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When Waves Turn Bitter
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The note had arrived three weeks after they saved the Candy Core, which Penny decided was exactly the right amount of time between life-threatening adventures.

Any sooner would have been exhausting. Any later would have been boring.

She read it again during lunch, squinting at the elegant handwriting while Jax stole fries off her tray:

Dear Sugarbloom,

There's trouble at the Butterscotch Beach.

Something's turning the waves bitter.

The Candy Core is safe, but the realm has other magic that needs protecting.

Can you help?

— A Friend

"'A Friend,'" Jax read over her shoulder, his mouth full of stolen fries. "Super specific. Very helpful. Not suspicious at all."

"It's mysterious," Penny said, pulling her tray away from his thieving hands. "Mystery is different from suspicious."

"Mystery is just suspicious wearing a fancy hat."

Sage appeared at their table with her lunch tray, having perfected the art of navigating the cafeteria without making eye contact with anyone. She'd been attending Dulcedale Middle School for two weeks now, transferred from her old school in the city, and was still adjusting to small-town life.

"What are we suspicious about?" she asked, sitting down.

"Mysterious about," Penny corrected, handing her the note.

Sage read it quickly, her dark chocolate eyes scanning the words twice. "Butterscotch Beach. That's in the candy realm, right? Not a real place?"

"Definitely candy realm," Marzipan said from inside Penny's backpack, where he'd been napping. The school had a strict "no raccoons" policy, which Marzipan considered discriminatory and chose to ignore. "It's about fifty miles north of the Caramel Caves. Beautiful place. Or it was, last time I visited. That was thirty years ago."

"You can't just live in my backpack," Penny whispered.

"I'm not living in it, I'm visiting it. There's a difference."

"The difference being?"

"Intent. Now, about this beach situation—"

"Excuse me, TALKING RACCOON IN A BACKPACK," Jax interrupted. "Can we focus on that for a second?"

"You've known I could talk for three weeks," Marzipan said, poking his head out. "Get over it."

"I'm still processing!"

A group of sixth-graders at the next table were staring. Penny casually zipped her backpack halfway, leaving just enough room for Marzipan to breathe while being mostly hidden.

"We should go after school," she said quietly. "To Sweet Dreams. Grandma Rose will know what this is about."

"Or," Sage suggested, "it's a trap. Evil villain sends mysterious note, lures unsuspecting heroes to remote magical beach, chaos ensues."

"That's actually a good point," Jax admitted.

"Which is why we go prepared," Penny said, patting her backpack where the spell book rested beside the complaining raccoon. "We've got magic now. And experience. And—"

"Reckless optimism?" Jax offered.

"I was going to say teamwork, but sure."

The rest of the school day crawled by like molasses in January. Math was torture. History was worse. By the time the final bell rang, Penny had doodled approximately forty-seven variations of beach waves in her notebook margins and was ready to climb the walls.

They met at Sweet Dreams at three-thirty.

The shop was busy with after-school customers — kids buying penny candy and chocolate bars, adults picking up special orders. Grandma Rose was behind the counter, wrapping a birthday cake decorated with sugar flowers so realistic they looked like they might bloom.

She took one look at Penny's face and smiled. "Adventure?"

"How do you always know?"

"You get a particular expression. Like you're about to do something either very brave or very stupid." Grandma Rose handed the cake to Mrs. Chen and flipped the shop sign to "CLOSED FOR FAMILY EMERGENCY." "Come on up. Let's talk."

They climbed the stairs to the apartment, where Grandma Rose had apparently been expecting them. The kitchen table was already set with tea and cookies, and a large map was spread out across half the surface.

It wasn't a normal map. The paper shimmered like sugar glass, and the locations on it moved slightly, as if the whole thing were alive. Penny could see the Caramel Caves, the Licorice Labyrinth, and there — along what would be the northern coast — Butterscotch Beach, illustrated with tiny waves that actually rippled.

"You got a note," Grandma Rose said. It wasn't a question.

Penny handed it over. Grandma Rose read it carefully, her expression growing more serious with each word.

