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A SPOOKY SIGHT …

A cloud swept across the sky, obscuring the big, round orange moon. Suddenly there was only darkness. All motion among the horses stopped as abruptly as it had started. After a moment of stillness, there was movement in the center of the herd of wild horses, where a silvery stallion ran in circles and whinnied loudly. There was something about him, something odd. Lisa squinted.

“Did you see that?” She couldn’t believe what her eyes were telling her, but there appeared to be a white-clad figure on the stallion’s back.

“It was a rider,” Kate said breathlessly, sitting forward in her saddle for a clearer view of the now almost invisible herd.

“Don’t be silly—” Carole said, dismissing the claim.

“Pure silvery white, just like the horse,” Lisa said.…
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Read all the Saddle Club books!

Horse Crazy

Horse Shy

Horse Sense

Horse Power

Trail Mates

Dude Ranch

Horse Play

Horse Show

Hoof Beat

Riding Camp

Horse Wise

Rodeo Rider

Starlight Christmas

Sea Horse

Team Play

Horse Games

Horsenapped

Pack Trip

Star Rider

Snow Ride
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Horse Trouble

Ghost Rider
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MUSIC SWELLED TO a crescendo, overwhelming the persistent flow of water. There was a flicker of light, barely perceptible through the cheap shower curtain. The bathroom door opened. And closed.

Swish! The shower curtain was thrust aside and in its stead appeared the long carving knife, which struck its target again and again. Dull, dark blood flowed mercilessly down the drain.

“IT’S ONLY CHOCOLATE syrup, Dad!” Carole Hanson reminded her father as she sat down in the chair next to his.

“That may be, but it’s scary chocolate syrup,” Colonel Hanson said to her. He hefted a handful of popcorn from the bowl and munched happily, his eyes glued to the television.

Carole and her father were deeply involved in one of their favorite activities: watching an old movie together. This time, since it was almost Halloween, their choice was the Alfred Hitchcock classic thriller, Psycho. Carole had read all about how the “murder” in the old black-and-white movie had been staged by dripping chocolate syrup, instead of blood, into the shower. But, knowing that didn’t take away from the tension, even for Carole, who closed her eyes. Her father was right: It was scary chocolate syrup.

The phone rang.

Carole was so startled by the interruption that she jumped. Then she laughed and so did her father.

“It’s got to be a wrong number,” he said. “Nobody who knows us would consider calling when Psycho is on television.”

The ringing continued. “I’ll get it,” Carole volunteered. “I can’t see this part anyway. My eyes are shut too tightly.”

Colonel Hanson barely seemed to notice Carole’s departure. She picked up the phone in the kitchen and said, “Hello.”

“Carole, we need your help!” a familiar voice greeted her over the phone. It took Carole a few seconds to recognize the voice of her friend, Kate Devine. Kate and her family ran a dude ranch in the Southwest, two thousand miles from the suburb of Washington, D.C., where Carole and her father lived. It was hard to imagine what help Carole could be expected to give from such a distance.

“Sure,” Carole agreed. “What can I do?”

“Well, it mostly has to do with my mother,” Kate began. She was talking very fast because she was very excited. And because Carole was being flooded with information, it took her a few minutes to get the drift of it all, but when she did, she was so excited that she began speaking very fast, too.

“You mean you want us to come out there?” she asked. “To help your mother give a party? Of course, it’s for a good cause.…”

It turned out that Kate’s mother, Phyllis, had volunteered to be in charge of a Halloween Fair for all the children of Two Mile Creek—the town where The Bar None Dude Ranch was located—and the money the party made was going to be used to help create an after-school program for the Native American children who went to the local reservation school.

“There was a great activity center there,” Kate explained, “but it burned down over the summer. The kids don’t have any place to go. They’ve had to cancel the whole program. The trouble is that Mom doesn’t know the first thing about running something like that. Then when I told her how The Saddle Club had helped Stevie run her school fair, well, she just about insisted.…”

Carole smiled, remembering. The Saddle Club was made up of Carole and her best friends—Stevie Lake and Lisa Atwood—but it also had some out-of-town members. Kate and her friend Christine Lonetree were two of them. The club had two requirements: The members had to be horse crazy, and they had to be willing to help one another whenever they needed it. Sometimes the help had to do with horses and horseback riding. Sometimes it had to do with schoolwork. Sometimes it even had to do with running school fairs. Now it appeared it was going to have to do with Halloween.

Stevie, Lisa, and Carole had visited the Devines’ dude ranch several times. Kate’s father, Frank, had been in the Marine Corps with Carole’s father, and he was a pilot who occasionally flew a private plane. Whenever he came through Washington, he liked to combine the trip with a visit for his daughter and her friends. This time, Kate explained, her mom was planning to send him to pick up the girls.

“Wow. She really needs help, doesn’t she?” Carole asked, now laughing at the thought that somebody as capable as Phyllis needed The Saddle Club to come to her aid. “You can count on us, you know.”

“Oh, I know,” Kate said. She paused, then added, “There’s something else.…”

“What?” Carole asked, immediately feeling curious.

But Kate wasn’t about to reveal anything. “I’ll tell you about it when you get here,” she replied.

