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For Katy
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[image: An old man with long hair and a long beard, wearing a wizard hat, holds a staff that has leaves growing out from its tip. The text below reads, the mighty wizard Thrynne.]


THRYNNE IS MINE



I was once a lowly apprentice, but no longer. I am all powerful now, greater even than the mighty wizard Thrynne himself. The land that bears his name is in my icy grip and I have apprentices of my own. They are weak and deceitful, but that is how I like my apprentices. They know their place and do my bidding, as far as they are able. I have an army of snow monsters at my command and the cities of the kingdom, together with their unruly inhabitants, have been frozen into obedience. The tree wizard sleeps and the three lost guardians can never return – I have seen to that.


Only one could threaten my hold on the land of Thrynne. One special child. I shall use her to make me even more powerful instead. I know her name and my snow monsters seek her. And when they find her nothing will stand in my way.









[image: Ernestine, wearing a cap, sits behind Tiggy, who holds the rail of a snow barge as it glides. Tiggy is dressed warmly in a long jacket and hand gloves.]
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Snow was falling, as it did almost every day in the land of Thrynne.


Winter had arrived when Tiggy was a baby and had never left. Now she was almost ten and had never experienced any of the other seasons. She had never seen the green shoots pushing up through the last of the melting snow in spring, the buzz of bumblebees in the flower meadows of summer, the leaves of autumn turning a russet brown and falling from the trees. Tiggy only knew of these things from the stories her guardian, Ernestine the ice badger, had told her.


Tiggy’s world was cold and white, with the crackle of frost on window panes and the whistle of icy winds through the bare branches of the riverside trees. The North River that had once flowed through the city of Troutwine was frozen solid, and had been for as long as Tiggy could remember. The twin peaks of the once-great city were now two gigantic icicles pointing up at a grey sky. The snow-clogged houses and the streets below had been all but deserted – after three years of winter, the Grand Duchess of Troutwine and the townsfolk had gathered up their belongings and taken up the offer of the sand merchants, who had guided them across the Sea of Sand to the north in search of warmer lands. Tiggy’s earliest memory was of standing on the Troutwine Bridge holding Ernestine’s paw, and watching everyone leave. She remembered the merchants’ great wooden machines, the sandwalkers, striding out across the Sea of Sand, sails billowing as they pulled long lines of sledges packed with people and their belongings.


[image: A sandwalker with several sailcloths treads over the snow, towing two lines of sledges that carry huge pieces of luggage. Two peaks are at a distance behind the sledges.]


‘Why can’t we go with them?’ Tiggy had asked the ice badger.


‘Because, Miss Antigone Thistlethwaite, it’s not time yet,’ Ernestine had said, using Tiggy’s full name and saying it loudly, as she always did when they were in public, as if she wanted to make sure that anyone else who might be listening would hear.


‘When will it be time?’ Tiggy had asked. It was the first of many occasions she would ask the ice badger the very same question, usually when Tiggy was cold and tired, and they were running low on firewood.


Ernestine would always give the same answer, but she would whisper this bit: ‘When the cloud horses return or the time is right.’


But when Tiggy asked more questions, like, ‘What are cloud horses?’ and, ‘When will they return?’ and, ‘How will I know when the time is right?’ the ice badger just shook her head and said, ‘You’ll know.’


[image: Tiggy with curly frizz hair, in a long jacket wearing hand gloves, stands holding a snow-covered handrail looking sideways. A city on a mountain-like structure is behind her.]


At first this had only made Tiggy ask more questions, but as she got older she began to understand that Troutwine in winter wasn’t a safe place. Ernestine was protective of Tiggy, always insisting she wore a heavy coat and a hat pulled down low over her face when she went out to find firewood and telling her not to venture too far.


[image: Tiggy sits snugly on Ernestine’s lap who is seated on a high-back armchair.]


The badger sett was warm and comfortable. It had been built by an old water badger called Bocklin and given to Ernestine along with baby Antigone Thistlethwaite.


‘Bocklin was the last of the water badgers,’ Ernestine would tell Tiggy as they sat by the stove, a blizzard blowing outside. ‘We’re all ice badgers now. He told me to keep you safe.’


