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      Ethan never would have expected a chocolate bar to change his life, until that first bite that sent him back in time. Most eleven-year-old boys wouldn’t have expected that, either. But then again, he wondered if most would have taken a bite of a partially-eaten chocolate bar they found in the basement? Eyeing his find, he decided that, yes, most probably would.

      He had been down there looking for his old baby book to settle an argument with his twin sister when shouting came from upstairs. His parents loved each other dearly, but lately they had been snapping at each other entirely too often. He knew how it went. His sister could be a true pain, even in that moment joining in their shouting to call down at him, “It’s not there, is it?”

      Emma never came down the stairs, though she claimed the basement didn’t scare her.

      “I’ll find it,” he had said, moving another box aside. And indeed that’s when he had spotted the chocolate bar, hidden between two boxes. It wasn’t what he had been looking for, but with all the shouting, he wanted it.

      Taking it from its hiding spot, he folded back the red wrapper over the silver foil and eyed the bite taken out of it. A large bite—maybe it belonged to one of his parents?

      Another shout from upstairs, something about missing keys. His dad was always forgetting stuff, and maybe that’s all this was?

      Ethan couldn’t take it anymore. Chocolate was one of his few weaknesses. The others were sour licorice and tacos. Holding it up and taking in that sweet, chocolate smell, he noted hints of cherry. With a glance around, he had walked over to the other side of the room, back to the stairs in case anyone walked down. Getting caught eating someone else’s chocolate was one of the worst crimes in this house. Everyone knew that.

      Then he did it. He took that first little nibble, right next to someone else’s first bite. Barely a nibble at all, really. Just enough to get that flavor in his mouth and calm his nerves.

      “It’s not there, is it?” Emma called from the stairs.

      He blinked, processing the sound of Emma’s voice exactly as it had been before. His eyes moved down to the chocolate bar in awe, then back to the stairs. A few heavy breaths of confusion later, and there was that shouting again about the keys. The chocolate bar had the bite from before, plus the nibble.

      For a few more seconds he sat there breathing heavily, racking his brain to decide what had happened. Without a doubt, the chocolate had sent him back in time. Or, more like it had done a quick time reset. In fact, he was in the same spot he had been the few seconds before he had tasted the chocolate.

      A chill ran up his spine. “Wild,” he muttered to himself.

      “What’s that?” Emma asked from the stairs.

      “Nothing.” He shook his head, then stared at the cherry, chocolaty goodness again. Was it possible it had been nothing? That he had imagined the time reset?

      If not, if it really had happened, he would need to figure out what this meant and why the candy had been hidden. Who else in the house knew?

      “For Pete’s sake,” Emma called down. “If you’re going to sit down there all day, I’m going to call Jill and—”

      “No, I’m coming.”

      He pocketed the chocolate bar inside of his blue jacket, then turned and ran up the stairs two at a time. Maybe he had imagined it, maybe not, but he needed to test it with Emma. She would know what it meant. She always knew what to do. Alternatively, there was the idea of asking their older sister, Tara.

      No way.

      As great as Tara had been in her younger years, the older she got the more withdrawn she was. The girl thought she was too cool for her younger twin siblings because she was going into high school next year. For her, everything was an inconvenience. If he brought this to her attention, she would either blow it off or tell Dad.

      Only, he didn’t have the opportunity quite yet. He turned from the stairs and passed the shifting colored lights of the Christmas tree, careful not to stumble over a new present there. When he looked up, his mom was standing there with Emma, who had a very flustered lookon her face. Ethan had expected to come upstairs and find her gloating—not this. What had their mom said to her?

      “You two, in the car with me.”

      “But Mom—” Ethan started, not sure where he was going with that.

      “Now. I’m buying you ice cream.”

      Ethan froze, worried eyes meeting Emma’s. That was the reason—ice cream. There had been a time when going to get ice cream meant joy. Lately, they had learned it was their mom’s way of saying they needed to talk.

      All he could think was, Uh-oh, and he put the thought of the strange chocolate on hold.
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      The conversation went smoothly enough, and the double-chocolate scoop of ice cream helped. Ethan did his best not to let his emotions get the best of him as she said, “Your father and I… we’re going through a rough time. We’re not sure what that means, yet, but…”

      That “but” was a heavy one.

      Ethan took another lick of ice cream, then sighed. “What can we do?”

      “Oh, honey.” Their mom put a hand on his shoulder, an act that usually he would shrink away from, but in that moment he was okay with it. “This isn’t about you. Any of you. It’s just something we’re working through, and your father and I thought you should be aware, be ready. We might try a separation for a bit, so—”

      “Seriously?” Emma was staring at her, strawberry ice cream dripping off the side of her cone and onto the table.

      Their mom moved her hand to Emma’s, who pulled back. “Dear…”

      Emma shook her head in disbelief. “This can’t be happening.”

      “It’s hard on all of us,” their mom said, then stood and excused herself for the bathroom, saying she needed a moment.

      As she walked off, Ethan took out his cell, thinking he would distract himself with some game… but none appealed to him. Not with the huge news his mom had just dropped on them. He had known they were having money problems but thought their arguments were just discussions, working together to figure it out. Nothing like separation. He thought of his buddy whose parents had gone through a divorce, and how that had torn the guy up inside. Could Ethan handle something like that? At least he had his sisters, he thought, glancing up at Emma.

      Emma eyed him, frowned, and then shook her head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Me neither.”

      They both sat in silence a moment, eating their ice cream. Ethan took one of the gummybears from his topping and arched an eyebrow. Emma grinned in spite of the mixture of awkwardness and sorrow they were both feeling right now, then leaned back and opened her mouth. He tossed the gummybear and she caught it in her mouth with a fist pump in the air.

      After chewing, she chuckled. “Still got it.”

      “Always.”

      “So the baby book,” Emma said. “You saw what I mean?”

      “Never found it, actually.”

      “If we ever find it, take look. That one with the baby on the couch, in Grandpa’s arms? It’s me. Not you.”

      He shook his head, not really accepting it but not exactly caring at the moment. Two huge revelations had hit him in the last hour alone, so a picture in his baby book seemed rather irrelevant.

      “What is it?” Emma asked, eyes going wide with concern. “Something else is on your mind.”

      “No.”

      “We’re twins, Ethan. I can tell when something’s bothering you, and it’s… not this, right?”

      “It’s not. Well, this is, but also…” He leaned in, motioning her close. “Can I tell you a secret?”

      Emma glanced around, then leaned in. “You know you can.”

      He nodded. That was true. The last time he told her he had a secret it was regarding a crush he had on a girl in her class—there were three sixth grades at their school, and the twins had been separated to better make new friends. As far as he knew, not a soul had ever found out about his feelings.

      “Here goes.” He took a deep sigh, then opened his jacket to reveal the corner of the chocolate bar. “With this—”

      “A chocolate bar?” She leaned back and laughed. “That’s your big surprise? Come on, I mean… and you got double chocolate ice cream!” Another laugh.

      “Will you keep it down?” he hissed, looking around frantically. He wasn’t sure who might know about this, but most of all was looking to make sure their mom wasn’t coming back yet.

      Emma’s laughter faded to a simple smile, then that worried frown again. “You’re really serious?”

      “Yes.  You see, well … I tried a small nibble of this, just a bit, and… it reset time.”

      She shook her head. “Man, Mom’s definitely going to have to get you to see a shrink.”

      He ran a hand through his hair, then leaned back. “Forget it. I thought you’d be the one person I could talk to. But… forget it.”

      “Ethan, listen to yourself.” She held out her hands as if showing him a line. “Over here you have normal, and over here, crazy.” The right hand was the crazy one, and she waved it. “You’re sounding way over that way.”

      “I… know. But… let’s test it.”

      “This is…” She eyed him, licked her lips, and then shrugged. “Fine. How?”

      “Simple. Let’s see…” He glanced around the food court, then saw a woman on the verge of spilling her whole tray of food. “Perfect.”

      He took out the chocolate bar, using his jacket to mostly conceal it, then waited. The tray tilted, started to fall, but the woman caught it. Ethan almost gave up, but she had overcompensated and the large soda went flying to land all over the man walking past her. The man jumped back, but too late—he was drenched.

      “Oh my—” Emma started, but Ethan had already taken a nibble.

      He was in his seat, staring at Emma as she waved her hand and finished saying, “…sounding way over that way.”

      This was kind of awesome. “Watch,” he said, turning to point at the woman with the tray of food. “It’s going to almost fall, but…” He was a couple seconds too early, but held up a hand and tried to gauge it, indicating how long to wait on his fingers. Finally, the tray started to go. “Now, she’s going to overcorrect, the soda flying all over that man in the tie.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      Except, then it happened, exactly as Ethan had said. When he turned back to look at his sister, her eyes were wide, her mouth hanging open. “How’d you do that? You set it up, right? Told them to do that?”

      “It’s like I said.”

      She shook her head, frowned, then grinned. “Let me try.”

      “What?”

      She held out her hand. “You heard me. Let me try.”

      “Not a chance.”

      “What?”

      “It might be dangerous. Too dangerous.”

      “For a girl?”

      He shook his head adamantly. “Not fair. This is… it could be very dangerous, if in the wrong hands.”

      “And mine are less competent than yours?”

      “I’m not saying that. Listen, I came to you because you’re my sister, right? And my friend. Maybe there’s some reason this is with me. Some reason it chose me.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “The only way I’ll possibly believe you is if you—”  Suddenly she was grinning, then laughed and hit him in the shoulder. She stood and went, “Whoo!”

      “What…?” He started, then blinked, realizing a new memory was hitting him. She had convinced him to let her try a tiny bit, and he had broken up a small crumb, even smaller than the nibble he’d had. He hadn’t experienced it, but he remembered it as if he had.

      “I can’t believe this,” Emma said, finally sitting again. She lowered her voice, leaning forward. “Who else did you tell?”

      “I only just found it in the basement.”

      “Oooh, so… it didn’t choose you. It’s gotta belong to someone in the house.”

      “One of our family members…” He paused as the man with the tie stormed by on his way to the bathroom, likely to dry off. When he was out of earshot, Ethan continued. “Why would anyone in our family have this?”

      “That’s one of the many questions its presence raises.”

      “One of them being why I could remember what happened when you took a bite.”

      “What, like you experienced it, too? Traveled with me?”

      He nodded. “Basically, yes. I didn’t, but then what I guess happened in that time came back to me like a memory.”

      “Ooh!” She sat up straight, brimming with excitment. “Maybe because you still had some of it in your system? Or it could be that simply because you’ve used it before, you felt it?”

      “If that were true, you’d feel it from now on.”

      She nodded, slowly. “And that whoever in our house used it before you, they would feel it, too. They would know we’re messing with time, if that’s what we’re doing.”

      “Then we have one goal, at least.” He nodded at the sight of their mom approaching. “See if anyone’s acting strange. More than normal, anyway.”

      “Good luck to us.” Emma winked and they stood. “If we only have one bar, we have to be careful.”

      “And use it for good,” he agreed.

      Maybe this would work out well in more than one way. Tomorrow marked the start of Christmas break, and they had signed up for the Huckleberry Finn Hunt day camp. According to the brochure, it had outdoor sports like dodgeball and flag football, arts and crafts, and a zombie chase. That last part sounded the most fun to him, but with the chaos at home, he had been starting to think he wouldn’t be able to enjoy the camp.

      This chocolate bar might be the distraction he needed.
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      The night had been awkward, with Tara on the phone most of the evening arguing with her boyfriend and the fact that their dad gave them all kisses and then had to take off. He was considering staying at his buddy, Stu’s place for a couple of nights. None of that had been decided, but the heated discussion throughout the night sounded through the thin walls of their house. Ethan hadn’t managed to get much sleep because of their bickering, and when he had slept, his dreams were a mess.

      The whole thing stunk, but this was a new day. At least their dad was able to drop them off, and as an added benefit, he took them by Giuseppe’s for their favorite breakfast sandwiches.

      Ethan got himself a bacon, egg, and cheese croissant, with extra crispy bacon. Biting into it was greasy bliss, and with each bite, he was able to forget his problems more and more.

      “Eat what you can, we’re almost there,” their dad said, pulling onto the street of their day camp. He glanced back at them in the rearview mirror, then cleared his throat. “You’re lucky you have each other. Me and my brother… lost contact long ago. It’s important you keep the connection strong.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” Emma said between bites. “We will.”

      “Love you,” their dad said as he pulled to a stop in the parking lot.

      Both said it back while packing up what was left of their breakfast and stepping out to take in the day. A crisp breeze, but a typical, nice day for this time of year in Southern California.

      Camps weren’t anything new for the twins. Ever since they were little they would go off to camps during the breaks from school. Their parents had work to do, after all. Even so, the first day was always a bit nerve-wracking. They had each other, but their parents always told them to split up and make new friends, so they tried. It tended to work well, but you never knew what sort of kids would be at camp with you. Of the ten to twenty kids, most tended to be nice, but not always. Ever since that one camp when he was seven and a bigger kid had thrown him onto the slip ‘n slide, he had been hesitant to let his guard down.

      To Ethan’s horror, that same kid was the first one he saw now when stepping out of the car. The guy seemed to have grown twice as much in size since then, but at least hadn’t noticed him yet. His combed-over blond hair gave the kid a nice-boy look—at least to easily fooled parents.

      Ethan groaned, turning to Emma. She had noticed, but shrugged it off, waving bye to their dad and quickly jogging to his side.

      “The last thing dad needs right now is worrying about his son getting bullied,” Emma hissed.

      She was right, of course. He turned and blew a kiss to his dad, then cringed. Too much. His dad eyed him with confusion, then blew him a kiss back.

      “You doofus,” Emma said with a chuckle. “Are you trying to get bullied?”

      “I panicked.”

      “Maybe you’re forgetting something?” She pointed at his chest, where he still had the chocolate bar in his coat pocket. “You have a secret weapon.”

      He was about to smile when worry took hold. “Wait, what if… it melts?”

      She shook her head, sighing and waving again as their dad drove off. “Do you really think someone would make a magic bar that could melt when it got a bit sunny?”

      “No?”

      “No! Speaking of which…” She nudged him to start walking, so they wouldn’t draw attention. “Where do you think it came from?”

      “I didn’t see anything weird last night.” He eyed the guy who had been a jerk, trying to remember his name.

      “Yeah, me neither. Then again, everything was weird… which is kind of normal.”

      Ethan couldn’t argue with that. His eyes moved back over to the big guy. “You remember his name?”

      “Ignore him.”

      “I…” A strange sensation came over Ethan, like an alert system. When he looked at his sister, there was no denying the way she avoided his gaze. “Wait a minute, you know this guy, don’t you? As in, more than being aware that he was a jerk.”

      “Once, a long time ago he was. And yes.”

      “Yes, what?”

      “He was hanging out with me and Jill last summer a bit. When you were off with Jackson.”

      Ethan felt a pang of jealousy at the mention of his buddy Jackson. Ever since they had met in third grade, the guy had been going off on family vacations for every break. One year his family had gone to Disney World, another to Venice and Milan, in Italy. Jackson always had the best stories, and none of them involved huge kids throwing him into water.

      “Let’s just hope that big ox over there doesn’t come my way or…” Ethan shook his head, glaring. “I don’t know, but the ox better steer clear.”

      “He’s not an ox.”

      “You like him?” Ethan scoffed. “Come on, say it ain’t so. Emma and the ox sitting in a tree—”

      “Liam, okay? His name’s Liam.”

      “What’s that?” Liam asked, turning their way. He grinned and waved. “Oh, hey Emma!” The ox’s smile continued as he eyed Ethan and gave him an upward nod with his chin. “Yo.”

      Ethan just eyed him as they walked past and to the check-in area. “Who says ‘yo’ these days?”

      “Can you try to be nice? You know, you might actually be able to make friends here if you tried.”

      He turned to her, mouth hanging open. “You can’t be serious.”

      She shrugged. “Just… do your best.”

      Of course, she made sense. They had quickly changed, being careful to put the jacket with its chocolate bar in one of the lockers, then headed out. He kept finding himself going out of his way to avoid Liam, though. Even when it was time for a bathroom break between bouts of dodgeball, Ethan saw Liam in line so said “forget it.” He almost had an accident in the next session of dodgeball, but found going to the bathroom a good excuse to not be squared up against the big guy near the end of the game.

      “Dude, you kind of left your team stranded,” a skinny boy said, passing him on his way out.

      “When nature calls…”

      Ethan quickly did his business, and when he returned, he was glad to see they were moving on to flag football. Emma would go joke around with Liam from time to time, which really irked Ethan.

      At one point he was standing there, stewing, when—THWACK!—the ball hit him in the side of the face. He stumbled back, hand to his cheek. A boy and girl came running over his way, even as the other team recovered the ball and a group of kids ran off after it.

      “Oh man!” the boy said. He looked somewhat familiar, with dark hair and skin, maybe Indian, Ethan thought.

      “That was awesome,” the girl added. Her eyes went wide. “Oh, I didn’t mean it like that. More like… dang, that sucked. But way to take a football to the face and not cry or anything.”

      “Of course,” he replied, then lowered his hand to smile, trying to play it off like he didn’t feel like he’d just walked through a hornet’s nest.

      “Eeesh,” the girl said, pointing at his cheek. “Yeah, that’s… red.”

      A whistle blew and one of the coaches came over to check on them. She said Ethan would be fine, and to get back in the game.

      “I’m Dev,” the boy said, then nodded at the girl. “That’s Elizabeth.”

      “Beth, please,” she corrected him. “I haven’t gone by Elizabeth since I was four.”

      Dev thrust out his hand. “You ready to show these kids a thing or two?”

      “Sure. I’m Ethan.”

      “Emma’s brother,” Beth said. “Yeah, we know.”

      They started jogging to catch up with the other kids. “What, why?”

      “We go to the same school,” Dev said with a laugh. “Seen you two hanging out a bunch, but have only ever had the chance to talk to Emma. You always seem so…”

      “Distant,” Beth added for him. “Not that it’s a bad thing. Everyone needs their quiet time, occasionally.”

      He didn’t know where any of that was coming from. Yeah, he liked to read books and was never the type to put himself out there in crowds, but had never thought of himself as distant.

      “Forget about it,” Dev said, then pointed, “watch out!”

      The game had turned back toward them again, and Ethan found himself in the midst of it! He and Dev nearly cornered the kid with the ball. Beth made it through them to lunge for one of the flags tucked into the boy’s shorts, but missed. Next came Emma, on the opposite team, blocking her brother as he tried to snatch away one of her teammate’s flags.

      That was fine, though, because he spun around her and blocked a kid—that same one who’d made the comment near the bathroom before. A short guy with slick, brown hair. Everyone cheered as Dev intercepted the ball in an attempted pass and took off back the other way.

      The short guy turned on Ethan and, even though Ethan didn’t have the ball, he yanked at his flags and thrust out a leg at the same time. Ethan went sprawling, face first and skidding across the grass.

      When he recovered, the guy was leering at him, while Dev had made a touchdown. Everyone was cheering, the counselors too distracted to have noticed. Not wanting to take away from his new friend’s moment or be a tattletale, Ethan pushed himself up and got back in the game. The boy glared as he tossed Ethan’s flag to the ground, then jogged back over to his team.

      Apparently, without knowing it, he had made a new enemy.

      He found himself jogging across the field with Dev and Beth again at the next whistle. “You two see what that kid did?”

      “What, who?” Beth asked.

      “That guy,” Ethan said, not even needing to point because the kid was staring at him, three of the guy’s buddies moving around him as another kid prepared to throw the ball.

      “Ah, he goes to the school across town,” Beth explained. “But yeah, name’s Garrett.”

      “Isn’t he a new kid?” Dev asked.

      “I think so. Only reason I know his name is he and a couple of his buddies got in trouble for sneaking onto our campus during school hours, and some of the parents were making a big deal out of it.”

      “Her mom runs the PTA,” Dev explained, seeing Ethan’s confusion.

      The ball went high, kids running for it, and the trio joined in. Only, this time as they were getting close, Liam got in the way and bounced a kid back. The kid fell into Dev, leaving Ethan and Beth to square off against Emma and this Garrett kid with his pals. She was smiling, clearly not knowing she was allied with a real jerk.

