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Gretel squeezed her eyes shut. The sun warmed her back and her bare feet. She strained to hear movement from her brother that would help her find his hiding spot, but all she could hear was the sickness flag that fluttered above the house.
"Nineteen," she called. "Twenty. Ready or not, here I come." 
She opened her eyes ready to find him.  The waist-high wooden fence surrounded the property. Hansel would be cheating if he left the fenced area. He probably wouldn't cheat.
She squinted at the small, slumping cottage. Cheerful blue paint flaked off the closed windows and door. Her mama hadn't been able to repaint in years.
He wouldn't hide inside because he wouldn't want to disturb their parents. And their stepfather had always been angry. His temper had only gotten worse as their mama got sicker.
No, Hansel was not in the house. Where could he be? The tree on the north side could be an option, but the weed-choked garden would be even better. 
She skipped over to the garden. The best hiding spot was on the far side in the shadow of the fence.  She had used the spot more and more as her stepfather lashed out.
"Honey," her mama called from the front of the house.
"Mama!" she cried out joyously. How long had it been since her mother was able to leave the bed? As Gretel reached out to hug her mom, her hands slid through her mom's torso. A deep chill flowed up her arms and left Gretel breathless and cold.
"Mama?" Gretel peered at her. Her mother no longer looked like the wizened, shaking woman who couldn't take a breath without coughing. Now she had clear blue eyes, and rosy cheeks.  The sparkle in her eyes and the wide smile made her look happy like she had summers ago. "What is going on?"
"Oh, little one," her mother said. "You have the gift to see the dead." 
"I don't understand." Gretel rubbed her eyes. Her mama looked like a normal person but with an extra glow.  She'd always had a glow.  Hadn't she?
Her mother knelt down in front of her. "I'm dead. Sometimes the dead can see down the paths of time." She cocked her head and raised her eyebrows.
"What do you see?" Gretel asked, realizing that was what her mama wanted.
"The dead and undead will be drawn here. Troubles come and so the army gathers." Her mama laughed, but it was a soft, sad laugh that made Gretel want to hug her. "They will be trapped until they can do their duty." 
"Who are you talking to?" Hansel interrupted, putting his hand on Gretel's shoulder and making her squeal.
"Mother has died and has come to say goodbye," Gretel said.
Hansel's eyes narrowed, and he scowled. "Only witches can see the dead and witches are evil." Hansel turned and ran out the gate and toward the forest.
"Gretel," her mother soothed. "Not all witches are evil. When the time comes, he will understand and appreciate your talent."
"You need me to do something." Gretel fisted her hands so she didn't reach out again to hug her mama.
"Yes. Your fate is not a pleasant one.  But your chance to change it won't come for a long time." Her mom frowned and stepped closer.
"What do I need to do?" Gretel would do about anything for her mama.
"I have three hints I can give you about the future." Her mother gazed at something over Gretel's shoulder. "Forgive me for leaving you. It will be hard for a while."
"You are forgiven," Gretel said.
"Do you remember my necklace? While I was sick, the necklace was stolen." Her mama sighed. 
Gretel remembered the blue stone set in a twisted silver setting and on a chain long enough to be a choker.  She hadn't seen the necklace for a long time.  Gretel nodded.  
"Only by embracing your heritage can you direct the future. Remember, true family is drawn together." Her mom brushed her curls behind her ear, leaving a trail of intense cold. She raised her arms as if to hug Gretel, but mama faded away. Gretel closed her eyes for a moment and tried to think of her life without her mom's gentle humor. 
Gretel startled awake with a heavy chest and tears in her eyes. The image of her mother fresh in her mind's eye. Her mother’s death had happened more than ten years ago. She'd been right. Life hadn't been easy.
Gretel's stomach growled a long, angry sound. 
"I salvaged an apple. It's under my bed." Hansel motioned to the bare mattress in the corner. 
"Aren't you hungry?" Gretel asked, forgetting for a moment that Hansel was never hungry anymore.
"No." Hansel stood with his back toward her. His tattered shirt couldn't hide how thin he'd become. She could see his once-strong arms were no more than skin and bones. He didn't even shiver in the cold.
"Couldn't sleep?" Gretel asked.
"Nope. The battle got louder last night. Come see." Hansel quickly climbed up the ladder. Gretel wrapped a jacket around herself and grabbed a blanket from her bed. She climbed after her brother to the roof.
A few years ago, the townspeople built a high wall to protect the village from the strange battle on the edge of town. Not that the wall had done much good. 
