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Part I

Chapter 1: The Forgotten Sweetshop
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It all started with a dare.

“Bet you won’t go inside,” Callaway said, grinning as he leaned against the rusted gate of the old Winsley’s Sweetshop.

“I will if you will,” Emmie replied, arms crossed, her fiery red curls catching the late afternoon sun.

JJ said nothing. He tugged at the sleeves of his oversized hoodie and stared up at the rotting building like it might bite him. Faded candy-cane paint peeled from the wooden boards. The glass windows were smeared with age, and a crooked sign dangled above the entrance: 

WINSLEY’S: MAGICALLY DELICIOUS EST 1911

Nobody had been inside for decades, not since the fire. Rumors said the shop had burned from the inside out in a single night. Some blamed faulty wiring. Others whispered of stranger things, candy that moved on its own, a mirror that glowed in the dark, and an old man who vanished the day after the flames died out.

But Callaway didn’t believe in ghost stories. He did believe in puzzles, secrets and evidence though. 

“Come on,” he said. “We said we’d explore one place this summer that wasn’t already a TikTok tourist trap. This is it.”

JJ hesitated. “What if it’s... dangerous?”

“It’s fine,” Emmie said, gently nudging him forward. “We’re just looking. Like urban archaeologists.”

Callaway pushed open the gate, and it groaned like it hadn’t been touched in a century. The three stepped through tangled weeds and broken bricks toward the door. Callaway pulled a crowbar from his backpack, he always carried odd things and pried the swollen wood loose.

The smell hit them immediately. It was dust, burned sugar and something else, something faintly metallic, like old coins. 

They stepped into darkness.

Inside, the air felt strangely heavy, like the kind that comes right before a big thunderstorm. Light slanted through cracks in the boarded-up windows, casting long, syrupy shadows across shelves still stocked with melted, mummified candy.

“No one cleaned this out?” Emmie whispered.

“Apparently, no one ever came back,” Callaway muttered, scanning the room.

The main counter stood at the back, its glass case shattered, chocolate fossils resting beneath the shards. Above it, an ancient mirror hung on the wall. Though dust-covered and cracked, it reflected too clearly, too sharply.

Callaway approached the counter and crouched.

“Help me with this,” he said.

JJ and Emmie joined him as he cleared away debris, revealing what looked like a strange symbol scorched into the floorboards. It was a circle made of curving sugarcane vines, enclosing a spiral of interlocking peppermint shapes. At the center was a taffy-colored eye.

“That’s not accidental burn damage,” Emmie said. “That was made on purpose.”

JJ bent low. “Why is it warm?”

And just then, the mirror behind them pulsed.

A soft hum vibrated through the shop. Not a sound exactly, but a feeling. Like music inside their bones. The mirror’s surface rippled, as if made of liquid caramel.

“What the...” Callaway started.

Symbols beneath their feet lit up began to light up.

It began with the soft pink glow of cotton candy, followed by electric green lines like sour sugar. The air sparked. A wind swirled inside the room, spinning old wrappers and dust into a miniature tornado. The mirror flared.

Callaway reached for the counter to steady himself and the floor vanished.

There was no falling, not really. One moment they were in the shop, the next...

They were elsewhere.

They landed in a heap. JJ groaned. Emmie giggled nervously.

“I think... we’re not in Kansas anymore,” she whispered.

Callaway sat up slowly. “Not even Earth,” he said.

Before them stretched a landscape pulled from a child’s dream and a madman’s vision.

They stood on a gumdrop hill, overlooking a valley carved with licorice roads and rolling fields of jellybean flowers. Cotton candy trees swayed in a peppermint breeze. Rivers of pink soda sparkled in the distance. Everything shimmered faintly, as though lit from within.

But it wasn’t perfect. There were signs of decay. The jellybean fields were patchy, some withered and cracked. The candy cane trees looked brittle. Thick storm clouds loitered on the horizon.

“I don’t understand,” JJ said. “This is... candy. All of it. We’re standing in a candy world.”

“It’s beautiful,” Emmie breathed. “Like someone imagined the best parts of a dream.”

“And then forgot to finish it,” Callaway added, frowning. “Look at that.”

A distant structure jutted from the earth like a jagged tooth. A crooked tower of licorice and glass, pulsing with dim orange light. Something about it pulled at them. Wrong. Unnatural.

“Should we go back?” JJ asked quietly.

“Back where?” Callaway gestured behind them.

The portal was gone.

Only wind stirred where the gumdrop hill curved behind them. No mirror. No symbols. No sign of Earth at all.

That’s when they heard the voice.

“You came... at last.”

They turned.

From behind a nearby marshmallow boulder, a figure waddled into view. It was small, only about three feet tall and shaped like a gumdrop given legs and stubby arms. Its eyes were shiny black licorice beads, and it wore a tattered caramel cape.

“Hello,” the creature said. Its voice was gentle, curious. “I am Gubbles. Guardian of the outer sweets.”

Callaway blinked. “You’re... talking candy.”

“You are from the other world,” Gubbles said, ignoring the comment. “We felt the surge. The Sigil woke for the first time in a years.”