Tiggy had lost count of the number of times she had asked about her parents and why they had left her with Bocklin. All Ernestine would ever say was that Tiggy would find out one day . . .


‘. . . I know, I know,’ Tiggy would reply. ‘When the cloud horses return or the time is right.’


‘My job is to keep you safe, and keeping you safe means not staying out after dark,’ Ernestine would say, ‘avoiding the cats in boots and never, ever having anything to do with the elves or their magic.’


When the Grand Duchess of Troutwine and the townsfolk had left, the cats had taken over. They carried swords strapped by their sides, and wore wide-brimmed hats and expensive boots, made for them by the elves. The elves lived in the sewers beneath the city and employed the cats to supply them with all their needs.


[image: A cat, wearing a hat with a feather and a small sword strapped around its waist, makes a leap. The text beside reads, old Tabby Eliot. Another cat with a top hat has a swirling fan that diffuses smoke through a pipe, and it wears boots with a sword strapped across its shoulder. The text beside reads, Marmalade Macduff.]


Between them, the cats and the elves took almost everything for themselves, leaving the few remaining Troutwiners to forage for whatever scraps they overlooked. As for the cats and elves, their relationship wasn’t an easy one. There were many quarrels and plenty of mistrust. The elves were secretive and dabbled in magical wares, which, if used carelessly or misunderstood, could lead to trouble. Old Tabby Eliot’s dancing shoes took him prancing off towards the grey hills and beyond, and he was never seen again, while Marmalade MacDuff’s thinking cap overheated and made his whiskers fall off. These were just two of the magical mishaps of which Ernestine had heard.


‘Stay away from the cats in boots,’ she repeated. ‘They attract trouble, especially after dark.’


Tiggy had to admit the ice badger was right. For the last couple of years, more cats had gone missing, always at night when they did most of their finding and fetching for the elves. A few times, as Tiggy returned home in the gathering gloom of dusk, she had seen strange white shapes moving through the snow-covered streets. One clear, crisp winter morning, she’d seen a snapped sword and large footprints leading away towards the bridge. And, just the other night, she’d heard the screech of a tomcat that stopped suddenly somewhere near the disused Bakery No. 9.


The following day, as the snow was falling, Tiggy stepped out of the badger sett and made her way along the frozen river towards Troutwine. There was an old timber store behind Bakery No. 9 that Tiggy had stumbled upon the evening before. It had been getting dark and she hadn’t wanted to disobey Ernestine by staying out too late – but she had made up her mind to return the next morning, early, before the cats could discover it too. She hadn’t told Evangeline she was going out – she didn’t want the badger to worry.


[image: Tiggy drags a small sledge with a rope as she walks on the snow.]


As she reached the alley behind the bakery, Tiggy drew back at the sound of raised feline voices. Cats!


‘For the last time, what have you done with Colonel Fluffy?’


‘I assure you, Whiskers, I’ve done nothing—’


[image: Tiggy in a long jacket wearing hand gloves kneels on the snow, making snowballs as she intently looks sideways.]


‘It’s Captain Whiskers to you!’ said the first voice.


‘He might be small, but we can still cut him down to size,’ said a third voice, and Tiggy heard the unmistakeable sound of swords being drawn from scabbards.


Without stopping to think, Tiggy scooped up handfuls of snow and patted them into snowballs. She stepped into the alley, took aim and threw the snowballs with all her might. The first snowball hit a short, plump, grey-furred cat full in the face. The second shattered as it slammed into the ear of a taller black-and-white cat. The third cat, long-haired with extravagant whiskers, dropped the sword he was holding, turned tail and fled. The other two followed.


[image: Three cats wearing hats run expressing fright. A snowball is smashed onto one of the cats’ heads. A cat in the front has a sword strapped around its waist.]


‘How can I ever thank you?’ said the small elf, stepping away from the alley wall against which he had been pinned.


[image: An elf in a tailcoat and striped trousers, wearing a long hat, gestures with his forefinger in his right hand. A sewer hole with an open lid is behind the elf.]


‘Don’t mention it,’ said Tiggy.


‘Allow me to introduce myself: Crumple Stiltskin, at your service.’ The elf gave a small bow. He eyed Tiggy thoughtfully. ‘And your name is . . .?’