Sharp, pointed nails and broken glass littered the top of the wall.  From where she sat, Gretel could just make out men in gold armor surrounded by a loose circle of undead.  One golden armored man fell and an eerie moan rose. The man stumbled back to his feet and attacked his comrades.  Gretel shivered. There was no safe way to leave the village.
Once the golden armored men joined the undead legion, they too would patrol around the town wall. Army after army came to defeat the undead legion, but did nothing but swell the number of undead in the area.  She couldn't shake her mama's words. They will be trapped until they can do their duty.
"No food today." Gretel clutched the tattered blanket around her thin shoulders and peered into the gloom at the houses nearby. All of the houses were dark and abandoned. 
"Are there any newly empty ones?" Hansel whispered to Gretel. 
"No." Gretel could see the faint outline of the tanner, the most recent ghost to come home. He'd been the last living soul in town besides her family.
"What does a ghost look like?" Hansel shaded his eyes and gazed to the east. Gretel followed his gaze. The dark woods sprawled to the mountains. No one came from that direction.
Hansel's mouth pressed in a grim line. Her powers had been hard on him. He'd never liked the idea of ghosts, but he had gone on too many raids with her based only on ghostly information to doubt her ability. If anyone else had known about her, she would have been driven out of the town.
"Just like a person, but with an extra glow." No one had glowed as brightly as her mama. 
"What are we going to do?" His stiff posture let her know he was asking more than just about today.  She had no answers for him. The sign hadn't come or she had missed her chance to change her fate.  Right now her fate seemed to be starving to death while trapped in this town.  Even her freaky ability didn't seem to be able to help them much.
"You are not a freak." Hansel always seemed to know what she was thinking.
Gretel shook her head. He meant well, but she couldn't help noticing she was the only one with such powers.
Hansel lifted Gretel’s chin, which made her shiver. "You are not a freak," he said firmly and then released her.
She needed to think about something else. "Why hasn't Father caught on? We should've run out of food months ago."
"If he pretends not to know, then he doesn't have to stop us from raiding the neighbors' houses," Hansel said.
"We are going to be forced to forage farther afield." How they would get out of town when it was surrounded by undead was not something she'd figured out.  Gretel's stomach demanded she get something to eat today. Even though it was not nearly enough food, she would wait a little longer to eat the apple from Hansel.
"Gretel!" her stepfather called from downstairs.
Gretel shot a glance at Hansel, but she scurried down the ladder and then the stairs before he could say anything. The stairs creaked as she crept down. The old, cracked walls felt like they were closing in on her. What could her stepfather want? Or was it her stepmother who wanted something?  Their new stepmother had hated Hansel and Gretel since the day her stepfather had brought her home.
Her stepfather sat at the table with his head in his hands. He'd been big once. Now his dirty, tattered shirt hung on his body. The years hadn't been kind. Everything about him sagged. Her stepmother stood behind him. Her hands clutched into his shoulders.
"Have we any food?" he asked.
"There is a little, Father." Gretel gave him the small pile she had found last night. She stood before him and shifted her weight back and forth between her feet.
He barely looked at the small hoard of food. Instead, he glanced at his wife. "Will there be any more coming?" He stared at his clasped hands. He hadn't been a bad father. Once Gretel's mother had passed, he had waited awhile before finding someone new to marry. He had said he had married so there was someone to look out for them. The woman he'd chosen had not been interested in Gretel or her brother.  His wife's hatred had been instant and illogical.
"No, Father, there will be none for a while." 
Her stepmother squeezed her stepfather’s shoulders. He winced and then sighed. "I need you to find your mother's necklace."
"Mother's necklace?" Gretel stilled and really looked at her stepfather. He shrank even more and huddled in the chair, unwilling to look at her.
She thought back to the last time he hadn't been able to look at her. Her stepmother had sent Gretel on an errand, and she had returned home and asked where Hansel was. Her stepfather had not looked at her then either.
Her stepmother had the same concerned look now as she'd had then, but the slight turn to her mouth showed how happy she was to finally be rid of her too. Her stepmother’s jealousy made no sense as Hansel and Gretel were the only ones to obtain food.  Maybe her stepmom knew there was no more food in the village. Or maybe with no other living people in the village, she felt free to scavenge the food herself. 
"The necklace was lost in the woods," her stepfather said while he stared down at his hands. "We can use it to leave the village and go somewhere safe."
"Are you sure?" Leaving the village and going to the woods would be suicide.
Her stepfather said nothing for a long moment. Her stepmother shook him.