      It became evident, though, two seconds later when Garrett’s right-hand girl lunged for Ethan but ended up plowing into a girl behind him instead. The girl fell, screaming. All the kids gathered around, asking if she was okay.

      “Make way,” a counselor said, and she and another helped the injured girl off the field. That left them without any supervision, at least for the time being.

      “You meant to do that,” Ethan said, glaring at Garrett.

      “Prove it,” the boy said. “I’m just here to play… and to win. If you and your teammates can’t hang, tell them to go play somewhere else.”

      Ethan couldn’t believe this kid! His rage was bubbling up inside, his fists balled up. He was fairly certain he was about to deck the guy, but Emma stepped up between them, hand on Ethan’s shoulder.

      “I’m sure it was an accident.”

      “Sorry to burst your bubble,” Garrett said, “but it wasn’t.”

      She turned on him, frowning. “Are you trying to cause trouble? Because we can make trouble, if that’s what you want.”

      He scoffed, about to make a comeback no doubt

      “Emma and Ethan Thornburg,” one of the camp counselors said, jogging over, hand up. Someone had been saved by the bell, but Ethan wasn’t sure which side it was. The counselor looked familiar. She was a regular at camps around town, and Ethan thought he remembered her name being Jessica. Her brown hair was cut short and worn up like a fluffy mohawk. “You out here?”

      “That’s us,” Emma spoke up, as Ethan had been debating how to avoid the attention.

      “Come on you two, your mom’s here.”

      “Already?” Ethan blurted out, as other kids glanced over.

      “I don’t know why, but… yeah, come on.” Jessica waited, then jogged back over with them. It was only a half-day at that point. They weren’t supposed to be picked up for another three hours or so.

      They exited the field and found their mom at the front desk.

      “Oh my, kids,” their mom said, moving toward them with her arms out, eyes glistening as if she had been on the verge of tears.

      “Ice cream?” Ethan asked, already dreading whatever it was she had to tell them.

      “Not today, sweety.” She took them both in a big hug.

      Sweety? She hadn’t called him that since his pet goldfish had ended up floating upside-down three days in a row and they’d had to get rid of it.

      “Mom, you’re scaring me,” Emma said, pulling back. “Is this about yesterday?”

      “No, no.” Their mom put a hand to her mouth. “Oh, God… yesterday. No, we have to get to the hospital. Your father has been in an accident.”

      Ethan made eye contact with Emma, both of them suddenly very concerned. Talk of relationship problems was one thing, but this was something else altogether. She had them go back and change quickly, then they headed for the car.

      “How bad is it?” Ethan demanded as they walked. “How did it happen?”

      “I don’t know and I don’t know,” their mom said, fumbling for her keys. At the car, she stopped, pressed her forehead to her palm. “Right, keyfob thing. Don’t need to find them.”

      “Mom…” Emma had already opened her door, with it unlocking automatically thanks to the proximity of the key fob. She stood though, eyes wide. “Mom? It’s going to be okay.”

      Their mom pulled out the key fob anyway. “There it is.”

      “Do you hear me?”

      “Yes, thank you.” Their mom got behind the wheel and strapped in, taking a moment as they buckled, then turned back to look at them. “It’s going to be okay. Yeah?”

      “Yeah, Mom,” Ethan said. He waited for her to turn back around before sharing a concerned look with Emma. This seemed to really have their mom frazzled.

      Soon they were on the road, all of them silent. It wasn’t that they didn’t have anything to say. Ethan, for example, kept running through all of the questions he wanted to ask, such as where exactly his dad had been hurt, what time, and more. Not random, freak-out mode questions, but ones that he could use. His hand was on the hard form of chocolate in his jacket pocket—luckily not melted—and his mind was reeling with ways he could save his dad.

      He would need answers, but not when his mom was this upset. At the hospital, he imagined he would learn more of the details.
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      Ethan stood outside the hospital room while a tall lady finished whispering with his mom, then nodded and opened the door for them to enter. Emma followed their mom in first, but Ethan hesitated. He didn’t know what to expect and didn’t like this one bit. Still, nobody had told him what exactly had happened, and the whole building smelled like diluted chlorine.

      “Don’t make him wait,” Tara said, coming up behind Ethan, out of breath. “Dad’s got places to be, kiddo.”

      She elbowed her way past him with a smile plastered on, but paused in the doorway, smile fading. Apparently, even she couldn’t keep up the charade. She disappeared within.

      Steeling his nerves, Ethan stepped into the room.

      His family was gathered around the hospital bed, his dad lying there with one foot held up and in a cast. One arm was in a cast, and he even had bandages around his head.

      “It was just a little fall, really,” their dad muttered, voice slightly slurred. “No need for a fuss.”

      “The doctor said you would recover, but…” Their mom eyed Ethan and Emma with worry, putting an arm around Tara’s shoulder. “It’s going to take all of us, working together.”

      “We’re here for you, Dad,” Emma said, going to stand at the side of his bed. Her eyes rose to Ethan and she arched an eyebrow before continuing. “But we’re going to need to know exactly when and where this happened.”

      “What?” Their dad eyed her with confusion.

      “Emma, this isn’t—” their mom started.

      “No, it’s just… for my sanity,” Emma said. “I have to know. Was it a car crash, what?”

      As their dad simply continued to stare, their mom spoke up. “The doctor said… you fell off a construction site?”

      “You don’t even work in construction,” Ethan blurted out.

      “I was visiting… a friend.” He didn’t make eye contact with their mother, Ethan noticed. As far as he could tell, he wasn’t the only one. Their mother looked like she was about to say something when she turned and headed for the door.

      “Railey,” their dad said, “I never wanted any of this to happen.”

      “Why do I feel you two aren’t sharing something?” Tara asked, her voice showing her irritation. No answer came to that.

      Ethan frowned to see that Emma was at the computer, likely looking up the information about the incident. Apparently the nurse hadn’t locked the screen. Ethan completely understood what she was doing, but could see why it would be confusing for the others in the room.

      “Curiosity has always been my weakness,” Emma said with a shrug when she saw him looking. She was playing to the truth—out of the three kids, she was always the one to take things apart, enter school science fairs, and ask annoying questions all the time.

      They all stared at her a moment, waiting until she stepped away from the computer. She gave Ethan a barely imperceptible nod. If he was reading that right, it meant she had at least found some of the information they needed, if not all of it.

      “Anyway…” Tara chuckled, though she seemed unsure whether she should be amused or annoyed at her sister’s oddities.

      “I appreciate you all coming here.” Their dad turned to their mom. “Get the kids home, I need to have my medication and it will put me to sleep. Check on me tomorrow, if you could.”

      “Right,” their mom said. “Or I might have my mom stay over. See if she can watch them while I swing by.” Apparently, the worried, caring side of her was winning out again.

      “I can watch these two,” Tara said.

      “We know,” their mom had said. “But still… I’m already freaked out enough as it is.”

      Tara nodded, giving the twins a shrug. It wasn’t that any of them disliked their grandma. But not much about this situation was optimal.

      “We love you,” Ethan said, and the others muttered their agreement. They loved him, they would miss him and hoped he got better soon. The whole treatment, and then they were off, Tara’s older friend—who had presumably driven—sitting in the waiting room.

      “I’ll come back with you all,” Tara said, and excused herself to tell her friend.

      As they waited, Ethan and Emma stood with their mom. She had her arms wrapped around herself, eyes staring at the wall blankly.

      “Mom…?” Ethan said.

      “He’s going to be okay,” Emma offered, but Ethan could tell she was instantly unsure if it had been the right thing to say.

      “I know.” Their mom offered a smile, as best she could. “Somehow, he always manages to be. It’s just that, this is so unlike him.”

      Ethan didn’t want to speculate as to what had brought his dad to that spot. He had said a friend, but it wouldn’t be a woman friend, right? Women certainly could work on a construction site, to his knowledge. But if this were anything as crazy as the worst places his mind was taking him, his mom was vastly underreacting. They were having marriage problems and this was connected… but how?

      Tara returned and they all made their way out to the car. Their mom took a moment, then said, “I only have one question for you all.”

      “What’s that?” Tara asked, voice betraying her nerves.

      “Does pineapple belong on pizza?”

      Everyone started shouting, then laughing. That was a big fat “NO!” from Emma, a hearty “Yes,” from Ethan, and Tara shouting that she would prefer Indian or Thai. Anything but pizza. It had been the family debate many a night, with their dad having always sided on the ‘with’ side, their mom against.

      “We’ll compromise,” their mom said, turning on the music and finally finding a true smile. “One with, one without, and Tara—order whatever you want. We’re not going to let a lack of food depress us. Not tonight.”

      “Nor tomorrow, if we’re getting all that food,” Ethan pointed out, earning more laughs.

      If there was one thing Ethan prided his family on, it was their ability to stick together during tough times. To bring smiles to each other’s faces, and always find the silver lining.

      He assumed this was all easier for Emma and him, considering that as soon as they got back they would find a spot to eat some chocolate and do what they could to fix the situation. No way was he letting his dad go about being temporarily crippled, not when he had the ability to go back and stop it. But he needed Emma to help him figure it out.

      Any sense of joy—manufactured or otherwise—vanished the moment they pulled up to their house. A typical South Pasadena house, white with dark brown trim and stone pillars at the porch. It was a beautiful home. Well outside of their means. The only problem was that, at the moment, the window next to the door was broken and the door open.

      “Tara, call the police,” their mom said.

      “On it,” Tara said, her phone already at her ear.

      “Thank you. “I’m… I think I’ll call your grandpa—looks like we need a place to stay the night.”

      “Who would do this?” Tara asked.

      She had a point. It wasn’t even dusk yet. Breaking into the house had to have happened in broad daylight.

      “The police will ask the neighbors,” their mom said. “But right now, I want to get out of here. We don’t need this right now.”

      As Tara told the police what had happened, their mom started driving. They didn’t have far to go, but it was enough time to finish with the police call and change the food orders to their grandpa’s place.

      Ethan and Emma shared a very concerned look—both knowing they wouldn’t actually be able to spend the night there. They had too much work to do.
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      Pulling up to their paternal grandpa’s apartment—one of several in an assisted living facility, Emma and Ethan came to an understanding with a quick glance. They weren’t going inside.

      “Mom, we’ll be a moment, okay?” Ethan said, lingering with Emma.

      Their mom frowned, but said, “Don’t take too long. Tara, keep an eye on them.”

      “What?” Tara protested.

      “Huh?” Emma said.

      “I don’t know what’s going on, so pardon me if I’m going to be a tad overly cautious right now. Do it.”

      Tara grumbled, but lingered next to them until their mom was inside the door. “You two aren’t up to anything, are you?”

      “Of course not,” Emma promised.

      Ethan, never much for lying or even extending the truth, smiled.

      “Right…” She frowned, eyeing them, then turned and pulled out her phone as she mumbled, “I’m calling Bridgette.”

      As soon as she was out of earshot, Emma and Ethan turned to each other, down to business.

      “How far back do you figure you can go?” Emma asked.

      Ethan frowned. “I have no idea.”

      “Right. I was thinking about it, and… we kind of have to do a test. And that’s smarter, anyway. Imagine if the whole bar took you back, I don’t know, one-hundred years? Well, then even half of it would be way overshooting. We know a nibble only takes care of a few seconds or so, but, what about half a square?”

      “You think we should start with that?”

      “We? No, I think you should start with that.”

      “No way am I doing this alone!” He turned as if looking for help around him, but of course there was nobody but the two of them on this. “I’m going to, what, save dad, stop some burglars? I’m not even twelve-years old yet!”

      “You know karate and some judo.”

      He scoffed. “I took a summer of judo, and never went past orange belt in karate. Even if I were a black belt though, this would be—”

      “Ethan, he has nobody else.”

      Ethan’s next words caught in his mouth. “But together…”

      “You’re not with me here. Look,” she held up a finger, then another, then shook her head, “never mind, that’s too complicated. Here’s the thing—when I traveled, your memory filled in the gaps, right?”

      “Yes. It was trippy.”

      “Exactly! And so… maybe my brain fills in the gaps, too?” She started to pace, at first between them and the house, then around him. It was dizzying. “My thought is, because I had the chocolate. But it most likely doesn’t last forever—maybe a timeframe? As long as its ingredients are in my system?”

      “So anyone else that might have eaten it say, a week ago, wouldn’t have their memories filled in.”

      “Exactly. And we should be careful with how much chocolate we use, in case this is all of it and we need more later. You never know how messing with the past can affect someone. Or the entire world, for that matter.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Like in Back to the Future, right?” She stared at him, waiting. When he scrunched his nose, she laughed, then explained, “When Biff goes back with the sports almanac and uses it to get rich, the future becomes this horrible place where everything had fallen apart. Come on, gangs everywhere, the dad’s dead, all that stuff. You have seen Back to the Future, I know this.”

      “Right, but… it’s been a while. No more, I don’t know, recent examples?”

      “Just Add Magic, at least in the show. I really want to read the book, but haven’t had time yet. In the show, the grandmother changed something to stay friends with the girls—they play the older ones in the present time in the show. And when she changes something in the past, the present sees everyone scared of one of the ladies because she has become evil and turns people to stone statues.”

      “Like in Narnia.”

      She frowned. “I… actually don’t remember that one.”

      Ethan chuckled. “Well, it wasn’t as much time travel based as a portal to another world, but… come on, that’s a classic.”

      “These are classics, too. More modern classics, but still.” Flustered, she shook her head. “We don’t have time for this.”

      “Really?” He patted the chocolate bar. “I thought you said we might have a hundred years’ worth of chocolate. Sounds like plenty of time to me.”

      “Might is the key word there,” she countered. “For all we know, that whole bar might only bring you back an hour. This first bite has to be a test, okay? Bigger than the nibble before, but not so much that you end up dancing with the dinosaurs.”

      His mouth went dry at the thought, but he nodded. “Half a bar… maybe I should start with a quarter bar first?”

      “Sure, I mean, it can’t hurt. If you go back just ten minutes, you can then multiply the time you have in the bar and divide by what’s necessary.”

      “Oh, no…” His head swam—now they were talking math?

      “Don’t worry, you have me to figure that stuff out… Let me see, how many cubes are there?”

      He quickly flashed the bar. “Six by two, so twelve.”

      “See, not so bad?” She grinned.

      “Don’t patronize me—we’re on a time schedule here.” His hand was still on the bar, fingering the missing piece. “With one already gone, and our little nibbles, let’s say we have eleven, essentially. Start by practicing with a full half, exactly, so we can accurately measure this thing.”

      “How?”

      “If you eat half and it takes you back exactly thirty minutes, that’s easy. Because then a full piece would be an hour, so twelve hours per bar. One hour? Then twenty four hours. One year—let’s hope not—then the whole bar would be twenty-four years.”

      “Before I was born.” His surroundings shifted, moving, and he realized it was a sense of dizziness taking over. “Imagine if I go back like eight years… Would I have to live through all of that again? I wouldn’t have a way of returning, that we know of.”

      She nodded, face contorting—clearly, she was feeling a bit sick at the thought. “You’re right, of course. In a way, this is more like Groundhog Day or Russian Doll.”

      “Huh? I thought you weren’t allowed to watch the doll one.”

      She winked. “Last month, when Tara watched over me a couple of nights and you were having your alone time with the parents, what do you think we did?”

      “Played Mario Kart like I did.”

      “Nope. Binged that show like a champ.”

      “Okay, so… explain.”

      She grinned, clearly loving this. “Here’s how it works. In most time travel movies, the protagonist risks going back in time and running into him or herself. That could create a paradox where maybe the world stops existing, or just the two versions of self. It’s complicated, and only one way some movies handle it. Neither Groundhog Day, nor Russian Doll are really touted as time travel, but essentially that’s what it is—they happen to be traveling back to the exact same day and time, but… yeah. In every other way, it’s like what you’re going through.”

      “We,” he corrected.

      She waved it off. “Let’s get moving—just know I’m here for you, wherever here might be, or when. And if I don’t seem to remember, then we have an opportunity to test the time-line of how a second party can get the memories.”

      “Goody.” He snapped off one square, then eyed it, wondering how he would snap it exactly in two.

      “Here.” Emma took out her phone, opened a measuring app, and found the halfway point. From there, she slid a nail along part of it, careful to wipe the excess back onto the bar—as gross as Ethan found that—and then did the same for the other side.

      “Thanks?” He eyed the chocolate, then her, and said, “Oh, wait. I can’t believe I almost forgot… Details?”

      “Right!” She put a finger to her temple as she did when thinking, and said, “It said he was likely attacked around 11:30 A.M., and I saw the address—it couldn’t be more than a mile from the camp.”

      “Which means we can make it in, what… six minutes?”

      She laughed. “You really need to get on track. No, maybe I could make it in six minutes if at my best, going all out and in running clothes and shoes. But… let’s say fifteen for us, to be safe.”

      “Gotcha.”

      “So we should aim for 11:00 A.M., to give ourselves time.”

      “And it’s 2:25 P.M. now,” he pointed out.

      “Good, then that puts you back there a few minutes early.”

      He nodded. “Here I go then. We’ll discuss details when I find you.”

      “Good plan.”

      She glanced over, and frowned, and Ethan followed her line of sight as he broke the chocolate, then stuck it in his mouth. A silhouette moved out of the window, the curtain falling back into place.

      As the sweet chocolate filled his mouth, Ethan closed his eyes and seemed to forget all his problems, focusing on Christmas songs and the imagined scent of cinnamon, until he felt himself being pulled back through time.
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      At first, Ethan’s focus was still on how delicious the chocolate was. Next, he came to the realization that he was in the car, staring at his house with the broken window and door ajar. It still freaked him out as much as the first time he had seen it.

      His sister blinked, then stared at him with a slight shake of her head. Right, not enough. Without thinking about it, he popped the other quarter of a square into his mouth.

      This time, he was back at the hospital, in the elevator. Only fifteen minutes prior. Emma glanced at him again, but held up a hand—wait. She had a good point. At the rate things were going, it was better to think this through. The first bite had been roughly fifteen minutes, and this one probably about the same. That checked out with the bites being a quarter of a square. That meant each square had to be worth an hour. One bar was twelve hours, if eaten in total, and assuming the math stuck.

      He glanced at his phone, noting that it was 1:57 P.M. Everything checked out. And if his sister was right, that meant he would have to eat three whole squares to get back to 11:00 A.M.

      As much as he loved chocolate, he wasn’t sure eating three squares at once would be optimal. He needed something to drink to help wash it down, so when the elevators let out he excused himself to go to the drinking fountain. Emma caught up as he was finishing his first long gulp of cold water.

      “You haven’t changed anything?” she asked.

      He shook his head, then quickly explained his math to her.

      “That sounds about right… only now you’ve spent an extra two minutes doing this and talking to me.”

      “Better than causing worse damage.” He broke off three squares, careful to face away from his mom as he did so. “You sure you don’t want to do it instead?”

      “You know I can’t handle dark chocolate,” she countered. “Already getting sick of the stuff?”

      “Not sure? But... I can see how it could get old, so want to preempt that. Here goes!”

      He plopped all three squares into his mouth, finding it hard to chew but doing his best. Soon he had half of them down, the other halves melting in his mouth. It was delicious, but he would have to make a trip to get his toothbrush at some point if he was going to keep this up.

      Ethan blinked, the afternoon sun bright. Kids all around him, running and shouting at each other. The flag football game!

      He turned to see that Emma had suddenly come to a stop in the middle of the field, staring at him, and he grinned. They were still linked, clearly, even with that much time having passed. While he didn’t have his phone on him to check the time, he was sure it was likely about 11:00 A.M.

      “Come on!” Ethan said to Emma, and they took off. Their first stop was to grab his jacket with the chocolate bar, along with their phones. They didn’t have time to spare, so didn’t bother changing clothes, but threw their spares into Emma’s backpack.

      “Excuse me,” one of the counselors said, standing at the doorway. “What exactly do you think you’re doing?”

      “Our parents called,” Emma quickly told her. “Sorry, we have to meet them at the bookstore at the ….

      “You can’t—”

      Before the counselor could finish her sentence, Emma gave the signal. The two darted off, away from her and past the large windows of the front office. They leaped up the steps, an administrator from the front office coming out and shouting after them as well.

      “I can’t believe it worked!” Emma said, laughing as they made it to the parking lot.

