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When you plant an apple pip, you never know what sort of fruit it will have, as it doesn’t grow true. Instead, it is a combination of the two parent plants, fused with the intention of whoever nurtures the growing plant. It takes a strong power to entice the apple to have the qualities you desire, but I am a master. Behind the castle, I cared for an orchard of fruit trees, all grown since I arrived here. While the castle isn’t as grand as others - Taitha is a small mountain territory after all - my orchard is the finest in all eleven kingdoms. I even maintained the rose gardens along the front terraces. Hoping one day they’ll be needed.
The orchards were where I spent most of my time. I cared for each tree as if it were a child of my own. In a way they were, as those born of my flesh and blood were no more. I knew the fruit of each tree, and what attributes they’ll have. But today someone else wandered among the lines of blossom.
“Ah, Nieve.” It was my step-daughter. “Were you looking for me?” I approached slowly, a welcoming smile on my face.
She spun, thrusting her hands behind her. “Oh, hello, your Majesty.” Her jet-black hair swung loose round her pale face.
I sighed. No matter how many times I asked her to call me mother, she insisted on using my formal title. I tried to support her, to take her side, to do what I could to fill the hole left after her mother’s passing. But every time I was rebuffed. We’d lived together in the castle for twelve years now, ever since her father, King Rufino, and I had married. I liked to think of them as happy years, but we’d never fully formed a family unit. Something held her outside the comfort I tried to offer. 
“Are you well?” Her sugar sweet voice brought me back to where we were, rather than ruing my past failure to be what she needed.
“Very well, thank you...” My voice trailed off. Behind her, I glimpsed gashes across the bark of the closest tree.
I shuddered. Grabbing her arm, I pulled her hands to the front. “What have you done?” 
A knife glinted as she pushed it up her sleeve. 
I stared at the damage she’d caused. Five minutes earlier that tree had been perfect, a beautiful apple with pink-white blossom tempting the bees to pollinate it. Flowers that would grow into sweet crisp fruit, golden with faint pink-red lines running down from the stalk. Apples that would nourish the land here. Now a deep line scored halfway round the knobbly trunk. Those potential fruit would now never be borne. I wasn’t even sure if the tree would survive. My intended gift to our farmers to improve their harvests next year ruined by a moment’s destruction.
“What have I ever done to you, Nieve, to deserve this? What has my apple tree done for you to condemn it so?” I forced myself still, she’s just a child after all. She couldn’t understand the repercussions of her act.
Her face contorted with anger. “My mother taught me that powers from the apple aren’t to be trusted. She sang it to me in my crib and I remember. You stole my father from me, and once I’m old enough, I’ll stop at nothing to rid these lands of your evil influence.”
I took a step back. “Nieve, your father is still your father. I’d never come between the two of you.”
Her scowl deepened. “I know you’ve bewitched him. I’ve seen you feeding him those evil apples of yours.”
I did feed him apples, but I knew she wouldn’t believe they were to keep him healthy. And there were things even the most devoted father wouldn’t explain to their teenage daughter.
“He’d never betray my mother’s memory with the likes of you otherwise. You must have tricked him, and when I find out the truth, I’ll expose your secret to him and the rest of the kingdom.”
“You don’t know what you’re saying. All I offered him was companionship and a helping hand. There is no big secret behind our marriage. No mystery. No sorcery. No apples.” He’d seen first-hand the scars of the rivalry between our sisterhoods, as had I.
My Sisterhood of the Apple, and the previous queen’s Sisterhood of the Roses were locked in an all-consuming struggle for supremacy, sewing distrust of the other. Each could imbue their plants with properties to help or to heal. Each taught their children their skills and to compete for territory with the other. Each worked in secret to maintain their power, whatever the cost to everyone else.
My suggestion of a way to overcome this struggle was met with an unrestrained welcome from King Rufino. That our union would also lessen the stress of ruling a kingdom while caring for a demanding four-year-old was a bonus. Over the years our shared grief became companionship, which deepened into a regard and care for each other I’d never anticipated. But I couldn’t expect Nieve to understand.