"Yes." His voice was gruff, and he still wouldn't meet her eyes.
"Yes, Father," Gretel barely whispered. She got up to leave, feeling numb.
"And Gretel?" Her stepmother said, "Don't come back…until you find the necklace."
"Yes." Gretel trudged up the stairs. She was never coming back. Her mother's words echoed in her mind. While I was sick, the necklace was stolen. She hadn't thought to ask who had stolen the necklace or where the necklace was or why the necklace was important.
The upstairs space seemed even smaller now. There was nothing much here that she cared about.
The sill by the window held a few trinkets. A rock, a feather, and a rusty piece of metal that connected her to memories. She took the small, square cloth and placed them gently inside. Once done, she tucked them into her belt pouch. She quickly ate the small apple Hansel had left her. 
Hansel watched her with bleak eyes. There was nothing here for her.
When she got downstairs, her stepfather, stepmother, and the pile of food were gone. Her heart tugged. This was the last time she would be in this house.
She headed out the door. What was she going to do?
As soon as she stepped out and saw Hansel's pinched and worried expression, anger heated her skin. She was not going to be a pawn to fate. This was her chance to fight. She would sneak out of the village, find the necklace, and unlock the clues her mom had left her before she died.   
"Where are we going?" Hansel asked.
Relief filled her. She wouldn't be alone. "The tanner had some clothes in the back of his house. We'll need something sturdier for travel."  She also needed to find a way to leave the village without being eaten.  The ghosts might just be the key.
Gretel followed the wall to the right and crept into the back window of the Tanners. "Mind if we use some of your clothing?" she asked the ghost in the kitchen.
"Help yourself. They are too small for me." The ghost nodded and stared through the wall toward the fighting. She wondered what he saw. Most ghosts seemed to do that, either stare off toward the fighting or hover by the place they died, reliving what had happened.
She grabbed a cloak, a backpack, and sturdy boots close to her size. "Can you help us get out of the village?"
"I'd leave by the dark forest. The spirits are restless today." The ghost quirked an eyebrow at her and pointed at himself.  He would cause a diversion. Gretel laughed a little and waved. She'd always liked the tanner. 
She’d been planning to head that way anyway. There should be less undead that could harm her that way.  Especially if the golden armored warriors still fought.
"Think you can find Mother's necklace?" Hansel asked.
"It was stolen years ago," Gretel said, remembering her mother's words.
"Then we are on our own?" Hansel didn't sound surprised, but more like he was stating a fact.
"Yes." Gretel led the way to the corner. A small dark hole led out under the fence and into a ditch that ran to the dark forest.  She listened until she heard a ghost wail and the sound of clashing swords lesson.  That should be the tanner's distraction.
She crawled under the fence and wriggled her way to the ditch. She paused and listened. The wailing and faint sound of battle came from the left. The forest was just ahead through a tangle of thorns and brush. She took a step forward and the urge to run raced down her spine. She could make the trees quickly.
"Don't run," Hansel whispered. "You'll only draw attention to yourself. It's a spell."
Gretel fought down the urge to run. The effort left her sweating and shaking. She stepped where the leaves were wet and tip-toed toward the woods.
Without the heavy boots and cloak she would have been punctured time and time again by the sharp thorns along the path. Gretel followed her brother until she was under the dark canopy.
Sounds seemed muted and the dim light barely showed a few feet ahead. A cold clammy feeling settled in the small of her body as if she had a wet blanket tossed over her head.
"More spells. We need a guide," Hansel said.
Gretel found a narrow trail, which led deeper. The dirt trail was little more than an animal path, which twisted and turned and went under large bushes time and time again.
The pressure of the blanket doubled with each step. She must be bent in half by the heavy feeling.
"Just a little farther," Hansel said from ahead of her. 
She focused on his voice and kept walking.  
An odd feeling, like when her fever had broken when she was sick, pulsed through her body.  The blanket disappeared and the sunlight warmed her face. Sunlight dappled the small clearing. She must be through the spells. Three paths led away.
"Honey, your first quest is to free your brother. You must follow the lost soul to his source," a soft voice whispered. The words brought a shiver down her back. She glanced at Hansel who peered around and hadn’t seemed to have heard their mother's words.
"Yes, Mama," Gretel whispered, even though she knew her mother was gone. 
Gretel peered down each path and wondered how to find the lost soul her mother had mentioned. With the press of trees and brush, all three paths were overgrown and barely discernible.
"What should we do?" Hansel asked.
The lost soul must be a ghost.  She closed her eyes and felt down each of the paths.