      “Good thing, too, because no way would I want to do this alone.”

      As they cleared the parking lot, though, the administrator came charging out, even leaping over a row of bushes to intercept them. She was a tall, lanky woman with white hair in spite of her youthful face.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” the woman said, and grabbed hold of Emma.

      Ethan took a deep breath, feeling panic take hold, but then laughed. He took a step back, managing to grab his chocolate, break off a square, and then nibble at its edge. As the lady gave him a nasty scowl, she suddenly vanished and then the siblings were a few steps back in the parking lot, mid run.

      “I can’t believe it wor…” Emma started, apparently the reset taking her mind a couple of seconds longer to catch up. “Oh!”

      She was the one who darted left instead of straight, Ethan following her around the backside of a preschool there. They cleared the main part of the building, then heard shouting behind them as they heard the white-haired woman who had caught Emma before now asking, “Where did they go?”

      “Quick thinking there, hotshot,” Emma said, and flashed him a grin.

      “It would be pretty silly of me to have this at my fingertips and not use it in moments like that.”

      They emerged then onto the sidewalk. He nearly kept going, right into the street where a car was coming his way, but Emma pulled him back as the car honked.

      “She might have heard that,” Emma said, and they moved to the front of the preschool, ducking behind a bush.

      Sure enough, the administrator and the counselor who had been after them emerged, out of breath and heads swiveling.

      “They couldn’t have gone far,” the administrator said. “Go—that way, I’ll call their parents. Today is not our day.”

      When they were out of sight, Emma put a hand on Ethan’s shoulder. “Don’t feel bad.”

      He wanted to say he didn’t, but that would be a lie. Instead, he shrugged.

      “I know you, is all. This sucks for them, but… we’re going to save dad, maybe do something about people breaking into our house. We have to prioritize here.”

      “No arguments from me,” he replied, then nodded toward the street. “Know where we’re going?”

      “Ah, yes…” She typed into her phone, then pulled up a map with GPS. “There—see? Just over a mile. Let’s get to it.” As they poked their heads around the bush, she added, “You don’t happen to have some jelly beans that make us run really fast, or anything like that?”

      “Just the time-slip chocolate,” he replied, thinking that would be really cool indeed. Hey, if the chocolate was possible, the jellybeans might be as well.

      It seemed clear, so they took off at a jog at first, then at a run. They couldn’t believe they were actually doing it! They were going to save their dad, and maybe, if they were lucky, they’d be able to find out where this chocolate came from… and get an answer about those jellybeans.
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      Running through residential streets and cutting through walkways whenever possible, they made it in a mere nine minutes. When combined with the slight distraction of having to hide outside the preschool earlier, they still had time to spare.

      “My phone says 11:17,” Emma said. “So let’s keep our eyes peeled. You see Dad, speak up.”

      “On it. We need to get him out of here, no matter what.”

      They were relieved to see that the construction site wasn’t exactly hidden away. It was a half-block off of the main street, and apparently would be a new shopping center. Some of the walls were complete, but much of it was still metal rods.

      They split up and Ethan made his way right first, looking both at the construction area and over his shoulders from time to time to check the other streets. His dad had to be arriving soon, he thought. Unfortunately, he wasn’t in good shape. Sweat ran down his forehead and along his back from the run, and he was seriously thirsty. Winter in South Pasadena could be hit or miss in terms of nice days, but was generally on the nicer side. This day it had to be in the seventies.

      His phone buzzed and he answered. Seeing it was Emma, he swiped to answer. “Yeah?”

      “You see anything yet?”

      “Nada.” He suddenly froze, then laughed. “Know what’s funny when you have time travel at your hands?”

      “Um… no.”

      “You forget the simple things! We have phones, so… duh, call dad!”

      “Oh!”

      She hung up immediately, and Ethan stared at his phone, figuring she was probably dialing right away. Then he noticed three missed calls, all from his mom. Jogging back over toward Emma, he called his mom back.

      “Ethan, thank God,” she said. “What’s this I hear about the two of you running off from camp? We have enough going on right now, I don’t need this stress.”

      “Mom, it’s fine, we’re fine.” He stopped next to Emma, who was still on the phone to their dad, and he lied, “We’re with Dad.”

      Emma’s eyes went wide and she shook her head. Then quickly said into her phone, “Can’t you pick us up at the donut shop? Yeah, just… major craving.”

      Meanwhile, in his ear his mom was saying, “Ethan, it’s not like you to bend the truth. Your dad and I spoke not long ago—he’s on his way to get you.”

      Now what Emma had been saying made more sense.

      “Apparently, we made a mistake,” Ethan said, and shrugged at Emma’s glare. “Sorry, Mom. We’re meeting dad now, is what I meant. We’ll see you when you’re done with work.”

      “Don’t do this again,” she said, and then finished with, “I love you. I’ll see you soon.”

      Then she hung up, and Ethan turned to Emma.

      “So… just by running away maybe we saved him?” Emma said, hopeful.

      “I guess, except…” He frowned, noticing a figure moving through the other side of the construction zone. From this distance, he could swear the man looked like his dad. “You seeing this?”

      Emma did a double-take, then waved him over. They both moved closer to the foundation of the building, crouching to have a look.

      “It’s not him, but I see what you mean,” she said.

      “I thought… but why would he lie to us, right?” Ethan shook his head, chuckling. He could have sworn the man was his dad. But from here, they could see that the man had on a white T-shirt, pants that were full of holes, and had the underside of his head shaved. None of those things sounded remotely like their dad, in spite of the resemblance otherwise.

      “Okay, so…” Emma checked her phone. “It’s 11:23. That means… we can meet him at the donut shop and I assume be with him when the clock hits 11:30.”

      Ethan scrunched his nose in thought. “It should work, though… we still don’t know why he was supposed to be here, or… Whether there will be a break-in.”

      “Right.” She considered what he said, then shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. As long as we helped avoid it today, we did our part. As for the break-in, I think we have to just hope for the best?”

      “We’ll get Dad to at least swing by,” Ethan replied. “Maybe set up an extra alarm or some Home Alone style traps?”

      She laughed. “Now you’re talking.”

      “Wait, to be clear,” he asked as they started walking, “are you really craving a donut? Because now I am.”

      Her laugh was louder this time, and she shook her head. “No, Ethan. I’m not eating that junk anymore. Don’t you listen?”

      “What? No. Why?”

      “I’m… trying to watch my figure.”

      He blinked, eyeing his sister. She was kind of a twig. Definitely no figure to watch. “You’re not making sense.”

      “Preemptive strike, you know?”

      “I just watched you eat a double-scoop ice cream yesterday.”

      “Ah, see---that didn’t have carbs.”

      He threw his hands out in protest. “But… but sugar!”

      “What can I say, I’m avoiding carbs. Ice cream doesn’t count.”

      While more of an argument was forming in his mind, he glanced back toward the figure in the construction zone, and noticed four other figures there, too, approaching the first. He slowed, wondering what he was seeing, exactly. But then it looked like the first was gone! One second he was there, then gone! It was all shadows and silhouettes from this distance, and as they kept walking, all of that left his line of sight. So, for the moment, he decided he hadn’t seen it at all.

      By 11:28 their dad pulled up at the donut shop, though when he got out he looked furious. He stomped over, brow creased and hands moving as if trying to mime.

      “Dad, before you get mad—” Emma started.

      “Too late,” his dad replied. “What were you thinking?”

      Having a mad but healthy dad was better than one in the hospital any day, so Ethan ran over and threw his arms around his old man. It was probably the first time they had hugged in over a year, the last being when they’d had to move their grandpa into the assisted living facility. That time, the hug had been because their dad had looked so distraught over it and the senile way his own dad was acting.

      “I… see,” their dad said. He hugged his son back, and said, “How about we grab a donut, and you tell me all about it?”

      “About what?” Emma asked, walking over.

      “This,” he said, patting Ethan’s back as Ethan let go. “What is it, a school crush? Broken heart type thing? Wait, aren’t you two too young for that?” He laughed. “Of course you are, so what?”

      “Maybe we just have the donut, and… you trust us?” Emma offered.

      Ethan did his best to look sad to play along, but really he was just thrilled that his dad wasn’t horizontal and covered in casts.

      Apparently, their dad took that as hope, though, because he nodded. “Sure, sure. One donut, your choice. But I recommend old fashioned, glaze.”

      “We know, Dad,” Ethan said, and then he licked his lips, very excited to grab a bottle of water while they were in there.

      Soon the three of them were back in the car, a donut for Ethan and his dad each—both old fashioned glaze—and a water each for the siblings.

      “You promise it won’t happen again?” their dad asked, starting up the car. “I had an appointment to keep, and… well, had to miss it.”

      “I’m sorry, again… really.” Ethan sat in the back, his sister in the front.

      Emma turned, clearly curious. “With whom was the appointment, Dad?”

      “Yeah, who were you supposed to meet?” Ethan chimed in, leaning forward.

      Their dad eyed them both, then pulled out, heading back toward the camp. “We can talk about it later. Right now we need to get you back to camp, and I need to see if I can work it out—”

      “Wait!” Ethan blurted out, realizing that if they didn’t stall, they might have only prolonged their dad getting injured. “The house!”

      “What about the house?” their dad asked.

      “Oh, right,” Emma cut in. “My bathing suit. Of course.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “For camp,” she explained. “I need my bathing suit for the slip ‘n slide.”

      “In December?” Their dad eyed the temperature reading on the car’s dash, and sighed. “I guess it’s not so crazy, in this weather. Fine, we’ll go by the house, but then it’s straight back to camp. I have work to do, and… other stuff.”

      Ethan and Emma shared a curious glance, but also a slight nod. Victory so far.
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      The feeling that they had been victorious didn’t last once they pulled up in front of the house. For one, the window was broken. For two, the door wasn’t open, as it had been before. As far as Ethan was concerned, that meant the thief or thieves were still inside.

      “What’s this?” their dad said, and then cursed.

      “Dad!” Emma protested.

      “Sorry, kids. But… this is serious.” He opened the car door, already moving without even remembering to close it. Calling over his shoulder, he added, “I’m going to call the cops and check it out—stay here.”

      “Ummm,” Ethan said, watching his dad run to the house.

      “Quick, nibble!” Emma demanded.

      “Right, but… why?” he had the chocolate at his lips.

      “I’m not letting him out of this car.”

      Ethan had no idea how she would accomplish that, but turned to see their dad on the porch, the door opening and movement from within. A pair of hands grabbed their dad and pulled him in, and then more movement came from within. More than one of them was in there, and unless Ethan found some super-strength taffy in the glove compartment of the car, there was nothing he could do.

      Nothing but take a nibble.

      In a flash, their dad was back in the car, saying, “…this is serious.”

      “No, Dad!” Both Emma and Ethan lunged for their father, grabbing hold of his jacket and pulling at him before he even had a chance to go for the door.

      “What’s gotten into you two?”

      “We think… we think they might still be in there.” Ethan said. “Look, they went in through the window, but we don’t have any indication they left.”

      His sister nodded emphatically. “Better to be safe.”

      “You two are acting strange today,” their dad said, his hand going for the door handle. It froze halfway, though, and he suddenly ducked back, scooting in his seat so that his head was low. “Get down.”

      They did.

      “You saw someone?” Ethan asked.

      “Movement in one of the windows, I think,” their dad said. “You’re right… going in there could have been very bad.” He had his phone out, dialing the police.

      After a couple seconds of being on hold, Emma glanced back at Ethan, whispering, “It seems like they haven’t been here long.”

      “Agreed,” Ethan said, frowning.

      “As in… if we had skipped the donuts, or… even gone straight here, we would have beat them to it.”

      “It’s possible.” He was inching his face up toward the window, trying to have a look out without being seen by the intruders.

      “Hello?” their dad said into the phone. “Yes, I’d like to report breaking and entering. That’s right, it’s at—”

      As he continued to tell them and give them the address, Emma reached back and pinched Ethan’s calf.

      “Ouch!” he hissed. “What?”

      “You’re not listening.” She held up her phone. It read 11:35 now. “If we ran straight here…” She noticed her dad eyeing her then, and smiled.

      But Ethan had read the message loud and clear. Going from 11:35 to fifteen minutes earlier would mean 11:20, which would have been during their run from the camp to the construction site. Perfect. He took out a piece of chocolate, broke a quarter as best he could, and bit in.

      He was glad to have had the water and donut because they had worked as a palette cleanser. Again the chocolate was delicious, as if for the first time, and he closed his eyes to enjoy it.

      Suddenly he wasn’t sitting anymore, but running with Emma. He glanced over to see her stumbling at his side, then catch herself and look at him with confusion.

      “This way,” he said, pulling her to the right in what he hoped was the closest way to their house.

      “Wha-what are we doing here?” she asked.

      He frowned, eyeing her as they ran. “I don’t know what you mean. We’re running… to our house.”

      “I get that, but why?” She slowed. “Shouldn’t we be in camp?”

      He groaned. “Just… call Dad, yeah? Tell him to meet us at the house, and keep moving.”

      Apparently, the little bit of chocolate that had been in her system had worn off. If he wanted to keep her head in the game, he would have to be sure she at least had a little bite of the chocolate before their next jump back.

      She did as he asked, but was much less convincing as she would have otherwise been. Finishing, she jogged to catch up to him and said, “Now, do you mind explaining to me why we’re running home and… why I’m craving a donut?”

      “When we get there,” he said, out of breath. The donut comment caught him off guard. Apparently, though she wasn’t remembering the full picture, she still had bits of it carrying over. That had to mean the effect wore off gradually.

      To his relief, they arrived to find no window broken. A quick glance around showed nobody looking like they were about to, either. His phone showed that they had made it by 11:23, and of course the missed calls from his mom. Timing wise, that meant the break-in had to occur sometime between then and 11:35 ish. They didn’t have much time. A voice in the back of his head kept saying they shouldn’t be there at all, but he figured, worst case scenario, he could always eat another piece of chocolate and get a redo. Hopefully.

      He dialed the cops as he followed Emma into the house. “Quick, set up… some traps or something by the window.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Someone’s going to try and break in from there.”

      Her face went pale, and then the cops answered, only to ask him to hold.

      “No!” he replied. “We’re two kids, at home by ourselves, and people are trying to break into the house!”

      “What’re you doing?!” Emma hissed. She reached for the phone.

      He turned, pointing at the window and whispered, “Do it!” before returning his focus to the phone. As the lady told him he would have to hold while she connected him or something like that anyway, he went about looking for trap ideas.

      The best he could come up with was a jar of marbles, which he rolled under the window, then some thumb tacks. Emma appeared with a couple of their mom’s favorite glasses and tossed them, as well. They landed with a crash and broke apart, leaving very scary, sharp pieces of glass.

      “Nice,” he said. “Mom will be pissed.”

      “Right… but home defense.”

      He chuckled, gave her a shrug, and returned to the phone when he heard a new lady come on and ask what the emergency was. Quickly explaining while Emma looked for more traps—including a couple of his old rolling cars, he had just finished the call when muffled voices sounded.

      “They’re here… now,” he whispered into the phone and hung up.

      Hopefully, that would do it. If this was the home invaders, that meant they had made it before his dad.

      Ethan pulled his sister to him and said, “Listen up, yeah? I have a chocolate bar that allows me to go back in time, but as far as we know, only in small increments. I want you to know what’s going on, so… I need you to take a small bite, yeah? It will send you back to—”

      Suddenly she was smiling, and the memory from slightly in the future hit him. He had finished telling her, she had protested, but then tried it.

      “That was crazy!” she said, a smile spreading across her face. It vanished as her eyes darted to the front of the house.

      “No time to waste,” he said, pulling her to the back door. “Good to have you back.”

      “I left?”

      “I’ll explain when we’re out of here.”

      They opened the back door, only to see a man jumping down from having climbed their fence. The man eyed them, hand going for his jacket pocket. But Ethan moved faster—he had the chocolate up, nibbling at it, and then they were back in the house, both staring at each other, and they went for his bedroom. He had a side room, and the window led out to the side of the house, outside of the gate.

      He opened the window, peaked out, and saw that it was clear. Looking left he saw the street and their dad’s white car pulling up.

      “Dad’s here before the cops!” he protested, and then quickly helped Emma through the window first. As she hopped out, the sound of breaking glass registered. A moment later, a car door opening and their dad shouting.

      “Come on!” Emma hissed.

      Ethan practically threw himself out the window, landing with a thud on his back, and groaned. As Emma helped him up, he checked to make sure he was in one piece.

      “Your plan was to go Home Alone on them?” Emma hissed. “Are you serious! That’s not how it works in the real world!”

      He brushed himself off, not sure if he should defend himself. At the moment his adrenaline was rushing and fear starting to grip him, to the extent that maybe he agreed with her. They couldn’t do this on their own.

      “Sorry,” was all he managed.

      “What do we do?” Emma squealed.

      Ethan clutched the chocolate, moving toward the side of the house. Their dad was storming across the street.

      “I’m calling the cops!” their dad said, phone already at his ear.

      “You have some nerve, showing up like this,” a raspy voice said from the front of the house. Where Ethan and now Emma crouched, they couldn’t see the speaker, but it sounded like whoever it was knew their dad.

      “Excuse me?” their dad replied. “This is my house.”

      A few seconds of silence followed, then two men and a woman came running out to grab him! They looked like greasers—straight out of the sixties or seventies, with leather jackets and rolled up jeans for the men, a dress for the lady. As attackers went, this was bizarre. Emma yelped as the trio got hold of her dad.

      Ethan bolted up and out, not even thinking about what he was doing except to shout, “Don’t you touch him!”

      All three plus his dad turned in surprise. He had no plan here, except to get them away from his dad. To ensure they didn’t send him to the hospital, as he assumed they had been the ones to do so in the past. At his side, Emma hurled a small rock that clunked against one of the men’s foreheads.

      He stumbled back, while the raspy voice they’d heard came from over Ethan’s left shoulder as another of them approached. “Well, who are these two?”

      Ethan turned to see a large man closing in on him, hair shiny and full of grease. It finally hit home that they were in trouble. He reached into his pocket, and broke off a square of chocolate, raising it to his mouth.

      The large man’s eyes went wide and he pointed. “It’s him! He has it!”

      All of the goons turned on Ethan then, abandoning his father, and charged. At that moment, two police cars arrived, one giving its sirens a quick blast. It caused the goons to back up, their leader to call it off, and then all of them were running away. Two police officers gave chase.

      Ethan considered, watching the way the large man looked back at him with fascination. Yes, this needed a do-over. At least this time, though, he knew when the cops were supposed to arrive.

      A quick bite of chocolate set him back to the exact moment the rock hit the guy in the forehead. He wanted to repeat that a few times, but let it be. This time, he simply stood his ground, fists clenched, glaring at the men. No chocolate. Staring them down.

      “What’s the plan?” Emma asked, voice rising with worry.

      “Wait.”

      Everyone seemed to be confused, the large man most of all, but then the siren sounded and the police arrived. The others ran, but as they did, this time Ethan noticed them drop something near the far tree.

      He started over to it as two police officers sprinted after the goons, one calling out to him to stay where he was.

      “It’s okay, that’s my son,” Ethan’s dad said. “This is our home.”

      Ethan bent down and saw that it was a wallet. This was huge—they could find the people who were attacking his home! With his ID, the cops could go to his address, make an arrest, and find out why they had attacked his house.

      More than just attacked, too, judging by the way the large man had addressed Ethan’s dad. There was something more connecting them, but his dad didn’t seem to know what it was.

      When Ethan opened the wallet, however, he stared at the ID, stunned. It wasn’t going to help them catch the goons, because staring back at him was his dad’s picture.

      This was his dad’s wallet, complete with his home address. For some reason they had managed to get his dad’s wallet, find his house from the ID, and were breaking in, looking for something.

      And judging by the guy’s reaction when Ethan had bit into the chocolate before the quick reset? He knew exactly what they were looking for.
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      After the cops finished questioning Ethan’s dad and went to file their report, the siblings got in the car and all sat there in silence. Ethan sat in the front passenger seat this time, Emma in the back. They turned to each other and shared a concerned look, while their dad stared at the house.

      “I can’t believe this, kids. I’m so… sorry.”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Emma said.