"This is bad," she said finally.

"Bad how?" Sage asked. "Bad like 'mild inconvenience' bad or bad like 'chocolate golems trying to murder us' bad?"

"Worse, potentially." Grandma Rose pointed to the beach on the map. "Butterscotch Beach isn't just a pretty location. It's one of the Flavor Springs — places where candy magic naturally wells up from deep in the realm. The waters there are supposed to be sweet, warm, rich. If they're turning bitter..."

"The magic is corrupting," Marzipan finished grimly. He'd climbed out of the backpack and was now sitting on the table, studying the map with professional interest. "That shouldn't be possible. The realm's magic is self-sustaining, self-correcting. Something must be interfering with it."

"Something or someone," Penny said.

"Could it be Sourbite again?" Jax asked. "Maybe he went back to his evil ways? Had a relapse? Decided that one redemption arc was enough?"

Grandma Rose shook her head. "Leopold called me yesterday. He's still at his factory, but he's been dismantling the artificial production lines. Says he's trying to 'relearn the old ways.' He sounded sincere."

"So we have a new villain," Sage said. "Great. I was hoping for at least a month between megalomaniacs."

"We don't know it's a villain," Penny pointed out. "Could be a natural phenomenon. A magical malfunction. A—"

The map suddenly flared bright, so bright they all had to shield their eyes. When the light faded, new words had appeared on the beach, written in golden script that seemed to drip like honey:

HELP US

TRAPPED

PLEASE HURRY

Then the words faded, leaving only the rippling waves.

"Okay," Jax said into the silence. "That's not ominous at all."

"Someone's in trouble," Penny said, standing up. "We have to go. Now."

"Absolutely not now," Grandma Rose said firmly. "Now is three-thirty on a school day. Your parents expect you home. You haven't prepared, you haven't packed supplies, and you haven't thought this through."

"But—"

"Tomorrow," Grandma Rose said in her non-negotiable voice. "Saturday morning. I'll tell your parents you're doing a camping trip for a school project. You'll have time to prepare properly, pack the right supplies, and maybe not die in the first ten minutes."

"We didn't die last time," Jax protested.

"Last time you rode a licorice snake like a rodeo bull."

"And survived! That's literally my point!"

Grandma Rose gave him a look that could curdle milk. "Tomorrow. Morning. First light. That's final."

They knew better than to argue when she used that tone. Penny had learned years ago that Grandma Rose's firmness came from love, and fighting it was like trying to argue with gravity — technically possible, but ultimately pointless.

"Fine," Penny said. "Tomorrow. But what do we need? What should we prepare?"

Grandma Rose pulled out a notepad and started writing. "Basics first. Water bottles, snacks, good walking shoes. Sage, you still have that candy-cane staff?"

"Never leave home without it."

"Good. Jax, what about your inventions? Anything useful?"

Jax perked up. "I've been working on a grappling hook made from twisted licorice ropes. And a compass that points toward the nearest sugar source. And—" He hesitated. "—a skateboard that might be able to hover. Emphasis on might."

"Bring everything except the skateboard," Grandma Rose said. "Unless you want to fall out of the sky."

"That's fair."

"Penny, you'll need the spell book, obviously. And I'm giving you something else." Grandma Rose disappeared into her bedroom and returned with a small leather satchel. "This is an ingredient pouch. It's magically linked to my pantry. When you need something for a recipe, you reach in and it provides what you need."

Penny took the pouch carefully. It was heavier than it looked, warm against her palm. "This is amazing."

"It has limits," Grandma Rose warned. "Only works for baking ingredients, only provides what the spell actually needs, and it can't create anything from nothing — just pulls from my supply. So don't use it frivolously."

"I won't."

"And Marzipan—" Grandma Rose looked at the raccoon. "You're the expert on the realm. Keep them safe."

Marzipan stood up straighter, his little chest puffing out. "With my life, Rose. You know that."

Something passed between them — a look of understanding that spoke of shared history Penny didn't know. She made a mental note to ask about it later, when they weren't preparing for another potentially deadly adventure.
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