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The trouble began, as trouble often does, on a Tuesday.

Not a spectacular Tuesday. Not a Tuesday marked by thunderstorms or trumpet fanfares or the sudden appearance of dragons in the town square. Just an ordinary, yawn-inducing, homework-having, broccoli-for-dinner kind of Tuesday.

Which made what happened next all the more surprising.

Penny Sugarbloom stood in front of Dulcedale Middle School, squinting at the building like it had personally offended her. The brick walls seemed duller than usual. The windows looked smudged. Even the flagpole drooped like a sad noodle.

"Does the school look... wrong to you?" Penny asked.

Her best friend Jax rolled past on his skateboard — the one he'd modified with roller-skate wheels and a juice-box holder — and barely glanced up. "School always looks wrong. It's school."

"No, I mean really wrong. Like the color's all—"

"Penny!" Jax grabbed her arm, which nearly sent him tumbling off his board. "Did you do the math homework?"

"What math homework?"

"Exactly." Jax grinned, his gap-toothed smile bright against his brown skin. His hair stuck up in seven different directions, which Penny suspected was on purpose. "We're doomed together. Friendship is beautiful."

Penny sighed and adjusted her backpack. The thing weighed approximately nine hundred pounds, mostly because of the enormous book her grandmother had given her last night. "Keep this safe," Grandma Rose had said, pressing the leather-bound volume into Penny's hands with unusual seriousness. "Don't open it until you're ready."

Ready for what? Grandma Rose hadn't said. She'd just smiled her mysterious smile, the one that made her eyes crinkle like tissue paper, and shuffled back to her kitchen where something that smelled like burnt sugar and thunderstorms was bubbling on the stove.

The book had no title. Just strange symbols pressed into leather that seemed to shift when Penny wasn't looking directly at them. She'd stuck it in her backpack and tried not to think about it.

She was thinking about it now.

"Earth to Penny," Jax said, waving his hand in front of her face. "You're doing the thing again."

"What thing?"

"The staring-into-space thing. The I'm-thinking-about-weird-stuff thing." Jax kicked his skateboard up into his hands with practiced ease. "What's going on in that sugar-obsessed brain of yours?"

"I'm not sugar-obsessed."

"You literally have a candy drawer in your locker."

"That's for emergencies."

"You had a gummy bear emergency last Thursday."

"It was a very stressful pop quiz."

Before Jax could respond, the school bell rang. Except it didn't ring so much as wheeze — a sad, strangled sound like a mechanical cat with whooping cough.

"Okay, seriously," Penny said. "Something is definitely wrong."

They found out just how wrong during third period science.

Mrs. Butterworth was demonstrating the water cycle, which involved a teakettle, a mirror, and a lot of enthusiastic hand-waving, when the classroom lights began to flicker. Then they started dimming, slowly fading from bright fluorescent to a sickly yellow-brown.

"Is this part of the lesson?" someone whispered.

Mrs. Butterworth frowned at the ceiling. "That's... peculiar."

The lights flickered again, and this time Penny noticed something else. The classroom smelled different. Usually it smelled like chalk dust and the hamster cage no one cleaned properly. But now there was a sharp, sour tang in the air, like lemons that had gone bad.

And the walls. The walls were definitely the wrong color now. The cheerful yellow had faded to a grayish-beige that made Penny's eyes hurt.

"Class, remain calm," Mrs. Butterworth said, which was teacher-speak for something is definitely wrong and I'm panicking internally. "I'm sure it's just a power issue—"

The lights went out completely.

Twenty-three middle schoolers gasped in unison, which would have been impressive if it weren't so dark to appreciate it.

Then, somewhere in the blackness, someone screamed.

"WHO TOOK MY LUNCH?"

The emergency lights kicked in, bathing everything in red. Penny could see Marcus standing by his desk, holding his lunchbox upside down. Empty.

"My sandwich!" Marcus wailed. "My chips! My chocolate pudding! It's all gone!"

"Mine too!" someone else shouted.

"And mine!"

"My snack pack just vanished!"

Penny's stomach did a small flip. She reached into her backpack, feeling for the granola bar she'd packed that morning. Her fingers found only crumbs.

