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    For my wife Victoria —whose belief in me lit the way for every page of this story.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Some things are beautiful only because they don't last forever."
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In a magical world full of the most wonderful creatures, something extraordinary was about to happen. It was the first day of spring, and the sun blazed brighter than it had in a long, long time. Tiny green shoots stretched up through the snow toward the light. Every animal in the enchanted forest lifted its head and cheered. Spring had finally come.

Why did spring matter so much here? Because the winters in this forest were not ordinary winters. They were brutal, endless, bone-deep cold — the kind that dropped to forty degrees below zero and stayed there for months. Snowstorms screamed through the trees. Snowdrifts swallowed whole houses. Some years, no one dared step outside at all, from the first snowfall until the thaw.

And there was a reason this winter never wanted to end. Deep in the heart of the forest, something had taken root — something that loved the cold the way other creatures loved warmth. While everything else hid and shivered and waited, it thrived. If nothing changed, the animals feared, the whole world might one day freeze solid and stay that way forever: no birds, no flowers, no warmth ever again.

But on this particular morning, a warm breeze rolled in from the sea — the first warm thing the shore had felt in ages. It pushed the waves higher, and the waves carried a small wooden boat onto the frozen sand. From inside it climbed a tiny figure in a suit that shimmered like candy wrapping, a tall top hat perched on his head, and a neat little mustache curled above his lip.

"Brrr! It's absolutely freezing here!" he cried, hugging himself against the wind.

The gust nearly tore his hat clean off. He grabbed it just in time.

"Oh no, oh no — I need to get back to my boat!" he shouted, spinning around.

But there was no boat. Where it had been, there was only churned-up snow and the gray, restless sea. Had the wind smashed it to splinters? Had it sunk against the rocks? There was no way to know — and no time to wonder, because the cold was already gnawing through his thin black suit, all the way down to his bones.

"I have to move," he told himself, as bravely as he could manage. "Find shelter. Start a fire."

He set off toward the treeline at a dead run, hoping he'd find safety before the cold found him first.

Now, you might be wondering how a little gentleman like him planned to start a fire out here, with nothing but the clothes on his back.

The truth is, he wasn't an ordinary gentleman at all. There was a reason everyone called him Mr. Candyson. Candy was, quite literally, his whole life — and his magic. If he wanted to, he could make sweets rain down from the sky like confetti.

But there was a catch. His magic only worked when he was truly, genuinely happy. And right now, happiness felt very far away. He was stranded on a strange, frozen island. His boat — and every single one of his supplies — had vanished into the sea.

It would have been easy to sink down into the nearest snowdrift and let the cold take him.

But Mr. Candyson was not built for giving up.

"I need a fire candy," he muttered through chattering teeth.

The trouble was, his magic needed calm to work — a clear, focused mind. And right now his mind was nothing but cold and panic, scattering every thought before he could finish it.

Without that one little candy, he was going to freeze solid on this island, just like everything else here seemed to.

No one will ever know exactly how much longer Mr. Candyson could have lasted, in his thin black suit, with his hat pulled low against the wind. But before the cold could finish what it started, something happened that changed everything.
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The storm only grew angrier as Mr. Candyson pushed deeper into the forest, searching for somewhere — anywhere — to hide from it. The snow here was deep enough to swallow him whole, but his small size worked in his favor; he skimmed across the top of the drifts instead of sinking. Still, every step was a battle. He shoved through bushes frozen stiff as iron bars and stumbled past tree trunks so thick with snow they looked like ghosts of the great trees they had once been.

Inside the forest, the wind couldn't quite reach him, and for a moment that felt like mercy. But the cold here was a different kind of cruel — quieter, deeper, patient. His thin suit did nothing against it. With every step, his legs grew heavier, as though the cold itself had wrapped around his ankles and was pulling him down. No birds called. No branches rustled with hidden life. The forest held its breath, and so, eventually, did he.

This is the part of the story where heroes are tested — and Mr. Candyson, frozen and exhausted and entirely alone, was being tested more than he had ever been in his life.

By the time the sky dimmed toward evening, he could barely lift his own feet. His legs felt full of stones. Just for a moment, he thought, eyeing an old oak that looked almost welcoming. Just a moment to rest. He staggered toward it and sank down at its base, and the snow began to settle over him, gentle and final, until only the very tip of his top hat still showed above the white.

A few minutes more, and that might have been the end of him — if not for a small, ordinary sound that broke the silence. A wooden door creaked open somewhere beneath the snow, and out stepped a bear in a pair of cozy mittens and the most magnificent fur hat anyone had ever worn.

"Oh, oh, oh," the bear grumbled to himself, squinting into the storm. "This blizzard just keeps getting worse. I barely recognize my own forest anymore."

He trudged around his snow-buried little house, hunting for something he'd misplaced, when a strange shape caught his eye — a small black hat, half-swallowed by a drift that hadn't been there yesterday.

Curious, he began to dig. And when he finally uncovered what lay beneath it, he gasped — it wasn't just a hat at all. There was a tiny person underneath, still and silent in the snow.

The bear didn't hesitate for even a second. He scooped the little stranger up in both paws and carried him straight inside, settling him by the fire. Slowly, as the flames crackled and warmed the small room, the little man with the funny mustache began to stir.

"Hello there," the bear said gently, once his guest's eyes fluttered open. "My name is Potap. I live in this forest — or what's left of it, anyway. How did you end up buried in my front
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