She sniffed. “That might persuade someone else, but I know the truth. My father has changed since your arrival. You’re feeding him your evil apples so he doesn’t see the truth. I won’t stop until all your trees are destroyed, and this kingdom is free of your apples.”
My eyes narrowed. Somehow she’d learnt the hardness of rose sorcery with none of their subtlety or power. If my words wouldn’t persuade her, and I refused to betray our relationship by forcing apples into her, then I had no choice but to drive her out. My goal was larger than her scruples.
“I’ve tried my best to be a mother to you, Nieve, even when you spurned me. But my patience with you has limits.”
“I’ve sworn to uphold my mother’s memory, even if I’m the only one here who does.”
I couldn’t contain my laugh at that. I did more to maintain her mother’s memory through my maintenance of the castle rose gardens, but obviously she chose not to see that. 
She scowled at me. “Don’t you dare laugh at my mother’s memory. She was twice the queen you are.”
Yes, twice as vindictive and twice as ruthless. I’d heard stories from the castle servants which would curl your toes. But I couldn’t tarnish Nieve’s view of her mother. That was a sacred bond, and it wasn’t my place to interfere. Even if I had any hope she’d listen to me.
On the other hand, she posed too great a risk to my Pomona of trees. They were irreplaceable. I couldn’t let her damage any more. So I’d have to ensure she left the palace. Only for long enough to realise I wasn’t the evil queen she portrayed me as, and her mother wasn’t the saint she thought either. Learning more about the real world outside the gates would only help her when she ruled.
***
On the wall in my boudoir is a large mirror, the frame carved from the heartwood of my first apple tree. Imbued through the mirror is the ability to observe. I never cared to be the most beautiful, even if I did spent hours staring at my mirror. I knew that was as much a curse as a blessing. Instead, my mirror was a window onto what I couldn’t see directly. I saw the huntsman slaughter the hart. I saw Nieve hide in a cottage in the forest. I saw the dwarves welcome her to live with them.
Every day I watched Nieve, making sure she was safe. Every day I heard her plotting her vengeance against me with the seven dwarves she’d taken up residence with. When I heard her planning to kidnap her father in order to break my influence over him, I knew she’d gone too far. I wouldn’t risk him like that. Too many other people relied on him. 
That evening after dinner, I invited Rufino to my chambers. Grey peppered his dark hair, and the wrinkles gathering round his face showed how heavy his cares weighed on him. And I was about to add to them.
“We need to talk about Nieve.” 
He nodded. “I wanted to ask you to search for her.” He took my hand. “Would you? I know the two of you have had your difficulties, but I can’t sleep worrying about her out there on her own.”
I bit my lip before I answered, gathering strength to admit to what I’d done. “Rufino, it pains my heart to admit it, but I sent Nieve away.”
“What?” He shot up in his seat.
“I found her in my orchard, damaging the trees.” He had to understand the risk she posed by doing that, didn’t he? “The fruit I’d nurtured to help the farmers will not ripen. I might need to grow a whole new tree. It’s set us back years. And I couldn’t risk the other trees.”
“What did you do?” He forced his words out, rigid in the chair.
“She accused me of enchanting you, that I’m using my apples to manipulate you and to increase my power here. I’m sorry, but I couldn’t ignore her threats. I’ve spent my life nurturing my apples.” Beseeching him with my eyes to understand. “I arranged for her to find herself in the huntsman's path. Not to hurt her, just to scare her away. I hoped she’d spend some time with the real people of your kingdom, see the truth about our care for them. Maybe even to learn how her mother terrorised them.”
His face paled. “What aren’t you telling me? I get the sense there’s more to this. What’s happened to my Nieve?”
“She fell in with a bad lot.” I put my hand out to calm him when he rose. “She’s fine. They haven’t hurt her. I wouldn’t let them hurt her.” I reached out for him, unable to soften the blow of what I was about to say. “Instead, they’ve joined her revolution.”
“Her what?” He blinked repeatedly. “Revolution against what?”
