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    To young readers who know that a true friend can make even the longest journey feel possible.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Even the sweetest town can hide a bitter secret.
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Prologue: The Story He Had Not Told

The walk home from the mountain was quieter than either of them expected.

There had been no gold in the owl's chest. No jewels. No glittering prize to carry back through the forest. And yet Bear Potap kept glancing at his small friend, because Mr. Candyson looked as though he had brought something back after all — something heavy, folded carefully inside him.

That evening, by Potap's little fire, with raspberry tea steaming between them, Potap finally asked the question he had been saving since the day they found the map.

"Mr. Candyson," he said gently, "you once promised you would tell me how you came to this island."

Mr. Candyson did not answer at once.

Outside, the forest breathed softly in the dark. Inside, the fire crackled, warm and patient.

At last, Mr. Candyson took off his tall black hat and held it in both hands.

"Yes," he said quietly. "I did promise."

He looked into the flames for a long moment.

"Then I suppose," he said, "it is time I told you about Candyburg."
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Chapter One: The Verdict

[image: ]


Candyburg woke up the way a lollipop wakes up in the sun — slowly, sweetly, with a little shine creeping along its edges.

The town sat in a gentle valley, as if someone had scattered a handful of the finest candies across the land and simply forgotten to gather them back up.

The houses wore frosting like other houses wear paint — some topped with roofs of twisted caramel straw, others tiled in gleaming hard candy that shifted between ruby red, emerald green, and lemon yellow depending on how the light hit them.

The fences along every street were woven from peppermint canes, white with a red spiral, and at every crossroads a marmalade fountain bubbled happily, smelling of raspberry one moment and toasted hazelnut the next, depending on its mood.

It was always warm in Candyburg. Not hot — just warm, the way it feels standing near an oven full of gingerbread. Flowers grew everywhere: caramel tulips, sugar roses, nougat irises so fragrant that anyone visiting for the first time felt a little dizzy, the good kind of dizzy, like hearing wonderful news.

But this morning was different.

The Hall of Master Confectioners — tall, spiraled, looking like a lollipop stick grown to the size of a tower — was surrounded by a crowd thicker than Candyburg had seen in years. Everyone had come. Candied-fruit bakers, taffy-pullers, apprentices barely old enough to hold a syrup ladle, and even the old-timers who usually napped through the morning in the shade of the mint trees. No one wanted to miss this day.

Because today, the Council of Masters was handing down its preliminary verdict on Mr. Candyson.

He stood before the judges — small, in his familiar striped suit, his tall black top hat in place, his mustache curled neat as ever — and somehow looked even smaller against the great hall, with its ceiling laid out in sugar-glass mosaic. Someone in the crowd noticed his hands trembling, just slightly, the way a candle flame trembles in a draft. But otherwise, he stood calm. Too calm, some thought, for someone about to hear his sentence.

He had been expecting this. He did not know exactly what the punishment would be — but he knew it would not be light.

The Elder of the Council, his beard spun from fine threads of sugar, rose from his seat. The hall went so quiet that everyone could hear a caramel candle crackling somewhere in the back.

"Mr. Candyson," he said, and his voice rolled out across the hall, bouncing off walls sweet enough to lick. "You have broken an ancient law. A law older than this town, older than this Council, older than the craft we all hold dear. You took on a guilt that was never yours to carry."

A murmur ran through the crowd — not surprise, but confirmation. So it was true, then. Not just a rumor.

The Elder raised one long finger before the murmurs could grow. "This law was not written to punish love," he said, and for the first time his voice sounded tired. "It was written because, long ago, one false confession allowed a true wrongdoer to remain free — and the next harm was far worse than the first. A stolen guilt does not heal a wound. It hides the knife."

The crowd quieted.

"The Council has found you in violation of that law," the Elder continued. "Unless new testimony changes this matter within three full days, the sentence will be exile. Forever. You may never return to Candyburg — not through the front gates, not along the caramel paths, not down the sugar rivers the merchants use. If the sentence stands, you will no longer be a citizen of this town."

The hall fell silent. Somewhere in the crowd, someone sniffled.

Mr. Candyson said nothing in his defense. He simply lifted his top hat from his head, pressed it to his chest, and bowed slightly — whether in agreement or farewell, no one could tell.

By the oldest custom in Candyburg, no sentence of exile could be carried out until three full days had passed — three days set aside for any last testimony the Council might still need to hear. Whether that pause would change anything this time, no one in the hall could say.

He said not one word in his own defense.

But that did not mean he was guilty.
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