JJ took a step back. “Is this... real?”

“As real as your heart,” Gubbles said softly. “You three were summoned.”

“Summoned?” Emmie asked. “By whom?”

“The Realm itself. It remembers the prophecy. It remembers the Sweetborn.”

A rumble echoed across the hills. Faint at first but growing louder. Dark clouds gathered faster than they should have.

“Come,” Gubbles said suddenly. “We cannot stay here. The Sourlings are heading this way.”

“Sourlings?” Callaway asked.

Gubbles was already waddling toward a crack in the candy cliffside. “There’s no time! Follow me if you want to live!”

A strange pressure was building in the air. The clouds overhead crackled with yellow lightning. Shapes darted beneath them, spindly, insect-like figures made of sticky black sugar, glowing faintly from within.

JJ didn’t wait. He grabbed Emmie’s hand and ran.

Callaway followed, heart pounding.

As they dashed into the cliff tunnel behind Gubbles, the first of the Sourlings hit the gumdrop hill where they’d stood. The candy ground hissed and melted under them.

Inside the passage, the air cooled, thick with caramel mist. The walls shimmered with glowing crystals, rock candy veined like quartz. Gubbles led them down switchback paths until the storm above was just a rumble in the distance.

Finally, they emerged into a hidden glade, where the candy looked untouched. Trees grew fat with fruit gummies. A river of butterscotch glided by.

Gubbles turned.

“You three are the Sweetborn,” he said. “The ones foretold to defeat the one who soured the Realm.”

“Wait,” Callaway said. “You’re talking about the weird prophecy stuff again. That’s nonsense.”

Gubbles tilted his licorice eyes toward him. “Do you really think it’s all nonsense, after what you’ve seen?”

Callaway paused.

“Who soured it?” Emmie asked. “What happened to this place?”

Gubbles’s eyes narrowed.

“Vorthon the Bitter. He came through a broken mirror long ago, like you three. But he brought darkness instead of light. He fed on joy, on magic and he turned the Realm sour.”

JJ frowned. “Is he... human?”

“He was,” Gubbles said. “But now, he’s something else. Something twisted.”

The three kids stared at each other.

Outside the hidden glade, the thunder rolled again and the Sugar Realm watched.
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Chapter 2: The Taffy Mirror
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Callaway wasn’t one to believe in fate.

He believed in evidence, patterns, rules. As he sat beside a glowing river of butterscotch while a talking candy gumdrop explained an ancient prophecy, even he had to admit... this defied explanation.

Across from him, Emmie twirled a strand of caramel grass between her fingers, her eyes wide with wonder. JJ sat quietly with his knees tucked to his chest, occasionally glancing at the tunnel they’d come from, as if hoping to spot a path home.

The creature, Gubbles, stood in the center of the small glade, hands clasped in front of him like a wizard about to give a speech.

“The Sugar Realm was once the sweetest of realms,” Gubbles began, his voice low and melodic. “Magic flowed from the Great Candy Vein beneath the land. Joy was our power. Imagination was our compass. But then... the Bitter One came.”

“Vorthon,” Emmie said, remembering the name from earlier.

Gubbles nodded grimly. “A sour mage from your world. He stumbled through a cracked portal, the same mirror you arrived through and was warped by what he found. He learned to twist sugar. To drain joy. He created the Sourcore Citadel in the center of the land, poisoning everything.”

JJ finally spoke. “Why didn’t anyone stop him?”

“Oh, we tried,” Gubbles replied. “Sour Magic is unlike anything we’d known. It drains not just sweetness, but spirit. He turned our bravest warriors into husks. Some became Sourlings. Others melted into syrup.”

Callaway frowned. “So where do we come into this?”

Gubbles approached the center of the glade and stomped his stubby foot. The ground rippled like a pond. Slowly, an image began to rise, a glowing projection in the air above them, made of spun sugar and light.

It showed three figures standing on a gumdrop hill. A girl with fire-bright curls, a boy cloaked in shadow, and another with sharp eyes and outstretched hands. Below them, candy creatures knelt in reverence.

“The prophecy,” Gubbles whispered. “It speaks of the Sweetborn, children from the other world, drawn by the Realm itself in its time of greatest need.”

Callaway crossed his arms. “Prophecies are just stories. They are vague enough to fit anything.”

“But the mirror only opens for the Sweetborn,” Gubbles said, eyes glinting. “And it opened for you.”

A long silence stretched between them. The only sound was the slow trickle of butterscotch in the nearby stream.

“Even if we are... chosen,” JJ said softly, “how are we supposed to stop him? We don’t have magic. We don’t have weapons. We’re just regular, normal kids.”

“You do have magic,” Gubbles said. “It lives inside you, connected to who you are. The Realm amplifies it. You’ve already felt it, haven’t you?”

They had. Callaway remembered the way the mirror pulsed beneath his hand. Emmie remembered how her mind seemed to spark with color when she touched the jellybean flowers. JJ remembered the way the soda river had bubbled under his gaze, as if obeying his mood.

Gubbles continued, “Your powers are sweet based, attuned to flavor and form... but they are still forming. To awaken them fully, you must each recover a Sugar Sigil.”