"The first path has one ghost," she said. "The second has a dozen, and the third has hundreds or even more." The last path probably led back to the battlefield.
"So, the first path, then. One ghost at a time." He slashed the air with a large sturdy limb.
"You know that won't work on ghosts," Gretel said. "Well, most ghosts."
"True, but it will work on still-living relatives." He grinned at her.
Gretel led down the path with just one ghost. A skinny, young boy, perhaps ten, wrung his hands and jumped, looking around wildly. His pale blue eyes gazed at Gretel with no recognition nor awareness.  The child was obviously scared and lost. He must be trapped in the memory of what had happened to him just before he died.
The boy startled and then ran through the brush. A few moments later he tripped, but caught himself before tumbling down a rocky ravine.  He must have been so scared. She wished she could help him.
He turned and walked through her, leaving a chill in his wake.  She lost track of time following the boy.  How long had he been wandering the woods? He was skinny, but probably hadn't died of starvation.  
The path ended abruptly at a large tree. The ghost looked around and then slumped against the tree. His shoulders shook and his sobs echoed in her head. 
"I don't like it here." Hansel slashed at the brush with his impromptu sword.
After a moment, the ghost’s head came up, and silver lines of tears streamed down his face. He wiped them quickly, jumped up, and ran through the tree he had been crying against.
Gretel slowly spun in place and opened her senses. Other ghosts congregated in the same direction the child had gone. "I know, but we have to go that way to find the ghost." She pointed at the tree the ghost had gone through. The dense, thorny underbrush grew right up to each side.  There was no way to follow.
Hansel focused his efforts on the tangle of brush near the base of the tree. As he opened a tiny way, more branches and vines grew forward and filled the space. He let his stick get too close, and the vines snatched it out of his hands and broke it.
"More magic. Maybe we have to go up?" Hansel muttered.
He jumped up to grab a limb, but he wasn't able to reach one.
"Let me help." She braced her back against the tree as they had done when they were kids. Hansel used her leg and shoulder to boost himself up to the branch.
A chill swept through Gretel's body. She shivered and rubbed her arms.
"It does go through. I can help you up," Hansel called from above.
"Want me to get your sword back?"
"We will just have to chance it. Besides, I hear it doesn't work on ghosts."
Gretel grinned and took his hand. The chill returned, making her ache. He helped her get to the branch he was on and she followed her brother to the other side..
At the base of the tree, the trail continued through the woods. There was no sign of the ghost or any of the other ghosts she had sensed. The trail on this side of the path was surprisingly well maintained with the brush cut back and fresh gravel.
Up ahead, the edge of a roof peeked from above the trees. Several more turns revealed a large ornate house that looked like the gingerbread house from a Christmas long ago.   
"It's a candy house." The next step brought the sickening sweet smell of rotting candy. She covered her nose.  Teeth marks scored the roof and walls.
"Candy," Hansel repeated. "The whole thing is gingerbread and frosting."
"That doesn't seem very practical." The house had an odd feel. The issue was not just that the house was made of rotten candy, but a shadow hung around the edges not caused by the sunshine.
"No," Hansel said brightly. "But we can eat it."
"Not this one," Gretel said absently, still trying to figure out what was wrong, "Can't you smell it?"
"Smell it?" Hansel took an experimental sniff and wrinkled his nose. "I smell nothing but yummy candy." 
"And what are we, five? Why not a bread house or even a roast house? Or better yet a real house with good food inside."
Hansel chuckled. "Not as yummy?"
Gretel took another step closer, and at the edge of her senses she felt ghosts. She closed her eyes and reached her senses forward.  The ghosts of children seemed to be trapped behind a wall of darkness. "There are ghosts inside."
Hansel crept over and peeked in a window. "I can't see through," he muttered. He turned toward her and something strange flitted across his expression. He shook himself and backed away from the window.
Gretel's mother had said Gretel had to save Hansel. The ghosts had to be the key. The fact that they were young might be a clue. She knew whatever was in this house was evil and strong, but she had to try.
"Nothing like the frontal assault." Gretel steeled herself, strode to the door, and knocked sharply. 
After a long moment, the door opened to reveal a very old lady. Her pale blue, watery eyes blinked at Gretel. "Who is it?" the lady croaked.
"I am lost in the woods," Gretel said.
"Lost," the ghosts inside whispered. "Lost...lost."
"Come in." The old lady hobbled back. Her bones popped and creaked with the movement. Her pale, tangled hair formed a halo around her head. Being with an older woman should have made Gretel feel safe, but her hair reminded Gretel of spider webs which in turn reminded Gretel of her stepmother.
