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“I can’t believe we’re
in Minnesota!”
four-teen-year-old Trixie Belden exclaimed. She turned to look out the side
window of the car, then swiveled
around to look out the back. Facing forward again, she rested her forearms on
the seat ahead of her.


“If
you really don’t believe it, just look— there’s another lake,” Honey Wheeler
said from the front seat. “Minnesota
is the land of ten thousand lakes, and I’ll bet we’ve seen a thousand of them
since we left the Wadena airport!”


“We
saw another nine thousand from the air,” Trixie added. “It was so beautiful—all
those little pools of deep blue water, surrounded by all those deep green
fields and forests.” She leaned back against the seat and closed her eyes,
remembering the trip from Sleepyside-on-the-Hudson,
 New York, where she and Honey
lived. Then she quickly opened her eyes and sat up again, afraid of missing a
single new sight.


“That’s
what I love about riding in a small plane like the one Daddy’s company owns,”
Honey said. “It flies closer to the ground, so you get to see everything much
better.”


“What
I love about your father’s plane is that it’s one reason I was able to come on
this trip,” Trixie said.


“What
I’d love is a little silence while I wrestle with this infernal
machine,” the driver of the car said gruffly.


Both
girls looked at Bill Regan, who had hardly spoken since they’d set off from the
airport in the rented car. Though the Wheelers’ groom knew everything in the
world about horses, he’d always admitted that he didn’t understand or like
cars. Now he was driving a strange car over strange roads, and his usual
easygoing personality was temporarily altered.


Honey
put her finger to her lips. Trixie nodded and sat back. I don’t want to do
anything to ruin this vacation, she thought.


It
had all come about quite suddenly—as suddenly as an evening phone call from
Honey Wheeler, who’d said, “Guess what! We’re going to Minnesota for two whole weeks!” Honey was so
excited that the whole story had come out in bits and pieces, interrupted by
happy exclamations.


“It’s
all because of the Murrows,” Honey had said. “They’re
horse breeders and trainers, and they’re from Maple Lake, Minnesota.
Won’t it be a wonderful place to visit? The Murrows
aren’t wealthy and can’t afford expensive breeding stock or high-priced
trainers, but they produce really outstanding Arabian horses. Daddy met the Murrows at a horse show, and he was impressed with them. So
he’s sending Regan out to study their operation, and I convinced Daddy to send
us along. Don’t you just love it?”


“I
do!” Trixie had agreed, her freckled face already
radiant. “My parents won’t, though. You know how they feel about taking advantage
of your parents’ generosity, and I can’t possibly afford a dream trip like this
for myself.”


“I
knew you’d say that,” Honey had retorted. “But look, Regan is flying in Daddy’s
company plane. One passenger or three won’t make any difference in the cost.
Once we’re there, we’ll stay with the Murrows, free
of charge. The trip will hardly cost anything. Besides, if you don’t go, it
will wreck my vacation. So how can you say you’re taking advantage?”


Trixie
knew that Honey had meant what she said. With some difficulty, she’d managed to
convince her parents, as well. Two days later, the girls were in northern Minnesota.


I
wouldn’t want to make a trip without Honey, either, Trixie
thought. Not that there would be much danger of that. In a big family like
mine, vacations don’t come along too often.


Trixie’s
family consisted of her parents, her two older brothers—Brian and Mart—and a
younger brother, Bobby. The Beldens were a very
close-knit family. Trixie squabbled frequently with her older brothers, but
they never doubted her loyalty or affection. And, although she complained about
having to baby-sit for six-year-old Bobby, she enjoyed reading him stories and,
most of the time, answering his endless questions.


Gee,
Trixie thought, I hope I don’t spend the whole two weeks feeling homesick.


“Look!”
Honey exclaimed just then, pointing straight ahead.


Trixie
looked and saw a huge bird in flight. It was gray, with a tiny head and a long,
thin neck. The bird might have been laughable, if it hadn’t been for the slow,
graceful motion of its long wings. “If Ichabod Crane
came back as a bird, that’s what he’d look like,” Trixie said.


Honey
giggled at that.


Trixie
turned to look out the side window once again, her homesick spell ended. It’s
almost as if Honey knew I needed a distraction, Trixie thought. She’s so
sensitive to other people’s feelings. She looked fondly at her best friend,
whose blue eyes were sparkling with excitement.


Honey
had always been sensitive, but the sparkle in her eyes hadn’t always been
there. When the Wheelers had first moved into the Manor House, just down the
road from the


Beldens’ Crabapple Farm, Honey had been thin, frail, and shy. An
only child, she’d grown up in boarding schools and summer camps, while her
wealthy parents traveled throughout the world.


The
Manor House was to be a real home for Honey. One of her favorite teachers, Miss
Trask, had been hired as a full-time manager. It was
also a place for Matthew Wheeler to indulge in some hobbies, such as a stable
of purebred horses and a well-stocked game preserve that occupied hundreds of
acres around the house.


With
all its attractions, the Manor House had done a lot to improve Honey’s outlook.
But Honey’s friendship with Trixie Belden and her brothers had done even more.
And almost immediately, Trixie and Honey had befriended a runaway orphan named
Jim Frayne, who eventually was adopted by the Wheelers, giving Honey the older
brother she’d always wanted.


At
the thought of Jim, Trixie felt another pang of homesickness. I wish the
boys could have come along, she thought. But they couldn’t do that
and work as junior counselors at camp later this
summer and do all the fix-up projects our parents have lined up for
them.


Diana
Lynch and Dan Mangan also had other summer plans. Di
and Dan—plus Trixie, her older brothers, Honey, and Jim—made up the Bob-Whites
of the Glen, a club devoted to having fun and helping others.


Bobby
Belden, of course, would have been more than willing to come along, but neither
of the girls was eager to spend a summer vacation looking after a rambunctious
six-year-old.


So
it’s just the two of us, for once, Trixie concluded silently. Aloud
she said, “Are we almost there?”


Regan
straightened his shoulders and, with an effort, relaxed his grip on the
steering wheel. “We must be getting pretty close,” he said, sounding eager for
the car trip to end.


“There’s
our exit,” Honey exclaimed after double-checking the directions the Murrows had sent.


Regan
turned off the highway onto a two-lane blacktop road lined with towering maple
trees. “This must be so pretty in the fall, when the leaves change.” Trixie
said.


“Oh,
yes. We’ll have to come back to see!” Honey said with a laugh.


Finally they came to a sign that said Fair-haven
Ranch, and they turned onto a long gravel driveway.


It
was another quarter of a mile before they came to a clearing that held the
house, the stable, and the corral, as well as the many other outbuildings that
occupy a horse ranch. Regan parked the car at the edge of the clearing, where
it would be out of the way—and, Trixie suspected, out of his thoughts for the
next two weeks.


A
dog had begun barking as soon as the car stopped. Now it came toward them, a
large golden retriever, barking and wagging its tail at the same time.


Behind
the dog came a tall, slender man who looked around fifty. His face was tanned
under his straw cowboy hat, and his neck was burned red under the open collar
of his blue workshirt. “That dog’s bite is a lot
worse than his bark,” the man teased. “You girls don’t have to worry, though.
Not enough meat on your skinny little bones for him to bother with.” He winked
at the girls, and held out a large, calloused hand to Regan. “I’m Bill
Mur-row,” he said.


Regan
introduced himself and the girls. In response to their host’s inquiry about the
trip, Regan could only say, “I’d rather have come on horseback.”


Bill
Murrow gave the red-haired young man a knowing look. “You like your horses one
at a time, under a saddle, instead of a hundred at a time under a hood, right? Same here. Come on up to the house. I’ll give you a cup of
my wife’s good strong coffee. It’ll make you so nervous, you’ll forget all
about the drive!” Trixie, already giggling, looked at Honey, who rolled her
eyes. It was going to be a memorable trip, all right.


Charlene
Murrow was just as calm and low-key as her husband was high-spirited. She
quickly took charge of getting everyone settled in. For the girls, there was a
small but comfortable twin-bedded room that had belonged to her daughter, now
grown and married. To Regan, she said, “You have a choice of the guest room
here, or the living quarters above the stable, which you’d share with Pat.”
After Regan quickly—and predictably— opted for the room above the stable, Honey
asked, “Is Pat your hired hand?”


“Nope,”
Bill replied. “He’s slave labor.”


“Bill!”
Mrs. Murrow exclaimed in a scandalized tone. Turning to the girls, she said,
“He’s our son. And if he’s a slave, it’s to his passion for horses. Why, the
day he turned sixteen, he announced that he was moving into the apartment he’d
fixed up over the stable. Since then, I can’t even drag him into the house,
except for meals.” As if suddenly remembering the subject of meals, Charlene
began bustling about the kitchen.


Regan
and Bill left for the stable, and Trixie and Honey went to their room to
unpack. “That Bill is certainly a character, isn’t he?” Trixie said in a low
voice.


Honey
nodded, a smile coming to her face as she remembered his antics. “Mrs. Murrow
is, too, in her own way. She pretends to be shocked by Bill, but I think she’s
just playing along.”


“I
can hardly wait to see what Pat is like,” Trixie said.


“He’s
so attached to his horses, he probably looks like one—buck teeth, bulging brown
eyes, and one lock of hair hanging down over his forehead.”


Honey’s
description of a horselike human made Trixie picture
a humanlike horse seated at the Murrows’ big kitchen
table. She began to giggle. In a moment, Honey had caught the giggling fit, and
both girls were lying on their beds, holding their sides.


“Oh,
how are we going to face Pat Murrow now?” Trixie wailed.


As
soon as they calmed down, they went to the kitchen and offered to help Mrs.
Murrow prepare supper. She put them to work peeling carrots and washing celery,
slicing homemade bread, and setting the table. An hour went by quickly and
wonderful aromas filled the air.


Mrs.
Murrow stepped out onto the screened back porch and rang an old-fashioned dinner
bell. Trixie and Honey exchanged amused looks, but didn’t dare whisper Pat
Murrow’s name, for fear of setting off another giggling attack.


Minutes
later, the girls heard the sound of heavy boots on the porch. The door opened
and Regan stepped inside, followed by Bill Murrow, who guided his guest down
the hall to show him where to wash up. The last person inside was a tall,
slender teenager, too muscular to be called thin. He had high cheekbones and a
long, straight nose. He did, indeed, have


large brown eyes and a lock of brown hair that strayed
across his forehead, but the effect was far from horselike.


“Pat,
this is Trixie Belden,” Mrs. Murrow said.


“Hello,”
Trixie said.


Pat’s
answer was just a nod.


“And
this is Matt Wheeler’s daughter, Honey,” Mrs. Murrow concluded.


Honey
stepped forward and held out her hand. Pat stared at her, but made no immediate
attempt to take the hand. After an awkward pause, Honey dropped her hand—just
as Pat offered his. Realizing he was too late, Pat dropped his hand—just as Honey
raised hers. Honey shrugged helplessly and giggled. Pat turned and headed down
the hall to the bathroom.


Trixie
turned to Honey and discovered that her usually poised friend was blushing! The
incident was pushed aside, however, as Mrs. Murrow
assigned everyone to a place at the table and began serving heaping platters of
food.


None
of the young people talked much during dinner. They didn’t have to, since Regan
and the Murrows kept up a running discussion of
horses—their selection, breeding, training, and showing. Trixie listened to the
conversation, but she also kept an eye on Honey and Pat. Her friend was
pretending to listen intently, but Trixie saw her sneaking frequent looks at
the Murrows’ son. Pat seemed to concentrate only on
his plate.


After
dinner, the men went out onto the porch. Trixie and Honey helped Mrs. Murrow do
the dishes and clean the kitchen; then they, too, went outside.


“Why,
it’s still broad daylight!” Trixie exclaimed. “But it must be 8 o’clock by now!”