“Against you. Against us. They plan to invade the castle, abduct you, probably kill me, though they haven’t been specific, and then rule in your name until you’re ‘yourself again’.” I took a deep breath. “With most people I wouldn’t have worried too much, but somehow she found the dwarf Bloodmantle’s secret den. Her knowledge of the interior of the castle, combined with their ruthlessness will be hard to guard against.”
“Bloodmantle? She’s with Bloodmantle?” He stared over my shoulder. “She’s planning to lead Bloodmantle and his thieving crew into my castle?”
I nodded. “And they’re all promised positions on her Council, once their coup succeeds.”
Bloodmantle’s crew was legendary. Every vicious attack and savage raid was said to be their work. Even if only half of them were, we couldn’t sit back and let them approach. And they left no witnesses behind. If we allowed them access, then every inhabitant of the castle would be damned along with us. And probably every resident of the kingdom if they were left in charge unchecked.
“They’d wring the people dry if they ever end up in charge.” Rufino slumped. “I can’t let that happen. How could she think about letting them loose on our kingdom? But, my Nieve? I can’t believe that of her.” His inner conflict tugged at him.
I checked the clock above my desk. “I can show her to you through my mirror, if that would ease your fears.” We’d likely overhear their next planning meeting too, which would prove my words to him.
He nodded.
Together we stood. I led him through into my boudoir. Racks of clothes stood behind us, but we faced the mirror. I took his hand, lacing our fingers together as we stood side-by-side staring at our reflection.
“Mirror, mirror, made of wood. Show us our daughter, if you would.”
Our image vibrated, fuzzing into greyness which was quickly replaced by the interior of a log cabin. Nieve and three dwarves sat round a table arguing over the papers strewn across it. 
“My mother will guide us.” The mirror distorted Nieve’s voice, but it was audible enough. “Don’t worry about finding our way. She led me to you, didn’t she?”
A scarred dwarf slammed a dagger into the papers. “I prefer to know where we’re going ahead of time. Not that a bit of help from beyond the grave won’t be appreciated. But I’ve learnt never to rely on shades. Not when I’m unsure of their motivations. Pretty as your words are, Nieve, infiltrating the castle is a risky business. I won’t lead my men behind you until I’m sure the plan is foolproof.”
Nieve nodded. “I understand. But the longer we dally, the more that monster of a woman will have to dig her claws into my father. Now I’m no longer in the castle to temper her actions, I’m scared what she will do next.”
“Don’t fear, lassy.” The ginger dwarf sitting next to Nieve slapped her on her shoulder. “There’s a limit to how much one lady can do, even if she’s a queen. Let the boss get his bits in order and we’ll be out of here before you can say morning.” 
She bristled. “I’m not your lassy.”
The scarred dwarf grinned. “And that backbone is why we’re even considering this.” He grabbed another paper.
Through the mirror, we couldn’t see the details, but the dwarf studied it in silence.
After a couple of minutes, he looked up at Nieve. “Now, you’ve said we need to ‘rescue’ the king. And we can do our best to follow that instruction. Are there any other friends of yours in the castle we should look out for? Anyone you want to survive this takeover?”
Nieve shook her head. “No, everyone in the castle is content with that witch being there. None of them see what she’s doing to them. Either they’re all drugged, or blind. You can get rid of them all.” Her eyes gleamed, burning grey through the mirror.
Rufino staggered back, breaking the connection between us. The image faded, replaced by the two of us and the room behind us.
I helped him to the edge of the bed, so he could sit.
He pressed a hand to his forehead. “Was that really my daughter?”
I sat next to him. “Sorry. I can’t imagine how hard it must have been for you to see that.”
We sat in silence, only the ticking clock on the wall to one side measuring the time passing.
“What do I do?” His voice was weary.
This wasn’t a decision I should influence. He had to make his mind up himself, with no guidance from me. I sat there, biting my tongue, waiting for him to speak again. 
“She’s my daughter. My only child. Yet her path puts all of my people at risk. Why has she chosen to do this? Why didn’t she come to me?”