      “Yeah.” Ethan wanted to say something more comforting, but his mind was racing with questions. Why had those goons had his dad’s wallet? How did they know about the chocolate? He wondered if maybe his dad was involved with the chocolate, too, but wasn’t sure when the right time would be to ask.

      After a moment, he pulled out the wallet and handed it over. “They dropped this.”

      His dad took it, eyes wide, and opened it, confirming it was his. He opened up the flap, revealing several bills. “All the money’s here…”

      “Why’d they have your wallet, Dad?”

      “I…” Their dad looked from the wallet to the house, then back to them. “I don’t know.”

      One skill that came with Ethan’s inability to lie was that he could usually tell when someone else wasn’t telling the truth. In this case, his dad was definitely holding something back. The fact that those goons had been carrying his wallet and that they knew about the chocolate said something, but Ethan couldn’t be sure what.

      “Why were you going to the construction site?” Ethan asked.

      Emma looked at him with confusion, and he frowned back. Oh, right, she had forgotten about that part of their journey, as the chocolate effect had faded. He would have to fill her in, later.

      “How do you know about that?” Their dad shifted in his seat to directly face Ethan.

      “I just do.”

      Their dad frowned, shaking his head. “Everything about today feels off, for some reason. Like I’m outside of my body, watching it unfold, you know?”

      Ethan did know the feeling, but refused to speak until he got answers.

      “Right.” Their dad sighed and started the car. “It’s early. Let’s get you two back to camp. I’ve got to figure this out. Tell your mom. We’ll stay at grandpa’s tonight.”

      “Dad, you have to tell me,” Ethan protested as they drove past the cop car and one of the police officers waved.

      “I don’t know myself,” his dad replied, turning up the main road and back toward the camp. “Frankly, I’m still frazzled.”

      “Is that a word?” Emma asked.

      “It means exhausted, but I guess that’s not what I’m trying to say. Point is, why were you two at the house, and why were you there right when those people arrived to break in? Did they know you?”

      Ethan started to see how that looked weird. At least he could tell the truth when he said, “Not at all.”

      “And how do you know about the construction site?”

      “Dad, I don’t know. I just—do. But you need to tell me about your wallet, and all of that. How does it connect?”

      “Son—”

      “What do you know about chocolate?” Ethan blurted out.

      “What?” Their dad glanced his way, then swerved, having lost focus on the road. He pulled over at a parking spot along the street. “Now you’re asking about chocolate? Are you feeling okay?”

      “Just tell me, okay? What do you know about chocolate? More specifically, a bar I found in the house that resets time, or makes you time travel?”

      His dad stared at him like he was an alien from Mars. After a moment, he shook his head. “Nothing at all. And… I don’t know if this is some game you kids are playing, but it’s not funny. Okay? Do you understand?”

      “Dad… the wallet. The construction site?”

      His dad put his face in his hands, then groaned. “Fine. Fine!” He didn’t raise his voice often, but clearly this situation was getting to him. “I didn’t notice my wallet was gone until I went to get a coffee during my break. No wallet there, only a note—a note that said to meet at 11:30 A.M at the construction site, and giving the address,. That’s all I know, so now it’s your turn. Talk.”

      “I… see.” Ethan turned back to Emma. “So… someone took his wallet and left the note. It had to have been between 9:00 A.M. when camp started, because we had those breakfast sandwiches on the way, and…” He turned back to his dad. “What time did you check your wallet?”

      “Maybe around 10:30.”

      “Right. And with the drive to work, that would mean someone had to have taken it either at work, which seems unlikely, or—”

      “After he had paid for the breakfast sandwiches!” Emma interjected.

      “Good point!” Ethan turned back to his dad, excitement growing. “Did you have to use your wallet at any time between getting breakfast and later when you checked? Like, to get into work or whatever?”

      “No…” Their dad held up the keycard he used for work, which dangled from his belt by a retractable string. “Will you kids please stop this, though? It’s freaking me out.”

      “Dad, trust me. Okay? Can you trust me?”

      Their dad looked at him like he was crazy, but nodded.

      “Good. Then here’s the deal—you’re not going to remember this, but I’m going back to this morning, and am going to find some way to make sure this didn’t happen. If they don’t have your I.D., they don’t have our address. If they don’t have our address, none of this craziness happened.”

      “They might find some other way of trying to get to us,” Emma pointed out.

      “If that happens, we’ll have to be ready.”

      Their dad leaned back, eyes closed. “I think… maybe we skip camp. You two… what do you like these days? Chuck E Cheese? Roundtable? We need some time to clear our heads, to—”

      As nice as that sounded, Ethan lost track because he was busy calculating the chocolate squares he would need. With only about seven left, he had to be smart about this. The car’s clock said it was already 1:10 P.M., somehow, and that was frustrating in itself. How had so much time passed?

      If he needed to go back to around 8:50 A.M. and be safe about it by giving himself an extra five minutes or so, that meant he would need to eat almost four and a half pieces of chocolate! He gulped, realized that his dad was driving again, and went for the chocolate.

      “Oh, don’t be eating sweets,” his dad said, “we just agreed we were going to go get lunch after a—”

      His voice faded as the chocolate worked its magic, and suddenly Ethan was pulled back in time nearly four and a half hours.

      Except, when he looked around at his surroundings, he quickly realized that he was not in the car. Not on their way to get breakfast sandwiches before camp. In fact, water sprayed down at him, causing him to stumble and slip, toppling out of the bathtub and taking the shower curtain with him! He landed on the bathroom floor with a thud.

      A second later, the door went flying open and his sister stood there, wide-eyed. “You did it wrong!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      Ethan scrambled up, keeping the shower curtain in place to cover himself, body aching. “What?”

      “You ate too much, or…” She seemed to have realized that he was on the floor, naked except for the shower curtain, and quickly turned around. “Hurry, get dressed. Then we’ll talk.”

      As Tara walked by with a poptart, she glanced over and laughed, nearly choking—but then… she was choking!

      Ethan scrambled up, looking around in confusion. All the other times he had been wearing clothes at least, so the chocolate bar had been on him. Where was it now?

      “It’s gone!” he said to Emma, who was closing the door on her way out.

      She turned. “What?”

      “The chocolate, where…?”

      His parents had emerged in their states of getting ready, mom shouting at the sight of Tara choking.

      “Quick, where is it?” Ethan asked, throwing his clothes and towel aside.

      “Jacket!” Emma replied, and darted out of there to his room. He followed, earning a confused look from his dad before the man’s attention went to Tara. Ethan noted his mom starting to do the Heimlich, but he hoped that it wouldn’t be necessary.

      They reached the jacket, Emma pulling out the bar and tossing it to him. He caught it, shower curtain falling. A quick bite, and then he was waking up in bed, lying there in his shorts and T-shirt.

      With a deep breath, he processed that it was done—the choking, anyway. The chaos. In this timeline, he hadn’t slipped. Nobody had seen him running around in the shower curtain.

      Except then the door opened, Emma there, red-faced. “Is there a way to take a bite and somehow make me unsee that?”

      He felt his cheeks redden. “Sorry… no.”

      “Ah. Let’s just pretend then.” She entered, closing the door behind her.

      “Everyone up, we’re late!” Their mom called.

      Tara moaned, “Five minutes!”

      Emma shook her head. “That was… intense. Please never do that again.”

      “I don’t understand what happened.” He sat up in bed, blinking around at his room. Everything was as he had left it that morning—the old Minecraft books from two summers ago when he had gotten way too into the game, the poster of a band he liked called “Scotty Squirrel,” and several old action figures his dad had collected when he was his age. The action figures weren’t really his thing, but since his dad made a big deal about passing them down, Ethan kept them in a prominent spot on his desk, next to his laptop. Unlike in some time-travel movies, nothing had changed. Then again, he had only gone back, so he realized that made sense.

      “How many pieces did you eat?” Emma asked, face scrunched up in puzzlement.

      “Four and a half,” he said.

      “What? No, I was doing the math, it should have been one less. We’re an hour early.”

      He shook his head. “I looked at the clock—it said 1:10 P.M., so if I wanted to get back around 8:45 A.M, that would be four and a half.”

      “Except for the fact that it was 12:10, not 1:10,” Emma countered. “Why do you think Dad was talking about getting lunch?”

      Ethan wanted to hit his head with the palm of his hand, but instead groaned. “The car’s clock…”

      “It’s only right half the year,” Emma noted, finger to her brain. The clock had stuck long ago on summertime, and nobody knew how to fix it. Now it being right depended on the time of year because of daylight savings time. If they lived in Arizona, at least they could always know where it stood—since Arizona had gotten rid of the idea of changing clocks twice a year.

      “At least my math wasn’t wrong.”

      “Sure, but… now we’re down four and a half more pieces.”

      “Five total,” he corrected her, showing the bar with only two and a half pieces left. “I kind of panicked, with the choking and… shower curtain.”

      “I thought we agreed we were pretending that never happened.”

      “Kids, are you getting ready?” their dad asked.

      “On it, Dad,” Emma replied, opening the door. “We’ll be there, don’t worry.” She turned back to Ethan. “Okay, two and a half hours’ worth left, kind of. That’s not a lot.”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      She took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “Not to worry. We just have to get this right… and then what?”

      “I think that will be it.”

      “Except that someone is trying to get to Dad. They’ll find another way.”

      “Then… we’ll have to be ready. And have to not go around using the chocolate all willy-nilly.”

      “Willy-nilly?” She arched an eyebrow. “Please tell me my twin brother didn’t just say that.”

      He shrugged, going for his clothes and jacket. “I think I’ll skip the shower this time. But you… go ahead.”

      “I’m good. But…” She looked sheepish. “What’d I miss?”

      “Right. He filled her in on the first uses of chocolate and how she had stopped remembering the shifts, along with everything that had happened at the construction site, right up to the point of the house being broken into.

      “Whoa. So we need to ensure dad’s wallet isn’t there to steal in the first place.”

      “Yes. Actually. But only after he pays for food.”

      “Right.”

      “Okay, you write a note and put it in your old wallet.” She checked out the door, to ensure nobody was watching. “That one Mom gave you but you never use.”

      “Wait. A note?”

      “Yes. We need to find out who it is, right? Tell them we know who they are, that we’re watching. Something like that to scare them off.”

      He eyed her, then laughed. “You know, sometimes I wonder how I got such a cool sister. That’s grade A thinking right there.”

      She shrugged.

      “Then make the switch when the time is right.”

      “I’m not exactly a pickpocket.”

      She shrugged. “And until… yesterday? Today? Whichever, you weren’t a time traveler either. But now you kinda are.”

      She had a good point. “And you?”

      “I’m going to get changed and… maybe ask dad more of what he knows. See if anything else suspicious has been going on lately.”

      “Good plan.” He was sure to lock the door behind her, as clearly his old self had forgotten to do with the bathroom, and quickly changed for the day.

      If it all went well, he would be able to relax and enjoy a full day at camp without all of this craziness bogging him down. He was getting hungry, though, and one of those breakfast sandwiches sounded like the perfect comfort food.

      Instead of taking his time and dawdling like he had the first time this morning went by, this time he agreed that trying to get more answers was the way to go. After emptying his wallet and finding a piece of paper, he wrote the message as they’d discussed, put it in the wallet where it couldn’t be missed, and pocketed the wallet for later.

      Waiting for his dad to finish dressing, he followed the man into the living room, where Emma sat waiting.

      “You two got ready fast,” their dad said, going for a couple of folders and putting them into his briefcase.

      “Excited for the big day, I guess,” Emma said.

      “Good for you,” their mom said, entering with their lunch bags ready. “Honey, you’ll drop them off, yeah? And I’ll pick them up.”

      “I’m running later as it is.”

      Their mom frowned, all of this going as it had that morning. “And I have my big teleconference in ten. I can’t miss this.”

      He forced a smile, kissed her, and waved everyone out the door, while Tara walked by with her pop tart.

      “Let me guess, last one?” Emma said, winking at Ethan.

      “Sorry,” Tara shrugged. Then added, “Bridgette will pick me up in ten.”

      Their dad led the two out to the car, and Ethan remembered his line from the morning.

      “Dad, we didn’t eat breakfast yet.”

      “No?” His dad looked flustered, but wasn’t the type to get overly annoyed by things outside of his control. “No worries, we’ll swing by Giuseppe’s for your favorite breakfast sandwiches.”

      “Great.”

      They got in the car and drove off, Ethan and Emma sharing a knowing grin. Throughout the car ride, Ethan stared out the window, anxious, hand on his jacket, feeling the chocolate inside. It was a good thing that it didn’t melt with heat, or all his touching would have been a problem.

      As always, Giuseppe’s had a small line, but nothing crazy. It was a nice, green building that sat catty-corner to a park. Two lush, potted plants that framed the door gave the cafe a comforting vibe.

      “I’ll be right back,” their dad said, and ran in.

      “Remember, right after he goes to put the wallet back into his pocket, keep an eye out,” Emma said.

      “Aren’t you coming with?”

      She shook her head. “I’m going to be on the lookout, in case we see anyone suspicious.”

      “Good thinking.”

      He turned in his seat, unable to see the counter or his dad within. “Okay, I’m going in.”

      Jogging up to the door, he pulled back when he saw his dad coming right at him. Only, turning away for a moment, he saw the guy pass and realized that no, that couldn’t have been his dad. His dad had been wearing khaki’s and a button-up shirt, while this guy had on combat boots, torn pants, and a T-shirt.

      But wait, he recognized the look of this guy. From where, he couldn’t quite recall. Following him but cautious, careful to also be checking his dad, he snuck into the little diner where they always got their breakfast sandwiches. His dad was at the far wall, pouring creamer into his coffee, and he still had his wallet in his hand. Interesting.

      Ethan moved over to one of the booths, watching cautiously. The strange man that he somewhat recognized moved over to the door, a baseball cap low over his eyes. This guy was acting incredibly suspicious. Another glance showed the cap to be black with faded, gold letters—SD, for the San Diego Padres, Ethan vaguely recalled from somewhere deep within. He wasn’t much of a sports guy, but he knew that logo.

      Ethan sent a message to Emma: Got the guy, I think. By the door, baseball cap.

      She sent a message back: I see him. Keeping watch. Have a nibble of chocolate ready to go, in case.

      He always would from now on, at least until it was gone. After all this lately, he couldn’t imagine going through life without it.

      Movement registered from the corner of his vision and Ethan turned back to see that his dad was on the move. They had called his number, and he pocketed his wallet while returning to grab the sack of breakfast sandwiches.

      Meanwhile, the suspect moved too, sliding in with his hand out and at the ready. Ethan watched the two in horror, really having no idea how he was going to do this. His dad turned, the man already past him now, and there it was—the hand slipping a note into the pocket, the wallet coming out. Then the man was stepping sideways and toward the bathroom.

      Ethan debated a moment, then, before the wallet could enter the guy’s own pocket, Ethan moved. He darted over, slamming into him and knocking the wallet free, and landing on it.

      “Sorry, gotta go bad!” he said, dropping his and picking up the other, and then continuing on into the bathroom.

      “Watch it!” the man said, but Ethan wasn’t even looking back. He darted into one of the stalls, tried to control his breathing, waiting. After a few seconds, he knelt slightly, seeing those combat boots entering the stall next to him, then heard the man curse.

      Two quick breaths and Ethan made it out of there. Except, as he went he heard the door thud open behind him. He took off at a sprint, nearly ran into an old lady on his way, and booked it out of there.

      When he hopped into the passenger seat of his dad’s car, he sat low and said, “We’re late.”

      “Took care of business?” his dad asked.

      Ethan chanced a glance at the building and saw the blurry image of the man through the shaded windows. The guy was clearly scanning the parking lot for him.

      “Yup, all good. You’re going to be late for work if we don’t go.”

      “True!” His dad got the car going, and the man within didn’t pursue. Clearly, he didn’t want to be seen. But what had he wanted from their dad that he couldn’t have said right there? Why go through the trouble of taking the wallet and leaving the note?

      Either way, everything was right now, Ethan hoped.

      But as they pulled into the parking lot, gobbling down their sandwiches, a thought hit him. As soon as they were out and walking to camp, he turned to Emma.

      “The guy’s not some rando.”

      “No?” she wrapped up the rest of her sandwich for later. “What do you mean?”

      “He knew dad would be there, he was waiting for him. Which means he must have followed us, or worse… whatever worse might mean.”

      She finished chewing, swallowed, and looked over her shoulder with unease. “Let’s have fun, yeah? Try to forget it all… but be ready.”

      He nodded in agreement, though the anxiety of knowing something else would happen soon and that he only had two and a half chocolate squares left meant the ‘try and forget it all’ part wasn’t likely to happen anytime soon.
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      Going back to do the same day one of camp felt a bit odd, but also kind of exciting. Having a do-over on day one certainly wasn’t a bad thing. At least this time, there was no blowing of kisses—what had he been thinking?—and he knew that Liam would be there, so didn’t act awkward at all.

      Ethan simply walked with Emma, hands in his coat pockets, and nodded back Liam’s way when the boy called out to Emma.

      “So… to be clear… we did all of this, right?” Emma asked, hushed so the others wouldn’t hear.

      “Yeah. Don’t you remember?”

      She frowned. “Maybe bits of it. Like a dream.”

      “Oh, crazy.”

      A worried look came over her face as she eyed Liam, then turned back to Ethan. “Wait, did I already tell you…?”

      “That you have a big crush on Liam? Yeah.”

      She hit his arm. “Not funny.”

      “Joking! Joking. Yes, you told me that you hung out with him when you were with Jill. I got it.”

      “Well… good. At least that’s out of the way.”

      They reached the lockers, the only two there as everyone else was done getting ready. “Speaking of which, why did you take so long to tell me?”

      “Just… didn’t want to deal with it, I guess? Awkward.” She had her lunch and backpack and stood at the door, waiting for him. “Don’t you have a bar that speeds you up or something?”

      “I hope I don’t have to listen to you make the same jokes over and over.”

      She frowned, but then laughed. “That way maybe you’ll be able to pick up on my sense of humor. Learn, young one.”

      He blew a raspberry, finishing up with his locker, and they jogged out to join the others. This time, he certainly wasn’t standing next to Liam, but didn’t find himself needing to go to the bathroom just to avoid the kid. He even remembered a few of the moves from the other kids, so that when the end came, he wasn’t squared up against Liam, but had Dev and Beth on his team. Before the whistle blew, he introduced himself. Of course, they wouldn’t remember him from the flag football game that they technically hadn’t experienced yet.

      “Those were some great moves out there,” Dev said.

      “That time when you caught two balls at once?” Beth said, shaking her head. “Man, it was almost like you knew they’d be coming.”

      “How do you do it?”

      Ethan chuckled, waving off the compliments. “Thanks, thanks. I’m lucky today, I guess.”

      Since he hadn’t played against Liam the first time, in this round he wasn’t so lucky. The large boy got him with a ball that hit Ethan’s leg while he was trying to jump away, so that Ethan fell hard on his side. As if for good measure, a second ball hit him a moment later.

      He curled up on the floor as the counselor shouted, “Out!” and two whistle blows later the rest of his team was out, too.

      “It was a good try though,” Dev said.

      Beth was still laughing. “And the way he got you, wow. Classic!”

      “Hey, good game!” Emma called as she ran over.

      “Yeah, you all did good there until the end,” Liam added, coming over to them. Suddenly, Ethan felt very awkward. He also couldn’t help but notice how the skinny boy from before was glaring at him again. What had gotten that guy so worked up? He couldn’t remember if he had learned the guy’s name the first time through today, but figured he should soon.

      In the meantime, Liam had just asked him a question.

      “Sorry, what was that?” Ethan replied, hoping his voice didn’t convey any of that past worry.

      “I was agreeing with them, you were on fire out there.” Liam folded his arms, looking menacing, but laughed. “How’d you move like that?”

      With the way they were talking, he was starting to feel pretty good about himself. Maybe it hadn’t been all about having played the exact same game before. Was it possible some of it had to do with skills, or confidence? After going up against some thugs who had tried to break into his house, he certainly didn’t feel as intimidated as he once had.

      In fact, eyeing Liam in the moment, he realized he wasn’t scared at all. “Why’d you push me?” he blurted out.

      “What?” Liam’s face contorted in confusion, as did everyone else’s except a mortified Emma.

      Unfortunately, that hadn’t been his intention. On the first time through, Dev and Beth had told him he was distant at school. Now he could add confrontational to that list.