“What’s a Sigil?” Emmie asked.

“Ancient keys of power. Hidden across the Realm. They’re relics of the old Candy Clans, Marshmallow Mages, Gummy Knights, Licorice Shadows, and the Crystal Sugar Seers. Each sigil unlocks part of your strength.”

“And where’s the first one?” Callaway asked, his voice steadier than he felt.

Gubbles pointed to the sky, where the sour storm clouds now spiraled in an unnatural vortex above a distant hill.

“The Licorice Labyrinth,” he said. “A place of shadows and shifting walls. The first Sigil lies at its heart.”

JJ stood slowly. “If we get the Sigils... we get the power to stop Vorthon?”

Gubbles nodded.

Emmie stood too. “Then let’s go.”

Callaway hesitated. “We don’t even know how to fight.”

“Start by surviving,” Gubbles said gently. “The Realm will guide you.”

They set out before sunrise.

Gubbles packed them each a satchel of enchanted sweets: caramel orbs that gave energy, hard candies that glowed in the dark, and sticky bombs made of pop rocks and molten gum. “You’ll know when to use them,” he said.

The world of the Sugar Realm unfolded around them as they traveled. The landscapes were impossibly diverse plains of powdered sugar, bubbling lakes of lemon gel, forests of red licorice vines that whispered in the wind.

And everywhere they went, they saw signs of decay.

Melted candy structures. Scorched earth. Trees oozing sour sap. In one village, they found only licorice husks, homes abandoned, windows cracked, sweets half-melted under a rain of bitterness.

“This place was alive once,” Emmie said, picking up a broken candy doll. “It had families, magic and wonder.”

“It seems like it still does,” JJ said softly. “It’s buried under something rotten.”

That night, they camped in a hollowed-out gumdrop cave. The stars above were strange swirling like sugar in tea, brighter than Earth’s constellations. Emmie told stories. JJ dozed by the fire. Callaway couldn’t sleep.

He stared at a peppermint shard Gubbles had given him. It pulsed faintly when he touched it. He tried to mold it into a knife, focusing on shape, angle, density.

It twitched in his hand.

Not much, but enough.

By the time they reached the outer edge of the Licorice Labyrinth, they were tired, sticky, and tense. The structure rose like a fortress of black vines, winding skyward and burrowing deep. The walls writhed slightly, alive with magic.

“The walls move,” JJ muttered. “Great.”

A cracked candy plaque stood by the entrance.

ENTER AT YOUR PERIL. 

Emmie grinned. “That means us, right?”

Callaway wasn’t so sure.

They stepped inside and the light vanished.

Within the maze, the air was thick with shadows. The licorice walls oozed occasionally, secreting trails of sour slime. The path split constantly, redirecting them, rearranging behind them.

Hours passed. Maybe more. It was impossible to tell.

Callaway led with his glowing candy shard, using logic to map their turns. “Left, right, second left, then sharp right, no wait, loop back.”

But it wasn’t enough.

They ended up at the same licorice knot five times.

“I think it knows we’re here,” JJ said. “It’s... watching us.”

Suddenly, Emmie screamed.

Dozens of candy creatures spilled from the shadows, deformed gummy snakes, marshmallow spiders with licorice legs, peppermint beetles chittering in sour tones.

Callaway stepped forward. “Stay back!”

He gripped his candy shard and thought.

The peppermint reshaped, flattening into a curved blade that hummed in his grip. Without thinking, he slashed at the nearest beast. It exploded in a puff of cinnamon mist.

JJ threw one of Gubbles’s sticky bombs. It erupted in a crackle of popping sugar and fireworks, sending the bugs scattering.

Emmie clutched a broken candy unicorn from her pouch. “Help us!” she cried.

And it moved.

The unicorn grew, puffing out with marshmallow muscle. Its eyes glowed. It stomped forward, rearing up and trampling a candy serpent beneath its hooves.

The path behind them opened.

They ran.

At the heart of the labyrinth stood a pedestal made of clear crystal candy. Floating above it, spinning slowly, was a sigil... a five-pointed star wrapped in vines of shimmering sugar. It pulsed in time with their breath.

“The first Sugar Sigil,” Emmie whispered.

Callaway reached for it.

The moment his fingers brushed the crystal, the sigil burst into light, three separate beams shooting toward each of them.

The magic hit like thunder.

Callaway felt knowledge rush into him, recipes and formulas for reshaping candy. Not just weapons, but devices, gadgets, and tools.

Emmie felt her mind bloom with possibility, how to bring sugar creatures to life, how to speak to them, how to protect them.

JJ felt the weight of emotion channeled into taste, how sour could weaken enemies, how sweetness could mend wounds, how flavor could fuel power.

They were changed.

And they were only getting started.

Far away, in the twisted spires of Sourcore Citadel, Vorthon the Bitter stood before a flickering mirror of cracked sugarglass. His eyes, black pools rimmed with neon green, narrowed as he felt the pulse of the Sigil being claimed.

“So,” he rasped. “The Sweetborn have arrived.”

His fingers curled around a staff made of charred taffy and melted dreams.