“It’s 8:20,” Bill Murrow corrected after looking at his
watch. “We get long summer days in this part of the country because we’re so
far north. It won’t be fully dark until 10 o’clock.”


“But
come December, it will be dark from 5 p.m. to
7 a.m.,” Charlene
said.


“At
least the December cold kills the mosquitoes,” Bill said, swatting one that had
slipped through the screen. “No deerflies to bite the horses, either. Why, it’s
a paradise— if you like twenty below!”


Soon
Pat excused himself and went to his room. Regan joined him.


Trixie
suddenly realized that she was exhausted. “It seems strange to go to bed while
it’s still light out, but that’s what I’ll have to do.”


“You’ve
had a long, exciting day,” Mrs. Murrow said sympathetically. “You’ll have two
weeks of long evenings to enjoy.”


The
girls agreed and went to their room.


A
few minutes later, Trixie was pulling on her nightgown. “We didn’t even get to
see the horses,” she said with a yawn.


“Plenty
of time for that tomorrow,” Honey told her as she crawled into bed.


Trixie
pulled up the covers and sat for a moment, her back against the headboard,
thinking over the day's events. Something drew her eye to the window, which was
almost even with the foot of the bed. Trixie looked and saw nothing at first.
Continuing to stare, she caught a glint of light bouncing off the sash.


Quickly,
she tossed back the covers, got up, and went to the window. There was still
plenty of light, but it had a soft, flat quality to it. Trixie looked out over
the broad expanse of grass that was too big to be called a lawn. It ended with
a dense row of trees that ran as far as she could see in either direction. The
trees look like colored shadows in this light,
Trixie thought. It’s spooky.


Again,
something caught her eye. This time it was a flash of movement. She squinted,
trying to adjust her eyes to the eerie light. Finally, she made out the figure
of a horse and rider moving slowly and silently in a path parallel to the
trees.


The
rider was wearing a straw hat, and his head was down, almost lolling on his
chest. The horse had his head down, too, his neck bobbing with each slow step
he took. Together the horse and rider had a mournful aspect, Trixie thought.


Trixie
stared in fascination for a moment, then turned away
from the window. “Honey, come look,” she said softly.


Honey
got up and shuffled over to the window. “Look at what?” she asked, blinking
sleepily as she stared out.


“At that!” Trixie said, pointing to the spot where she’d seen
the horseman.


But
there was no one in sight.
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“What am I supposed to be looking at? Honey
asked. Her voice sounded small and befuddled.


“There
was a horseman,” Trixie said, still pointing out the window. Where could he have
gone?”


“Probably home to bed.” Honey headed back to her own bed.


“But how?” Trixie demanded. “One minute he was there, and the
next minute he wasn’t. And he looked so sad and lonely and mysterious.”


“Mysterious?”
Honey’s voice suddenly sounded a little less sleepy. She loved a good mystery
as much as Trixie did, and together the two girls had been involved in dozens
of cases. Then Honey’s mouth opened in an enormous yawn. “Oh, Trixie, I’m
sorry, but I’m just too beat to think about mysteries tonight. Maybe in the morning
we can try to find the ghost’s footprints. I mean hoofprints.
I mean the ghost’s horse’s footprints. Oh, you know what I mean. Good night.”
She turned over and pulled the blanket close around her, as if to ward off
further conversation.


Trixie
kept staring out the window, but she saw no further sign of the ghostly horse
and rider. Nor did she see any more flashes of light. But there was a
horseman and a flash of light. I’m sure of it, she thought. We’ll have
to investigate. Then, yawning, she added, Starting
first thing tomorrow. She shuffled back to bed and quickly fell into a
deep, dreamless sleep.


 


The
next morning at breakfast, Trixie tried to think of a subtle way of mentioning
the mysterious horseman, but nothing came to her. She looked across the table
at Honey, hoping to convey the thought to her always-tactful friend. But Honey
had other things on her mind.


“Will
we be going out to the stable?” Honey asked. “I really want to see your horses,
and see how you work with them.” Her glance went from Bill to Pat as she spoke,
and she ended her question looking the young man squarely in the eye.


“You
can if you want,” Pat Murrow said. Then he lowered his head and concentrated on
his blueberry pancakes as if they might jump off his plate if not watched closely.


Honey’s
cheeks took on a delicate pink color. Quickly sizing
up the exchange, Bill Murrow winked at Honey and said, “Long-winded rascal,
isn’t he? Of course, you can come out to the stable.”


“I
wouldn’t let you stay away if you wanted to,” Regan added. “Observing the Murrows’ training techniques is what we’re here for—
remember?” He drawled the last word teas-ingly,
obviously aware that Honey had other things on her mind.


After
breakfast, everyone but Mrs. Murrow trooped out to the stable. The building was
old and weather-beaten, but it was kept carefully painted and immaculately clean. Bill led Trixie and Honey down the line of stalls,
introducing the girls to each of the horses. All were purebred Arabians, with
the delicate, intelligent faces that are a sign of that breed. Some of the
horses stretched out their necks to be petted. Others backed far away in their
stalls, raising their heads out of reach and rolling their eyes until the
whites showed.


“They’ve
all got minds of their own,” Bill observed. “That’s what I love about ’em.
That’s the challenge of training ’em.”


“Can
we see how you do it?” Honey asked.


In
response, Bill nodded toward the first stall. Pat Murrow was leading out a
fiery, fineboned black stallion. “That’s Al-Adeen,” Bill said, a note of pride in his voice. “He’s the
horse I’ve been waiting for my whole life—I hope.” Without further explanation,
he went outside as Pat and Regan led the horse into the corral. The girls
followed them.


Using
a halter with a long rope attached to it, Pat lunged
the horse, guiding him as he galloped in wide, smooth circles around the
corral. The technique would get the horse accustomed to human control, Trixie
knew, for she’d watched Regan work with the Wheelers’ horses. Pat obviously had
lots of patience. His eyes never left the horse, and he kept up a constant
stream of calm, quiet reassurance. He used a flexible rod called a “lunging
whip” to correct the horse’s pattern, always with a smooth, gentle touch.


Trixie
turned to say something to Honey, but refrained at the sight of her friend’s
admiring gaze.


Turning
back toward the corral, Trixie felt her heart skip a beat. Riding slowly toward
them from the open land beyond the corral was a straw-hatted
horseman.


“It’s
him!” she hissed, grabbing Honey’s arm. Just as she spoke, the rider nudged his
horse into a canter.


Seeing
their rollicking gait, Honey said, “He doesn’t look very sad and lonely to me. Or very mysterious, either.”


Before
Trixie could defend herself, Bill Murrow shouted, “Hi, Gus!” Turning to the
girls, he said, “Gus is our hired hand. He’s lived around these parts since
before I was born, if you can believe that. Still rides his old bay
everywhere. Won’t even own a car—hates ’em worse than our friend Regan does.”


Gus
tied his horse to the corral rail and watched Pat work with Al-Adeen. When Pat finished, Gus took the reins and led the
stallion away for grooming, while Pat began working with a trim little filly.


Trixie
had to admit that there was nothing mysterious about Gus. He was short and stocky,
with a stubbly beard and a wide smile that showed missing teeth. “But how could
he have disappeared so suddenly?” she wondered aloud.


“Maybe
he just rode out of sight. You can’t see as far when the light’s dim,” Honey
replied.


That
sounded logical to Trixie. She watched in silence as Pat worked with the filly,
riding her around the corral, taking her from a walk to a high-stepping trot to
an easy canter. As with Al-Adeen, Pat’s gentleness
and patience were apparent.


Pat
worked with total concentration, undistracted by the
fact that everyone was staring at him. Even Regan, the dedicated horseman,
seemed content to be a spectator. He leaned against the rail of the corral, a
small, appreciative smile on his face.


“It’s
beautiful to watch, isn’t it?” Charlene Murrow had strolled over to the corral
and was standing right behind the girls.


“Al-Adeen was even more impressive, if that’s possible,” Trixie
said.


“Oh,
it’s possible, all right,” Mrs. Murrow replied. “Bill and Pat have worked a lot
of miracles with mediocre horses. But this time, the horse is the
miracle. We saved for years to buy him. If we can show him well enough to
attract some attention, and breed him to some good mares, we may finally start
getting ahead in this business. You know,” she said, lowering her voice to keep
from being overheard, “sometimes I actually have nightmares about something
happening to that horse!”


“Nothing
will happen,” Honey said firmly. “You’ve worked long and hard, and now you’re
entitled to some good luck.”


But
Mrs. Murrow’s worried look only deepened. Without saying another word, she
turned and walked quickly back to the house.


Confused,
Trixie looked toward Honey and saw the real cause of Mrs. Murrow’s abrupt
departure: a shiny red pickup truck with oversized tires and fancy wheel covers
had just pulled into the driveway.


Honey
followed Trixie’s gaze, and both girls watched as the truck’s door opened and the
driver stepped out. The man was wearing an outfit that went perfectly with his
truck—cowboy boots, stiff-looking jeans, a red shirt with pearl buttons, bolo
tie, and a black felt cowboy hat with a feathered hatband. He stood for a
moment as if waiting for everyone to admire him, then began walking toward the
corral.


Pat
Murrow dismounted from the filly and led her off into the barn without saying a
word. His departure seemed a little less abrupt than his mother’s, but Trixie
had a feeling it was just as pointed. Bill Murrow stayed behind, leaning
casually against the rail of the corral.


“Hello,
Bill,” the man called cheerfully, proving that he was not a stranger, after
all.


“Mornin’,
Burke.”


“How’s
it going?”


“It’s
goin’.” It was an unusually brief answer for the
usually talkative man.


Burke
reached the corral and put one shiny boot on the bottom rail while leaning his
forearms on the top one. Bill remained with his back to the corral, so that the
two men were standing side by side but facing opposite directions.


“Have
you given any more thought to our talk?” Burke asked.


“Oh,
now, you know I don’t think much,” Bill said. “It makes my head tired, and I
have a feeling it probably causes baldness.”


Bill’s
words were his usual teasing nonsense, but from the tone of his voice and the
look on his face, Trixie had no desire to laugh.


Jon
Burke, a young man with a smooth face, looked flustered. “Well, I think it’s
worth thinking about,” he said.


“Oh,
no doubt, no doubt,” Bill replied. “But if I start thinkin’
about one thing it’ll lead to another, and before you know it I’ll be thinkin’ all the time. Probably be bald as an onion and
running for Congress, eventually. So you see, it just
doesn’t do to get started.”


“Does
that mean your answer is no?” Burke asked.


“Let’s
just say I’m waitin’ for a better class of question,”
Bill said. He tipped his hat and walked into the barn.


Burke
gave Trixie and Honey a contemptuous look, then turned and stalked back to his
truck. He started it with a roar and drove out of the driveway in a cloud of
dust.


“I
don’t suppose we dare ask anybody for an explanation of what just happened,”
Trixie said.


“No way!” Honey held up one hand as if to fend off the
possibility.


“Then
this will have to stay a mystery, too,” Trixie said.


“ ‘Too’? You’re not still counting the horseman you saw last
night as a mystery, are you? It was only Gus.”


“I
guess so. But he didn’t look quite the same today. Hey, that reminds me, Honey.
We were going to look for tracks!” She hurried off, with Honey close behind.


Trixie
walked swiftly to the spot where she’d first seen the horseman. “Oh, woe,” she
groaned. “What made me think we could track a horse on a horse ranch? Every
inch of this ground has been churned up by horses’ hooves.”


“It
certainly has,” Honey agreed. “Let’s just assume the horseman was Gus unless we
have some reason to think otherwise.” Seeing her friend’s wrinkled nose, she
added, “I know it’s less exciting that way, but we’ll have plenty of excitement
in the next two weeks without a mystery to solve.”


“You
seem to have found plenty of excitement already,” Trixie retorted.