      “I just…” Ethan shrugged. “Don’t appreciate it. You know—when you shoved me into the water.”

      Realization hit Liam’s face and he turned to Emma, cheeks going bright red. At first Ethan thought it was anger, but as he watched he realized that was embarrassment!

      “Em, you didn’t tell me that was your brother. Oh man…” He turned back to Ethan, right hand held up. “Dude, I’m telling you right now… I’m sorry.”

      “What?” This was about the last thing he had expected.

      “Yeah. I mean, back then my home life was a mess. I was a real jerk, and never knew who I’d done that to. Lately, I’ve been especially thinking about it, wishing I could apologize. Hug it out?”

      Ethan took a step back, thinking maybe this was a trick.

      “Ah, too much?” Liam chuckled, causing his belly to shake in a humorous way. “Well, just the apology then.”

      “Ethan?” Emma said, giving him the ‘your turn’ look.

      “Right.” Ethan ran a hand through his hair, stopping at the back of his head, eyes down. “Actually, that means a lot. Thanks.”

      “There we go!” Dev said. “And now that we’re all friends, what’ya say we get the big guy on our team for football?”

      “It’s just flag football,” Ethan pointed out, but then noticed a look of disappointment flash over Liam’s face. “But yeah! Hey, size will still intimidate them, but most of all, it’ll be fun.”

      “Great!” Liam said, and Beth looked at all of them like a proud mother.

      “Where’s everyone else?” Emma asked, glancing around. The gym was empty.

      “Already out there,” the counselor said, standing at the doorway. “I didn’t want to break up your little moment, but come on, you’re all late.”

      They laughed and ran to catch up with the other kids, and soon the game was underway. It was quite strange, playing this game again. In part, because a lot of the kids were making the same moves as before, while small changes and the fact that his own little group was all on one side now made it different. A block that Liam had made before now went to that skinny, scowling kid. Emma scored a touchdown, which hadn’t happened before. Dev and Beth ran up behind Liam, who led the way, and they would have had a touchdown if not for one of her flags getting yanked at the last second.

      When the ball came straight at Ethan’s face, this time he saw that it was the angry, skinny kid who had thrown it. He leaped, caught it in both arms, and charged across the field.

      “Go, Ethan!” Emma shouted, and Liam and Dev joined with whoops of excitement.

      Beth appeared at his side as two of the opposing team came at him, so he passed it to her, then went left and around the two. She threw it back, and he turned, sprinting. There was that skinny kid and his two buddies closing in on him but he ran… ran… and made it! Touchdown!

      Ethan had never made a touchdown in his life. He had even tried in football video games a couple of times without luck. He was ecstatic!

      When the counselor blew the whistle and called out lunch soon after, Ethan was more excited than ever to grab his food and join his friends. He went to his locker and hesitated, waiting to be the last one out so he could check on his chocolate bar. His joy at the way the day was going was mixed with relief that the bar was there, but when he closed it, the silhouettes of three kids stood in the entryway. The skinny boy and his two buddies.

      All three were glaring at him.
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      As Ethan eyed the guy, he remembered a name—Garrett. That’s right, he noted, remembering that Beth had told her the guy went to a school across town.

      “What’s up, Garrett?” Ethan said, trying to sound confident as he secured his lock. At least that was taken care of.

      Hearing his name threw the kid, but his mean stare returned a second later. “Asking around about me, huh?” The kid stepped closer. “At least you’re not a complete idiot.”

      “I’m not trying to cause trouble,” Ethan said, stepping away from his locker and glad the chocolate wasn’t within their reach. Maybe they weren’t after it, but at the moment paranoia pointed him in that direction.

      “Now you’re not looking for trouble, huh?” Garrett scoffed, then nudged the buddy on his left—the large girl.

      “Problem is, trouble comes when you least suspect it,” she added.

      The other boy stepped up, grinning wickedly, but all he had to add was, “Yeah.”

      “Double yeah,” Liam said, standing at the doorway and walking in.

      Ethan felt his heart drop into his shoes. Had he totally been duped? Was Liam really one of the bad guys here, having only pretended to be nice to him in front of Emma?

      Before the thought could get too far though, Liam had taken a stance next to Ethan with arms folded, glaring at the other three. “What seems to be the issue?”

      It was only two against three, but still Garrett and his followers looked nervous. “Saying hi to an old pal,” Garrett said, standing his ground. “Right, gang?”

      Only, as he turned to his left and right, the boy realized he was alone. The other two were scampering out through the door. He ran after them, chiding them along the way.

      Liam laughed, nudging Ethan. “Come on, we got you a spot at one of the tables. Emma sent me to see what was taking so long.”

      “Oh?”

      “Your sister’s super cool like that.” Liam led the way, looking around for trouble, then gave Ethan a nod as if he were working security. “Who were those three, anyway?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know, but I hope to find out.”

      “Let the games begin, right?”

      “After lunch.” Ethan put a hand to his stomach. “I’m starved.”

      He wasn’t really. All that chocolate and having had breakfast sandwiches twice now, he felt overloaded and a bit bloated. But having a chance to sit down and simply enjoy lunch with his new friends sounded perfect.

      As he sat down and opened up his lunch bag to find a yogurt, Liam explained what had happened. He pointed out Garrett at a table on the other side of the room.

      “That boy?” Emma asked, glancing across at Garrett and the others. Suddenly she went rigid, eyes wide and smile fading. “Oh, I didn’t realize…”

      “What?” Liam asked.

      Emma turned to her brother with a grimace. “Sorry.”

      “About…?”

      “See, a couple years back, and I mean, it wasn’t really my fault—”

      “Emma, what’d you do?” Ethan shook his head and laughed. As much as he knew he was going to be mad at his sister for whatever she said next, he couldn’t help it. At least there was an explanation, and it didn’t sound like it was going to be related to his chocolate.

      She looked mortified as she took a breath, then started to explain. “Remember when we went to the mall to see Santa, back when we were… eight, maybe? And I had that horrible haircut?”

      “I do.”

      “Well, one of my friends at the time sort of stuck a candy cane to his hair when he wasn’t looking. Everyone called him Candy Head after that.”

      “Candy Head?”

      “We weren’t very mature. Anyway, he hated it.” She scrunched her nose, giving him an apologetic look. “And someone pointed to you, saying you’d done it.”

      “What? Why?”

      She grimaced. “Because it was me, and… back then we really looked much more alike. And it was me, actually, not one of my friends.”

      “Wow,” Liam said, and then laughed. “I see why we get along—we’re both kind of jerks sometimes… or used to be.”

      Ethan frowned. “I’m not sure I see the humor.”

      “But at least we know why he doesn’t like you,” Beth pointed out.

      “Maybe I go over and explain that it wasn’t me.” Ethan considered this, taking an apple from his lunch bag and eyeing it. “Or better yet, Emma does it.”

      “I don’t know.” Emma nodded at Liam. “He apologized, made it clear, and it worked out. Maybe you could just own this one?”

      “I didn’t do anything!” Ethan protested.

      Liam nodded in agreement. “Yeah, pretty different situations. I actually had been the jerk in the situation, and in this case it was your sister.”

      Dev laughed. “Sorry, I just find it funny that we, the nerdy kids, partnered with the two bullies here.”

      “Ex bullies,” Liam corrected him, then glanced over at Garrett and the other two. “And now I feel bad for playing the intimidation card. Maybe we should go talk to them, explain it all?”

      “No way!” Emma protested. “That was so long ago.”

      Ethan chomped into his apple and gave her a stare.

      She turned away, pouting, then finally threw her hands up. “Fine, whatever, I’ll go.”

      She stood, stomping over and not looking the least bit apologetic. Her target there was clearly Garrett, but she hadn’t noticed the large girl with him who had just thrust out her foot in Emma’s path.

      “Hey!” Ethan protested, but it was too late.

      Emma went flying, landing right on Garrett and causing him to knock his spoon so that his chili, it appeared, went flying over his face.

      Kids burst into laughter as Garrett stared in horror at Emma. She turned to protest and see who had tripped her, but the big girl was gone, slipping away the moment her trick had gone south.

      “That didn’t go well,” Dev noted, as one of the counselors stepped in, telling Garrett to go get cleaned up while she took Emma to see the administrator.

      “I guess I better go with her and try to explain,” Ethan said, grabbing his mostly untouched lunch. “You all… try to stay out of trouble.”

      “Easier for us than you,” Beth replied with a wink. “Good luck!”

      “Thanks… I think I’ll need it.”

      In the administrator’s building, the counselor pointed to one side of the room, went into the administrator’s side office, and emerged with her a moment later.

      “Seems you’re causing trouble, Emma?” the administrator said.

      Ethan glanced over, surprised to hear that the woman knew his sister’s name.

      “It wasn’t like that, Mrs. Kersal,” Emma explained. “Honestly, I was trying to go over and talk to him, when one of his friends tripped me. After that, it was an accident.”

      “I saw it,” Ethan added, trying to think where he had heard that name before. Kersal… Kersal… One of his friend’s last names?

      “I can’t go giving you preferential treatment just because you’re Jill’s friend,” Mrs. Kersal said, and then it clicked—her friend! This was Jill’s mom! She continued, “I’ll hear the boy’s story, then decide whether your parents need a call or not.”

      “Of course,” Emma said.

      “But it should be noted,” Ethan added, “Garrett has it out for us. Him and his friends, they’ve been kind of… trying to instigate.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes, based on a rumor from a long time ago. We were trying to clear up the investigation.”

      “Thank you,” Mrs. Kersal said, then turned to the counselor. “Jane, go ahead and send them out to the field for the games. We’ll discuss this further if necessary.”

      Jane, the counselor, nodded and led the way. She was the one who had chased them when they ran from camp in the other timeline. She wouldn’t remember it, but knowing this still caused Ethan to wish Liam was there so he could shrink back and hide behind the guy.

      “You’re lucky,” she said, before giving them a wink. “And don’t worry, I saw the way they were acting. I didn’t see the tripping, but… wouldn’t be surprised.”

      “Thanks,” Emma said, and the two jogged off to see their friends waiting.

      “Get in trouble?” Liam asked, chuckling. “Man, this one time I got sent to the office and was grounded for two whole days. What was that for? Oh, yeah, throwing this little kid into the…” His eyes went wide and he turned to Ethan. “Um, ignore me.”

      “Forget about it,” Ethan said with a chuckle.

      “They’re going to ask for his side of the story, but… doesn’t seem like there’ll be much of a problem.”

      “Yeah?” Beth looked very relieved. She pulled a lock of black hair behind her ears and nodded at where Jane and the other counselor were setting up for basketball and other free-play time activities. “Let’s forget about it, huh? Maybe he will, too.”

      “Who?” Dev asked.

      “Who?” She started to answer, then pointed at her nose. “Got it.”

      He winked, then went for a ball. They all started playing, and before long none of them were worrying. It wasn’t until Garrett’s friends emerged, glaring, that Ethan started glancing over his shoulder every once in a while. But nothing happened that day, and when Mrs. Kersal came by to give them all a warning but nothing more, he decided to try again.

      As she left, but before she was out of earshot, he walked up to Garrett. “Listen, I saw it. My sister didn’t mean to fall.”

      “Get lost,” Garrett shot back.

      “I’m just trying to apologize.”

      “Yeah.” Emma stepped up next to him. “For this and… before. That day, it was me with the candy cane and—”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he growled, cheeks reddening as he cast worried glances at his friends, who were retrieving basketballs. “Stay out of my way, and I’ll stay out of yours.”

      With that, he jogged over to those two, waving off their questions.

      “He doesn’t want them to know,” Emma said, shaking her head. “Annoying that he won’t at least listen. You took Liam’s apology like a champ.”

      “You think?”

      “I haven’t seen you flinching around him or anything like that.”

      “Sure, but…” He lowered his voice and glanced around, “it’s not like I’ve completely forgotten about it.”

      “The point is that you listened and are doing your best, right? He’s trying to make it better, and you’re not being a jerk and holding his past over his head. So… good on ya, bro.” She hit him in the shoulder and ran back to play. She was like that when conversations got a bit corny, but he liked it. If they stuck to the serious without the funny talk or light tap on the shoulder, he wasn’t sure he’d want to be in the conversation.

      He rubbed his shoulder, thinking he’d have to remind her to tap lighter next time, though. During free play, the counselors came along to groups of kids at a time for more focused coaching, mostly on basketball, but a few kids opted for tennis in the side room. Ethan found the rest of the afternoon fun but rather uneventful, which was a good thing. No big fights, no parents arriving early to pick them up because of an emergency. All in all, he was exhausted, but the final version of the day had been a great one.

      “All right, everyone, gather up!” Jane called out. When everyone was paying attention, she continued, “Tomorrow’s the big day—our zombie maze run!”

      Cheers rose up from the kids. With all the excitement of late, Ethan had nearly forgotten all about the zombie maze run. It was the reason most kids begged their parents to come to this camp, so he found himself feeling giddy like the rest of them.

      “Do we need to dress up or anything?” one of the new kids asked.

      “Nope,” the counselor replied. “Local junior high volunteers will be the zombies, and basically it’s a paint-based game. Washable, but still wear something you don’t mind getting paint on, just in case it stains. You get any on you, and you become a zombie—with us counselors as refs. Then, and only then, do you get a zombie shirt.” The other counselor held up a white shirt that was spattered with red and had the words, “I was eaten and all I got was this shirt,” on it.

      Next, the second counselor held up another shirt, as he said, “You survive the day, and you get this one.” The second shirt was clean and blue, with the words, “Zombie hunter” on it. Nothing fancy, but kind of a fun way of showing you were the victor.

      “Tell them how many people get that shirt, on average,” the first counselor said.

      The second grinned. “Last year, only three survived… and that was a record.”

      They were dismissed. Ethan and Emma grabbed their gear, then gathered outside with their new friends while waiting for their parents to pick them up. Some kids walked, but none in this group did. With Liam and the other two, that made five.

      “Three for the record,” Emma said with a mischievous grin.

      They all shared a look, and Ethan knew they were all thinking the same thing—this year, they hoped they could set a new record.
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      “How was the big day, kids?” their mom asked as the twins piled into the backseat. “Have fun?” The radio was on full blast churning out some old Christmas tune, so they guessed she must be feeling in a more seasonal mood today.

      “It was… eventful,” Ethan said and yawned. Considering the fact that he had redone half the day, he had been awake much too long. He let Emma take over and tell their mom about dodgeball and flag football. Mostly Emma talked about their friends, how it was such a surprise to see Liam there, and she laughed when explaining that he was the same boy who had pushed Ethan into the water years back.

      “But you all are friendly now?” their mom asked.

      Ethan grunted in the affirmative, eyes closing, while Emma said they were.

      “That’s important,” their mom said. “Whether you were in the wrong or not, you should always try to work things out. See if there’s a way around the problem. More often than not, it’s an issue of misunderstanding.”

      “Hold up, Mom,” Emma countered. “Aren’t you and dad—”

      “Emma,” Ethan cut in, the way she had been swerving the topic back to their parent’s marital problems bringing him back to being alert. “Come on.”

      “What?”

      “No, it’s okay,” their mom said and glanced back via the rearview mirror. “How nice of you to join us, sleepyhead.” Turning back to the road, she said, “You’re right. And that’s why I’ve actually been talking to my friend at work today, and she recommended a great couple’s therapist for your father and me. Not that you kids should have to worry about such things.”

      “That’s great, Mom,” Ethan said, finding his sleepiness taking hold again.

      This time, he let it as the Christmas jingle faded to a blur in the background.

      First came dreams of those goons chasing him. Then he was running, eating chocolate that made his muscles grow large so that he turned and punched one of them so hard the guy went flying back into the others and sent them all sprawling. Then he was time-warped out of there, flying through clocks like they did in movies, and plopped into the camp’s maze. Zombies popped out from all directions and he screamed.

      “Ethan!” his sister said, shaking him.

      “Huh? What?”

      “We’re home and you… were screaming.”

      He looked at her, shaking him and staring back with concern. Then his mom, who was half out of the car, turning back as if frozen in place.

      “You sure you had a good day?” she asked. “I mean, is there anything I should know about?”

      “What?” He stretched, processed where he was, and shook his head. “Just a dream, that’s all.”

      “But you’re clearly exhausted, you… fall asleep on the way home, then this…”

      “Mom, I’m fine.” He opened the door, checked his jacket, and then stood, arms out. “See, not falling over exhausted. Just wanted a bit of shut-eye and had a weird dream.”

      “Okay, if you say so.”

      “I do.”

      She leaned in and gave him a quick hug, then pointed. “Your grandpa will be excited to see you.”

      It was only then that he realized they were at Grandpa’s place, not home. Emma gave him a look that said, “See what you miss by sleeping,” and he bit back the groan that wanted to work its way up. Going to grandpa’s wasn’t the worst thing in the world, but it seemed so pointless. Mostly, that was because grandpa didn’t have the slightest clue they were there, most of the time. He had assisted living care because he was suffering from what the doctors were saying might be Alzheimer’s or something called Lewy body dementia (LB). Ethan only had the faintest idea what the latter was because one of his dad’s favorite actors, Robin Williams, might have had it. As a kid, Ethan couldn’t count the number of times his dad had put on the movie Hook and watched how Peter Pan had grown up as they consumed bowls of popcorn.

      Not that Ethan ever complained—he loved the fighting and the silly paint and egg war at the end of the movie.

      Going to his grandpa’s, on the other hand, often meant having to sit still while his parents tried to help the old man. Sometimes they would show him pictures via slide shows, other times recount old adventures to this or that nature reserve. At least when school was in session, it was an opportunity to catch up on homework.

      Sure, Ethan felt bad about not being excited. It was his grandpa, after all. But he couldn’t help but fight his disappointment. And unlike the other timeline, there had been no mention of pizza or anything of the sort, yet.

      He joined Emma on the couch by the window.

      She turned to him, excited. “So… I was thinking—if we use the chocolate to win this thing—”

      “We’d be cheaters!” he hissed, amazed that she was even considering such an idea.

      “Well, not exactly. I mean, it’s not like we would be writing the answers on the inside of our wrists or something. As far as that timeline would be concerned, we wouldn’t have cheated.”

      He frowned. “Don’t you think, with how little is left, that would be careless?”

      “Yes…?”

      “Yes.”

      She pursed her lips, then raised a hand. “What if—”

      “Emma.” He shook his head. “Can you imagine if we did that, and then something bad happened and we didn’t have enough to, I don’t know, save dad again?”

      “Well, when you put it like that…”

      “Save me from what, exactly,” their dad asked, passing by with a tray of food.

      “Whatever that is,” Emma said, “it smells horrible.”

      He frowned. “It’s for your grandpa, actually. And don’t be like that.”

      “I’m gonna go see what we’re having,” Emma said, and pointed at him as she went. “You’re right, of course. I hate it, but you are.”

      “Thanks, sis.”

      She stuck out her tongue, then disappeared around the corner. Ethan stood, figuring he might as well join her, when he glanced out the window. He froze, eyes on a figure in a beat up, gray car halfway down the street. A person sat there, staring his way, wearing a baseball cap.

      It was hard to tell, but the man certainly looked like he could be the same one they had run into at Giuseppe’s, the same from the construction site.

      Part of Ethan wanted to storm out there and demand to know who the man was. Of course, he knew how foolish that could be. He could end up hurt, or worse.

      Instead, he went to get his sister.

      “Someone’s out there, watching us,” he said.

      “What?”

      “In the car. I think it’s the same person who has been causing so much trouble.”

      “You’re serious.” She ran over to the window, leaning against it. “Where?”

      But when he joined her, the guy was gone. “Maybe… maybe it was nothing.

      Ethan shook it off. For the moment, they simply had their family to visit. Their grandpa to take care of. In a way it was nice, having it this way, with simple problems. The kind they could work through without the help of time-travel chocolate.
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      As their parents started arguing in the other room, Emma and Ethan made their way into the living room, to at least get some distance and try not to hear. They looked around a bit, but mostly the furniture and even decorations came with the place. Simple pastels, paintings of trees and water. A bookshelf of some of his grandpa’s old favorites and pictures of his family.