“Let them come.”
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Chapter 3: The Sourlings Attack
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The air outside the Licorice Labyrinth felt cleaner, lighter somehow, though the sky above still churned with streaks of bitter storm clouds. The kids stumbled out onto a flat field of peanut brittle, catching their breath after barely surviving the shifting maze and its twisted candy beasts.

JJ dropped to his knees and stared at his hands like they didn’t belong to him.

“I felt it,” he murmured. “When the Sigil hit me... it was like something cracked open inside.”

Callaway examined his peppermint blade, now reshaped into a boomerang with razor edges. “Same. I didn’t just imagine the weapon. I built it in my head. I knew how the candy would bend, harden and even hold.”

Emmie twirled a jellybean in her fingers, and it fluttered into the air, sprouting gummy wings. “It’s like... everything sweet is alive to me now. Even the tiniest piece.”

“Good,” came a voice from behind a brittle ridge. “You’ll need that power sooner than you think.”

They turned, weapons half-raised.

Gubbles emerged, huffing, dragging behind him what looked like a small caramel cannon on wheels.

“I followed your scent trail,” he said, panting. “And the glow. You lit up half the Realm with that Sigil.”

“You saw that from here?” Emmie asked.

“Everyone saw it,” Gubbles said grimly. “Including him. Vorthon has released a full swarm of Sourlings. They’re coming. Now.”

Callaway stiffened. “How soon?”

A shadow crossed the sky.

“Now,” Gubbles said again, pointing.

Over the brittle ridge, a black cloud moved, not smoke, not weather, but movement. Hundreds of creatures, maybe more, swarming like angry bees made of sugar nightmares.

Emmie gasped. “That’s not a patrol. That’s an army.”

Gubbles’s eyes narrowed. “He knows you have a Sigil. He’ll try to destroy you before you reach the next one.”

JJ stood slowly. “Then we don’t run. We fight.”

Callaway looked at him, surprised.

JJ’s eyes were steady, sharper than before. “We’ve got powers and tools now. We don’t need to keep hiding.”

Emmie smiled. “I like this version of you.”

“Less talking, more trapping,” Gubbles barked. “Come! I know a chokepoint, Candycrack Canyon. We make our stand there.”

Candycrack Canyon was exactly what it sounded like: a deep split in the Earth made of bark toffee and striped rock candy. Narrow, jagged, and echoing. The perfect funnel.

“Only a few can pass at once,” Gubbles explained. “We hold them here, thin their numbers.”

JJ placed his hand to the canyon floor. “I can make the surface sticky, really sticky... like molasses tar.”

Emmie was already animating candy creatures, marshmallow badgers, licorice lizards, and one impressively cranky gingerbread owl.

Callaway finished assembling a string of traps... gumdrop mines, exploding sour bombs, and licorice tripwires.

“They’re fast and quite mean,” Gubbles warned, rolling out the caramel cannon. “Don’t let them touch your skin. Sour magic clings.”

And then the sky screamed.

They came pouring over the ridge, spindly stick-legged beasts with black sugar carapaces and eyes like glowing acid drops. Some flew. Others skittered on all fours. The air was thick with their keening wails and the stench of rot and vinegar.

“Here we go!” Emmie shouted.

The first wave hit the canyon and was immediately swallowed in sticky, screaming chaos.

JJ’s tar trap snared half of them. Gubbles fired the caramel cannon with a BOOM, launching a syrup bomb that exploded and froze a dozen Sourlings in place like candied statues.

Callaway lobbed a gumdrop mine. It bounced once, twice, then... whomp! It sent bitter shrapnel flying.

Emmie’s marshmallow badgers launched from the shadows, tackling sourlings mid-air. Her licorice lizards spit sugar darts from the walls.

JJ extended both hands, focusing hard. A wave of syrupy energy flowed from his chest, souring the sour, overloading their bitter magic until they popped like overripe lemons.

But there were too many.

Despite their powers, the sourlings kept coming.

One leapt over the canyon rim, claws outstretched, heading straight for Callaway.

He snapped his wrist.

The peppermint boomerang arced, sliced clean through the creature’s midsection, and zipped back into his hand.

Another tackled Emmie, until her gingerbread owl dive-bombed it with sugar-glass talons.

Still, cracks were forming in their line.

“They’re trying to break the flanks!” JJ yelled.

Gubbles cursed in caramel. “If they flank us, it’s over!”

“We need to collapse the canyon!” Callaway shouted. “Trap them all in it!”

“But we’re in it too!” Emmie cried.

“Not if we climb!”

Callaway pointed to a nearby ledge. “Now!”

They scrambled up the brittle canyon edge, climbing broken sticks of rock candy and jagged nougat ledges. Gubbles wheezed behind them, muttering sugar prayers.

JJ reached the top, turned, and placed both palms on the brittle rock.

He focused.

“Sweeten... then sour,” he whispered.

The rock sugar beneath the swarming creatures began to bubble, first soft and syrupy, then violently fizzing. It foamed. Popped. Cracked.

A thunderous CRACK echoed.

The canyon floor split.

The walls collapsed inward.