More questions I had no answers for. Only Nieve knew why she’d decided an attack, and likely slaughter, was the right thing to do. 
“I can’t let her endanger my people. Everything I’ve done has been to improve their lives and improve our lands. For their sakes, I have to stop Nieve before she arrives here. But how can I do that?” He looked up at me, tears in his eyes. “What sort of father am I to even consider this?”
“One who rules for his people. She will be a sacrifice for them, proof of how important they are to you.” I held him close. “As king you’ve adopted all the people who call Taitha their home. They are all your children, even if they don’t share your blood. For their sake, you are choosing this.”
He nodded.
“While that makes it sound easy, I know it must break your heart.” My memories of my children were wrapped deep within my heart, a cushion against further misfortune. They were the reason I worked so no one else needed to suffer. While I hadn’t been the one to cut them down, they had been victims of a land turned against the Sisterhood of the Apple. I couldn’t help what I’d been born, and the two practices, rose and apple, worked on the same principles. Neither was better than the other. However much the two competing Sisterhoods claimed. And it was their rivalry which threatened us again.
“Is there any way we can stop her, without ...” His voice trailed off.
I knew what he didn’t want spoken. “I might be able to do something, but it would be risky and I can’t guarantee the result.”
He looked deep into my eyes, assessing me. “Consider this an official order to do what needs to be done to stop this coup before it happens. If you can do so without endangering my daughter, then please do. But I can’t ask you to risk the whole mission for her sake.”
“Your wish is my command.” With that, things were put into motion.
“I can give you a squad of guards to assist you.” Rufino was all business now.
“No. For this I work better alone.” I dropped a kiss on his cheek. “If I’m discovered, then know I don’t regret any of it. You gave my life purpose again. And I will watch over you from the other side, as you continue to lead your people to prosperity. My time with you has been a blessing. You’ve healed me of hurts I hadn’t realised I suffered from.”
The king embraced me. “I will see you again. You are the one I chose to stand at my side and shoulder my burdens with. Whatever lies my first wife’s shade has whispered to Nieve will be brought to light. I swear it.”
***
I knew a magic apple was a bad idea, but it was the only one I had. So I dressed myself as an old lady, swathing a cloak round my bright red hair. I nibbled on the last of the dried apples from one of my sisters to transform myself into another face, one Nieve wouldn’t recognise. Then I hobbled through the forest with my basket of apples to sell. Most were beneficial, the spells they held ones of health and vigour. Only one held a spell of decay and disaster. And that one was hidden inside my pockets, safe from anyone else.
The woodland market was frequented by visitors from all over Taitha and beyond, a bubbling place full of mystery and surprises. When I had apples to sell, I visited in my disguise to share my bounty with a wider group of people. Too many illnesses took hold over the winter, so I did my best to keep them at bay.
This day, I took up my standard spot to one side of the fountain. Soon I had a queue, mostly repeat customers keen to purchase enough apples for the next month. As I’d suspected, Nieve and her dwarf companions soon approached.
“How dare you come here, selling apples?” Nieve spat on my basket of fruit, before turning to face the crowd. “Apples are the fruit of the devil. A bewitchment grown into the flesh to bend you to her will.” She pushed the basket over, scattering the apples across the floor.
One woman at the front looked sideways at Nieve, before crouching to collect as many fruit as she could grab and hold in her skirts. Others followed her example.
Nieve looked on, confused. “What? Why do you covet them? They’re poison.”
“Apologies, miss.” A young lady in the crowd curtseyed to Nieve. “But when my father was sick to his stomach last winter, one of Mistress Eartha’s apples cured him when no healer could.”
A young boy nodded. “My Ma woulda died after childbirth, if it weren’t for Mistress Eartha.”
The crowd murmured agreement, forcing Nieve away from me, protecting me from her.
“For every plant which brings harm, many more heal.” I didn’t recognise my voice in this disguise. It was deeper and raspier. “I’m sorry for any hurt my sisters may have caused you. Their spirits guide mine to offer you recompense.” These were the ritual words to seek forgiveness. Even though I hadn’t been the one to wrong her, I could ask her to give me a task to grant her restitution.