“I-I
don’t know what you mean,” Honey said, carefully avoiding Trixie’s gaze.


“Sure
you do,” Trixie told her.


Honey
let her feelings burst forth with a sigh. “Oh, Trixie, don’t you think Pat
Murrow is just about the cutest boy you’ve ever seen?”


“No,
I don’t,” Trixie said. “That’s probably just as well, since you obviously do
think so.”


“What?”
Honey sounded shocked. “You don’t think he’s cute? Those beautiful eyes, those
sensitive hands...”


“I
didn’t say he isn’t cute,” Trixie corrected her. “He’s just not the cutest boy
I’ve ever seen. I hadn’t noticed his hands, though,” she added with a smile.
“I’ll have to take a closer look.”


“Don’t
you dare!” Honey said, grinning back at Trixie.
Sharing her feelings seemed to have restored her emotional balance. The ringing
of the lunch bell eliminated further discussion.


The
arrival of everyone from outside caused a traffic jam in the kitchen. Pat and
his father washed up at the kitchen sink, while Charlene dodged around them
carrying food to the table. Trixie, Honey, Regan, and Gus took turns going down
the hall to wash up at the bathroom sink. The three who were left waiting
huddled close to the door, trying to stay out of everyone’s way.


“Charlene
saved her egg money for two years to buy that dining room suite out there,”
Bill said, holding his hands over his head as he dried them in an exaggerated
attempt to stay out of his wife’s way. “That doesn’t mean we have to use it,
though. Oh, no—we’ll just invite the whole county into the kitchen. It’s so cozy.”


“It is
cozy,” Honey said.


Bill
rolled his eyes as he tossed the towel over the rack and sat down. “Women!” he
muttered.


Honey’s
attention was once again focused on Pat Murrow. But Trixie thought that the old
hired hand was far more interesting. She found, though, that most of the
questions she asked him were answered by Bill Murrow.


Gus
lived alone in a cabin that was within riding distance of the ranch. Each
morning he arrived for work on his old bay gelding, ate lunch with the family,
and left late in the afternoon. He’d kept up that routine since


Bill
was a boy and his father owned the ranch.


“Don’t
know why he hangs around,” Bill said gruffly. “The work is hard, the pay is
lousy, and the benefits are nonexistent.”


“Ja,” Gus said amiably, nodding in agreement with everything
Bill had said. Gus had a slight Norwegian accent. “But the food is just so
good.” He shoveled another forkful of beef pie into
his mouth as if to demonstrate his pleasure.


Charlene
gave a little smile. “Good or not, it’s the only food you get that isn’t out of
a can. And when I say ‘out of a can,’ ” she added, looking at the girls, “I
mean directly out of a can. He heats it, eats it, and puts what’s left
over back in the refrigerator.”


“All
that ever needs washing is my fork,” Gus said proudly.


Honey
looked slightly shocked, but Trixie said, “That sounds like a good method to
me. If I ever move away from home and my mom’s good cooking, that’s probably
how I’ll do it.” Everyone smiled but Gus, who seemed to take Trixie’s remark
seriously. “Ja,” he said, nodding sagely. “Just try
to find a good cook to work for, though.” Then he looked around him, confused,
as everyone started to laugh.


The
afternoon went by quickly, with more demonstration of the Murrows’
winning techniques with horses—and no mention of Jon Burke. The girls barely
had time for more exploring of their surroundings, but they did discover that
the trees at the back of the property ran along a river. One side of the ranch
was bordered by trees and marked with small signs that said State Forest. The other side was prairie as
far as the eye could see, except for one dead oak that stretched its broken
branches against the sky.


Dinner
that evening was a cookout, with Bill Murrow donning a bright-red barbecue
apron and tending a selection of thick, juicy steaks. After everyone had eaten,
they sat around the picnic table, enjoying the cooling breeze and the long
summer evening, in spite of the mosquitoes.


“Well,
what do you think of our little operation?” Bill Murrow asked no one in
particular.


“I
think it’s just wonderful,” Honey told him sincerely.


“If
she gets any more impressed with, uh, things around here, she might
never leave,” Trixie said, unable to resist the chance to tease.


Honey
shot her a good-natured look that said she could tease, too. “On the other
hand,” said Honey, “Trixie might leave Minnesota
pretty quickly if she keeps seeing ghosts.”


“Ghosts?” Bill echoed. “Why, Miss Belden, you don’t look as
though you’d seen a ghost.”


“I
didn’t, really,” Trixie said hastily. “It was just Gus—at least, I’m pretty
sure it was. But last night, at dusk, he looked kind of spooky, like a vision
out of the past.”


“I’m
sure it was Gus you saw,” Bill replied with exaggerated calm. “But for a minute
there, I thought maybe you’d seen the Galloping Ghost.”


“The Galloping Ghost! What’s that?” Trixie asked.


“It’s
nothing,” Charlene Murrow said firmly. “Nothing but a silly
old story.” She gave Bill a sharp look.


“That’s
right,” he said sheepishly. “I was just teasing. Never you
mind.”


An
hour later, back in their room, Trixie asked Honey, “What do you think? Was
Bill Murrow just teasing?”


“He is
an awful tease,” Honey replied. “Yes, but do you think he was teasing this
time?”


“No,
I don’t.”


“I
don’t, either. The Galloping Ghost isn’t something he made up on the spur of
the moment. There’s more to it than that, and I’m going to find out what.”


“Well,
I’m going to sleep,” said Honey.


But
Trixie lay awake. It was not yet fully dark outside, and she found herself
staring at the dim light that filtered through the window.


Suddenly
she saw it again—the strange flash of light she’d seen the night before. She
held her breath and waited. Yes! There it was!


Trixie
got up and went to the window. Two minutes later, the flash came again. She
tiptoed to the dresser and found the binoculars that Brian had insisted she
bring along for bird-watching. Then she went back to the window and looked
through the binoculars at the spot in the trees from which the flash of light
had come.


What
she saw was someone with binoculars looking back at her!
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Trixie’s first reaction was to drop
the binoculars, as if that could keep her from being seen. But she quickly
raised them again, afraid that the watcher might have disappeared.


It
took her a couple of seconds, but eventually she relocated the shadowy figure.
This time as Trixie watched, the figure turned, scanning with the binoculars in
a wide halfcircle. Trixie breathed a sigh of relief
as she realized that the watcher probably hadn’t seen her, after all. I just happened to look over there
just as the watcher was looking over here, she thought.


“Honey!” Trixie whispered loudly. Remembering her experience
from the night before, Trixie didn’t take her eyes off the figure.


“Is
it the ghost?” Honey asked as she sat up, managing to sound
groggy and excited at the same time.


“No,
but it’s definitely something,” Trixie replied. “Come here and take a look.”


Honey
threw back the covers, scrambled to Trixie’s side, and took the binoculars.
Several seconds were lost in the fading light as Honey tried, under Trixie’s
direction, to pick out the figure amid the thick fringe of trees. “That’s it!”
she exclaimed finally. “I see it—but just barely. Did you see anything more?
How long were you watching before you woke me up?” Honey moved the binoculars a
few inches from her eyes to dart a glance at Trixie, then did a double take
when she discovered her friend was no longer there. She turned around and saw
that Trixie had already pulled on a pair of jeans over her nightgown. Now she
was sitting on the edge of the bed, putting on sneakers.


“What
are you doing?” Honey asked.


“I’m
getting ready to go over there and see what’s going on,” Trixie said. “Hurry. You can’t go wandering around barefoot.”


“I’m
not sure we should go wandering around at all,” Honey replied. “Shouldn’t we
try to wake somebody and tell them about this?”


“There’s
no time,” Trixie said. “The watcher could disappear any minute. Come on!”


Honey
didn’t look entirely comfortable with the idea of going out in the gathering
dark, but she also knew there was no talking Trixie out of the idea. Quickly,
she put on jeans and sneakers and followed her friend out of the bedroom.


There
were sounds of soft conversation from behind the Murrows’
closed bedroom door, and Trixie felt a twinge of guilt as she tiptoed past it. Even
if I could convince them that there’s someone out there, it would take too
long. And by then it would be too dark to go look, she rationalized.


In
the strange house, Trixie felt as though she and Honey were making enough noise
to be heard back in Sleepyside. Floorboards creaked beneath them. Trixie bumped
into a kitchen counter and grunted in surprise. Finally she made it to the back
door, then spent long minutes opening it, ready to
freeze at the hint of a squeak. Once the door was finally open and the girls
were outside, Honey slowly and carefully closed it again.


Out
on the back porch, both girls breathed a sigh of relief and waited for their
eyes to adjust to the dim light. It was still possible to see fairly clearly at
short distances, but faraway objects had faded into dark blurs.


“The
dark will work in our favor now,” Trixie whispered as
she led the way off the porch. “It will make it easier to sneak up on the
watcher. We can cross the yard over there beyond the stable, then double back
in the shadow of the trees.”


Honey
nodded and set off for the stable behind her friend.


Trixie
heard a radio playing and the rumble of deep voices in the apartment above the
stable. Regan and Pat Murrow were apparently finding things to talk about. She
put her finger to her lips, signaling Honey to keep
quiet. If Regan caught us sneaking around out here, he’d probably send us
right back to Sleepyside, she thought with another twinge of conscience.


Crossing
the open yard was the easiest part of the journey, in spite of the soft, broken
soil. As the girls followed the line of trees on the far side, branches caught
on their jeans and twigs snagged their hair.


Uncomfortable
as the walk was, the girls had to stay hidden in the shadow of the trees. They
had to see the watcher before the watcher saw them!


When
Trixie did spot the watcher, she stopped so abruptly that Honey ran into her.
Trixie quickly put her finger to her lips again,
worried that Honey might try to apologize. Then she pointed straight ahead.


Trixie
was suddenly aware that she hadn’t really planned her next move. Feeling her
stomach tighten, she thought, I might as well get it over with, before I
lose my nerve.


“Hello,”
she said.


The
word sounded like a shout in the stillness. The watcher let out a stifled
scream and dropped the binoculars, which fell with a thud.


It’s
a woman! Trixie thought in amazement as the watcher turned to
face her.


She
was like no other woman Trixie had ever seen. She was small—hardly taller than
Trixie—and so round that she looked almost like a snowman. She was wearing
baggy plaid pants, and even in the gloom Trixie could see that they matched
poorly with the woman’s long-sleeved, floral print blouse. Her gray hair was
pulled back in a bun, from which numerous wisps had escaped. Her untidy
appearance was topped off by a pair of huge eyeglasses, which had slid down to
the very tip of her nose.


“Who
are you?” Trixie asked.


“Bird-watching,”
the woman replied immediately, answering a question Trixie hadn’t asked.


She
must have rehearsed that answer in case someone questioned her,
Trixie thought. “What are you doing here?” Trixie asked aloud.


The
woman seemed to realize that she’d already ruined her carefully planned
response to a confrontation. She opened her mouth to speak, closed it again,
and pushed up her glasses. The glasses slid right back to the tip of her nose.
“I’m Wilhelmina James,” she said, deciding to go ahead with her own script no
matter what.


“It’s
a little late for bird-watching, isn’t it?” Honey asked.


“I’m
watching night birds,” Wilhelmina James said defensively.


“Like
what?” Trixie asked.


Wilhelmina
made a vague, circular movement with her left hand. “Oh, like owls,” she said.
“And, uh, like that bird over there.” She pointed at a small winged creature
that was swooping around the stable.


Trixie
turned to look, then turned back to Wilhelmina.
“That’s a bat,” she said.


Instantly,
the woman put her hands over her head, as if the bat might swoop down on her at
any moment. “It is?” she asked in a small voice.


“You
can tell from the flight pattern,” Honey said. “It’s very distinctive. I’d
think an experienced bird-watcher would know that.”