Dozens of Sourlings screamed as they were crushed in a wave of sour syrup and shattering candy.

Silence.

Then the dust settled.

The swarm was gone.

They lay on the ridge, panting, bodies aching, covered in syrup and scorch marks.

Emmie rolled onto her back and laughed. “Okay. Okay! That was... that was awesome.”

JJ smiled faintly. “I didn’t even know I could do that.”

Gubbles stood up slowly, brushing powdered sugar off his cloak. “You three just took down a small Sourling legion. That wasn’t luck. That was power. And teamwork.”

Callaway stared at the shattered canyon.

“We beat them this time. But Vorthon’s going to keep sending more.”

Gubbles nodded grimly. “He will. That was just a test.”

“Then we need the next Sigil,” Emmie said, standing. “Fast.”

JJ looked to Callaway. “Any idea where it is?”

Gubbles grinned. “I do. The Frozen Fudge Fortress. Deep in the north. It guards the Sigil of Courage.”

Callaway groaned. “Let me guess... it’s frozen, right?”

“Frozen, fortified, and full of fudge giants,” Gubbles replied. “But if you want to win this war, you’ll have to melt more than chocolate.”

Far away, in the throne room of Sourcore, Vorthon stood in shadow.

He raised a sour-scrying shard, watching the battle through flickers of corrupted magic. The children had grown stronger. Quicker than expected.

“They’ve found their first Sigil,” hissed a creature behind him.

“Yes,” Vorthon murmured. “But they’re still children.”

His fingers coiled tighter around his staff. “Send the Mirror Wraith. Let them see what fear really tastes like.”
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Chapter 4: The Fudge Wagon Fiasco
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Three days into the trek north, Callaway decided he officially hated fudge.

Not because it was sticky. Not because it coated your boots in a thick layer of goo with every step. And not even because it somehow found a way into every crease of his clothes.

No, he hated it because fudge was deceptive.

“It looks solid,” he grumbled, yanking one leg from a chocolate pothole, “but it’s basically brown quicksand with a sugar addiction.”

“Technically, it’s a heat-sensitive semi-solid with high viscosity,” JJ said, pushing his glasses up his nose.

“Technically, I’m going to scream,” Callaway snapped.

“I think it’s kind of fun,” Emmie said, bouncing ahead of them with her marshmallow boots. Gubbles had enchanted them the night before, giving her perfect bounce and zero traction. She was currently hopping like a kangaroo on espresso.

JJ groaned as his shoe made a glorp noise. “I am one with the fudge now. It has claimed me.”

They were deep in the Choco-Wastes, a region between the Licorice Labyrinth and the Frozen Fudge Fortress, where everything, trees, rocks, even wildlife was made of fudge, truffle, or chocolate bark. It should’ve been a dream.

It wasn’t.

“It gets worse ahead,” Gubbles warned, consulting a peppermint compass that beeped in morse-code toots. “The Swamps of Swirl. Unless you want to sink into hot fudge forever, we need transport.”

“Transport?” Callaway asked. “Like... a candy car?”

“I was thinking something more classic,” Gubbles said.

And then he whistled.

A low rumble echoed across the plain. Birds, tiny taffy toucans, scattered into the air.

From behind a hill of cookie crumble came a sight none of them could have predicted.

It was a wagon.

But not just any wagon.

It was made entirely of graham cracker planks and rolled atop four giant cinnamon roll wheels. Steam puffed from licorice exhaust pipes, and a gummy windshield wobbled with every bounce. The reins were tied to a team of chocolate bunnies with jellybean eyes, prancing like they were late for Easter.

“My friends,” Gubbles said dramatically, “I give you... The Fudge Wagon.”

JJ blinked. “Is it safe?”

“No,” Callaway and Emmie said at the same time.

Gubbles tossed them each a candy seatbelt. “Hop in!”

The ride was many things. Smooth was not one of them.

The Fudge Wagon jolted down the trail like it had just chugged a dozen espresso shots. Cinnamon roll wheels bounced off rocky fudge clumps. Chocolate bunnies zigzagged like they were dodging sugar comets.

Callaway held on to the graham cracker railing for dear life. “WHY IS IT LEANING?!”

“It’s supposed to!” Gubbles shouted from the driver’s marshmallow chair. “Aerodynamic caramel suspension!”

“I don’t think that’s a real thing!”

“Neither is a talking gumdrop!”

Meanwhile, Emmie was having the time of her life. She stood on the back ledge with arms spread wide. “I feel like I’m on a roller coaster made by Willy Wonka’s weird cousin!”

JJ, glued to his seat, looked green. “I knew I shouldn’t have eaten that sixth nougat bar.”

As they rocketed over a bump, Callaway’s bag flung open and one of his gumdrop mines bounced free, landing squarely in the fudge ahead.

“Oh no.”

BOOM!

The mine exploded into a geyser of whipped cream, launching the entire wagon fifteen feet into the air.

They screamed.

They landed.

Everything was silent... except for the bunnies, who blinked in unison and then resumed trotting as if nothing had happened.

“I think I saw my life flash before my eyes,” JJ groaned.

“Was it made of fudge?” Emmie asked helpfully.