      Ethan froze, staring at the picture of his grandpa, much younger, standing in a Padre’s cap in front of a stadium, his two sons as teenagers at his side. Looking at the boys, Ethan couldn’t tell which was his dad and which was his uncle. Picking up a Padre's pin that sat next to the picture along with a small bat, Ethan stepped into the other room and asked, “Dad, how long has Grandpa been a fan of the Padres?”

      “Since his brother played for them,” his dad said. “It was only a year before his shoulder gave him problems and he had to quit, but that year… Dad used to never shut up about it, and when he talked about it… I’d never seen my dad so proud.”

      “Uncle Ben,” Emma said, meeting Ethan’s gaze. “Dad, where is Uncle Ron now?”

      “I don’t know. We haven’t spoken since he moved to Florida. Why?”

      “But he’s your twin,” Ethan said, mind racing. “Emma, over here…”

      They quickly moved off to the corner of the living room, where Emma’s eyes were wide with realization.

      “You know, don’t you?” Ethan said.

      “Somehow you think Uncle Ron is involved. But… how?”

      “I saw someone who I thought was Dad at Giuseppe’s, then… I’m thinking that the construction site—”

      “They didn’t mean to go for Dad!” Emma put a hand over her mouth, glancing back to the dining room, then lowered her voice. “They were going for Uncle Ron.”

      “Exactly. For some reason, he’s in town.”

      Emma’s eyes went even wider, if that were possible. “Wait, you don’t think…” She put a hand on the spot where the chocolate was in Ethan’s coat.

      “Now I do, yeah. Oh my… If he wanted to meet dad in private, it had to be for a reason. He took the wallet to ensure he’d go, but didn’t think they could track him. So Dad shows up, oblivious, and the bad guys get him. Beat him up, asking for the chocolate—”

      “And then they have his wallet and address, which leads them to tearing up the house to try and find the chocolate. Man, who knew people would go to such craziness for a bar of chocolate?”

      Ethan chuckled at that, thinking it probably wasn’t the most far-fetched idea—chocolate was amazing. Add time travel to it? Sure, it made sense that people would cross some moral lines, if they were already teetering on the edge.

      “You know what this means, though?” she asked.

      He nodded. “They have a way to track him! Otherwise they wouldn’t have known Uncle Ron would be at that construction site. He didn’t know, but now he does—”

      “Because he’s eaten the chocolate, so is aware of time jumps happening.”

      “At least for now.” Ethan turned to the window, looking out there for any sign of that baseball cap again. “If he’s run out of chocolate, though, he’ll stop being aware soon.”

      “You think he’s out?”

      “Has to be, right? Otherwise, why come back here, if not to find more? What I don’t get though, is why talk to Dad?”

      “Unless Dad knows!”

      Both turned to the kitchen, where their grandpa’s eyes had just moved over to them.

      “Or grandpa,” Emma said.

      “Good thinking.”

      “Grandpa!” Ethan and Emma walked over to him, both sitting to look into his eyes. There seemed to be something there, though his expression was flat, giving nothing away. In those eyes was a ferocity, a warning. He knew something, and had overheard them—Ethan was sure of it. “If you can hear me, if you’re in there. You have to tell us about this. Grandpa?”

      No response.

      “Grandpa… please,” Ethan tried again. Still nothing. He leaned in, staring into the old man’s eyes, hoping to find a clue. “If you have anything for me, Grandpa… now’s the time.”

      The old man didn’t respond, and even though Ethan tried a couple more times, he could tell this was going nowhere. At most they got a smile from their grandpa and him muttering about some house on a lake, watching the ducks fly in the morning.

      Emma put a hand on Ethan’s forearm. “Wait… He was moving all over the place, right? It didn’t make sense to us, but, maybe it was to stay hidden from them? He had the chocolate, and was keeping it away from them for whatever reason.”

      “Until his mind stopped working so well,” Ethan finished the thought, chest thudding excitedly. “That’s when Dad got him set up here, and—”

      “Some of his old stuff ended up in our basement, where you found the chocolate bar.”

      “Wow.”

      Ethan turned to the couch, then sat. Trying to process all of this, he stood again, then started pacing. It all made sense, in a twisted way. Their grandpa had somehow acquired a time travel substance, hidden it in chocolate, and moved around with it in his possession. Maybe even using it along the way? All while some other group was out there and involved.

      He turned to Emma. “We have to ask Dad.”

      “Ask him what?” their mom said, walking back into the room, their dad right behind her.

      “About…” Emma glanced at Ethan, not sure they were really doing this, but then finished with, “…chocolate.”

      “What?” Their dad frowned, setting down a plate of pasta with red sauce, while their mom brought the plates. “Kids, eat first, then we can talk over dessert.”

      Ethan eyed the noodles, feeling very let down when compared to the talk of pizza in the other timeline. Not that such food was the most important thing on his mind at the moment.

      “We’re talking special chocolate,” Ethan explained.

      “What about it?” their mom asked, and both parents were eyeing them with confusion.

      “I’m just going to say it,” Ethan told Emma, and she nodded before he continued, “Dad, tell us everything you know about the time travel chocolate.”

      Both parents stared at them for a few seconds, then laughed.

      “More of your crazy dream?” their mom asked, going back to the kitchen for silverware.

      “Dad,” Emma hissed, “it’s okay, we know.”

      His laughter faded, replaced by a look of confusion. “I… don’t get it.”

      “Don’t get what?”

      “This game. Or joke, or whatever it is.” He took a step back to the kitchen, but paused. “Sorry, what again?”

      “Are you saying you don’t know anything about time travel chocolate?” Ethan asked, eyes going from his dad, then back to Grandpa. “Nothing?”

      “Kids, there’s no such thing as time travel,” their mom said as she returned. “Let’s not play pretend right now. Tell me more about your day, I want to hear more of what you did. Make any friends?”

      Ethan and Emma shared a worried look.

      “We have to be sure,” Ethan said. “Dad, if you know anything about chocolate that allows time travel, at least back to earlier points in the day anyway… now’s the time to say so. There’s trouble—and your brother, Uncle Ron, is in town.”

      “Stop this,” their dad said. “Stop playing games, and… why would you make this up?”

      “We’re not, Dad,” Emma protested. “We think Uncle Ron is here, trying to find the chocolate and warn us about someone else trying to get it, too.”

      “Steve?” their mom asked, eyeing her husband. “You know anything about Ron being here?”

      “We haven’t spoken in years,” their dad said. “And… no. Kids, have you seen your uncle? What’s this about?”

      “Dad, you’re being one-hundred percent honest with us?” Emma asked. “For reals?”

      He blinked in surprise, then said, “Yes. I am being honest about knowing nothing about any time-traveling chocolate. Now, sit down, eat your dinner, and please stop this charade.” He turned and called out, “Tara, time for dinner.”

      “Coming!” Tara called from the other room.

      Emma leaned in to whisper into Ethan’s ear. “Take a small bite, make them forget we ever asked.”

      “There isn’t much left.”

      “Sure, but this…?”

      She had a point, emphasized by the worried way their mom was looking at them. If their parents really had no clue what was going on, leaving them with confusion and worry wasn’t fair. Plus, knowing anything about this might put them in danger.

      “Right…” He didn’t like doing so, but broke off a small piece of chocolate and turned, nibbling it.

      Then they were back by the window, their grandpa’s eyes on them. The conversation had never happened.
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      Working with his sister, Ethan felt he had a good grasp on at least the basics of what was going on. Now, he needed answers.

      “The only way we’re going to learn anything is by getting in touch with Uncle Ron,” he said.

      “Agreed,” Emma replied. “Except, it seems trouble follows him. So we need to find a way to connect with him, like a neutral meeting spot where those goons who attacked won’t be able to find us.”

      “Let’s think that one over, try to figure it out… but for now, eat.”

      “Please.”

      They went to help set up, focusing the conversation on the dinner and fun of the zombie games.

      “Tara, time to eat,” their mom called out this time, which Ethan found interesting. Small changes like that from simply altering the way the conversation went certainly could have an impact in his near future.

      Tara walked in, lowering her cell from a call. She eyed them, clearly aware something was up. “What did I miss?”

      “Just getting ready,” Emma said with a shrug.

      Tara sat, smiling at their parents, but leaned in toward Ethan. “Something’s up. What?”

      His eyes moved to Emma, and she shrugged.

      “After dinner,” Ethan told Tara, deciding right there—they needed all the help they could get. He was going to bring Tara into this, to at least see if she had any thoughts on meeting up with Uncle Ron.

      Since they wouldn’t remember the conversation, Ethan decided it was the perfect time for some intel gathering.

      “Dad, how come you never talk about your brother much?”

      That caught their dad off guard, though their grandpa was in one of his dazed moods again, moving his food around with a fork and kind of spacing out.

      “What makes you ask about him?” their dad asked.

      “Oh, just thinking about siblings and all, and that it’s weird you two grew apart.”

      “You don’t think that’ll happen to us, do you?” Emma came in to beef up the conversation.

      “No, honey,” their mom said.

      Tara was eyeing them oddly, but kept eating and listening in.

      “My brother and I,” their dad said, scrunching up his nose as if trying to figure out the best words. “Well, he sort of had his problems, you know? Dependency issues, and couldn’t pull himself together. I tried to help, but in the end he ran. There’s not much one can do when the other party refuses help”

      “I see…” Ethan tried to ignore the look Tara was giving him, and was relieved that Emma was in on the secret.

      “Wouldn’t it be nice to see him again, though?” Emma asked.

      Their dad shifted uncomfortably, but nodded. “Assuming he had come around, yes. You kids are old enough to understand. It’s not that I’m worried about him influencing you so much. It’s that… trouble always seemed to follow him. We don’t need that sort of trouble.”

      Ethan nodded, but those words were eating at him. “And if he really needed help?”

      “What’s this about?” their mom asked. “Have you heard from your uncle?”

      “No,” Ethan replied, truthfully.

      “I get it,” their dad interjected. “Family is important. If anything ever came between the three of you,” he looked at his children, smiling, “Well, I can’t imagine. But yes, you would have to figure out how to help each other. To be there for each other. If Ron ever truly wants my help, of course I’ll be there for him, too.”

      “This dinner is too much for me,” Tara said, starting to pick up her plate. “I’m going  to—”

      “Tara, please.” Their mom nodded to the table, and Tara sat. “We’re having a family dinner, with your grandpa.”

      “Who doesn’t know the difference!”

      That stung, and silence followed only to be interrupted by Grandpa saying, “I know… I know.”

      Everyone eyed him, but he was pushing around chunks of mashed potatoes, almost talking to himself.

      “Tara, why don’t you tell us about your day?” their mom asked, putting on a smile and clearly trying to change the subject.

      It worked, and Tara told them all about her ski trip with her friend. As she spoke, Ethan found his attention going between his grandpa and Emma—the latter who was gobbling up her food and lost in her own thoughts. He imagined she was one hundred percent focused on the chocolate and what to do about Uncle Ron, as he was.

      Somehow, he knew that Grandpa had to be involved in this. Right? He actually started to even worry that his condition might have something to do with it. What if that was related to why his uncle was so out there? If Ethan used too much of this chocolate time-travel, would it mess with his mind, too? It was another reason to proceed with caution, that was for sure.

      The family finished up dinner, and everyone helped clear the table.

      “Okay you two, speak,” Tara said, cornering them while their mom and dad were in the kitchen, grandpa staring at the wall. “What’s all this about Uncle Ron all of a sudden?”

      The twins shared a look, and Ethan could tell she was thinking the same thing he was. They definitely were going to need all the help they could get.

      “We’re bringing her in on it, right?” Emma said.

      He nodded, then turned to his older sister. “Trouble. I mean the big kind of trouble…”

      “Time travel,” Emma whispered.

      Tara stared at them both, stifled a laugh, and then said, “Why do I get the feeling you two think you’re not joking?”

      “I can prove it, but… we need to be careful.” Ethan broke off a small bit of chocolate. “Not waste too much.”

      “You’re about to tell me that… chocolate… is a means of time travel?” Tara shook her head. “Not some nuclear-like energy, not some weird portal you found in a secret part of the house or whatever, but… chocolate.”

      “Yes.”

      She frowned, then shrugged. “I’ll play along, if only because I can honestly not think of a better way of time traveling. Take a bite of heaven, do the impossible. Sure.”

      “You’ll believe me in a second,” Ethan said, then held it up for her. “Start with barely a nibble, please. A very small nibble. You’ll see why.”

      Suddenly he was aware of what had happened over the next minute, though he had now technically not experienced it. Tara had nearly taken a bite that was too big, and put up a big argument when they started freaking out that she was going to waste it. She had mocked them, pretended like she was going to put the whole piece in her mouth, then even said she would tell their mom and dad about it. Then one key thing had happened that Ethan made sure to take note of—their father had said the word, “Please,” in the other room, and their mom had stomped off for the bathroom.

      After about a minute or two, she had finally nibbled on it. Not as small as he had hoped but still not too much. Then there she was, staring at him in shock, as she had been on the other side of the room next to Grandpa when she had taken the bite.

      “How…?” she asked.

      He grinned, then nodded toward the kitchen. “Watch.”

      As he waited, his smile faded, though. While he had been focusing on the time travel and bringing his sister in on it, he hadn’t quite processed that his parents were having yet another argument. The thought broke his heart, so that by the time it happened as before, he was no longer paying attention to his sisters. Tara, however, was staring at him with her hand on her mouth, eyes wide and darting back and forth between the twins.

      Finally, she nodded, pulling them out onto the front porch. “Tell me everything.”

      “Mostly I can tell you it’s real, that it’s almost gone, and that we stopped some bad stuff from happening, but are certain that’s not the end of it. There are bad people out there, Uncle Ron’s in town, and we need to figure out how to work with him to stop the bad ones.” Ethan turned to Emma. “Did I leave anything out?”

      “We already told Mom and Dad once, but they wouldn’t believe it.”

      “In their eyes you’re two kids playing a silly game while their marriage is on the line.”

      “You really think…?” Emma asked. “I mean, that they might get separated?”

      “I hope not, but… Bridgette’s parents split last year.” Tara frowned, but was clearly trying to look strong. “Hey, we’ve all seen Mrs. Doubtfire, we’ll be fine.”

      “Seen what?” Ethan asked.

      “You… Dad didn’t make you watch that one like ten times?” Tara laughed. “That was my childhood. Him making me watch all of his old favorites. A lot were good though. Focus on this—you have time-traveling chocolate.” She handed the little piece back.

      “Actually, keep it,” he said, and broke off a little bit for Emma, too. Then some of the wrapper for each of them. “In case, you know? I can be the main traveler, if that helps, but I want you both to have the option if needed.”

      “I guess that means I have no choice, huh?” Tara said, accepting it back. “Or you could basically time travel and never have given it to me.”

      “Not exactly,” Ethan explained. “Though, you don’t have to help of course. The way it works, for a bit anyway, you’ll be aware of any traveling back that we do.”

      “Crazy cool.” She winked. “And of course I’m not going to abandon my two little siblings. So… what do we need?”

      “The issue is,” Emma started, “that we think they can track Uncle Ron. So we can’t just go to him and be like ‘what’s up,’ right?”

      “No, but… you could use him as bait.” Tara’s eyes lit up with excitement, and in that moment, Ethan knew without a doubt that bringing her on board had been the right choice.
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      The three kids huddled around the doorstep, ignoring the chill in the wind.

      “Our main concern is that we don’t know how to get in touch with Uncle Ron,” Tara pointed out.

      “He’ll try it again,” Ethan said. “Contacting us, I mean. There’d be no reason for him to be hanging out around town otherwise. He knows there’s chocolate here, but not sure where.”

      “Right,” Emma agreed. “He’s here, was even outside earlier, but didn’t linger.”

      “So he wouldn’t lead them to us,” Tara said, nodding. “So how do we use that?”

      Ethan stared out into the night. Several houses with flickering televisions visible in the windows, a car driving off in the distance. “You might not see him out there,” Ethan noted, “but he’s likely still somewhere close. If he comes here tonight, Grandpa’s place might be attacked. We need to ensure that doesn’t happen.”

      “Meaning?” Tara asked.

      “What if… assuming he’s watching right now… we left a note?”

      Emma grinned wide. “Now you’re talking! Something kind of cryptic, but… clear. If we assume he’s watching right now, we can…” She spun, then pointed to one of the telephone poles. “There. He can get the message in passing, and not tip off the goons.”

      “Goons?” Tara said with a laugh. “Is that what we’re calling them?”

      “It kind of fits,” Ethan said with a shrug.

      “Sure, goons it is then. Either of you have an idea where this trap should go down?”

      Both Ethan and Emma turned to each other at once. “The zombie maze.”

      “What?” Tara looked confused, then shook her head. “At camp, with all those kids?”

      “But that’s just it,” Ethan countered. “We have friends there, and you can set up nearby, be our eyes and ears outside, right? And it’s out in the open, a good spot for us to move around and be able to reset time if needed.”

      “So, what? You just write down the info on a piece of paper and hope he gets it?”

      “I have an idea for that,” Emma said, and she ducked inside briefly. When she came back, she had her pack and the Padres pin from the bookshelf.

      Ethan and Tara watched patiently while she fished out a flyer from the bag. Of course! She could use the pin to stick it to the telephone pole.

      “The pin so he knows it’s from us,” Ethan said, catching on, “and the flyer to show him where.”

      “And the when?” Tara asked. “I can probably be available around... any time after lunch.”

      “Make it 10:00 A.M. then,” Emma said, and took a marker, drawing the number right above the picture of the zombies. “If he can’t get that, then I think we just gotta give up.”

      Ethan laughed. “He’ll get it.”

      After she pinned the flyer to the pole, they called it a day. The entire time they were at Grandpa’s place, they would check the windows when they could to see if there was any sign of trouble. More than once, Ethan thought he noticed someone in the shadows down the road, but could never be sure.

      Finally his mom said they could go, and they all piled out to the car to find the post emptied of the pamphlet! Ethan shared an excited look with his sisters, but then noticed that his dad was lingering.

      “What’s going on?” Tara asked, seeing this, too.

      “Your dad will stay here tonight,” their mom said, avoiding eye contact.

      The siblings shared looks of concern, each calling out that they loved their dad, and he saying it in return before putting a hand to his mouth and going back inside.

      “How long is this going to continue?” Tara asked.

      “Maybe a couple of nights, maybe longer,” their mom said, starting toward the car. “We’re trying to work through it, but—”

      “This isn’t fair,” Emma said, folding her arms.

      Frustration coursed through Ethan’s chest and his head pounded, but he wasn’t reacting as strongly as the other two seemed to be. Maybe it was because the pressure of this fight with the goons was weighing on him so heavily? Or maybe it was simply taking longer to process.

      Either way, he moved into strategy mode, and Emma noticed it.

      “What are you thinking about?” she whispered.

      “Other uses for it,” he said, tapping his coat.

      She frowned, glancing to the front to make sure their mom didn’t hear. Seeing as she was completely occupied in driving and her own thoughts, it wasn’t likely. Tara, however, was turned back toward them and typed into her phone.

      A second later, Ethan’s phone buzzed. The message from Tara read: Can we use the chocolate to somehow save their marriage?

      He shrugged. It was exactly what he had been thinking, but he couldn’t figure out how. “Brainstorm in my room?”

      They agreed, and when they got home, they made a B-line for his room. He was happy to note along the way that there was no sign of forced entry—no broken window, to be specific—and no sign of the goons anywhere.

      “How do we do it?” Tara asked, gesturing to his coat where the chocolate was. “I mean, what, we figure out at what time their marriage started having problems, then go back and undo it?”

      “In theory,” Ethan said, but with a sinking feeling in his stomach. His doubt was confirmed by Emma shaking her head.

      “It won’t work.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we’ve done the math. At most, what we have left will take us two hours into the past.”

      Tara looked deflated, but then her head tilted, hope returning to her eyes. “Not if there’s more. Where’d you find it?”

      “The basement,” Ethan replied, and suddenly all three of them were charging out and down the stairs, in spite of their mom calling out that it was bedtime.

      Ethan went straight for the boxes near where he had found the chocolate, the other two joining in. A Padres jersey, some pictures of their grandpa with a couple of friends, one in particular with a young man leaning on his shoulder, clearly the best of friends and some unused wrappers, as if made to wrap chocolate in, but never used. Even after emptying out the last of the boxes, they hadn’t found a single bar of chocolate—not even a bite!

