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For my favorite little spooks: 
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“Halloween was confusing. All my life my parents said, 'Never take candy from strangers.' And then they dressed me up and said, 'Go beg for it.'"


– Rita Rudner










  
  
Chapter One




The kids were gone. 

Cassandra Sato’s heart fluttered while she made a second circuit of the main path around All Souls Catholic Church’s creepy graveyard. A sliver of moon glowed faintly in the cloudless, dark sky. At first, she’d thought Tony and Jessica played a trick on her, hiding behind a tree or family crypt. 

She’d told the ten-year-old friends they could check nearby headstones for a man named Philip Hawthorne, take selfies and start planning the next stop on the Halloween Howl fraternity scavenger hunt.

Cassandra had expressly forbidden them to leave. 

The sword-wielding granite angel atop an empty fountain granted her no comforting protection. A gust of wind carried a rustling sound. Cassandra pivoted, instinctively raising her hands to shoulder height to defend herself. Why had she chosen hula lessons over aikido growing up?

Adrenaline surging, Cassandra scarcely realized what she was facing--only a colorful Day of the Dead skeleton tethered to a tree branch rippling in the breeze. She forced a big sigh and loosened the tension from her shoulders. Cassandra was too grounded to believe in ghosts or paranormal activity. 

She’d stepped outside the graveyard’s wrought-iron gate for a quick minute to answer her phone. It was her duty to respond when campus security called about a fire alarm triggered in a student dorm.  

Now the kids had vanished. 

Panic gripped her stomach. What kind of auntie loses her charges during a fraternity fundraiser? Certainly not this workaholic VP for Student Affairs. 

She had volunteered to form a three-person team, borrowing two coworkers’ children and treating them to fast food before setting off from the start line in the town center. 

They were sweet kids who usually listened to adults. 

Standing in this exact spot less than ten minutes ago, Tony broke the waxed seal on a folded parchment page and read the first clue on the list. Take a selfie with the Morton College founder. “Hurry, Auntie Cass! We need to win the Nebraska Volleyball tickets and the private suite for 20! My next birthday party would be epic!” 

Tony O’Brien had bounced on his toes, stoking the maternal fires Cassandra normally stuffed somewhere deep and hidden. Peeking out from an Iron Man mask, his freckled face and wavy red hair were carbon copies of his mother, Meg, Cassandra’s best friend.

Beside Tony waited Jessica Bryant, her dark eyes glittering in the dim light. The red and gray Avengers Makkari costume fit her quietly fierce personality. “When I grow up, I’ll be a champion volleyball player like the Husker Women,” Jessica signed. 

Like her father Shannon Bryant, who taught Deaf Studies courses, Jessica was deaf. Tony had grown up signing ASL because of his mother’s job as a college interpreter. Cassandra had recently learned enough for basic conversations and knew that whenever she didn’t understand, Tony would help her communicate. 

Competing against Morton College students and staff, Cassandra’s team was a longshot to win. Motherhood might never be in the cards for her. Single and thirty-four-years old, a couple of prospects but no soulmate in sight, she longed to be the favorite auntie who led them to victory. 

Tears of frustration burned behind Cassandra’s eyes. With a few exceptions, Carson, Nebraska was a safe and small town. If Tony and Jessica weren’t hiding, something urgent had made them leave. 

Hurrying toward a wooden door cut into the side of the stone church, Cassandra uttered a quiet prayer. Losing her friends’ children had not been tonight’s plan.
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