bakery, Nori beside her. Once outside, Bisma’s smile immediately faded. She glared at passersby, scanning the crowds before looking to Nori. ‘Ready to go home?’ she asked.


‘Aw, Baji!’ Nori pouted. ‘A little longer!’ She held onto the edge of Bisma’s dress, pulling. ‘Please, please, please!’


‘Tch, Nori,’ Bisma said, unable to say no.


She looked up and was promptly distracted by a familiar figure. As her heart rate spiked violently, and her glare hardened, Nori took the opportunity to skip back into the bakery to Haru. Though the figure was across the square, she would recognize that obnoxious face from any distance.


Xander Chapman.


He strode toward her, and even his walk was detestable, those ridiculous long legs clad in black trousers made of fine material and leather boots that were so clean, they shone. His strides were confident; he practically sauntered.


He wore a white blouse with billowing sleeves and a waistcoat that accented his slim waist and outrageously broad shoulders. The waistcoat was emerald green, the same shade as his eyes. The only thing worse than the waistcoat was his hair: silky locks that were the deep copper-brown of leaves in autumn and which added a good few inches to his already towering height.


More than a handful of village girls stared at him, pointing and giggling. Bisma’s hands tightened around her cart as he approached. She considered making a run for it, but knowing Xander, he would only chase after her.


Deplorable man.


‘Well met, Bis,’ he said, standing in front of her. He flashed her a brilliant smile, showcasing his perfect teeth and those deep dimples in his flawless cream-colored skin.


One of her eyes twitched. That was another thing. He sometimes called her by a nickname, as though they were intimate friends.


‘Alexander.’ She put as much disdain as she could into each syllable. She did not even know if Alexander was his full name, but it was the opposite of calling him a nickname. Not that he cared; his lips spread into another easy smile.


He was always smiling.
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