“Especially
since you’ve been watching from this same spot night after night,” Trixie added.
It was an educated guess, based on the flash of light she’d seen the night
before. The look on Wilhelmina’s face told her she’d guessed right.


“Maybe
you just didn’t recognize the bat because you’re so used to the binoculars,”
Honey said. She bent down and picked up the woman’s binoculars.


Wilhelmina
took them with a murmured “thank you,” then spent much more time than was
necessary checking them over. Clearly, she wanted to avoid further
conversation.


Trixie
turned to Honey. “I guess even a bird-watcher is something we’d have to tell
Mr. and Mrs. Murrow about. I mean, we are their guests, and it wouldn’t be
polite not to mention a trespasser.”


Trixie
had hoped that the implied threat would convince Wilhelmina to tell the truth.
Instead, the woman drew herself up in a sudden flash of defiance. “I am not
trespassing!” she said. “I am on state property—a state forest, in fact, whose
border follows this river for another ten miles.”


Wilhelmina
had a soft, clear voice. She sounded well educated, Trixie thought.


“Maybe
we wouldn’t have to tell Mr. and Mrs. Murrow, then,” Honey said. Tactfully,
politely, she was trying to get Wilhelmina to trust her and tell the truth.


But she doesn’t believe that Wilhelmina’s a
bird-watcher any more than I do, Trixie told herself.


Aloud,
Trixie said, “I’d rather not have to tell them. Bill would probably just tease
me about my vivid imagination, after what I saw last night.”


Now
Wilhelmina grew interested. “What did you see last night?” she asked, wrinkling
up her nose to keep her glasses from sliding.


“Oh,
a man on a horse, that’s all,” Trixie said calmly. Realizing that that was not
the sign of a “vivid imagination,” she added, “That’s all it turned out to be.
At the time it seemed kind of, well—”


“Ghostly?”
Wilhelmina prompted.


“Well—”
Trixie shrugged helplessly. Having spent the entire day convincing herself that
the horseman she’d seen was only old Gus, she found it hard to shift back to
her original theory.


Wilhelmina
abruptly turned away from Trixie and Honey. She paced a few steps forward, then turned again to face the girls. Her lips were pressed
resolutely together.


“My
name is Wilhelmina James,” she said. She was starting from the very beginning,
and this time it seemed she was going to tell the truth. “I am a senior associate
at the Institute for Phenomenological Research. Have you ever heard of us?”


Honey
shook her head. Trixie stumbled on the long and unfamiliar word. “Phenom— phenom— What?”


“Phenomenological,”
Wilhelmina repeated slowly. “Some people prefer the term ‘para-psychological.’
We at the institute feel that the term is a biased and inaccurate one. It
suggests a conclusion rather than maintaining open-mindedness.”


Trixie’s
jaw dropped.


“Oh,
dear—was I being too technical?” Wilhelmina asked. “It’s so difficult to be
both clear and accurate. You see, we investigate what people commonly—and
inaccurately— call ‘ghosts.’ ” She said the word as if it pained her.


“Ghosts!” Trixie and Honey echoed. Wilhelmina looked at them
disdainfully. “There, you see? People get so excited over the term, and really,
what does it mean? Hauntings, apparitions,
poltergeists, even simple telepathic incidents—all are lumped into one foolish
little word.” Seeing that she was again sounding too technical, she paused briefly.
Then she said, “ ‘Ghost’ is a word like ‘vegetable.’ ”
She pronounced all four syllables of the word. “It has so many possible
meanings that it is meaningless. I say ‘vegetable’ meaning carrot, and you
think of a potato. We’ve just had a misunderstanding. As a result, it’s best to
avoid the general word when the specific one is needed. Do you understand?”


“You
mean there’s more than one kind of ghost?” Trixie ventured.


Wilhelmina
sighed. “Close enough,” she said. “At least you aren’t laughing at me, as a lot
of people do.”


“Are
you here watching for a ghost, uh, phenomenon?” Honey asked.


“I
am indeed,” Wilhelmina said firmly. “I may as well take you into my confidence,
since my fate is now in your hands. Well, not my fate exactly, but the fate of my summer research project. I
would prefer not to endanger it.”


“What
is your project?” Trixie asked, impatient with Wilhelmina’s constant quest for
precision.


“I
am investigating a local and long-reported phenomenon called the Galloping
Ghost,” Wilhelmina said.


“Then
it is for real,” Trixie
breathed.


“Oh,
it’s far too early to judge the reality of the phenomenon,” Wilhelmina began.
Then she halted and peered at Trixie. “Are you implying that you’ve heard of
this phenomenon?” she asked.


Trixie
nodded. “Just a couple of hours ago.” Briefly, she
told Wilhelmina about the mysterious horseman, old Gus, and Bill’s reference to
the Galloping Ghost.


“Interesting,”
Wilhelmina said. “It’s good to know that the legend is still alive. The
published reports are all fifty to one hundred years old.”


“Published
reports?” Trixie prompted.


“Oh,
just some brief references in the local newspaper,” Wilhelmina said. “That was
where I first heard of the phenomenon. I was cataloguing the papers of one of
the institute’s founders. He had several clippings on the Galloping Ghost,
although I don’t believe he’d ever discussed it with anyone.”


“I
couldn’t have seen the Galloping Ghost,” Trixie said. “The horseman I saw
wasn’t galloping.”


“A
logical but erroneous conclusion,” Wilhelmina said approvingly. “That’s one of
the facets of the phenomenon that I find most interesting. Approximately half
of the references refer to the ghost as galloping full-speed. The other half
refer to the slow pace you’ve described. The name Galloping Ghost is used for
both, perhaps because it’s more fun to say than ‘slow-moving ghost.’ However, I
wonder if the two phenomena are related, and if so, how?”


“Don’t
any of the clippings tell you?” Honey asked.


Wilhelmina
shook her head. “Unfortunately, no. Everyone leaped to
the conclusion that the two phenomena were one.”


“Why
don’t you ask somebody?” Trixie asked. “Bill seemed to know all about it.”


“All
in good time,” Wilhelmina said. “Interviews are certainly part of any serious
investigation. For scientific purposes, however, it’s best that the trained
observer approach the phenomenon with an open mind.”


“You
mean you’d like to see the ghost yourself before you talk to anybody about it,”
Trixie said.


“Exactly,”
Wilhelmina agreed. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t know if I was seeing what was really
there, or merely what I’d been told to expect.”


“I
guess you haven’t seen the ghost yet,” Trixie said. When Wilhelmina shook her
head, Trixie asked, “Did you see old Gus last night?” Wilhelmina shook her head
again.


Trixie
felt the hairs on her arms begin to prickle. “How come I saw him and you
didn’t?” she asked.


“That
question has occurred to me. So far, I do not have a suitable explanation.”


“C-can
one person see a ghost when somebody else watching the
same spot at the same time doesn’t?” Trixie asked.


“Yes,”
Wilhelmina said matter-of-factly. “Sometimes everyone will see the phenomenon;
or only one or two will see it; or one will see and hear it, while others only
see it or only hear it.”


“Then
it really could have been—” Trixie couldn’t bring herself to finish the
sentence.


“It
really could have been old Gus, whom I missed because I was pouring a cup of
coffee or merely looking in the wrong direction. However, people who go looking
for apparitions rarely see them. That is another reason why I have chosen to
hide myself for this portion of the investigation.”


“Can
you hide from a ghost?” Trixie asked skeptically.


“Probably
not, but one does what one can to minimize the disturbance of the aura,”
Wilhelmina said.


“Could
we help you with your investigation?” Honey asked timidly.


“It
would be enormously helpful if you would protect my secrecy,” the woman said.
When both girls nodded their agreement, she added, “Beyond that, anything you
can find out about this Galloping Ghost from the locals might be helpful. But
be subtle, or they’ll tell you only what they think you want to hear.”


“How
will we find you?” Trixie asked. “Are you staying in town? Do you have a
telephone?”


“I’m
here at my post every afternoon at 4 o’clock.” With that, Wilhelmina seemed to
shut the girls out, turning to scan the distance with the binoculars.


Trixie
wasn’t even sure if Wilhelmina heard her say, “We’ll let you know about
anything we find out.”


The
girls walked back to the house in silence. They were concentrating too hard on
finding their way through the dark to carry on a conversation.


As
they reached the house, Trixie remembered something she had to ask Honey. “Was
that really a bat out there by the stable?”


“Don’t
ask me,” Honey said with a smile. “I never could tell the difference.”
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Both girls slept fitfully that
night. When they sat down at the breakfast table the next morning, they were
blurry-eyed and yawning.


“In
bed by 10 o’clock and you can’t wake up by 7!” Bill Murrow chided.


Trixie
blushed and stared at her plate, knowing it had been nearly midnight when she
and Honey had returned from the meeting with Wilhelmina James. I wonder if he’s
teasing us because he suspects something, she thought.


If
he did suspect, he wasn’t about to let on.


Instead
he said, “You must be bored with Minnesota
life already.” At the girls’ protests, he merely raised a hand. “Don’t try to
argue. I know the symptoms, and you’ve both got ’em. Fortunately, I also know
the cure. About four hours bouncing around in the saddle and you’ll be as good
as new.”


“A
trail ride!” Trixie exclaimed, suddenly wide-awake.
“I’d love it!”


“Me, too!” Honey agreed. “But you’d have to draw us a map. We
don’t know the trails around here.”


“Oh,
I’ll do better than that. I’ll send a guide along.” He stared across the table
at his son, who was busily eating.


There
was a long silence before Pat sensed that all eyes were upon him and looked up.
“Who, me?” he asked.


Bill
Murrow pushed back his chair and rose from the table. “Thanks for volunteering,
son,” he said, and strode out the door.


“But
I—” Pat broke off as he realized that his father couldn’t hear his protests. “I
guess the horses need exercise, anyway,” he said. “I can get them ready.”


“Oh,
let us help, please,” Honey said.


Pat
looked at the slender girl doubtfully.


“The
rule back home is, ‘No work, no ride,’ ” Regan told Pat. “If you start spoiling
them, I’ll have a heck of a time when we get back.”


Regan’s
request seemed to turn the tide. “All right,” Pat said. He pushed back his
chair, walked to the door, and held it open for Trixie and Honey.


Both
girls jumped up from the table eagerly. The difference is that I want to go so I can ask about the Galloping
Ghost, Trixie thought. All
Honey is thinking about is the Handsome Horseman!


In
the stable, Pat assigned the girls to two mares, Mur-Elda and Mur-Hadj. From the prefixes, Trixie knew that the horses had
been raised on the Murrows’ ranch. That would account
for the horses’ sweet dispositions, although both had an Arabian spirit.


Pat
didn’t quite trust the girls’ abilities with the horses. He bridled the two
mares himself, led them into the corral, and handed the girls brushes and
currycombs. When he came back with the blankets and saddles, he ran his hand
along both horses’ backs, checking for signs of loose hair or dirt before he
let the girls proceed with saddling up.


As if we didn’t know that dirt under the blanket
causes saddle sores! Trixie thought resentfully as she settled the blanket
on the horse’s back.


“It’s
just that he cares so much about the horses,” Honey said, reading her friend’s
thoughts. “He doesn’t know how strict Regan has been with us.”


“I
guess so,” Trixie said, feeling unconvinced.


Pat
reappeared from the stable leading a saddled and bridled Al-Adeen.
He tied the stallion to a fence post and came over to double-check the cinches.
Finding no fault with the girls’ work, he let out a grunt that could have been
either surprise or approval, walked back to his own horse, and swung easily
into the saddle.


“I’m
surprised he didn’t offer us a leg up,” Trixie muttered as she mounted Mur-Hadj.


“Trixie!” Honey gave her friend a pleading look.


“All
right, all right,” Trixie replied. “I won’t make any trouble.” As long as Honey likes Pat Murrow so much,
I’ll try to like him, too, she told herself.