"I have goodies to eat and warm things to drink." The woman opened the door wide.  
The black miasma Gretel had sensed thickened in the interior.
"Poison," the ghosts' voices whispered. "Poison."
Gretel kept her face expressionless. She'd known the food would be poisoned even before the ghosts told her. The wrongness infiltrated everything within the house, including this old woman. "Thank you." 
The old lady flinched and looked away. "Come this way." She limped into the gloomy house.
Hansel slunk in before the door shut behind his sister and skulked to the side of the hallway. His eyes were wide and the fear and confusion in his expression made Gretel wish they had gone in a different direction.
The house's gumdrop walls were melting and rotten, which left sticky puddles on the sides of the hallway. Pictures of people made out of candy hung on the hallway walls. The rot and deterioration made the figures in the portraits look like they were leering or undead. A large gold framed portrait of a woman dominated the wall next to a door. Swollen joints and a balding head were the best of her features. Her rotten teeth poked out of thin lips stretched in a parody of a smile.  Black fog trickled from the picture and pooled to the floor.
The door opened into a dining room with the table heaping with food. The black tint to the air didn't hide that the food was really moldy puddles and worm-ridden lumps.
Gretel breathed through her mouth and tried desperately not to vomit in the miasma.
"Sit and eat, honey." The old lady sounded pleased.  She bustled forward to a door just beyond the table.
"Witch," Gretel whispered. "Definitely a witch" 
The idea sent a chill down Gretel’s spine. She needed information to defeat the witch.  Every witch had an item of power.  This evil witch had probably used this item as she took the life from the children. "Hansel?" Gretel whispered and looked at her brother, "I need you to remember now."
"Gretel, this is not the time for games," Hansel said, sounding cross. 
Gretel could hear the old lady in the next room singing to herself. The words weren't from a language she knew, but the ghosts she couldn't see began to cry and the darkness deepened. The feeling that Gretel would die soon closed her throat.  She'd have one and only one chance to strike at the witch and the strike had to be on her object of power.
"Hansel, I am dead if you don't tell me what happened to you." She stared at her brother, willing him to help her.
"What are you talking about?" Hansel whispered. He paled, backing away a step.
"You have to tell me what she did as..." Gretel gulped. "As you died."
The expression he'd had earlier which had worried her took over his face. His eyes widened and his mouth opened. "No!" Hansel screamed and faded into the wall behind him.
"Hansel!" Gretel called. Without Hansel, she would be the next victim of this woman.
The old lady was back in the room in an instant. "Why, my dear. You are not eating?"
"I-I could not decide where to begin," Gretel said while trying to circle the room to put the table between her and the witch. She needed more time to reach Hansel.
"Nonsense," the witch said. "It is all good. Eat!"
"Okay." Gretel reached for the closest thing, a worm-filled cupcake. She brought it to her mouth as the old lady watched. Gretel's stomach turned.  She'd have to take a bite to get more time.
The witch's eyes brightened looking gleeful.
"Poison," the ghostly voices chanted.
Gretel tried to suppress the flinch as a worm dropped off and landed on her shirt. She pretended to take a big bite just away from the noxious cupcake.  Even that had the cupcake too close to her face.
"You should just pop that in your mouth, honey," The old lady cooed, but her eyes narrowed.
Gretel needed more time, so she popped the cupcake in her mouth and began to chew.
"I'll be right back." The witch cackled as she hobbled into the other room.
As soon as she was out the door, Gretel spit out the cupcake and heaved once as quietly as she could. Wiping her mouth, she moved so she was against the wall near the door and could see what the old lady was doing. Where was Hansel?
Gretel watched the witch as she felt around the cluttered countertop, and grabbed a lint ball.  She dropped the ball and a bit of slime into the bubbling pot. She sniffed and grabbed a dirty bowl from the sink, wiped it with a spotted yellow rag.  She scooped a ladle of the bubbling liquid into the bowl. 
"Too late..." the ghosts whispered. 
Gretel startled. She recognized one of the voices in the chorus.
She glanced around the room to find him. Hidden in the walls were dozens of pale, translucent forms. One of them was her brother. "Hansel," she whispered. "Come back." 
He looked at her as if he didn’t see her and whispered with the others. "Run. Run."
His dull gaze sent a stab of pain through her chest. She had done this to him by bringing him here. He was trapped now with the others. "Please," Gretel whispered, "We are family. I need you to--" 
Whatever else she might have said was stopped abruptly by the iron hold the old witch placed around her shoulder.