“I require no recompense.” Nieve sneered, turning on her heel to leave.
With that refusal she declared, probably unknowingly, there was no recompense needed, no harm caused her by my sisters, so no need for grievance against us. Any act she now took against me was one for which I could claim recompense from her.
I stayed at my spot while she strode away; the dwarves following her. The crowd made quick work of collecting the spilled apples. I made a big deal of exclaiming over every scratch and bruise, giving them away as spoiled goods, even though the surface imperfections would make no difference to the magic inside.
As the sun dropped towards the treetops, I gathered my things. Had I done enough to show Nieve that things weren’t as she thought? Had the villagers provided her with enough evidence that apples weren’t the evil things she saw them as? I prayed to the goddess that it was.
The next morning, I knew it wasn’t. An arrow embedded deep into the trunk of one of my apple trees told me it hadn’t worked. I uncurled a small piece of parchment from round the shaft.
“This is your final warning. Burn your evil trees and leave these lands by the end of the week. If you refuse, then the blood of my people will be on your hands.”
Threats were enough. It was time to act. To claim my recompense.
***
It was easy to find the dwarves cottage once I knew it was there. I’d watched her on her way there enough times through the mirror. Swathing myself in a dark cloak, I shadowed myself to wait until Nieve was alone. Even though they championed her ideas, they still took on jobs of their own, leaving her in the cottage while they did so.
When I was sure they were gone, I knocked on the door. Maintaining my shadow, I slipped in past her as she opened the door. A quick wipe of my fingers dipped in apple juice on the door latch would stick it shut as long as I wished. 
I took my seat at their table, struck anew with the heartlessness displayed in their plans now spread before me. Through the mirror, I’d never been able to see the details written there. Now I could. How they planned to storm the barracks, where they planned to light fires, the route they planned to take through the castle to ensure maximum carnage.
The door clicked shut. 
Nieve stopped halfway back to her seat. “You! What are you doing here?”
I laid the arrow and her message on the table. “You summoned me.”
She scowled. “That was meant to warn you off, not bring you here. How did you find me?”
“We may not share blood, Nieve, but we are family.” I had to try one last time to get through to her. “This is a step too far. It would break your father’s heart to find out you care so little for your people.” I reached out towards her. “Give this up. Return to him and learn what he would teach you. Leave this foolish vendetta behind you. It serves no one.”
She clenched her fists. “I refuse to leave my people under your tyranny.”
“Because providing them with healing and helping them improve their harvests is tyrannical now?” I couldn’t understand her.
“My mother -”
“Was addicted to her rose essence.” I interrupted her. “All she cared about was the dreams it gave her. She gave up everything else for that. She gave up eating. She gave up supporting your father. She gave up looking after you.”
“No.” Nieve shook her head. “That’s not true. She was the best queen and mother. It’s your plot to turn me against her memory. To take even more from me than you already have. I will bring you down and disclose you for the witch you really are.”
I smiled. “You refused recompense. According to the rules of our sisterhoods, you have no right to vengeance, or any slight to justify this planned invasion.” I swept my hand at the papers. “Go ahead with this on your own, for your own ambition. Any losses incurred will be on your hands, not mine. I stood in front of you with witnesses and offered you the opportunity to ask for anything and you turned me down, claiming you desired no recompense. So no recompense is due to you.” I lifted the arrow. “Only to me for your threats.”
Her eyes widened. “You. It was you in the market?”
My grin turned cold as I reached into my pocket. “This an apple of judgement.” I showed her my bright red apple. “To those who are pure of heart, it provides sustenance. To those who are not, it punishes them according to their sins. Eat it if you dare. If you still consider yourself in the right. Or else I will bring you back to your father to face charges in front of him.” This wasn’t entirely the truth, as the apple would freeze whoever consumed it, making it seem like they’d died. I wasn’t sure which choice I’d rather she took.
She swallowed, staring at the apple.