“Just a minute!” Mrs. Murrow called. She hurried toward them, holding
a large paper bag in one hand and a Thermos in the other. She handed them up to
Pat, saying, “I put in some cookies and a few apples and mixed up some
lemonade.”


“We
won’t be gone forever,” Pat said, knowing his mom’s mothering instincts all too
well.


“Be
sure to stop and rest somewhere along the way,” Mrs. Murrow told him. “The
girls probably aren’t used to spending all day on a horse, the way you are.”


“That’s
very nice of you,” Honey said.


“You
just stop him if he pushes too hard,” was Mrs. Murrow’s indirect reply.


Trixie
had been expecting the trail ride to go along the river. Instead, Pat led them
down the gravel drive and out along the shoulder of the blacktop road. He set
the pace at a sedate walk.


At
that leisurely pace, Trixie was able to relax and enjoy the view. The
countryside was one of low, rolling hills. Everything—trees, grass, crops—was
the tender green of early summer. The sky was cloudless and the sun was warm
and gentle. There was just enough breeze to waft
fresh, sweet smells Trixie’s way.


Lost
in her enjoyment of the scene, Trixie wasn’t sure when she first became aware
of the drone of machinery. It was growing quite loud by the time Pat urged his
horse into a canter. Matching his pace, Trixie caught a glimpse of a large sign
on the same side of the road as the Murrows’ ranch.
The sign said Burke
Landing. Behind the sign, the land was bare and brown, with stacks of
huge felled trees piled around. Out of the stripped land rose a large frame
structure on which construction crews were busily working. Earth movers were
already digging the foundations for more buildings. At the edge of the clearing
was a construction trailer with a sign nailed to its side that said Reserve now. Open
daily 9-4.


Just
beyond Burke Landing ran a gravel road. Pat led the girls along it, and soon
they came to a lake edged by a dirt path. They circled the lake, alternately
trotting and cantering. Mur-Hadj was a joy to ride,
Trixie discovered. The mare responded effortlessly to every command. Her small
size let Trixie feel at one with her, instead of overwhelmed as she sometimes
felt on bigger horses.


Pat
Murrow never turned around to look at the girls, but sometimes he turned his
head to the side, as if to check their progress by the sound of the horses’
hooves.


On
one straight, level stretch of ground, he kicked his horse into a full gallop.
Honey, riding right behind him, hesitated for a second before following his
lead. Trixie didn’t hesitate at all before signaling
Mur-Hadj to follow— and she doubted if the fiery
little mare would have stood for being left behind, anyway.


Trixie
felt the wind whistling past her face. She gathered the reins more firmly in
her hands and gripped the saddle with her knees. It was a wonderful,
exhilarating feeling, and it ended too soon. As the path headed downhill, Pat
reined Al-Adeen into a more manageable canter, then
down to a trot, and finally into a walk. After another few yards, he pulled his
horse off the path altogether and Trixie saw that they had come to a picnic
area.


Pat
took the bag and the Thermos out of his saddlebag, walked to a picnic table,
and began to set out the food. Trixie felt another flare of resentment at not
being consulted about the rest stop. But the stiffness of her muscles as she
dismounted convinced her it was a good idea.


Honey
seemed eager for the chance to sit and talk with Pat. She helped him pour the
lemonade into the paper cups his mother had provided, then sat down across from
him and gave him her most winning smile. “This is a beautiful place. Do you
come here often?” she asked.


Pat
nodded while drinking his lemonade.


“I
was surprised that we didn’t ride along the river,” Honey said.


“No
place to go,” Pat told her. “There’s a forest on one side that’s full of
deerflies this time of year. They’d drive the horses crazy. The other side of
our ranch is—is private land.” He picked up an apple and began polishing it
against his shirt sleeve.


“It
looked like a construction site,” said Honey. “What’s being built there?”


“A
darned nuisance,” Pat Murrow said curtly.


“Wait
a minute!” Trixie exclaimed. “Wasn’t Burke the man your father talked to
yesterday?”


Pat
Murrow fixed her with such an angry look that Trixie felt her pulse quicken.
“Sorry,” she said, “just asking.”


Pat
softened his gaze. “It wasn’t your question,” he admitted. “It’s just that
Burke and his little project aren’t big favorites of
mine.”


“The
project must be Burke Landing,” Honey guessed. “What is it?”


Pat
grimaced. “It’s what they call a time-share resort complex,” he said. “City
folks pay big money for the chance to spend two weeks every year out here with
Mother Nature. Only they do it in an apartment with all the modern
conveniences. The apartments are all stacked up in a bunch of big, ugly
buildings.”


“Yuck!”
Trixie said.


Pat
looked at her and, for the first time, showed a glimmer of a smile. “I couldn’t
have put it better myself,” he said.


“I
can understand why you wouldn’t want something like that right next door,”
Honey said. “Isn’t there anything you can do?”


“Sure,”
Pat told her. “Burke himself has given us the perfect solution. We just sell
out to him and go someplace where it’s peaceful.”


“That’s
what he wanted your father to think about,” Trixie surmised, remembering the
men’s conversation at the corral. “But it doesn’t sound like your father is
taking the offer very seriously.”


“Of course not. It’s our land,” Pat retorted, as though those three
words explained everything. “My father was born here. His father brought an
Arabian horse to the ranch from the East before folks around here had even
heard of such an animal. Grandpa got thrown off that horse and broke his neck
and died. My dad could have shot it, but that wouldn’t have proved anything. He
trained it, instead. That was his memorial to his father. So is the ranch.”
Pat’s brown eyes flared with emotion.


Gee! Trixie thought. This is the guy I thought was an unfeeling
jerk.


Seeing
the girls’ admiring looks, Pat suddenly turned cold again. “Besides, moving the
operation would set the horses back six months because they’re so sensitive. It
would be crazy to do that when we’re finally on the verge of making it big.”


“He
can’t force you to sell, can he?” Honey asked.


Pat
snorted. “He would if he could. But he hasn’t, so I guess he can’t.” For a
moment, his bantering tone made him sound just like his father. He gave Honey a
big smile that showed even, white teeth and made a dimple appear in his right
cheek.


Oh, no, Trixie thought. That did it. She’ll have stars in her eyes
and her feet in the clouds for the rest of the trip.


“Anyway,
we’d better head back,” Pat said curtly. “I have some work to do with the other
horses this afternoon.” He gathered up the food wrappers and empty cups, and
stuffed them into the saddlebag on Al-Adeen.


“We
used up his whole day’s quota of conversation and we didn’t get one word about
the Galloping Ghost,” Trixie muttered to Honey on their way back to their own
horses.


“But
we found out about the Burke mystery. You were curious about it yesterday,”
Honey pointed out.


“That
was yesterday,” Trixie said, “before I knew there was a phenomenon to be curious about.”


Honey
giggled at Trixie’s careful use of the proper word. “Day before yesterday, all you cared
about was a silly old ghost,” she teased.


“Yeah, and way back then you thought Pat Murrow would look
like a horse,” Trixie countered.


Honey
looked at Pat and sighed. Happily, her original guess had been incorrect. “It’s
still early in the day, Trixie. We’ll find out about the Galloping Ghost
somehow.”


As
they completed their ride around the lit-tie lake, Trixie found it hard to
believe that such a beautiful place could be haunted.


The
sounds of construction shattered the calm once again as they neared Burke Landing on their way home. I wish the ghost would haunt that place, to make it all stop,
Trixie thought. Now Trixie could tell that the development was going to be
huge. Once this place is built,
there will be so many people and so much traffic. It’ll be hard to ride this
road without being hit by a car. Having a horse killed would be worse than
having its training set back a few months. Still, it wasn’t her
decision to make, and she was glad of that.


As
the three young people came cantering into the ranch yard, they saw Regan and
Bill Murrow working with the young filly, while Gus watched. Pat dismounted and
handed the reins of his horse to the old man. “Would you show the girls where
the tack goes?” he asked as he went to join the two trainers.


Gus
nodded and grinned at Pat, then turned to grin at the girls. “Was your ride
nice?” he asked.


“Very
nice,” Honey replied. “You have beautiful country around here.”


Gus
nodded happily. “You betcha,” he said.


“Come
on, then.” He turned and led Pat’s horse into the stable, and the girls
followed. Once inside, he took care of Al-Adeen and
gave Trixie and Honey the grooming tools they needed from a cabinet in the tack
room.


“Have
you always worked with horses?” Honey asked politely.


“Oh,
ja,” Gus said. “My pa, he
farmed with horses. Never owned a tractor, though. I
would have been a farmer, too, but the Depression came and we lost the farm.
Then young Bill’s pa, he gave me work. I’ve been here ever since.”


“I
think I saw you riding your horse the night we arrived,” Trixie said.


“Could
be, could be,” Gus acknowledged. “I like a ride after supper. It settles my
stomach.”


“It
gave me quite a turn,” Trixie said. “Back home, we don’t see many people riding
around on horses at nightfall.”


“You
were scared, eh?” Gus asked. He laughed noiselessly, his shoulders moving up
and down. “I bet you thought I was the Galloping Ghost!”


Trixie
stopped brushing her horse in midstroke. “Do you know
about the Galloping Ghost?” she asked.


“Oh,
sure,” Gus said. “Everybody around here does.” He shook his head. “ ‘The Galloping Ghost’ is sure some fancy name for old
Gunnar Bjorkland!”


Trixie
gave Honey a wide-eyed look. They were on the verge of getting the whole story.
Nobody could do a better job of drawing it out than Honey could.


“Gunnar
Be-york-land,” Honey repeated haltingly. “Was that
the Galloping Ghost’s real name?”


“Bjorkland, ja,” Gus said. “In
Norwegian, we say the j
like y. Over here, some
people change their names to make them easier. Take my name—Gustav.” The old
man pronounced it “Goo-stahf.”


“But
that’s hard for folks, so I just go by ‘Gus.’ Gunnar Bjorkland
never changed his name, though. Too lazy even for that, I guess.” Gus laughed
his silent laugh.


“Gunnar
was lazy, was he?” Honey said, directing the old man away from the subject of
Norwegian names.


“Oh,
ja,” Gus said. “He was no
good for nothing. That’s what my pa said. I never knew Gunnar myself. By the
time I was born, they’d already hanged him.”
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Trixie and Honey both stared at
Gus in amazement.


“H-hanged him?” Trixie squeaked.


“Just for being lazy?” Honey asked, horrified.


“Oh, no. I mean, ja,
they hanged him, but it wasn’t his laziness that finally got him strung up.”
Gus paused and rubbed his palm across his stubbled
jaw. “Well yes, you could say it was, because it’s just plain lazy to steal
another man’s prize cow instead of raising your own.”


“You
mean all he did was steal a cow? That’s what they
hanged him for?” Trixie asked.


Gus
shrugged. “Well, now, things were different then. A man’s cows
was all he had. If someone stole one, he couldn’t just go out and buy a
new one. Oh, no. He went without meat and milk, and his family went without,
too. That was serious—almost like a murder, you might say.”


“But to hang him!” Honey exclaimed. “Now, I’m not
saying they should have done that. My pa thought they shouldn’t have and he was
there. He even tried to talk the guys out of it.”


“You
mean he testified for Gunnar in front of a jury?” Trixie asked.


“There
wasn’t a jury, or any testifying, either. Just a bunch of
angry farmers and a long rope. And a tree, of course,” Gus added, almost
as an afterthought. “It was that old oak out back, in fact.”


“It
was a lynching!” Trixie said, feeling a surge of outrage at the thought. “No
wonder Gunnar came back as a ghost!”


“Ja, well, people thought
they saw a ghost. My pa always said that it was just guilty consciences made
the ghost appear. He said that’s why the ghost looked different to different
people. Some saw it galloping across the open country, like the mob was still
chasing it. Others saw it riding slow and mournful, with its head lolling, like
the life was already out of it.”