“Only the end.”

That night, they made camp beside a chocolate fountain that poured straight from the side of a rock formation shaped suspiciously like a Hershey’s Kiss. The stars above twinkled like sprinkles on velvet frosting.

Gubbles roasted taffy snakes on a campfire. “Not bad with a dash of cinnamon,” he said, tossing one to Emmie.

JJ made a small dome out of marshmallow for them to sleep in, warm, soft, and weirdly cozy.

Callaway sat on the edge of the camp, fiddling with his peppermint blade, now reshaped into a multitool. “This place is insane,” he muttered. “One second we’re fighting sourlings, the next we’re flying in a cinnamon death wagon.”

“It’s kind of awesome though, right?” Emmie said, plopping beside him. “The danger. The magic. The sugar. It’s like the whole world is trying to kill us and offer dessert at the same time.”

Callaway smirked. “Sounds about right.”

“I think JJ likes it too. Under all the panic.”

JJ, across the fire, was whispering to his candy. “Okay, caramel ball... this time, you will not explode early.”

Callaway looked at Emmie. “Do you think we can actually beat this Vorthon guy?”

Emmie was quiet for a second. Then she looked up, eyes shining. “We have to try. Besides, we have something he doesn’t.”

“What?”

She grinned. “Us. And a Fudge Wagon.”

Unfortunately, the Fudge Wagon had a flaw.

It attracted attention.

By morning, they were halfway through the Swamps of Swirl, a bubbling, steaming wasteland of mocha sludge, when the sky darkened with a sharp cawwwwww.

Callaway looked up. “Anyone else hear that?”

Then came the screech.

It echoed like a candy wrapper being torn in slow motion. A shadow zipped through the clouds.

“What is that?” JJ asked, ducking.

Gubbles looked up and immediately paled. “Mirror Wraith.”

“Mirror what now?” Emmie shouted.

The sky split.

A creature dropped from the clouds, a long, serpent-like thing made of shattered mirror shards, fused together by sticky licorice ligaments. Its eyes were two glowing mint discs. It hissed, and its wings, torn banners of sour candy, snapped open with a crackle.

“The Sour Mage sent it to find us!” Gubbles yelled.

Callaway jumped up. “Battle stations!”

The wagon was the battle station.

Gubbles slammed a caramel lever, and two side-mounted lollipop cannons popped out. Emmie summoned her candy owl. JJ prepped a sour blast.

The Mirror Wraith circled once, then dove very fast.

Callaway aimed one of the lollipop cannons. “Say hello to flavor!” He fired.

THOOM! A fireball made of butterscotch slammed into the Wraith’s side, sending it spinning.

“Got it!” Callaway whooped.

But it righted itself mid-air, screeched louder, and came again, faster.

JJ squinted, aimed with both hands. “Time to sour your circuits!”

He launched a blast of pure tartness. The Wraith screeched as the sour magic hit its wing, causing it to spiral and crash into the fudge beside the road.

It shrieked in rage, wounded but not finished.

“We need to end it!” Emmie said, standing atop the wagon again.

She closed her eyes, held out her hands, and whispered something.

From the sky descended a creature made entirely of bubblegum and sparkles: a winged pink dragon with sugar crystal scales.

It roared.

Everyone, including the Wraith, froze.

“Oh wow,” JJ whispered. “Emmie just summoned a gum dragon.”

The dragon soared past them and smashed into the Mirror Wraith, claws and teeth flashing like rainbow lightning. The Wraith fought back but it was weakened, sour magic hissing out in broken shards.

With a final bite, the gum dragon wrapped its body around the Wraith and dragged it into the clouds.

Gone.

Silence returned.

Callaway blinked. “That was the most terrifying and awesome thing I’ve ever seen.”

Emmie collapsed into her seat, panting. “That... took everything.”

“You okay?” JJ asked.

She nodded weakly. “Just need sugar.”

Gubbles passed her a caramel nut bar. “Chew it slowly. It fights off spell exhaustion.”

They rode the rest of the way in silence, awed, exhausted, and sticky.

But deep down, all three kids knew one thing.

This wasn’t just a game anymore.

The Sugar Realm was waking up.

And so were they.
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Chapter 5: The Jellybean Jungle Jamboree
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By the time the Fudge Wagon rolled out of the Swamps of Swirl, the cinnamon wheels were covered in crusted chocolate, JJ had declared war on flying nougat gnats, and Emmie had created a tiny gummy pig named “Snortle” who now rode on her shoulder like a pirate’s parrot.

“He oinks when he’s excited,” she informed the group. “Or when danger is near.”

“Oink,” said Snortle.

“That means both,” Emmie added, dead serious.

They were now headed toward the Jellybean Jungle, a colorful, humming expanse of sugar foliage that made even Gubbles look nervous.

“This place,” he warned, “is... unpredictable.”

“You mean dangerous?” Callaway asked.

“No. I mean unpredictable. Things don’t behave the way they should. Candy doesn’t obey logic here. Gravity occasionally takes a break. Also, the trees sing.”

“The trees sing?” JJ said, clutching his satchel tighter.

“Only in three-part harmony,” Gubbles muttered.

