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    For my son —
I started dreaming up Mr. Candyson when you were still so small I could hold you in one arm. Every page of this story carries a little bit of that time.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The treasure was never hiding at the end of the map. It was hiding in the walking."
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Chapter One: A New Morning
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Spring had truly settled over the forest now. The river ran clear and loud where it had once been silent ice, and the Great Tree wore a crown of fresh green leaves instead of frost. Ever since Mr. Candyson and Bear Potap had saved the forest from its endless winter, the two of them had become the very best of friends — the kind who couldn't quite imagine a morning without the other one in it.

Almost every day began the same comfortable way: a kettle whistling over Potap's little fire, a cup of raspberry tea steaming in each of their paws and hands, and the soft, easy kind of conversation that only happens between friends who have already survived something hard together.

"You know," Potap said one morning, blowing gently across the top of his tea, "I never thought I'd say this, but I almost miss having something to do. The forest is safe. Everyone's happy. It's wonderful." He paused. "It's also a little quiet."

Mr. Candyson chuckled into his cup. "Be careful what you wish for, my friend. The forest has a funny habit of providing exactly that, when you least expect it."

He had no idea, as he said it, just how right he was about to be.

It was on a walk that very afternoon — the kind of unhurried walk two friends take simply because the sun is out and the company is good — that Potap nearly stepped right over it: a folded scrap of paper, half-buried under a fallen branch, its edges curling with age.

"Litter," he grumbled, scooping it up with one claw. "Someone's going to fill this whole forest with trash if they're not careful." He was already turning to toss it aside when Mr. Candyson's small hand shot out and caught his wrist.

"Wait," Mr. Candyson said, eyes narrowing at the paper. "That's not litter, Potap. Look at it properly."

Unfolded, the paper revealed careful lines, faded ink rivers and mountains, a winding dotted path — and, at the very bottom corner, the small, unmistakable shape of an owl's feather, pressed into the paper like a seal.

"A map," Potap breathed.

"And not just any map," Mr. Candyson said slowly, turning it over in his hands. "I've heard stories about an owl who lives somewhere on this island. They say he's old — older than anyone can remember — and that he understands something about happiness that the rest of us haven't quite figured out yet."

Potap blinked. "And he just... leaves maps lying around the forest?"

"It would seem so," Mr. Candyson said, a slow smile spreading beneath his mustache. "The question is — what happens if we follow it?"

Potap looked down at the little dotted path, then back at his friend, and felt something stir in his chest that he hadn't felt in a long while — not since the days before the endless winter, when every morning had felt like the beginning of something.

"Well," he said, grinning. "I suppose the tea can wait until tomorrow."

They walked back toward Potap's house slowly, the map folded carefully in Mr. Candyson's coat pocket, both of them quiet with the particular kind of excitement that doesn't need to be said out loud right away.

It was Potap who finally broke the silence.

"Can I tell you something silly?" he asked.

"Always."

"I've already started thinking about what I'd do with it. The treasure, I mean." Potap looked almost embarrassed, scuffing one large paw against the path. "I keep picturing this enormous house — bigger than anything in the forest, with room enough for every cousin, every aunt and uncle, even the ones I haven't seen since before the freeze. A long table where everyone could eat together. Enough beds that no one would ever have to sleep out in the cold again, no matter what happened to the weather." He laughed a little at himself. "I haven't even found the chest yet, and I'm already building bedrooms in my head."

"That's not silly at all," Mr. Candyson said warmly. "That's rather lovely, actually."

"What about you?" Potap asked. "What would you do with a chest full of gold?"

For just a moment — barely longer than a breath — something flickered across Mr. Candyson's face. Not quite sadness. Something older than that, and more carefully folded away, like a letter kept in a pocket for so long the creases had gone soft.

"Oh," he said lightly, waving one small hand, "I expect I'd think of something."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only one I've got today." Mr. Candyson smiled — a real smile, but a guarded one, the kind that closes a door gently instead of slamming it. "Let's just say... I have my reasons for wanting to find that chest, Potap. Good ones. I promise you that much."

"Reasons that have something to do with how you ended up washed up on this island in the first place?" Potap asked, watching him carefully. "Instead of wherever it is candy-makers usually call home?"

Mr. Candyson didn't answer right away. He kept walking, eyes fixed somewhere on the path ahead, somewhere far past the path ahead.

"Someday," he said finally, quietly, "I'll tell you the whole story. I promise you that too. But not today. Today, let's just go pack a bag."

Potap didn't push any further — though he made a quiet note, the way good friends do, to ask again later, gently, when the moment was right.
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