“That’s
the one I saw—the lifeless one,” Trixie said. “Unless it was
you. I mean—” She paused, flustered.


Gus
grinned at her. “There’s still some life in me yet. But I do ride along pretty
slow some evenings.”


“Does
that mean you think it was you, and not the ghost, that Trixie saw?” Honey
asked.


Gus
scratched his head thoughtfully. “I never saw the ghost myself. There’s folks
that have, though—or thought so. I really couldn’t say.”


Trixie
shivered. “It’s spooky, isn’t it, to think of something like that happening
right here? I mean, ghost or no, there was a lynching. That’s pretty scary all by itself. I’m
surprised that everyone involved didn’t pack up and move away, to escape the
memory of it.”


“Some
of ’em did,” Gus told her. “That’s why Bill’s dad was able to buy this place so
cheap. Nobody ever lasted very long on the next ranch over, either. That young
Burke fellow bought it real cheap, I hear. Where old Gunnar lived is state
forest land now, so that’s nobody’s concern. It was a bad thing, though. No
doubt about that.”


“That
must be why Mrs. Murrow doesn’t like Bill to talk about it,” Honey observed.


“Oh, my! You didn’t mention the ghost in front of Mrs. Murrow,
did you?” Gus asked. “I bet she about hit the ceiling, eh?”


“Almost,”
Trixie agreed.


“That
ghost story bothers her. She worries what people will think. Rich people, you
know, who can buy expensive horses. What if they knew their horses came from a
haunted ranch? Now, Bill, he doesn’t care. He’ll say about anything to about
anybody, and just let the horses speak for themselves. Not Mrs. Murrow, though.
No, sir. You don’t want to talk about the ghost around
her.”


“That’s
what we found out,” Honey said ruefully.


“We
didn’t know why then, but we do now. Thanks.” Trixie put the comb and brush
back in the tack room and left the stable, with Honey right behind her.


“Isn’t
that a fascinating story?” Honey asked.


Trixie
nodded emphatically. “I can hardly wait to tell Wilhelmina James,” she said.


“You’ll
have to wait. She won’t
take up her post for several hours yet.”


“You’re
right. And then we’ll have to think up a good excuse for going off on our own,
so we don’t give away her hideout. Put on your thinking cap!”


 


It
was Honey who thought of the excuse, and she stated it at dinner that night.
“Trixie and I still haven’t seen the river at the back edge of the property. We
thought we’d stroll down there after we help with the dishes.”


Her
tone was just right, Trixie thought— casual, but not too casual. Unfortunately, she’d forgotten about Mrs. Murrow’s
mothering instincts.


“That
river is treacherous,” the woman said. “The way it winds, you can suddenly go
right over the edge. And there are strong undertows, and of course since the river’s spring-fed it never gets very warm, and this time of
year it would just take your breath away to fall in.”


After
the long speech had taken Charlene’s breath away, Bill asked, “You girls have
any rivers out your way?”


Honey
nodded, and Trixie said, “The Hudson River flows right through our hometown.
That’s why it’s called Sleepyside-on-the-Hudson.”


“Do
your parents go through this whole song and dance every time you want to go to
the Hudson River?” Bill asked.


The
girls exchanged a look, struggling to suppress their smiles.


“There
you go, Charlene,” Bill said. “They’re too smart to answer that question. That
means they’re plenty smart enough to take a stroll along the river without
falling in and drowning.”


“Go
right away, then,” Charlene said. “And be back before dark.”


“Yes,
ma’am,” Trixie said. “Thank you.” As she said the words, she sneaked a look at
Bill, who sneaked a wink back at her.


As
they had the night before, the girls cut across the open land well downriver
from Wilhelmina’s hideout. Since it was still light out, they couldn’t just
follow the tree line. Instead, they had to make their way through the fringe of
trees and underbrush to the riverbank, and follow it upstream to the hideout.


The
river was high and fast, still swollen from spring’s rains and melted snows.
Trixie fixed her attention on a single leftover autumn leaf, and watched as it
quickly floated past her and disappeared. The girls discovered that there were
patches of slippery mud along the bank. “Watch your step!” Trixie said. “It
would be hard to explain to Mrs. Murrow if we came home with ankle-deep mud
from our ‘stroll’ along the river.”


“It
would be even harder to explain if we came home drowned,” Honey said wryly. She
grabbed a tree branch for support and stepped gingerly across a spot where the
bank had eroded away completely.


Trixie
was glad they’d gotten an early start. Now she could keep her promise to be
home before dark. “Gee, I hope Wilhelmina is already there,” she said.


The
strange woman was, indeed, in her little camp when the girls found her. Today,
with the benefit of more light, Trixie could see that Wilhelmina had provided
herself with a few comforts. There was a waterproofed tarp on the ground, with
a red plaid blanket spread on top of it. There were a Thermos and cup, a brown
bag that probably contained a snack, and a small portable radio. Nearby lay an
orange totebag that still had some
interesting-looking bulges in it.


The
lingering daylight also let Trixie and Honey get a better look at Wilhelmina
herself. Trixie hadn’t known, for example, that there were small rhinestones in
the frames of the huge glasses the woman wore. Nor had she seen the permanent
wrinkles down the sides of the woman’s nose, created by the constant effort to
keep the glasses in place.


Wilhelmina
wore her usual baggy-style pants. Tonight, however, the pattern was a wide
vertical stripe of orange and brown, which clashed with her blue-and-green
plaid blouse. When she sits on that
red plaid blanket, she must look like an explosion at a paint factory,
Trixie thought.


She
started to giggle at the thought, then bit her lip, realizing that she was
being unkind. Wilhelmina is just too
interested in apparitions to worry about appearances, she thought.
Her pun made her start to giggle again. To stop herself, she said aloud, “We
have some exciting news!”


She
and Honey took turns telling the story of Gunnar Bjorkland,
as Gus had told it to them.


Wilhelmina
had pulled a notepad and a pencil out of her pocket, and was taking page after
page of notes as the girls talked. Sometimes she would interrupt with a
question, to clarify something in the story. Trixie was embarrassed at how
often she couldn’t supply the answer.


One
time she’d asked, “Was Gunnar definitely guilty of stealing the cow? Was he
caught with it? Was his guilt ever proved?”


“I-I
don’t know,” Trixie said. “Is it important?”


“It
would be to Gunnar,” Wilhelmina said with a rare flash of humor.
“In addition, if Gunnar had been innocent, the guilty-con-science explanation
would carry more weight.”


Honey
crossed her arms and hugged herself protectively. “It never even occurred to me
that old Gunnar might have been innocent. The story was horrible enough when I
was sure he was guilty.”


“Unfortunately,
jumping to conclusions has always been the human being’s favorite form of
exercise,” Wilhelmina said. “It’s rare that any good ever comes of the
practice. That’s why we at the institute work so hard to avoid it.” She closed
her notepad with an emphatic slap. Then her firm look softened. “You girls have
done extremely well in one day’s investigation. You don’t think you aroused any
suspicion by asking questions, do you?”


Trixie
shook her head. “Gus was the only one we asked, and he seemed to enjoy telling
the story,” she said.


“Good.
Anything else you can find out would be appreciated.” Wilhelmina put away her
notepad and wrapped her hands around the binoculars, which were hanging safely
from her neck. It seemed to be a signal for the girls to leave so that she
could take up the watch once more.


“We
have to be going,” Honey said obligingly. “We promised to be home before dark,
and if we break that promise, we’ll never get out of the house alone again.
Good-bye. We’ll keep you posted.”


Wilhelmina
nodded and waved absently, her mind already a million miles away.


The
shadows were lengthening eerily as the girls made their way along the riverbank
to a safe point at which to cross the open land behind the Murrows’
stable. Trixie was feeling suddenly insecure. In a world where a man could be
lynched on suspicion of stealing a cow, anything could happen. From the way
Honey followed close behind her, Trixie imagined that her friend was thinking
similar thoughts.


“Of
course, there’s no reason to assume Gunnar was innocent,” Trixie said.


“That’s
true. I mean, Wilhelmina is such a stickler for accuracy that I’ll bet she asks
lots of obvious questions, just for the record.” Honey sounded as though she
were trying to convince herself.


There
wasn’t much more conversation between the girls. They were too eager to get
away from the riverbank to slow themselves down with talk. As they crossed the
open land near the house, they avoided the topic in the same way that they
avoided looking at the jagged, looming oak tree.


As
they approached the stable, they began overhearing a conversation. Two angry
male voices were coming from inside.


“Just
toss in a match and burn the whole place down, if you’re so determined to
destroy it,” one voice said.


“I
wouldn’t do that and you know it,” the other voice said.


Trixie
looked questioningly at Honey, who only shook her head. She wasn’t sure whom
the voices belonged to, either. There
aren’t too many choices, Trixie realized. Regan was unlikely to get
into an argument with any of his hosts. Gus’s accent would surely be
recognizable. It must be Pat and
Bill, she concluded.


“Moving
Fairhaven Ranch would destroy it,” the first voice said.


“Why?
It’s just a bunch of buildings standing on a plot of land. Wood and dirt,
that’s all. We can find those somewhere else,” the
second voice retorted.


“It
wouldn’t be the same.”


“Maybe
it would be better. You’re still young and romantic. You think nothing bad has
ever happened here, and nothing bad ever will. But that isn’t so. There’ll
always be problems here, just like anyplace.”


“We
were both born here!”


“Does
that mean we both have to die here?” There was a long pause as the other
speaker refrained from answering the unanswerable question. Finally, the
questioner continued in a softer, less angry voice. “Look, I’m not talking
about drawing up final papers tomorrow. I just want to see how much money Burke
has to offer. If it isn’t plenty, I’ll turn him down.”


“Talk
to him, then. It’s your place. Nobody can stop you.” There was a sound of boots
stomping up stairs and a door slammed. Pat Murrow had obviously concluded the
conversation with his father.


The
girls suddenly realized that they’d been eavesdropping. And now, they were in
danger of having Bill Murrow catch them at it. With one accord, they roused
themselves, rounded the corner of the stable—and almost collided with Gus, who
was rounding the same corner from the opposite direction.


The
old man looked sad, his cheeks sunken and his mouth turned down. Without a word
to the girls, he hurried off.


“Gus
must have overheard the fight, too,” Trixie said.


“How
sad,” Honey said. “Bill and Pat must be almost like a son and grandson to him.”


“It
must be painful for him to hear Bill talk about selling,” Trixie said. “He’s
been working on this ranch for over fifty years.”


“It’s
Pat who’s upset. Yet Bill’s been here a lot longer than Pat,” Honey pointed
out. “True, but Bill doesn’t have to worry about


being left behind if the ranch gets moved,” Trixie said.


“Oh!”
Honey exclaimed, suddenly seeing her friend’s point. “Poor
Gus!”


“We’d
better hurry up and get inside before anybody catches us out here, or it will
be poor us, ”
Trixie said grimly. The two girls walked quickly
to the house.
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“How can Bill even consider selling the ranch
to that creepy Burke?” Honey asked.


The
girls were in their room, ready for bed. Until now, they’d both avoided talking
about the conversation they’d overheard.


“With
a big housing development right next door, things won’t be the same anyway,”
Trixie pointed out. “Maybe this is the time to sell.”


Honey
stared at her as if she’d just sprouted horns. “That’s a perfectly terrible
thing to say!” she exclaimed.


Honey’s going to be on Pat’s side in this, no matter
what, Trixie thought. For the sake of friendship, we’d better make this topic off-limits.
Aloud she said, “None of the Murrows have asked our
help in making the decision, anyway. I think we should concentrate on trying to
spot the Galloping Ghost. At least that’s a problem we’ve been invited to help
solve.”


“Okay,”
Honey agreed readily. “But we can’t concentrate too hard. Remember, Wilhelmina
James told us that ghosts seldom appear on command.”