The Fudge Wagon creaked as they crossed into the first stretch of jungle. Tall stalks of sour-apple sugarcane waved in rhythm, and massive jellybean trees loomed above, each bean the size of a small sofa. Neon-colored vines tangled across the canopy, glittering with sugar crystals. Every few minutes, a “splat” echoed somewhere nearby, followed by a giggle.

“Are the trees... laughing at us?” Callaway asked.

“Technically,” JJ said, “that’s a cackle.”

“Oink,” Snortle added, ears twitching.

Emmie leaned over the wagon’s side. “It’s kinda beautiful though. Like a jellybean rain forest had a love child with a rave.”

“I hate how accurate that is,” Callaway replied.

They pulled to a halt near a stream of pink lemonade. The trees around it shimmered, and colorful candyfruit hung low from vines. It looked like paradise.

That’s when the fruit started screaming.

“AAAHHHHHHHHH!”

JJ jumped. “Did that mango just yell at me?!”

“That’s a Screamerfruit,” Gubbles said nonchalantly, tying off the wagon’s reins. “It gets nervous when stared at.”

“Oink,” Snortle confirmed, hiding behind Emmie’s ear.

“Okay, new rule,” Callaway muttered. “No eye contact with anything.”

As they explored on foot, they discovered the jungle’s... quirks.

	Bubblegum vines snapped back like slingshots and occasionally launched Emmie 10 feet into the air (which she found hilarious).

	Spinning licorice flowers emitted a strange jazz tune that hypnotized JJ until Callaway slapped him with a cold caramel pack.

	And the Pop Rocks Pumas, glittering cats made of crackling sugar, followed them from the shadows but never attacked. One even dropped a candy corn mouse at JJ’s feet in what Gubbles called “an aggressive act of friendship.”


Eventually, the group found a clearing where jellybean trees formed a natural amphitheater.

“It’s quiet,” Emmie said.

“Too quiet?” Callaway asked.

“No, like... actually pleasant for once.”

Then came the drums.

A line of Jelly Folk emerged, bipedal jellybeans with arms, legs, top hats, and war paint made of icing. They beat on chocolate drums with candy cane sticks and chanted in squeaky voices.

“WE! HAVE! GUESTS!”

Callaway blinked. “I think we’re being... welcomed?”

The Jelly Folk surrounded them and burst into a full musical number. There were lyrics, kick-lines, and a jellybean in a cape doing spins like a Broadway lead. The jungle itself seemed to dance along, trees swaying, animals clapping, and the lemonade stream bubbling in sync.

JJ leaned toward Emmie. “Are we hallucinating?”

“Nope,” she said, beaming. “This is amazing.”

The lead jellybean approached, puffing out his chest. He was red with sparkles and had a monocle stuck to his face with sugar glue.

“I am Sir Wobbleton Jellyhop the Fourth,” he declared. “Ruler of the Jellybean Jungle. And you... are the Sweetborn!”

The Jelly Folk gasped in unison, then dropped into synchronized bows so precise it gave Callaway a stress headache.

Sir Wobbleton twirled. “We’ve awaited your arrival since the licorice moon first cracked! You are here to seek the Sigils, yes?”

“Already got one,” Emmie said proudly.

Sir Wobbleton flipped backward in joy. “FABULOUS! Then you must participate in the Jungle Jamboree!”

Callaway narrowed his eyes. “What’s a Jamboree?”

“A trial,” Wobbleton replied, stroking a licorice mustache that hadn’t been there a second ago. “Of spirit, of joy, of agility... and dance.”

JJ went pale. “Did you say dance?”

“Yes!” Wobbleton clapped. “You must pass the Three Trials of the Jellyfolk. Win, and we grant you safe passage north and one of our legendary Jungle Gifts. Fail, and... well, we’ll probably still give you snacks. We’re not monsters.”

“Oink,” Snortle whispered, clearly skeptical.

Trial One: The Jelly-Hop Relay

The team had to bounce from one jelly-lily pad to another across a pink lemonade lake using nothing, but licorice pogo sticks.

“I was born for this,” Emmie declared, vaulting off the first pad with a cheer.

JJ fell in twice and emerged each time covered in sticky glitter. “Why is this lake sparkly?!”

“Sugar shimmer algae,” Gubbles said. “Natural exfoliant.”

Callaway actually enjoyed the puzzle, plotting perfect angles, balancing velocity and bounce height like a math problem. He didn’t smile, but Emmie could tell he secretly loved it.

Trial Two: The Gummy Charade Showdown

Sir Wobbleton handed them sugar masks and shouted, “Guess the candy beast without words!”

They mimed a Cotton Candy Kraken (JJ flailed all limbs), a Root Beer Rhino (Emmie snorted and stomped), and a Cinnamon Snail (Callaway slid across the stage slowly with deadpan commitment).

They nailed it.

The Jelly Folk gave them a standing ovation, and a confetti explosion made of edible glitter.

Trial Three: The Final Dance-Off

This was JJ’s nightmare.

A dance platform rose from the ground, glowing with rainbow tiles. A licorice DJ spun records made of chocolate, and candy fog filled the clearing.