      “Will Uncle Ron know us?” Ethan asked.

      “He might—he probably saw us around,” Tara said.

      “If I’m wearing this, he’ll know,” Ethan said, and tried the jersey on. It smelled of dust and was too large, but Emma shrugged. “Jersey’s are always too big for kids, anyway. It kind of works, except…”

      “What?”

      “If it’s valuable, you risk getting paint on it tomorrow.”

      He looked down at the old shirt, wondering how it could possibly be valuable, then grinned. “Well then, we’ll just have to make sure I don’t get tagged.”

      “Guys, what about Mom and Dad?” Tara asked. “I feel like… like we’re running out of options.”

      “If by that you mean our one option…. Yeah.” Emma eyed Ethan as if he would be able to come up with something, but he shook his head. “Weren’t you the one talking about ramifications? Actually, both of you. Even if we did have enough, maybe going back would make it worse? And maybe there’s a reason the chocolate bar was the method used to host the time-travel substance? Maybe any more than that could be harmful.”

      “Both valid points,” Tara admitted. “But… this is our parents we’re talking about.”

      “He’s right though,” Emma said, eyes falling to the floor. “What if we went back to fix it, but whatever we did ended up causing one of them, or us to die? Or, I don’t know, lose a limb.”

      Tara took a deep breath, then sighed. “The last thing we want to do is turn the world into a post-apocalyptic wasteland like in that Stephen King movie, but I don’t see how helping our parents get along better could possibly do that.”

      “It’s a moot point,” Ethan said. “We don’t have the chocolate.”

      “We don’t,” she said, “But… maybe Uncle Ron can help us get more.”

      Ethan doubted it, considering the fact that their uncle was likely in town for the specific reason of finding more chocolate. But he simply nodded, letting them have their hope for the night.

      They quickly put everything back into the boxes, then headed off to get ready for bed. As Ethan brushed his teeth, he couldn’t help worrying about the next day and the idea of facing those goons again.

      He had to hope that whatever his uncle might know could help put an end to this.
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      Day two of camp was upon them. Ethan had shot out of bed with a grin, more excited than nervous. He had always loved zombies—starting from playing Minecraft with his dad when he was young. The thought sent a pang of guilt through him at thinking of anything but his dad, and he paused as he brushed his teeth, wondering how he was doing.

      His dad had always been the more optimistic one in the family, though. Ethan needed to trust that he would be fine.

      “Everyone to the car,” their mom called, moving to the kitchen to most likely grab the lunches.

      “Ethan,” Tara hissed, motioning him over to her door.

      He stared at her in confusion as she moved aside and motioned him in. The last time he had been in her room had been more than two years prior, and he had thought she was going to kill him the way she had shouted. Here she was, though, inviting him in.

      “What’s… up?” he asked. Emma appeared behind Tara, and gave him a ‘hurry up’ look by raising her eyebrows. He moved in, then stared in awe at the papers laid out on the floor. “You’ve been busy.”

      “I’ve been laying out all the points where I think Mom and Dad could use help,” Tara explained. “What do you think?”

      “I think… we’ve already been over this.”

      “Yes, but assuming Uncle Ron can help us out somehow. He might not have any, but after today we might have learned something that helps both he and us get more. So… where do we start?”

      Ethan gulped at the thought of what this had taken. The papers had all sorts of notes and connecting lines. There was the family trip to Legoland, which had been well-meaning but resulted in one of the biggest fights he could remember his parents ever having. Something about dad wanting to stay in the fancy hotel but mom refusing to spend the money. When a homeless man was found pissing on their motel door that night, it had been the last straw.

      The good that had come out of that trip had been that they always opted for at least semi-nice lodging when they traveled now. Did he want to give that up? And even if he went back, how would he be able to change it? Warn the guy to piss somewhere else?

      His eyes moved along the papers, to notes of the time he had thrown a huge temper tantrum and tried to run away, to when Tara had painted one of her walls one night in a fit of creative freedom. The time Emma almost died, at least by her account, when skiing. So many memories, many of them with horrible elements, but also good. There wasn’t a lot that he would change from them, honestly, if given the choice. Since his big tantrum, he had seen the pain it had caused, sworn that day to never do it again. Sure, he didn’t want Emma to almost die, but she had lived and they had all gone out to celebrate. If anything, many of these events brought the family closer together.

      “Tara, I don’t think this is the answ—”

      “No!” She pointed to a point where their dad had gone off on travel for work. “Right here, remember how hard that had been on mom.”

      “And if he hadn’t gone, would he have kept his job?” Emma asked. “When he returned, after the fight, he talked to his boss about having less travel. It worked out.”

      “How am I the oldest, and yet I’m the only one freaking out here?” Tara protested. “It’s like, neither of you are taking this seriously. We have time travel available to us, and a real problem we need to address.”

      Emma’s lip was quivering, but she ran out of the room before saying anything.

      “What?” Tara asked.

      “Of course we care,” Ethan said. “But after today, we might not have time travel, and even if we do… I don’t know. I agree, we should consider options, but maybe you’re going overboard.”

      She blinked, her confusion growing to agitation. “Get out.”

      He went for the door, feeling like he had failed her, but then paused. “See you this afternoon?”

      “Of course.” Tara sniffled, then looked away. “This is important. You can count on me.”

      He nodded, muttered, “Thanks,” and went off to join Emma in the car.

      “Is she okay?” Emma whispered, but their mom had sat in her seat and heard.

      “Tara?” their mom asked. “She’s… always been the sensitive one.”

      “Really?” Ethan asked with a laugh. “I thought that was Emma.”

      “And I thought that was you,” Emma countered, glaring at him.

      He couldn’t deny he had been a bit of a baby in his younger years, but those days were behind him now. As far as he was concerned, he was a time-traveling ninja now.

      “We’ll figure all this out, guys,” their mom said, and soon they were driving to camp in silence. For Ethan’s part, he was still going over what they would actually do when the goons arrived. The plan, as he saw it, was mostly to talk with his uncle, find out what he could, and then reset time if needed. Maybe it would involve calling the police in this timeline as he had done in the other. Maybe it would be something more crazy, like… he had no idea.

      Sometimes being a kid trying to save the world, or even just your family, was a lot of pressure.

      When he saw Dev and Beth waiting, a lot of the stress washed away. These were his friends, or at least they were starting to be. Maybe asking them to help was asking a bit too much, but he would be sure to do so in a way that didn’t put them in harm’s way.

      “We have time,” Emma whispered. “Remember that. On the first run, we get a feel for the course. Stay alive, of course—you know, in the game.”

      “And then, when they arrive, for real,” Ethan whispered back.

      She laughed nervously, but whispered again. “Yes, staying alive both in-game and for real sound like good ideas.”

      “Have fun today,” their mom said as they climbed out of the car.

      “We will,” Ethan said with a half-wave.

      “Love ya!” Emma replied, and together they strolled over to meet their friends.

      “The big day!” Dev said. “Seen Liam?”

      Ethan frowned, shaking his head.

      “Oh,” Emma replied, checking her phone, “looks like he’s running late.”

      Ethan caught the worry in her eyes and he felt it, too. If they were going to make it through today, they would have preferred their largest friend to be there. The guy was almost as big as the goons.

      “We have a strategy?” Beth asked. “Because I was thinking we should come up with one.”

      “Right, over here.” Emma waved the group over to the side of the admin building, closer to the field and the outer side of the maze. It was a hay maze, and Ethan wondered if they reused other hay mazes’ hay, or if it goes bad. “Way I see it,” Emma continued, “we have three entrances.”

      “And from past experience,” Dev interjected, “I think two of the three still get you to the end.”

      “That makes sense.” Emma pointed at the middle. “I’m going to guess the middle one is the dud?”

      “Why’s that?” Dev asked.

      “Because it’s the easy answer?”

      “That makes sense,” Ethan chimed in. “Think about it—grownups are always trying to teach us something. So if they want to teach us to make choices, and not just go down the middle path in life… it fits.”

      Beth scrunched up her nose, while Dev said, “Maybe you’re overthinking it, but… sure. Let’s go left then.”

      “Why left?” Beth asked.

      “Because I’m left-handed,” Dev replied with a grin.

      “Of course.” She laughed. “Works for me.”

      Emma nodded. “Us too.”

      “And once we’re in there,” Ethan eyed each of them in turn, “we run like mad. If there’s more than one route, we all go right as often as possible.”

      “Not left?” Dev held up his left hand, smiling.

      Ethan shook his head. “See, if we start left, and assume the middle doesn’t connect, going right keeps us closer to the internal wall—the area that brushes up against the middle area.

      Everyone considered the plan, but Emma scratched her chin, thoughtfully. “Does any of this make actual sense, or are we kind of throwing pie at the wall to see what sticks?”

      “Pie?” Ethan chuckled. “I think the important thing is to have a plan. A lot of it’s luck, but at least if we stick together and aren’t running around aimlessly, we have a chance.”

      “I think Beth is the fastest here, by the way,” Dev said. “Maybe… if we’re unsure of a path, she could be our scout?”

      “Oh, like run ahead and, if it’s a dead-end, double back?” Beth considered this, then smiled. “I’m your gal!”

      “It’s settled then,” Ethan said and put his hand in like the Ninja Turtles. The others looked at him, but Beth followed suit.

      “Cowabunga!” she said, giving him a wink. It was only then that he realized her hand was on his, just the two of them, and felt tingling up his arm.

      He grinned and said, “Cowabunga,” before pulling his hand back nervously.

      “That was sweet,” Dev said, teasingly. “You two are adorable.”

      “That’s not—shut up,” Beth’s cheeks flushed, but she was still smiling.

      To Ethan’s relief, Mrs. Kersal chose that moment to call everyone together. They kicked off the day with warmup exercises, some dodgeball, and then took a break while the zombie kids began to arrive and get ready. Ethan and his friends checked to ensure they had everything they needed, stretched again, and joined the others at the basketball court to kick it off.

      Some junior high kids were already there, gore-covered shirts and nasty makeup and all. Some were getting the finishing touches, green skin or fake teeth, and some opting for the pixelated look of Minecraft zombies. Ethan had to wonder what zombie games would have been like before Minecraft. Had there ever been such a time?

      “Remember, kids, today’s the first day! Tomorrow is Christmas Eve, but only if you survive to see it.” Mrs. Kersal grinned, almost maliciously, but Ethan knew it was all part of the game. “Good luck to you all!”

      “This is so weird,” Beth whispered at Ethan’s side. “Seriously, zombies and Christmas?”

      “I think they go perfectly together,” Emma said.

      Counselor Jane took over after everyone put their gear in their lockers. Ethan kept his cell and the rest of his chocolate in the pockets of his shorts. Jane got all the campers into position, lined up at the entrance. The zombies moved around the maze to secret entrances that would be closed after they entered. Most stayed back to follow through the main three entry points, but what would be the fun of them all coming from the same direction?

      “Am I the only one whose heart is pounding like crazy?” Emma asked.

      Ethan knew exactly how she felt. He had to wipe his hands on his shorts, and then the game was on!

      A whistle blew and then Jane shouted, “Go!”

      All thirty or so kids ran out with shrieks and whoops of excitement. Ethan’s group went left as planned, followed by three others. All worries about the day and what was to come vanished as he was able to focus on the moment. Running along with his buddies, he laughed and pushed off a hay wall to keep his momentum up. It was like he was a little kid again, not a care in the world other than the idea of being ‘bitten’ by zombies, which in this case meant getting paint thrown at him.

      Groans sounded, followed by a scream. It had come from the other side of one of the hay walls… right? Turning right and then right again, they hit their first dead end and had to double back. At a straight way, Beth broke out from the rest to play her role of scout, vanishing at a fork in the path.

      “This way!” she called back to them, and they followed.

      Another zombie moan sounded, closer this time, and suddenly a zombie boy came stumbling out from their left. He tried to hide his grin at seeing all of them there, and Ethan noted a counselor on top of the hay, watching as the referee.

      “No running, zombies!” she called out.

      “Brains,” the zombie groaned, stumbling toward Ethan and his friends and tossing one of his little paint vials. Emma pulled Dev out of the way of it, barely, and they kept running to catch up to Ethan.

      His heart was pounding, but he waited, ushering his sister along. Both took off to find Beth doubling back and pointing to go straight instead of right.

      “Two zombies that way!” Beth called.

      They ran straight then, laughing with the excitement of it. Turn after turn continued like that, dodging around zombies, whistles blowing to indicate other kids being turned to zombies, and more shrieks and laughter all around.

      At a dead-end, the group had to double back and sneak around a group of zombies who were pretending to be unaware. When Emma laughed, they all turned as if in the movies and started stumbling after her.

      Ethan was having a great time but was reminded more than once that he was very relieved zombies weren’t real.

      “Back up, back up!” Beth called out, Emma repeating the words as they all turned to go the way they had come.

      Only, as soon as he turned the next corner, Ethan screamed as a large figure jumped out at him.

      “It’s just me!” Liam said, waving his hands. “Calm down, just Liam.”

      “Dude!” Ethan held a hand to his chest, laughing, then turned to see a group of at least five zombies coming after them. “Run!”

      Liam joined in, all of them scrambling away and jumping to avoid the paint. Ethan turned, running down a side route and calling for the others to follow, then turned again as another zombie appeared.

      “Watch out,” Ethan shouted to his friends, but when he glanced back, they were gone! With the zombie that way, he had no choice but to continue on and try to loop back with them.

      But when he saw the figure jumping over the hay wall ahead and noticed the hat—black with the faded gold SD of the Padres, he stumbled, tripped, and pushed himself up to the wall. His eyes made contact with the man he knew had to be his Uncle Ron. The man who looked very much like his father, the man’s twin brother.

      He was early and Ethan needed to know why.
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      “What are you doing here?” Ethan asked, running over to his uncle and pulling him out of the main path, off to what he was glad to see was a dead end.

      “I got your message,” the man said. “You’re Steve’s son?”

      “That’s right. But you’re early.”

      “The Destroyers won’t care about being early or late.” He motioned to the wall of hay. “They might be out there right now. I knew they might have seen the flyer—maybe. So had to come.” His face scrunched up in thought. “The irony being, me coming early means they probably came early, too, even if they wouldn’t have otherwise.”

      “The Destroyers being those guys who attacked before?”

      Uncle Ron nodded. “I assume you’re the one who has been eating the chocolate, then?”

      Ethan eyed his uncle, considering the man. “How do I know you’re even on our side? Maybe you lured my dad to that spot to trap him.”

      “Your grandpa and I were protecting it, working together to ensure the Destroyers never got their hands on the stuff. If that’s not good enough for you… well, I don’t know what will be.”

      “If that’s true, why not my dad?”

      “Steve…” Uncle Ron laughed. “We tried to tell him, more than once. He… didn’t take so well to the idea. Like it didn’t fit with his version of reality. So we had to take a bite, go back so it was like we’d never told him.”

      “And now you know we’ve been resetting because you’ve had some recently.”

      “The last of what I had, yes. They want it, all of it… to the extent that they’ve been able to track down my dad, or to this city, anyway. They think he’ll have more chocolate, and will do anything to get it.”

      “Right…” Ethan startled at a motion nearby but saw that it was his friends. All were staring at them like they were crazy.

      “What’d I miss?” Liam asked.

      “My friends,” Ethan explained to his uncle.

      “How many of them know?” Uncle Ron asked.

      “Just Emma,” Ethan said, and she stepped forward, reaching out a hand to shake his.

      He shook her hand, eyeing her proudly. “It’s an honor to meet both of you.”

      “Guys!” Dev hissed, glancing over his shoulder. “We have zombies out there. This… family reunion… will have to wait.”

      “Wait, are they here now?” Emma asked.

      “The Destroyers, apparently,” Ethan replied. “And yes.”

      “I like it.” She grinned. “I mean, as a term for them.”

      “Them who?” Liam asked.

      “We’ll explain on the way,” Ethan said, and then turned back to his uncle. “How do we stop them?”

      “With this,” Uncle Ron said, and held up a vial of what looked like salt. “I managed to get this off of one of them this morning. One sniff of it, memories go bye-bye. Well, the recent stuff, anyway. The more salts they inhale, the farther back the memories are erased.  These guys, we need to at least go back far enough they forget all about you and your family.”

      “So that’s why Dad couldn’t remember what happened at the construction site. The Destroyers must have  given him a dose of the salts,” exclaimed Ethan.

      The friends were very confused now.

      “I don’t know if I can get involved in whatever this is,” Dev said. “I mean if this is   dru—”

      “There’s a group of bad people trying to hurt us,” Emma interrupted. “Our uncle will help stop them, but… we might need your help, too.”

      “I’m not letting a bunch of kids put themselves at risk,” Uncle Ron said.

      “You don’t have a choice,” Ethan countered. “You need us for bait, just like we needed you to lure them here. If that salt’s the key, we’ll see it done.”

      “It’s not exactly salt, or kind of is, but…” Uncle Ron shrugged, as that wasn’t really important. “What did you have in mind?”

      “Get to the end—it’s the only place the zombies won’t be. The safe zone as far as keeping other kids unharmed. We get there, have lookouts telling us where they’re coming from, and set the battlegrounds.”

      “We can’t fight them.”

      “We don’t have to.” Ethan patted his pocket, and Uncle Ron’s eyes narrowed.

      “You have more?”

      “Not much, but enough to give us a few chances at this. All we need is to get them to breathe it in, right?” Ethan glanced around at his friends. “Just… trust us. Please.”

      “Of course,” Liam said. “We’ve got your back.”

      “For sure,” Beth added.

      Dev nodded. “I don’t understand it at all, but… yeah.”

      “Lead the way, then,” Uncle Ron said, and he gestured to the others to go. They had cleared a couple more turns, glad to find that the referees were back with the majority of the kids, distracted. Ethan was starting to feel hopeful when they came face-to-face with Garrett. The boy stood in their path, glaring.

      “Who’s the old man?” Garrett said, stepping back and looking around. His two buddies came around the corner just then, all looking at Ethan and his friends with confusion written clearly on their faces.

      “None of your business,” Ethan said. “Excuse us.”

      “No way. I’m reporting this.” Garrett turned, about to run back.

      Ethan saw Emma going for her chocolate. If they redid it, they could take a different turn or move faster to get around the guy, but Ethan didn’t think that would be necessary.

      “Garrett,” he said, “wait.” When the guy paused, he continued, “Listen, man. I’m sorry. And it wasn’t even me, it was Emma—”

      “With the candy cane,” she clarified, “and… that’s right. We’re sorry.”

      “And right now we’re in trouble, okay? My uncle’s going to help us, but… we need your help, too.”

      Garrett frowned. “Help you?”

      His buddy laughed, but Garrett swatted him on the arm.

      “Please,” Emma said.

      Garrett pursed his lips, then turned at the sound of groaning zombies. He took a deep breath, then nodded. “You got it.”

      “Seriously?” Ethan asked.

      “Yeah. Go, before I change my mind.”

      At that, he turned and shouted, pulling his buddies with him, and they ran off toward the sound of the zombies. Presumably, he was going to distract them. Ethan and his group charged on. Emma pulled out her phone.

      “What’re you doing?” Ethan asked.

      She held up a finger, then said, “Tara, it’s happening now,” and added, “Hurry!” before hanging up.

      “Voicemail?” Ethan asked.

      Emma nodded.

      They stumbled out to the winners’ circle, victorious! As far as the zombies were concerned, anyway. Only, now it was time to deal with the Destroyers.

      “There,” Uncle Ron said, and sure enough several of those goons in leather jackets with greased hair were incoming. They had cut across the street and had their eyes on Ethan and the group.

      “Work them back into the maze,” Emma said.

      “Until the adults come back this way…” Turning to their friends, Ethan added, “I don’t want any of you to get hurt. Just… try to distract them, confuse them. But stay out of trouble.”

      “You got it,” Beth said.

      But Liam didn’t look so sure. “We can take ‘em.”

      “Liam, we’re kids,” Ethan countered. “Most of us.”

      “Still a kid at heart,” Uncle Ron said with a wink. “But yeah, you all need to stay out of the way, but distract them if you can. Leave the rest up to me.”

      The kids moved back to the nearest maze entrances, Uncle Ron sticking close to Emma and Ethan. They watched as the goons stood in the victor’s circle, and one stepped forward. Ethan recognized him from before as the lead goon.