“Well,
if we can’t think about the Murrows’ plans to sell,
or about the Galloping Ghost, what can
we think about?” Trixie demanded.


“The
Murrows’ horse-training techniques,
and how we could adapt them to our own horses back home,” Honey suggested.


Trixie
nodded glumly. Three days ago that prospect had seemed fascinating. Now it
seemed pretty boring. “That’s about all that’s left,” she told Honey.


 


The
next morning after breakfast, the girls trooped resolutely to the stable.


“Are
you here to watch or work?” Bill Murrow asked.


“Work,”
Trixie said firmly. She wanted to keep her hands and mind fully occupied.


“Well,
then, get the combs and brushes. You know where they are,” Bill said.


Trixie
and Honey went to the cabinet in the tack room and opened the door. The cabinet
was empty. Trixie blinked hard, as if expecting the grooming tools to appear.
When they didn’t, she looked around the room, wondering if she’d gotten the
wrong cabinet. But it was the only cabinet in the room. Honey was baffled, too,
and the girls went back into the stable.


“We
can’t find the brushes,” Trixie told Bill.


“Sure,”
he said, obviously not believing her.


“We
can’t. They aren’t in the cabinet,” Honey said.


“It’s
the old bucket-of-water trick, isn’t it?” Bill said.


“Huh?”
Trixie was in the dark.


“What?”
Honey was just as confused.


“You
set a bucket of water on top of the cabinet,” Bill said. “Then you get me to
open the door and I get drenched. My own kids used to play that prank.”


“I’ll
open the door if you want,” Trixie assured him.


Bill
decided to play along. “Okay,” he said. “You show me.”


When
Trixie opened the door, Bill joined the ranks of the befuddled. “What the—” He
looked from Trixie to Honey and back again, alert for the faintest glimmer of a
grin. Seeing none, he turned and looked back over his shoulder. “Is Regan a
joker?” he asked softly. Trixie and Honey both shook their heads.


“Didn’t
think so,” Bill admitted. “Neither’s
Pat.” His face clouded only for a moment. Then he said cheerfully,
“Well, things don’t just disappear. If we go about our business, whoever did
this will get disappointed and put the stuff back. I know how to handle
pranksters.” Bill gave the girls a broad wink.


“I
wonder why,” Trixie said with a grin.


Bill
reached into a corner of the tack room and grabbed a pitchfork. He held it out
to Trixie and said, “How serious are you about working?”


“Pretty
serious, I guess,” Trixie said reluctantly, taking the fork from him. Cleaning
stalls was her least favorite task.


“Somehow
it figures that the pitchforks wouldn’t disappear,” Honey joked as Bill handed
her one.


Bill
and Gus led all the horses out into the corral, and Trixie and Honey went to
work. Trixie had already noticed that Regan and Pat, along with two of the
horses, were gone. A nice long trail
ride is just what Pat needs this morning, Trixie thought. If he’s smart, he’ll confide in Regan along
the way. Regan is an understanding guy.


Trixie
dug the pitchfork into the dirty straw in the first stall, eager for the
calming effect that hard work always had on her. When the stall was empty, she
went to the pile of clean straw in a corner of the stable. Ordinarily, she’d
clean out all the stalls before refilling any of them. Today, however, she wanted
to see some progress.


As
she drove the pitchfork into the pile, she was startled to feel it hit
something that wasn’t hay. She knelt and moved the hay from around the tines.
“It’s a brush!” she exclaimed. She tossed it into the lane behind her and started
digging through the hay with her hands.


“Did
you say something?” Honey asked, following the sound of Trixie’s voice. “What
are you doing?”


Trixie
held up a currycomb. “Look!” she said excitedly. “All the grooming stuff is
buried in this haystack!”


Honey
joined in the search, and soon the girls had found all the brushes and combs
they remembered seeing in the cabinet, as well as two bottles of liniment.


“Who
could have done this?” Honey asked.


“It
must have been Bill. You know what a joker he is,” Trixie said.


“He
acted as though we were
playing a trick on him,”
Honey said.


“That’s
all part of the joke,” Trixie said. “We can still get the last laugh. Let’s put
the stuff back in the cabinet and pretend we don’t know anything about it.”


The
girls had returned the tools and almost finished cleaning out the stalls when
they heard Bill Murrow enter the stable.


“I’m
telling you, Gus,” Bill was saying, “I don’t know where the tools went. The
last time I saw them, they were right here in—” He broke off in mid-sentence.


Trixie
stifled a giggle, imagining Bill’s expression as he’d thrown open the cabinet
door and seen a full array of brushes and combs.


Bill’s
face soon appeared over the edge of the stall. He was waggling a brush under Trixie’s
nose. “Very funny,” he said, sounding as if he meant it. “You did it wrong,
though. You should have replaced the stuff before you had to clean out the
stalls.”


“We
wouldn’t have had to clean them if you hadn’t hidden the tools,” Trixie
countered.


Bill
frowned. “You mean you really didn’t hide the tools in the first place?”


“No!”
Trixie and Honey said together.


Bill
looked first at one, then the other. He waved their earnest looks away with one
hand. “Oh, go on—you did, too. Pretty funny. I’ll have
to start keeping an eye on you two!”


“He
doesn’t believe us,” Honey said as Bill left. She sounded hurt.


“Of
course, he does,” Trixie told her. “He’s just milking the joke for all it’s
worth. Anyway, now we can groom the horses. That’s a definite step up from
this!” She jabbed the pitchfork into some dirty hay that remained in the final
stall.


 


Bill
Murrow certainly loved a good prank. At lunch, he gleefully retold the story to
Charlene, Pat, Regan, and Gus. He even got up from the table to act out the
final scene, opening the door of a kitchen cabinet and letting a look of
dumbfounded shock spread over his face.


Charlene
laughed, Regan and Pat smiled, Gus chuckled, and Trixie and Honey giggled until
the tears streamed down their faces.


“Th-there’s just one problem,” Trixie spluttered. “We never
hid the stuff in the first place.”


“We
didn’t. Honest!” Honey chimed in. But the girls knew that their giggles made
their story far from convincing.


“Oh,
sure,” Bill said.


Any
further discussion was interrupted by a loud crash from the living room. Charlene
leaped up from the table and went to see what it was. She came back wearing a
bemused look and carrying a large picture frame. “The picture of Jupiter—it
fell right off the wall!” she said. “The glass cracked, but the picture’s all right.” She held out the picture to show Bill.


He
studied it carefully. “Jupiter always was spirited,” he said quietly. He handed
the picture to Regan. “That was the first Murrow Arabian. My father brought him
all the way from New York
 State.”


Trixie
and Honey both looked at Pat, who nodded, confirming the guess that this was
the horse he’d told them about during their picnic.


“That’s
a spirited-looking horse, all right,” Regan said. “I imagine it’s kind of hard
to keep him mounted on a wall.”


Charlene
reached out and took the picture from Regan. “It’s never been hard before. Why,
I’ll bet this picture was hanging in the same place for twenty years. I wonder
what made it fall down now.”


Bill
rose from the table, leaving half his food on his plate. He kissed his wife on
the top of the head. “We’re all getting older,” he said. “It’s getting harder
for all of us to hang on.” He left the house without looking back.


Charlene
Murrow looked at her son. “It isn’t easy for him, you know,” she said.


Pat
looked back at his mother and nodded. “I know it now,” he said. He got up and
followed his father to the stable.


Trixie
felt tears welling up in her eyes, but this time they weren’t tears of
laughter. They’re such good people,
she thought. Everything’s got to
work out for them. It’s just got to.


The
crack in the picture of Jupiter seemed almost magically to mend the
relationship between Pat and Bill Murrow. That afternoon, the girls saw father
and son working side by side, each giving instruction and encouragement to the
other.


Regan,
who had been actively working with the Murrows for
the past two days, withdrew, content to stand by and
watch. Trixie and Honey took up places on either side of him. “I won’t even ask
how you did it,” Regan said.


“Did
what?” Trixie asked.


“Made
the picture fall off the wall,” Regan replied. “All I can say is, the boy I rode with this morning was hurting and angry.
Now he isn’t. Although,” Regan added, “you couldn’t have predicted this result.
That’s what makes practical jokes so dangerous.”


Trixie
groaned. “We didn’t have anything to do with that picture. Honest! We didn’t
make the combs and brushes disappear, either. Our only practical joke was
replacing the stuff and waiting for Bill to find it.”


“Honest,”
Honey echoed.


Regan
stared at them, a bemused frown on his face. “It doesn’t seem much like your
style,” he admitted. “Not without brother


Mart around to put ideas in your heads, anyway.”


“We
didn’t do it,” Trixie repeated.


“Well,
maybe it was just an accident,” Regan conceded.


“A
lucky accident,” Honey added, looking out at Pat and his father.


 


That
night after dinner, Pat didn’t make his hasty retreat to his room. He stayed at
the table even after Regan excused himself and left the house. Sensing that the
Murrows had things to talk over, Trixie and Honey excused
themselves, too, and went to their room. They read, chatted, and stared out the
window at the lovely green landscape. All the time they were aware of a low
murmur of voices. They couldn’t make out what was being said, but at least
there were no angry sounds, and the length of the conversation itself seemed
like a good sign.


The
girls were both sprawled on their beds writing letters home, when a sudden gust
of wind tore through the open window. The curtains billowed out, and the first
page of Trixie’s letter went sailing across the room.


“There
must be a storm coming up!” Trixie said, hurrying to close the window. She
froze with her hands on the frame. There wasn’t a sign of a cloud in the
evening sky. Nor was there any trace of a breeze. “Honey, look!” she said.


Her
friend joined her at the window. “I don’t see anything,” she said.


“That’s
just it,” Trixie told her. “Those aspen leaves aren’t even quaking. So where
did that big gust of wind come from?”


Honey
shrugged. “I guess it was just one of those freakish things,” she said.


“There
have been a lot of freakish things around here today,” Trixie said.


Honey
sat down on her bed and capped her pen. “There sure have. Trixie, do you think
this is all part of a phenomenon?”


“What
I think,” Trixie said, “is that it would be worth paying another visit to
Wilhelmina James tomorrow, to find out what she thinks.”


 


The
next day brought no mysterious occurrences, only a visit from Jon Burke. This
time, Charlene, Bill, and Pat all clustered around his pickup truck and talked
for a while. Some agreement must have been reached, Trixie realized, because
Burke was smiling when he left. She noticed, however, that when Burke held out
his hand, all of the Murrows pretended not to see it.


That
night at supper, Bill said, “Well, Miss Wheeler, by the time you leave, I may
have good news for you to take to your father.”


“What’s
that?” Honey asked.


“He’d
asked me if I could board and train some horses for him. I said no, because I
didn’t have room. But it may be that we’ll be moving to larger quarters.”


Trixie
couldn’t help but look at Pat. His face was expressionless. He’s doing his best to go along with this,
Trixie thought.


“Nothing’s
for sure yet,” Bill added. “It all depends on what kind of offer we get from
our neighbor to the south. We aren’t about to be run
off our land, but we aren’t going to turn down a good opportunity, either.”


“Daddy
would be delighted if you could work with some of his horses,” Honey said
tactfully.


“Does
your dad have Arabians?” Pat asked.


“He
owns mostly Thoroughbreds,” Honey replied.


“Well,
Thoroughbreds have a lot of Arab blood in them. The temperaments are similar
enough that we should be able to work with them,” Pat said confidently.


“Oh,
I know you could,” Honey said eagerly. “Of course, after what I’ve seen the
past few days, I might just try to talk him into buying some Arabians.” She
smiled at Pat and, astonishingly, he smiled back.


He’s making all kinds of changes,
Trixie thought. This one is
definitely for the best!