Sir Wobbleton announced, “This... is SUGAR STOMP!”

Emmie jumped in with no hesitation, leading with a goofy shuffle and high kicks. JJ started awkwardly, then got into it when Emmie taught him the “Jelly Shimmy.” Callaway stood still for a full minute, then broke into a shockingly complex breakdance that stunned the crowd.

“You’ve been secretly practicing, haven’t you?” Emmie gasped mid-spin.

Callaway shrugged. “I like rhythm games.”

Gubbles was doing the worm. No one questioned it.

When it ended, the Jelly Folk screamed, “VICTORY!!!” and exploded into a fountain of jelly confetti.

Sir Wobbleton beamed. “You have passed the Jamboree!”

He presented them with their prize: a glowing Fruit Frenzy Crystal that could summon a wall of wild fruit-based magic in battle.

“And now,” Wobbleton said, bowing, “go forth, Sweetborn. The north calls. May your journey be full of sweetness... and very little indigestion.”

As they loaded back into the Fudge Wagon, Emmie looked out at the cheering Jelly Folk.

“That was the weirdest and most wonderful thing I’ve ever done.”

JJ held up his Fruit Frenzy Crystal. “Still not sure I believe any of this is real.”

Callaway adjusted the seatbelt. “I’ve stopped trying to make sense of it. I just roll with the jelly now.”

“Oink,” said Snortle.

And the wagon rolled onward, north, toward the Frozen Fudge Fortress, where deeper magic and darker forces awaited.

But for now, the laughter still echoed behind them.

And it smelled like raspberry.
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Chapter 6: The Pop City Surprise
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The road to the Frozen Fudge Fortress was long.

Which made it extra inconvenient when the Fudge Wagon blew a cinnamon tire near a giant, bubbling crater that smelled suspiciously like root beer.

“Okay,” Callaway said, inspecting the gooey wreckage, “that’s the third time the left cinnamon roll wheel’s collapsed.”

JJ knelt beside the busted wheel and prodded the frosting. “It’s not even fully cooked. That’s a dough issue.”

“Oink,” Snortle said, licking frosting from JJ’s boot.

Emmie peered over a rocky ledge. “Guys... I think we’re near something big. And... carbonated.”

The team climbed to the edge of the crater and looked down.

Nestled in a deep bowl of candy rock, glowing like a neon soda commercial from the 80s, was a town built entirely on soda geysers.

Streets fizzed. Sidewalks bubbled. Colorful buildings, shaped like pop cans and syrup bottles, danced on pillars of soda mist. Giant soda jets shot skyward every few seconds in a burst of foam and rainbow vapor.

The sign at the entrance blinked in sparkling sugar lights:

WELCOME TO POP CITY!
The Bubbliest Place in the Realm
JJ blinked. “Is that a soda-based civilization?”

Callaway groaned. “Oh no. No, no, no. We do not have time for this.”

“We do if we want to replace a cinnamon wheel,” Gubbles said, licking a drop of root beer mist off a leaf. “Pop City has a mechanic. His name is Doctor Bubbleton. He’s the best frothsmith in the region.”

“A frothsmith?” JJ echoed. “That’s... weirdly impressive.”

Emmie was already sliding down the slope on a licorice sled. “Race you down!”

“Oink!” Snortle squealed in agreement, clinging to her head like a gummy helmet.

Callaway sighed and followed. “We’re going to get fizzy ambushed, I can feel it.”

POP CITY was like Vegas, Willy Wonka, and a soda factory had a neon-sugar baby.

Soda jets launched rhythmically from fountains, and music played from floating pop bottle drones. Soda-themed stores lined the main boulevard:

	Fizz & Furious: Realm’s Fastest Soda Floats

	Bubble & Squeak’s Soda Spa

	The Pop Drop Shop – "Buy 1, Get 5 Free (but only if you burp twice)."


A grape soda automaton offered them samples as they walked.

JJ sipped his hesitantly. “Tastes like purple lightning. And maybe regret.”

Emmie giggled and grabbed a fizzy strawberry swirl. “This is AMAZING. Why are we not living here?”

Callaway was staring at the ground. “Because this entire town is built on soda geysers. That can’t be structurally...”

BOOM!

A geyser launched them five feet in the air.

“Ooooookay,” Callaway muttered, brushing foam from his hair. “Slight design flaw.”

They made their way to a workshop shaped like a giant soda cap, with gears and tubes pulsing along the outside. The sign read:

DOCTOR BUBBLETON’S BUBBLEGARAGE
“If it fizzes, I fixes.”
A tiny gnome-like creature popped out from a trapdoor, wearing frosted goggles and a lab coat that sparkled with sugar dust.

“I’m Doctor Bubbleton,” he announced. “You’ve got a blown roll?”

“Front left cinnamon wheel,” Gubbles said. “Classic swirl fracture.”

Bubbleton nodded gravely. “Mmm. Seen it a dozen times. Those








	Strap yourself to a mega-sized bubble.

	Stay on while it flies through a soda-jet obstacle course.

	Don’t explode, fall off, or panic-scream for longer than 12 seconds.
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