"You should be passed out by now." The witch wrapped both hands around Gretel and shook her.
With strange, now-glowing eyes, the witch hissed and threw Gretel to the ground. The witch's form grew and the darkness swirled around her.
"Hansel!" Gretel scrambled to her feet. "What happened?" Gretel tried to push the witch away, but she was too powerful and too fast. Blurring into motion, the witch tossed Gretel.
Gretel cried out as she hit the wall and slid down to the floor. The witch loomed above her. She cackled which raised the hairs on Gretel's neck.
"At last, a spirit strong enough to renew me." The witch's hand glowed, and she lowered it to rest above Gretel's heart.
Gretel screamed and writhed with pain as the witch touched her. Her heart thumped so hard like it would explode. The color leached out of the room around her. The ghosts shining in the walls brightened.  The darkness around the witch swirled. 
The witch raised her hands to the sky in triumph, but as she did, Gretel could see Hansel become more and more solid. He picked up the pan on the stove and struck the witch from behind, dazing her for a moment.
"All I remember, sister, was a blue glowing orb which sucked me out of my body."
Gretel's gaze darted around desperately. What did he mean? Where was the orb? If the witch could be separated from her focus, she was mortal.
The witch shook her head and put up a hand in a warding gesture. When Hansel tried to hit her again, the pan bounced harmlessly away six inches from hitting her head. The witch laughed her cackling laugh and turned her cruel smile at Gretel. 
"No one will save you now," the witch taunted. 
Her mom's words echoed in her mind. Embrace your heritage.
Gretel extended her senses toward the witch.  Below the swirling darkness a faint blue glow radiated from her throat.  The glow seemed just like the glow the ghost had. Her mom and brother had affected the world, maybe she could affect the ghosts' world. Without pausing to think of consequences, Gretel reached into the space and yanked the pendent from the witch’s neck.
The witch roared and her chest expanded toward the pendent now in Gretel's hand. She expected the witch to collapse, but instead the witch opened her eyes and cackled again.
"It is still mine." The witch stood up slowly to her full height, and stepped forward. The shuffling step disappeared and the saggy skin tightened on her body, leaving her looking sinewy and fast.
Gretel backed up and the pendent tugged toward the witch.  Maybe if she put it on, that would break the link between necklace and witch. "It's mine now." Gretel slid the necklace on.
When the necklace touched her skin, the necklace flashed and heated. Wildfire and chills raced through her chest and stole her breath. The feeling sank into her ribs and throat. When she looked down, the silver setting around the softly glowing blue stone rested just below her skin. She'd bet no one else could see it.
"It's not possible. Only the daughter of a witch can use the necklace." The old witch screamed and burst into flames.
The house shook. A crack sounded from above, and the roof cracked open, letting in the sunlight. Gretel stumbled, but held her ground. Some inner voice demanded she remain where she was.
The sun speared through the opening and surrounded her. The house melted away from the light, collapsing into a bubbling heap. The piles dissipated in the sun. The smell of rotten candy lifted and the heady scent of flowers from the nearby garden filled the air. 
Gretel stood in the middle of a perfectly cleared circle. The ghost children stood around her in a solemn circle and then giggled and faded from sight, until just she and her brother remained.
"You saved my life." Gretel's eyes burned. She knew what would happen now. Her brother would be free. He would leave her to go on to wherever her mother and real father were. "I will miss you." She covered her eyes and sobbed. She didn't want him to leave her forever.
"Aren't you being a bit dramatic?" Hansel's voice came from down and to her right.
Gretel opened her eyes. He sat on a collapsed garden wall next to her. She caught her breath. He looked like he had before they’d arrived at the house. His ghost was the solidest ghost she had ever seen. One who almost looked alive.  "I thought you would go away with the rest." Gretel wiped her eyes.
"Nah," Hansel said casually. "My job here is not done. We are a true family."
"Your job?" Gretel asked. A feeling of hope lightened her chest. She was not alone.
"Yeah," Hansel said, "My little ghost-seeing sister gets in a lot of trouble." He paused to pick up a rock and throw it. "And she’ll now be in even more trouble with that stone."
Gretel thought about everything. The witch said Gretel must be the daughter of a witch. Her mother's words had helped Gretel change her fate and complete her first quest.
As if thoughts of her mother summoned her, a soft whisper came to Gretel’s ears. "Honey, I see you found my necklace. The undead army needs you to find the trouble they are here for."