Now Carole was even more curious, but she could tell that Kate was going to make her wait. She just had to find out what was going on, and that meant she was just going to have to convince her father, as well as Stevie’s and Lisa’s parents, to let them all go. They would have to miss three days of school; that would take some real convincing. Carole’s mind raced. She’d found that spending time with Stevie meant she was learning to be a little bit devious, just as Stevie was. She had an idea.

“Hmm, school,” Carole said. “I think your mother will be more convincing than I will be. Why don’t we put her on the phone with my dad and let her do the work?”

“Great idea,” Kate said. “I’ll get her now.”

“Hold it,” said Carole. “On second thought, we’d better wait until after Dad finishes watching the movie that’s on. I’ll have him call back, okay?”

Kate understood. “I saw that Psycho is on television tonight. But it’s not on until later here. If I’d known …”

Carole laughed. Her father was famous for his passion for old movies. “Don’t worry. We’ll call.”

Carole finished her conversation with Kate and returned to the living room, where her father was gripping the arms of his chair as tightly as he had been when she’d left. She smiled to herself, even more certain that she’d done the right thing by not interrupting the movie. Idly Colonel Hanson passed the popcorn to his daughter, and they finished watching Psycho together.

As soon as it was over, however, she explained the situation.

“Three days of school?” her father said when she finished. “You’d need to miss three whole days?”

“But, Dad, it’s for a good cause,” Carole reminded him. She liked the sound of the phrase. It was true, and she felt it would be persuasive. “And remember, I have to do a certain number of hours of community service for school anyway. And, besides, one of those days is a teacher convention, so it’s only two days that I would miss. Also, as you know, I’ve already finished my term project, due at the end of that week, and the class is bound to be spending a lot of time on that, so school would just be a waste of time for me anyway.” She paused to take a breath. “But if you are still worried about my missing the days, remember that we’re studying immigration in the U.S. this year and the effect it’s had on the land. You can’t deny that what’s happened to the Native Americans is related to that, so I’ll have the chance to study the whole time I’m at The Bar None.”

Colonel Hanson started laughing. “Very good,” he said. “And when did you complete your study of persuasive rhetoric?”

“Huh?”

“I mean, you’re doing a good job of presenting a solid argument with interesting facts to support your position. I’m impressed.”

“Da-ad …”

As far as Carole was concerned, her father was the most terrific man in the world. They had always been close but had become even more so since the death of Carole’s mother a few years before. They often joked and teased one another, and though Carole usually enjoyed it, she didn’t think it was funny when something as important as three days off from school and a trip to The Bar None were at stake.

“I’ll talk with Phyllis,” Colonel Hanson said, sensing that this was what Carole really needed him to do.

It was all she could ask.

A few hours later it was all set, and Carole could barely believe her good luck. Neither could Stevie and Lisa. Somehow Phyllis Devine’s call for help from The Saddle Club had struck a chord in everyone’s parents, and they all had agreed. Each parent insisted on clearing it with the schools, but the girls were confident that if they kept repeating the sentence, “It’s for a good cause,” the schools would see the wisdom of letting the girls go.

“Isn’t it wonderful?” Stevie squeaked into the phone.

“Fabulous!” Lisa agreed.

“Exciting,” Carole added.

Stevie’s family had signed up for a special telephone service that would let somebody talk to two people at once. The girls all agreed that it seemed custom-designed for telephone meetings of The Saddle Club. Her parents were beginning to think that the service had been custom-designed to make their telephone bill go through the ceiling, but as long as Stevie pitched in to pay for the phone bill, they didn’t seem to mind.

“I’ve got zillions of ideas for a great Halloween party,” Stevie said. “I mean, of course, we’ll have a horror house, and then there should be a contest of some kind—like how about one where you guess the number of candy corns in a jar—and then there can be a pumpkin-carving table.…”

“Can we have kids decorate cupcakes?” Lisa asked. She was quite artistic and always enjoyed making things.

“And we should definitely offer pony rides,” Carole said. Although all three of the girls were horse crazy, Carole was the horse craziest. She had a way of bringing horses into everything she did. Her friends liked
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Dear Readers,

Welcome to The Saddle Club!

There arc only tio rules in this lub: you've got to be horse
crazy, and you've go to be willing to help your frends.

Sound good? All you have to do t join is turn the page and
sart reading.

Youre going to meet a lo of new peaple in The Saddle Club.
Some of them you're going to love, and some of them ... well
maybe not so much,

The club has three main members: Stevie (short for
Stephanie), Carole, and Lisa.

Carole i the horse crazies of them all. Sometimes it seems
as if horses are the only things on her mind. Lisa is cool-headed and
logical, a straight-A student with a great memary. Stevie, on the
other hand, can be a little impetuous and often forgets her common
sense. When she sees people in trouble, she'll do just about anything
0 help get them out of it—and that's where the fun begins!

So sadkle up—I mean, open the book, and share the girls
adventures, troubles, and triumphs. Join them as they solve
mysteries, make fiends, and visit new places. Learn about Pine
Hollow Stables. Meet Max, their teacher, and Mrs. Reg, Max's
mother. Get to know some of the other riders, like Phil and
Veronica. Well, you might not want to get to know Veronica. You'll
have to see for yourself.

Most of all, have fun with your fellow Saddle Club members,
who are sure to become your new best friends.

Cheers!
Bonnie Bryant
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