‘Miss Antigone Thistlethwaite,’ said Tiggy. ‘I’m out collecting firewood.’


The elf seemed disappointed when he heard her name, almost as if he were hoping for another.


‘And where do you live, Miss Thistlethwaite?’ Crumple Stiltskin asked. ‘Somewhere close by?’


‘Not far,’ said Tiggy evasively. She knew she shouldn’t be talking to this elf – she shouldn’t have intervened at all, in fact, but she couldn’t let him be attacked by those cats.


‘I thought all the townsfolk left years ago, and yet here you are, Miss Thistlethwaite.’ The elf smiled. ‘I wonder why.’


‘I’m just looking for firewood,’ Tiggy repeated.


‘Firewood? Oh, I think I can do better than that,’ laughed Crumple Stiltskin.


He scampered down the alley to the circular sewer cover, pulled it aside and climbed down. Tiggy waited. When he appeared a few moments later, he was carrying a pair of boots and a scarf in one hand, a rucksack in the other. He held them out to Tiggy.


‘For you,’ Crumple Stiltskin said. ‘Only one careless owner.’


[image: A rucksack, a scarf, and a pair of high boots.]









[image: Tiggy puts on a high boot while seated on a small sledge. A rucksack and a scarf lay next to her. A pair of shoes lay in front of her in the snow.]
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Tiggy thanked Crumple Stiltskin, who bowed low once more, then disappeared down into the sewer, pulling the cover back into place behind him.


Tiggy stood for a moment to collect her thoughts. She hoped she hadn’t given anything away. Ernestine wouldn’t be pleased that Tiggy had talked to an elf, let alone accepted gifts from one.


Tiggy looked at the pair of boots. They were beautifully stitched, the soft leather embossed with stars and symbols, the soles studded with tiny hobnails that looked perfect for gripping in the snow. Tiggy’s shoes were scuffed and almost worn out, stuffed with strips of material cut from old curtains to plug the holes. She took them off and pulled on the boots. They were as comfortable and well-fitting as she’d hoped they’d be. After all, the elves had a reputation as excellent shoemakers and the cats of Troutwine prized their boots above everything else the elves had to offer.


Tiggy examined the scarf. It was plain, slightly yellow in colour and not nearly as decorative as the boots, but when she put it on a wonderful warm sensation seemed to flow from her neck down. Elves were known for dabbling in magical items and Tiggy knew she should be careful. More than once, Ernestine had warned her about magic and how it could be misused. Reluctantly Tiggy reached up to untie the scarf, when it spoke.


‘Oh, please don’t take me off,’ it said in a soft, silky voice, no louder than a whisper. ‘I’ve waited so long to be owned by someone like you.’


‘Like me?’ said Tiggy. She felt a little concerned, but the scarf made her feel beautifully warm.


‘Someone who has the gift of understanding magical things. I wouldn’t talk to just anyone, you know,’ the scarf went on. ‘Certainly not that fat old cat, Colonel Fluffy, who used to own me. Horribly sharp claws and I’m pretty certain he had fleas too. It’s why Boots, Baggage and I decided to run away.’ The scarf gave a tinkling little laugh that made Tiggy smile. ‘When I say run,’ it explained, ‘Boots did the running. Baggage and I bumped along behind.’


Boots. The boots Tiggy was wearing clicked their heels together as if agreeing with the scarf. Despite her misgivings, these magical things felt so comfortable. Tiggy reached down and picked up the rucksack. It was as light as a feather.


‘That’s Baggage. He didn’t have time to pack,’ chuckled the scarf. ‘Anyway, we got as far as this alley when Rumple, Crumple and Trumple popped up from the sewers. Of course, we played dumb, just lay in the snow as if lost or thrown away, but the Stiltskin brothers spotted Boots straight away. “Careless old Fluffy,” one of them said, and the next thing I know, Baggage and I are hanging up on coat hooks in their workshop, and Boots is in a shoe rack next to some dancing shoes that tapped all night long. Horrible smell of glue and a couple of stuck-up harps in the corner. Oh, I’m so glad we were given to you, Miss Antigone Thistlethwaite. If the Stiltskin brothers knew just how magical we are, they would have kept us in that smelly workshop of theirs. No real understanding of magical things, not like you. You understand magic.’
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