
  
  
      
        
          Scavenger Haunt

          A Cassandra Sato Halloween Short Mystery

		      
          Kelly Brakenhoff

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          Emerald Prairie Press

        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2021 by Kelly Brakenhoff
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission.
This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.
Author Photo by Susan Noel
Cover art photograph by Robert Chadwick Photography; tree graphics: Shutterstock by Christos Georghiou






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also By Kelly Brakenhoff
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epigraph
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dear Reader,
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also By Kelly Brakenhoff
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Also By Kelly Brakenhoff


Cassandra Sato Mysteries
Dead End (Short Story)
Death by Dissertation
Dead Week
Dead of Winter Break
Scavenger Haunt (Short Story)
Death 101: Extra Credit
Halloween Hustle (Novella)
Homecoming Homicide (coming in 2024)

Duke the Deaf Dog ASL Series
Never Mind
Farts Make Noise
My Dawg Koa
Sometimes I Like the Quiet
Duke the Deaf Dog Workbooks Ages 3-5
Duke the Deaf Dog Workbooks Ages 6-9









  
   

For my favorite little spooks: 

Oliver, Ellie, Lyla, and Anna, Ella, and Peter








  
  

  

“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.






  
  Chapter Two


When Cassandra grabbed the latch on the heavy door, it jiggled but refused to open. Gripping with both hands, she lifted the handle and pressed the lever until she heard a loud click. 
Quickly she rushed inside the dim interior, past a marble column, and banged her knee against a hard wooden edge. Knife-blades of pain shot down her leg and pulsed outward. She limped toward the center aisle, rubbing her shin. “Ow. I’m fine. Ow.” 
Surely Iron Man and Makkari would be easy to see in this small space, but all the pews were empty. A two-story ornate white altar with intricately carved spirals and a fancy gold tabernacle seemed out of place in a small country church. It reminded her of opulent European chapels she’d once toured. For a moment, her breath caught at the unexpected beauty tucked inside the humble exterior. 
Blinking, Cassandra peered toward the back of the church where statues perched in little niches were surrounded by glowing red candles. She’d hated the dark ever since she was three and her older brother had lured her into playing hide and seek, locking her in a dark closet for ages before opening the door. 
“Tony! Are you guys in here?” 
She crossed to the far aisle and followed it to the back of the church and through the double doors to the formal entryway. Thankfully the throbbing in her leg had dulled and she could walk. 
Dim overhead lights revealed a small vestibule with a table and bulletin board displaying brochures and other parish information, including photos of church leaders and clergy. To her right, a stairwell led to the basement and she took several steps down and leaned over the railing. 
“Tony? This isn’t funny,” she stage whispered.
She regretted leaving the clue list with two ten-year-olds. Why hadn’t she kept it herself? The kids could be three clues ahead by now. She’d have to find the hunt organizers, get a new list, then backtrack to meet up with Tony and Jessica. 
Earlier panic turned to anger. “You guys are killing my best auntie rep. You know that, right?” she muttered. Pulling out her phone, her thumb hovered over Meg’s contact number. Two, then three heartbeats thumped before Cassandra changed her mind and shoved the phone back into her jacket pocket. 
Rule number one of babysitting your friend’s oldest child was keeping an eye on him at all times and Cassandra had failed. How would she explain that? She couldn’t. She needed to find them right now. 
Maybe they’d gotten disoriented and were searching the church grounds looking for her. She’d better hurry back outside before they wandered further away. Pushing through the double doors, Cassandra bumped into a slender man only a few inches taller than her. A small scream escaped her throat. Firm hands steadied her upper arms as she tottered back.
“May I help you?” His voice was strong and clear, like that of a young man her age. Kindly eyes twinkled behind small, round glasses. A salt and pepper beard covered most of his face, save scarred cheeks. Shadowed under his flat, black hat, the man’s eyebrows and forehead could only be described as lumpy. Metal clasps fastened a short black robe at his neck just below a starched white priest’s collar. 
“I’m looking for two children--a boy and a girl--in Halloween costumes.” Her voice stuttered and came out louder than necessary considering how closely they stood. She forced a small smile. “We got separated while playing the college scavenger hunt.” Cassandra held a palm out about shoulder height to show the size of the kids she’d lost. No big deal.
Turning, he wordlessly led the way on plush red carpet down the center aisle. At the side door, the latch stuck, and he used both hands covered in white cotton gloves to lift and tug it open. When Cassandra passed in front of him, he smelled faintly of incense and tobacco. 
She scanned the path but Tony and Jessica weren’t where she’d left them near the angel fountain. “We were looking for Philip Hawthorne’s headstone. I had to take a phone call. I told them to stay put, but you know how kids are.” She shrugged a little. Bad auntie.
“I’ve seen college kids running up and down the street out front and in the graveyard.” A large furrow knit his
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