      “Come on out,” the man said. “This ends today.”

      He motioned and his men fanned out to search.

      “Thomas,” Uncle Ron said, stepping forward. “I’m here—come and get me.”

      As one the goons surged on him, but he stepped back into the maze. Ethan was in the next path over with Emma but motioned for her to boost him up. When he was on top of the hay wall, he lay flat so as to not draw attention to himself. Behind them, the counselors were still blowing whistles as kids turned to zombies. None of them had noticed anything weird over here yet.

      Until this was taken care of, that was probably for the best.

      “All you have to do is give us the rest,” Thomas called out. “Come with us, show us where the old man stashed it.”

      “No can do,” Uncle Ron said, ducking back around a bend.

      When the first goon reached him, the man met a vial of salts at his nose. No fighting, though the man seemed about to—arms flailing. A second later he was on the ground, staring around in confusion.

      Uncle Ron moved back again, then quickly scaled a wall and rolled across to the other side. Two other goons found the first, shouting for him to get up, but all he could do was ask who they were and why they were shouting at him.

      “I can do this all day,” Uncle Ron called out to his enemy. “Go back to your bosses, tell them our family is off limits. That it’s over.”

      “It’s not over until we say it is, not you!” Thomas came charging over toward the sound of Uncle Ron’s voice.

      And from behind, a whistle blew. Closer now. Ethan rolled off the side of the wall before he could be noticed, landing right behind two goons who were getting close to his uncle.

      “Boo!” he said, and then ducked past them, running along the path and turning left to another.

      Except, he stumbled into his uncle, who accidentally knocked him back and right into the view of the goons.

      “Sorry, kid,” Uncle Ron said, hand held out. His uncle was moving fast, apparently, because by Ethan’s judgment, he shouldn’t have been standing there.

      “No, I got it,” Ethan said, instead opting for a nibble of chocolate.

      “Boo!” he said again, and took the same route, but this time kept going and went right, turning to where Liam had a lookout. Liam saw what was happening and grinned, turning back to tackle one of the goons by the legs. The other jumped over both of those two, closing on Ethan.

      “What about these punk kids?” the Destroyer asked, talking into a communication device on his wrist.

      “All that matters is Ronald!” Thomas’s voice came back.

      The goon turned then, grabbed his buddy and lifted a foot to kick Liam in the face.

      Ethan was about to go for a bite of chocolate, when Beth came rolling down from a wall right in front of the man. She shouted, “Kiyah!” and caught him with a kick square in the groin, dropping him.

      “Go!” Ethan said, pulling Liam up. They ran, Liam’s foot finding the Destroyer’s face on the way.

      “Nice moves!” Ethan said.

      A goon turned toward them, but they pulled back and took another turn, then Ethan worked to try and lead them back toward his uncle.

      “Is this working?” Liam asked.

      “All we gotta do is distract them long enough to let my uncle do his thing,” Ethan started, but his next words caught in his throat. There, stumbling toward them and then collapsing on the ground, was his uncle.

      “Uncle Ron!” Ethan said, running up to him, kneeling at his side. “You’re… okay?”

      The man eyed Ethan, then Emma as she charged up at his side, and shook his head. “I think so… but… you’re them, right?”

      The other two friends stared in confusion, but Beth said, “I’ll go for help,” and took off for the counselors. Liam saw another Destroyer who hadn’t noticed them yet, so took off running to distract the guy.

      “What’d they do to him?” Emma asked.

      “I think… something to his memory. The salts!”

      “This isn’t good.”

      As Ethan sensed movement nearby, he reached for his jacket pocket. Arms wrapped around him, and at the same time he saw two goons grabbing Emma. He tried to struggle, but a goon had him and was too strong to escape from.

      Then Thomas, the head goon stepped out, the one from before with the extra oily hair, and glared at them with a hint of a smile on his lips.

      “You’re the ones giving us all the trouble?” The goon eyed them, then frowned at Ethan. “With a face like that, I’m surprised I didn’t see it sooner. You must be the grandson, because you look just like him. And you, a twin sister?”

      “Twins run in the family,” Emma replied, clearly trying to say it with snark but coming across with the level of fright that Ethan felt.

      Uncle Ron watched all this with confusion. He stood, backing away, and fled.

      “Uncle Ron!” Emma protested.

      The head goon laughed. “He doesn’t remember you. Maybe he never will. The same fate will befall the two of you if you don’t tell me where the time-traveling liquid is.”

      “We don’t have anymore!” Ethan shouted, telling perhaps the first lie in the history of his memory. A white lie, perhaps? Or whatever it’s called when telling would-be killers and overall bad people a lie in order to stay alive and help those you love. “It’s gone… my grandpa’s memory gone, too. That’s it.”

      “There’s more out there, count on that,” the lead Destroyer said. “And now that we have you here, we’re going to make you forget it ever existed.” He stepped forward, holding up a jar of what looked like salt. “One whiff of this, and it’s over. You won’t remember, and when you return to a house that’s been torn apart, along with the houses of your friends, your family… you’ll think it was all one big coincidence. Those we hurt in our search, random acts of violence.”

      “You wouldn’t dare,” Emma growled.

      “We’ve gone to such lengths to set things right, child,” the goon said, “you have no idea what we’re capable of. Ever since your grandpa stole it from me, I’ve sworn to make this right.”

      “Stole it…?” Suddenly Ethan understood where he knew this guy from. The picture he had found in his basement, of grandpa with his friends. This guy had been leaning on his grandpa’s shoulder—the best of friends, it seemed. Clearly, not anymore.

      “I’ll give you one more chance, children,” the man said.

      “If he stole it, if that’s true,” Emma demanded, “why?”

      The man looked annoyed at first but clearly believed in his case too strongly to not answer. “We lost someone in our experiments, the third in our trio of friendship. I demanded we use the time travel liquid to go back and save him, but your grandfather… he didn’t like it. Not after the first two times, and not after… the destruction.”

      “Destruction?”

      “Messing with time has its costs, of course.” He waved a hand as if swatting at a fly. “But would you do any less to save your sister?” He turned to Emma. “And you, your brother?”

      Ethan knew what they were both thinking. “It depends on the costs.”

      “Not if it hurt innocents,” Emma added.

      “So you take after your grandfather. No loyalty to those who matter most to you. Speak now—I won’t give you another chance.”

      “I lied,” Ethan said, and grinned. “There’s more of the liquid left, but…”

      He had managed to get one hand free, and as the goon lunged for him, got a piece of chocolate out, halfway to his mouth. The goon grabbed his wrist and laughed. Except, Ethan flicked his wrist, sending the chocolate up and toward Emma. She went for it, lunging forward as much as the hold would allow her, and caught it on the tip of her tongue!

      Bringing her tongue in like a lizard catching a fly, she chewed.

      “You little brats—”

      The goon’s voice was cut off. All of this became a simple memory, as Emma and Ethan found themselves where they had been ten minutes prior. They stood at the edge of the clearing, right where they had been caught by zombies while trying to escape the goons.

      Their next moves had to be planned out perfectly if they were going to avoid the same mistakes and have any hope of saving their uncle.
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      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Ethan asked, eyeing Emma.

      “It’s up to us now.” She nodded. “We get the smelling salt thing, use it on the Destroyers.”

      “Exactly.”

      “How much chocolate do we have left?”

      “Should be enough, if just barely.” Ethan glanced around, getting his bearing, then said, “This way! Stick close to Uncle Ron.”

      They repeated the action with Beth kicking a goon, but this time told them to distract the others while they B-lined it for their uncle. On the way, this time Ethan called Tara.

      “Where are you?” he asked when she picked up.

      “Close, but—”

      “It’s happening now, at the winner’s circle. The side closer to the bookstore, you know?”

      “I do,” Tara replied.

      “Anything you can do to get here ASAP… It’s getting serious.”

      “We’re not far, just… hang tight!”

      Ethan hung up and turned to join his friends as they ran through the last bits of the maze again, but this time the goons managed to trap them. Ethan growled, biting off a chunk of chocolate, so that this time as soon as the call with Tara ended, he led his friends in another direction.

      This time Garrett appeared, spattered in red, and he grinned. His buddies were there, too, with their red paint.

      “Zombified,” the boy said, then eyed the goons. “These guys causing trouble?”

      “They’re trying to hurt us,” Ethan shouted as he kept going, but turned to laugh as Garrett and his buddies threw red paint on the baddies before running off and joining in confusing the Destroyers. It seemed Ethan and his friends were actually making a good run of it, taking small nibbles when necessary to work with Uncle Ron and ultimately getting three more goons salted.

      Ethan ran back into the winner’s circle and found himself squared off against Thomas as the man emerged from another path. It wasn’t until that moment, reaching for chocolate, that Ethan realized it was all gone.

      He took a step to his left, then noticed a car that he recognized and pulled out his phone, hitting speed dial as Thomas approached him.

      “You, boy,” the head Destroyer said, “might be able to put a stop to this. Tell me what you know of any fancy chocolate, and maybe your grandfather’s likely hiding spots.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ethan said, eyes darting to his phone, then back to the man. Come on, Tara!

      “Don’t be an idiot!” Thomas took another step toward him. “We can end this, we can—”

      “Yes?” Tara said.

      “Sharp right, now!” Ethan shouted.

      “What, but that would—”

      “Do it!”

      Thomas stared at him with confusion, until he heard the car, turned to see it come barreling into the field. Tara sat on the passenger side, her friend Bridgette driving. She slammed into the lead Destroyer, sending him flying. His container of salts went flying, too.

      “What do I do?” Tara asked, eyes darting back and forth between the Destroyers and the smelling salts on the ground.

      “They need to smell that—all of them,” Ethan said.

      Emma nodded with enthusiasm. “But make sure you don’t smell it.”

      Even as she said it, though, Thomas had managed to push himself up and recover the salts.

      “Okay.” Tara took her little pinch of chocolate, and suddenly they were back at the moment with the car driving onto the field. She took the wheel and swerved so that it hit the lead goon and sent him flying, and then she was out, snatching up the smelling salts and turning to him.

      She moved quickly, and Ethan whooped with excitement to see the man’s eyes go wide at the realization that he had lost.

      “You’ll never stop us. There’s a whole society that will come after you, there’s—

      Finally the full effect of the salt worked its magic. He faded out, eyes going blank before looking up at them in confusion.

      That was it. Game over, at least for this bunch.

      Ethan turned to his sisters, their friends running over. “You know what this means, right?”

      “That Grandpa’s memory loss might have been caused by this,” Tara said. “Meaning, there might be a way to reverse it.”

      The thought hadn’t even occurred to Ethan. He stared at her with wide eyes and an open mouth, then blinked out of it, as their friends ran toward them.

      “I was going to say that there might be other kinds of magic out there,” he explained. “Or advanced science if that’s what this is. But yeah, if there’s a way to bring Grandpa back, we have to do it.”

      “And he might be able to tell us about the other types of magics,” Emma said, but then put a finger to her mouth, spinning as their friends arrived.

      “You… did it!” Liam said, out of breath.

      “These were the guys trying to attack you?” Beth asked as sirens sounded, not far off.

      “I told Jane the counselor,” Dev announced. “She called the cops immediately.”

      “Good thing, too,” Tara said and pointed at where the confused men were scrambling up, starting to run. Tara perked up too, realizing they needed to get their car out of there. Her friend got moving, and were just clearing the area when closing doors sounded. The cops were close and coming their way.

      “We didn’t do anything!” the head goon shouted, stepping back as four cops came into view.

      “They attacked us!” Emma called out. “Help!”

      As the cops subdued the goons, Jane and Mrs. Kersal came running over, groups of kids following close behind.

      “And that one?” Mrs. Kersal asked.

      Ethan spun to see his uncle there, at one of the maze entrances. He looked startled, but not confused. As far as Ethan could tell, he still had his memory.

      “That’s my uncle,” Ethan said. “He tried to stop them from hurting us.”

      She nodded, then went about herding the kids back to the maze. Uncle Ron approached but eyed the goons being dragged away apprehensively.

      “It’s okay,” Tara said. “It’s over.”

      “For now, yes. But… I can’t stay. It’s truly gone?”

      After a nod from his sister, Ethan said, “As far as we know.”

      “Good, it’s best that way. We’ll need to try and jog grandpa’s memory, but I have to wait until they can’t track me anymore.”

      “Track you?”

      “When you consume too much of the time-travel liquid, yes. A nasty side-effect I was warned about, but circumstances demanded otherwise.”

      “That’s why it’s in a bar,” Emma said, grinning as she figured it out.

      “Exactly—too much within a specific period of time creates too big of a change, and with their tools, they are able to trace the user. One bar is safe—more than that? Less so.”

      “You need to tell us everything,” Ethan said. “Please.”

      “I will when I return. For now, I had to ensure there wasn’t any they could get their hands on. There might be elsewhere, and… I need to go, find out. Like I said, shouldn’t be too long before the track on me fades, and then it’ll be safe for me to return. Until then, be safe.”

      He gave them each a nod, then turned and ran off through the maze—apparently not wanting the goons to see where he went. As far as Ethan knew they wouldn’t be a problem, but it made sense to play it safe.

      Tara grinned, then went off to find her friend, where she had parked across the street. One of the cops approached, and Ethan cringed, knowing that was going to be a tough one to explain.

      “Now that that’s over with,” Mrs. Kersal said, standing with the other kids and waving Emma and him over to join. “I think it’s time we announce the winners.”

      “Excuse me?” Ethan asked, totally caught off guard by the idea that the zombie run was still in effect.

      “You survived, didn’t you? All five of you.”

      Garret grumbled at that, but even his two buddies cheered. Emma, Liam, Dev, Beth, and Ethan had all survived unscathed! A new record had been set, and Ethan beamed when they returned to the main office and Mrs. Kersal pulled out five of the winner’s shirts.

      More cheering followed, and then came the end of day feast—since the next day would be Christmas Eve, and then Christmas. They would come back after Christmas for another day, then have a similar schedule for the week of New Year’s.

      One added benefit of going to camp over Winter break was the added treats. In this case, the main treat was a plate of s’mores that the counselors had prepared. Annoyingly, Ethan found himself not able to stomach the idea of eating more chocolate.

      He had no doubt the craving would return, in time, but for now he needed a break. So he dug into the pineapple upside-down cake with gusto, and even had a few carrots and broccoli, just to feel less guilty.

      “That was so crazy,” everyone kept saying, and the administration made sure to call the kids’ parents to let them know what had happened. Well, the version of events as they knew it. Basically, that several adults had come onto the camp’s property and tried to attack the kids, but that the police had taken care of it.

      Not exactly true, but in this case, the fake truth was better for everyone involved than the real truth. After all, if the world knew there had been time-travel chocolate and strange salts that take someone’s memory away, how would that change everyone’s way of living? Ethan didn’t have the slightest clue but also didn’t want to find out.

      When it was done, they had a Christmas Carol sing-along, which almost all the kids found too corny, but obliged the counselors so that they didn’t have to sing alone. They had lunch and an early dismissal as parents started arriving.

      “See you Friday,” Ethan said, giving Liam and the other two fist-bumps. Emma was all about the hugs.

      “Merry Christmas,” Liam said.

      “We don’t celebrate, but…” Dev shrugged. “Happy fun days off.”

      “I’ll be sure to celebrate enough for all of us,” Beth added, “for anyone slacking. Believe me—I can drink a whole bowl of eggnog, eat a whole plate of gingerbread, and still not gain weight. My amazing metabolism.”

      “That might not last forever,” Ethan said, “but… good for you. I’m already feeling it just from the sweets here.”

      They were all smiles as their parents picked them up, and Emma was the one to pass out on the car ride home this time.

      “Have fun today?” Ethan’s dad asked, having been the one to pick them up today.

      “It was… amazing.” Ethan didn’t get to defeat evil time-traveler-wannabes every day, after all.
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      On the morning of Christmas Eve, Ethan woke up knowing he wouldn’t have chocolate. Not the kind that mattered anyway. A funny thought hit him—if he had enough chocolate to go back and kill Hitler, would he also get fat in the process? Would he then be too fat, from all the sugar in the chocolate, to actually do the deed?

      Or with the way the time travel worked, was it even possible to go back that far? Every time he had traveled it had been within his own body. There was no coming back to your original time, either, so that was that. To travel back ten years would make him a toddler with his memories.

      Using the power of the chocolate could be more dangerous than either Emma or he had given it credit for.

      He stood and went to the window, hearing a door click outside. There was his dad, and his mom was going to him and throwing her arms around his neck. Had they made up? He ran out to the living room, waiting for them to enter, arm in arm.

      “Oh,” his mom said, seeing Ethan. She still held her husband’s arm. “It’s just that, we realized this wasn’t fair. Not on Christmas.”

      “So everything... is better?” Emma asked, groggily joining them, having apparently heard the sound of the car, too.

      “It’s complicated,” their father said. “But today and tomorrow, we’re going to do our best.”

      “And after that, see someone,” their mom said.

      “That’s right.”

      Emma and Ethan shared a look—it wasn’t perfect, but it was a start. Tara was the one most thrown by this, and when she got a moment alone with her younger siblings, she asked about it.

      “I don’t think anything we did caused this, right?” Tara asked.

      “No,” Ethan said. “And honestly, I don’t think anything we could do would affect it. This is between them.”

      “Look at my little brother, trying to be all grown up.” Tara laughed. “What do you know of relationships?”

      “Enough to know that I don’t know anything.”

      “There you go.”

      “He likes a girl though,” Emma said.

      “What?” Tara turned to him with excitement in her eyes. “Who?”

      “I never said I did,” Ethan protested

      “Didn’t need to,” Emma replied. “I saw the way your eyes lit up and you blushed when your hand touched Beth’s.”

      He blew a raspberry, but couldn’t deny it. Like her though? That was a bit much. He barely knew her. Still, he couldn’t deny that he was excited to see her again on Friday—the day after Christmas, when they would go back to day camp.

      For now, he was happy to have a chance to relax, enjoy being with his family, and leave it at that. Christmas Eve day was fairly uneventful, though the kids made sure to scour the basement a second time in hopes of finding more chocolate, or at least clues. No such luck.

      They enjoyed a steak dinner with stuffing and cherry pie, then went to bed early, excited for what Christmas morning would bring.

      To their surprise, it brought them Uncle Ron, waiting at their grandpa’s house.

      “Everyone, just… give me a second,” their dad said, completely caught off guard by this. He went to speak with his brother while the siblings shared a knowing look. When he came back, he brought his brother with him. “Children, I’d like you to meet your uncle. Everyone, this is Uncle Ron.” He then introduced the kids, who played along, like their uncle did, as if this were their first time meeting each other.

      They went inside, their mom and dad lugging in the bags of presents, and gathered around with grandpa to open them. The great new video games and a skateboard were welcome, but Ethan’s focus was really on his uncle.

      As soon as they had him alone, they asked, “So…?”

      “By now, the tracker would have worn off,” he told them.

      “So… what?” Tara interjected. “You’re part of our lives now?”

      He shook his head. “It would be too dangerous. But… I’m going to be on the lookout because I believe there’s a cure for the salts.”

      “Grandpa?” Emma asked.

      He nodded. “We’ll get him back, I promise that.”

      “Wait,” Ethan said, “are there… other magics out there?”

      “Magic is a strong, and very specific word.” Uncle Ron scrunched his nose but nodded. “At least, there were. My dad told me they were experimenting on all sorts of effects when they stumbled upon the time-travel one. It was when he learned how dangerous it was that he took it and vanished, in hopes of people like Thomas never getting their hands on it again.”

      “Who’s ready for gingerbread men?” their mom called from the kitchen, and the scent of cookies coming out of the oven filled the house.

      “That’s all I can tell you kids for now,” Uncle Ron said. “I’ll be able to fill you in more when this is all taken care of, but until then, try to lie low and pretend like none of this ever happened.”

      “We’ll try,” Tara said, though they all knew that was going to be easier said than done.

      Soon they were having cookies and eggnog, while putting together a puzzle of a dog they’d got for their mother.  Even grandpa was smiling, probably at some distant hint of a memory, they had no idea. All that mattered to Ethan was that they were all healthy and together for now. He had a feeling their adventures weren’t over and was looking forward to seeing his friends at camp the next day.
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