After a minute of staring, she looked up at me. “How do I know it’s not poison?” She pointed at me. “You eat some first. If you dare.”
“I have nothing to fear. I’ve only acted in the best interests of others.” Sweet juice trickled into my mouth as I bit into the fruit. Being immune to any apples I’d grown myself, I taking a bite held no risk for me.
Snow’s first bite stuck in her throat, and she fell to the floor. Not dead, but not breathing. That was the curse of my brightest red apples. 
With the arrow in my hand, I left her there. I planted one of the apple pips outside the cottage. The apple wouldn’t grow true, so there was little risk of the fruit harming anyone. Without an adept to guide its growth, it would probably be just an ordinary apple. But it was my gift to Nieve. An apple tree to watch over her, just as her mother’s roses watched over me.
***
I watched through my mirror as the dwarves found her. I watched as they built the finest tomb in the forest for her. I watched as they kept her company through every dark night.
As I did so, my temper cooled. She was my child in all but blood, and I’d forced her out and stopped her heart. Those weren’t the actions of a loving mother. They were the actions of the witch she’d always seen me as. Had I proved her right all along?
I needed to redeem myself. To save Nieve, but without endangering Rufino and the kingdom we called home.
***
A week later, I awoke with a start. I knew exactly what to do for Nieve.
Once I’d sent the letter to one of my sisters in Brandudesh inviting Prince Lucien to hunt in our forest, I told my huntsman to ensure he passed by her tomb. He wouldn’t be able to help herself. Whatever else Nieve might be, her beauty was beyond compare. And he had a reputation for appreciating beauty.
***
On the day he was due to hunt, I watched him through my mirror. I saw him stop, overcome with the sight of a young girl in a glass coffin. The dwarves tried to protect her against him, but they were no match for his men. Soon they sat, tied together against a tree.
Prince Lucien demanded the bier transported back to his kingdom. “The forest is not the place for her. She should be gloried and honoured where everyone can see her.”
I grinned watching the men tie the glass coffin onto a carriage intended to transport the spoils of their hunt. The huntsman and his men gathered the dwarves, readying them to bring them back to the castle and imprisonment. This was turning out better than I’d hoped.
The cavalcade soon set off, the coffin ringed by horses ridden by Prince Lucien and his knights. 
Their journey out of the mountains went smoothly to start with. When I considered they were far enough from the castle that Nieve wouldn’t recognise where they were, I sent my awareness to the piece of apple still lodged in her throat. It dissolved, leaving only a mark on her throat for her to remember me by.
Nieve started coughing, shaking the coffin enough that it slid off the carriage. Prince Lucien trotted over to find her sitting up.
“My lady, what miracle is this?” He slid off his horse, dropping to one knee in front of her. Taking her hand, he dropped a kiss on the back of it. “May I present myself. Prince Lucien of Brandudesh at your service. We found you in the possession of some ruffian dwarves. I dread to think what enchantment they’d laid on you to keep you so. But don’t fear. They have been apprehended and will face judgement for their crimes in Taitha.”
Nieve raised her other hand to her throat, her fingers following the new scar. “I thank you, Prince Lucien. My name is Nieve.” She shivered. “I don’t remember...” Her voice faded away.
He smiled at her. “Whatever happened is immaterial. I have found you now, and I swear I’ll look after you.”
I whispered to my mirror. “This promise is witnessed. You will be held to it.”
To my eyes a swirl of power joined Lucien and Nieve. They were bound together. Her fate was entwined with his from this moment on. She would start a new life in his kingdom, far from us. 
Let Nieve enjoy the life on the plains and her new husband, without looking back at the mountains. . Time will tell if the blood runs true in her line or not. Truly, I wish her happiness and peace. Peace is all I’ve worked towards.
I drop my hand to my stomach. All I care about now is the future of this kingdom and the life I bear within me. She will claim descendancy from both the apple and the rose lines of sorceresses and it is my dearest wish she will combine them both. Only by growing up in the knowledge of both and succeeding, is there any chance for us all to work together. And that is what this land needs. All eleven kingdoms of it.
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