"This is the worst Tuesday ever," Jax muttered beside her.

It got worse.

By lunchtime, the cafeteria was in chaos. Not a single lunch tray had food on it. The vending machines were empty, their plastic spirals spinning uselessly. Even the milk had vanished from the coolers.

"ATTENTION STUDENTS," Principal Martinez's voice crackled over the intercom. He sounded like a man who'd aged seventeen years in three hours. "Due to... unforeseen circumstances... school is dismissed early. Please proceed to the exits in an orderly—"

The stampede was not orderly.

Penny and Jax fought their way through the crowd, emerging onto the front steps to find Dulcedale looking decidedly less dulce and more dull. The normally cheerful town square across the street had lost its luster. The flowers in the planters were wilting. The fountain — usually bubbling with clear water that somehow always smelled faintly of vanilla — was dry and cracked.

"Okay," Jax said slowly. "I'm officially creeped out."

"Look!" Penny pointed toward Main Street.

The candy shops — and Dulcedale had exactly seventeen of them, which was more per capita than any town in the state — were closed. Not just closed, but dark. Shuttered. Lifeless.

For a town whose unofficial motto was "Life is Sweet in Dulcedale," this was approximately equivalent to a disaster.

"We should go to Sweet Dreams," Penny said suddenly. That was her grandmother's shop, tucked between the library and the hardware store. If anyone knew what was happening, it would be Grandma Rose.

They ran.

Main Street seemed to grow drabber with every step. The paint on the buildings looked faded. The sidewalks were cracked and gray. Even the air felt heavier, like breathing through damp cotton.

Sweet Dreams Confectionery stood at the corner of Main and Maple, a three-story Victorian house painted lavender and cream, with flower boxes overflowing with candy-striped petunias. Or at least, they usually overflowed. Today they looked droopy and sad.

The door was locked.

"Grandma Rose?" Penny called, knocking hard. "Grandma, are you there?"

No answer.

"Maybe she's in the back?" Jax suggested.

They went around to the alley, where a narrow door led to the kitchen. This one was unlocked, and they slipped inside.

The shop was dark and quiet. The glass cases that usually displayed row upon row of handmade chocolates, caramels, and bon-bons were empty. The shelves where jars of gummies and gumballs sat were bare.

"Grandma?" Penny's voice sounded small in the empty shop.

"Up here, dear."

Penny looked up. A spiral staircase led to the second floor, and at the top stood Grandma Rose. She wore her usual baking apron, covered in flour and what looked like strawberry jam, but her face was grave.

"Come upstairs," Grandma Rose said. "And bring Jax. We need to talk."

The second floor of Sweet Dreams was Grandma Rose's apartment, a cozy space that always smelled like cinnamon and possibility. But today even this room felt dimmer, as if someone had turned down the brightness on the whole world.

Grandma Rose sat them down at her kitchen table and placed a plate between them. On it sat two cookies, perfectly round and golden-brown.

"Eat these first," she said. "You'll need your strength."

"For what?" Penny asked, but she took a cookie anyway. It tasted like honey and sunshine and summer afternoons, and she felt immediately better.

Jax munched his thoughtfully. "Mrs. S, is this about the weird stuff happening? Because I'm pretty sure the apocalypse wasn't scheduled until next Thursday."

Grandma Rose almost smiled. "Clever boy. Yes, it's about the weird stuff. Specifically, it's about the Candy Core."

"The what now?" Jax said.

Penny felt something click in her brain. "Wait. The book. The one you gave me last night. Is that why—"

"Yes." Grandma Rose pulled out a chair and sat down heavily, as if her bones were suddenly made of lead. "Penny, dear, I know this will sound strange. But Dulcedale isn't a normal town. It never has been."

"Is this where you tell us it's built on an ancient burial ground?" Jax asked. "Because I've seen those movies, and they never end well."

"Not a burial ground. A power source." Grandma Rose folded her hands on the table. "Deep beneath Dulcedale, far below the shops and houses and streets, there's a chamber. In that chamber is the Candy Core — a crystallized mass of pure sugar magic that's been growing for three hundred years."
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