That
afternoon, Pat proved that the change was not a fleeting one. He spoke often to
Trixie, and even more often to Honey. Pat’s friendliness drove all thought of
mysteries from Honey’s mind, and Trixie was content to let her friend enjoy the
attention she’d been hoping for.


Honey
felt happy about Pat, and Trixie quickly caught the spirit. Instead of falling
asleep at dusk, as the girls had been doing, they sat up talking in their room.
They reviewed the happenings of their vacation, deciding which ones would most
interest Brian, Mart, and Jim, and which ones Bobby would enjoy.


For
Honey, the most exciting stories had Pat Murrow as their star. “You know what I
think?” she said, out of the blue.


“What’s
that?” Trixie asked.


“I
think this whole incident made Pat realize that he was just too wrapped up in
this ranch. The mere thought that a sale might come between him and his father
made him wake up. I think he knows he has to start paying some attention to the
people in his life.” Honey’s voice was soft and dreamy.


For
the first time, Trixie realized that it had gradually grown dark in the room.
Quietly, to keep from breaking Honey’s reverie, she got up and crossed the room
to turn on a lamp. A noise outside the bedroom window made her freeze with her
hand on the switch.


“Hoofbeats!” Trixie said in
alarm. She raced to the window to look.


No
one was there.


“Who’s
riding around at this time of night?” Honey asked.


Trixie
turned from the window and sat down at the foot of Honey’s bed, weak-kneed. “I
heard galloping hooves and they were close by. But there wasn’t a thing in
sight. Honey, it must have been—” She stopped, reluctant to put her suspicion
into words.


“The
Galloping Ghost,” Honey breathed. She shivered as if feeling a sudden chill.


“There’s
no other explanation.”


“We
have to tell Wilhelmina!”


Trixie
shook her head. “I wouldn’t go out there tonight for anything. And we don’t
know where she is during the day. I guess we’ll just have to hold off till
tomorrow night.”


“I
can hardly wait!” said Honey.
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When Trixie and Honey woke up the
next day, they were convinced it would be the longest of their lives. But they
were soon distracted by the arrival of the familiar red pickup truck, followed
by a van with the name D & K Surveying printed on its side.


Burke
strutted around the ranch yard as though he already owned it, giving
instructions to two surveyors he’d brought along.


Trixie
and Honey both kept a resentful watch on Burke and a close one on Pat. The boy
was still getting along well with his father, but there was no telling what
might push him back over the edge.


Everyone
tried to ignore Burke and the surveying crew, and to enjoy the horse-training
session. But it wasn’t easy. Later Burke drove off and the two surveyors stayed
behind. One went to a far corner of the property, and the other stood with a
telescope-like piece of equipment on a tripod. Regan had explained that the
object was called a “transit,” and would let the surveyors determine the exact
limit of the Murrows’ property.


“I
don’t know why he needs to know all that just to make an offer,” Trixie said
sullenly.


Regan’s
lip curled in a rare look of contempt. “I don’t think he does. If you ask me,
it’s just a clever ploy. The Murrows will start
getting used to seeing Burke here and to the idea of selling. Then, when he
does make an offer, they’ll be more ready to accept it.” Trixie stared at
Regan, her blue eyes round with surprise and dismay. “Why, that’s awful! You
have to tell Bill, so he doesn’t fall for it.” Regan smiled broadly. “Where do
you think I heard the theory?” he asked. “No, you don’t have to worry about our
friend Bill. He knows how to take care of himself. If Burke tries too hard to
be clever, he could wind up being very sorry.”


Just
then, they heard a shout from one of the surveyors. They turned to see him
picking up his tripod and running with it to the van. He got in, started up the
engine, and drove right across the ranch yard to pick up his partner. Then they
headed off in the direction of Burke Landing.


“What
do you suppose got into him?” Regan wondered aloud.


Bill
Murrow came wandering over, a twinkle in his eyes. “Burke must have agreed to
pay only for a two-hour stint,” he said, checking his watch. “Looks like their
time just ran out.”


“Hmm,”
Trixie said. “That guy took off too fast—as though something were chasing him.”


Bill
shrugged and walked back toward the stable. Obviously, the concerns of Burke’s
surveyors were no concern of his.


The
minute the strangers were gone, some of the old spirit returned to the training
session. Regan entered the corral to get some pointers from Pat and Bill.
Trixie and Honey leaned against the corral rail and watched, enjoying the
elegance of the horses and the ease and grace of their trainers. Even old Gus
came by to take in the show.


The
respite didn’t last long, however. Within twenty minutes there came the crunch
of gravel and grinding of gears that always signaled
the arrival of Burke’s truck. Burke got out, slammed the door behind him, and
strode over to the corral.


Bill
Murrow saw him coming, but took his own sweet time walking over to greet him.
“What can I do you for, Burke?” he asked.


Burke’s
face was red with anger. “What’s all this about a ghost?” he demanded.


The
question made Trixie feel as though time had stopped. She waited anxiously to
hear more.


Then
Bill said, “I can’t say as I know what you’re talkin’
about.”


“The
surveyors just came tearing back to my place like the devil was on their trail.
One of ’em said he’d been looking through the transit and he saw a face rise up
right in front of the lens. A ‘disembodied head,’ he called it. He’s convinced
it’s the Galloping Ghost, and he refuses to come back and finish the job.”


“Well,
I’m sorry about that. Maybe you can get your money back,” Bill said, his voice
dripping honey.


“That’s
not the point!” Burke was nearly shouting. “I’m running a real estate
development here, Murrow! What kind of sales am I going to have if word gets
out that the place is haunted?”


“That
could cause a few problems,” Bill admitted.


“You
know darned well it could. I’ll bet this was one of your tricks. I wouldn’t put
it past you to dream up this scheme to keep your land while you put me out of
business.”


Bill
held up his hands. “Not me. I had nothing to do with it.”


Bill sounds like I did when I tried to convince him
that I didn’t hide the combs and brushes, Trixie
thought.


And
this time, it was Burke who wasn’t convinced. “Consider our deal to be
officially on hold, Murrow. And if this ridiculous ghost story spreads, the
deal will be off—and I’ll see you in court!”


Everyone
watched in stunned silence as Burke drove off. Then their attention turned to
Bill. The minute he realized that all eyes were on him, he barked, “What do you
think this is, a sideshow? Back to
work, all of you!” Pat quickly led his horse into the stable, and Regan
followed. Bill marched up to the house, presumably to tell Charlene that their
dreams had once again come tumbling down.


Trixie
and Honey weren’t sure what to do next, since they had no work to get back to.
Seeing Gus at the corral, they wandered over to him. “Are you still unsure
about the Galloping Ghost?” Trixie asked.


Gus
cocked his head left and then right, as if balancing the two sides of the
argument in his mind. “There’s something going on around here, you betcha. Maybe it’s the deerflies.” Deerflies?
Trixie and Honey were both confused. “I’m sorry,” Trixie said. “You’ll have to
explain.”


“The
deerflies would be biting just awful in the woods around old Gunnar’s cabin
this time of year,” Gus said. “Maybe they drove him out altogether, and that’s
why he’s hanging around here.”


Was
Gus only kidding? He was grinning, but then, he almost always was. “Are you
saying that Gunnar had a cabin near here—and that it’s still standing?” Trixie
asked.


“That’s
right,” Gus said. “It’s state forest land now, but the
old shack is still there, about half a mile from the river. Just one little
room, but it’s the only building around. You can’t miss it. You don’t want to
go there now, though. Those deerflies would drive you crazy.”


Trixie
nodded vaguely at the warning. Tactfully, she led Honey away from the corral.
As soon as they were out of earshot of Gus, Trixie whispered, “We’ve got to go
see that cabin this afternoon! The more we can report to Wilhelmina tonight,
the better. Things are definitely strange around here, and I want an expert’s
opinion about what’s likely to happen next.”


Before
they could come up with their getaway plan, the lunch bell rang.


At
lunch everyone’s mood had changed. Bill was quiet and glum, a sign of how much
the deal with Burke really had meant to him. Charlene’s cheerfulness was
forced. Regan was unusually quiet. But Pat was downright jubilant.


“If
I ever run into that ghost, I’ll shake his hand,” Pat said. “And if he manages
to put Burke Landing out of business, I’ll shake his hand twice.”


“If
that ghost gets me sued, I’ll wring his neck,” Bill said.


Pat
gave a derisive hoot. “Do you really think Burke would sue you for dreaming up
the ghost to hurt his tourist trap? He’d never win in a million years!”


“He
wouldn’t have to. The money we’d spend defending ourselves against a nuisance
suit like that would drag us under,” Bill said.


“I’m
not going to worry about what happens next,” said Pat. “I’m just going to enjoy
the memory of Burke’s red face as he stomped off to that silly truck of his.”


“That
was pretty good,” Bill admitted. He began to chuckle and then to laugh. Pat
joined in, too. Soon everyone was relishing the memory, including Charlene, who
knew about the incident only from what Bill had told her.


The
lunch ended on that light note, and everyone went back to work. Trixie and
Honey slipped outside with the men, leaving Charlene to think they were going
to the stable. Once outside, they managed to go off on their own. They started
across the ranch yard slowly, as though they had no particular destination in
mind. Once under the cover of the fringe of trees, they hurried toward the
forest.


As
soon as the dense growth of trees surrounded them, they realized that Gus had
been telling the truth about the deerflies. The woods buzzed with them, and
Trixie and Honey had to keep shooing them away. Even so, the girls’ walk was
punctuated with slaps at their legs, arms, and ears.


“I’m
glad we’re wearing our riding boots,” Honey said. “Flies usually go for my
ankles.”


“These
boots aren’t great for walking, though,” Trixie said, as she nearly fell after
catching her boot heel on a root.


The
half-mile seemed like two or three, but eventually the girls spotted the
outline of old Gunnar’s cabin. It was indeed tiny—not more than ten feet on a
side, with a roof that was hardly higher than a tall man’s head. The cabin was
made of logs, with inch-wide cracks between them that had been filled with mud.
Much of the mud had fallen out over the years. What remained made a vivid
contrast to the weathered gray of the logs.


The
door was made of four vertical boards held together with two crosspieces. It
was sagging at an angle that kept it from closing completely. Trixie peered
through the crack to see inside, but the cabin was too dark.


“Well,
here goes,” she said as she prepared to pull the door open. “There probably
won’t be much to see, after all these years.”


Trixie
squared her shoulders, took a deep breath, and pulled hard on the door. When it
creaked and swung open, she stepped inside quickly, before her courage left
her.


Inside,
as her eyes grew accustomed to the dim light, she felt her heart thump once and
then seem to stop beating.


“It—it
looks like someone’s been here,” Honey breathed from behind her.


Trixie
nodded. “Like someone’s been living here,”
she whispered back.


The
cabin was dusty and dirty. That fit in with what they’d been told about old
Gunnar Bjorkland. But a tattered patchwork quilt was
stretched neatly over the narrow bed. An old hat, so worn that its original
style was unrecognizable, hung on the wall. Most remarkable of all, there was a
half-eaten meal on the table. A chipped, blue metal plate held a serving of
beans and a thick slice of crusty bread. A tin cup held coffee that was still
warm enough to be giving off an aroma. Trixie held her hand out over the beans
to confirm that they, too, were warm.


“I
don’t see any silverware,” Trixie said.


“Here.”
Honey bent down and picked up a fork that was lying on the floor between the
table and the doorway. “You walked right over it.” She tossed it onto the
table.


Trixie
hastened to inspect the rest of the room, knowing she didn’t want to stay there
for long. Fortunately, there wasn’t much else to see. An old dry sink stood under
the cabin’s one window. To the left of the window was a hanging cabinet. Under
that was a cast-iron stove.


Trixie
opened the cabinet door, saw that it was empty, and was just closing it when a
crow cawed in the forest. Startled, she jumped and banged her leg on the handle
of the iron stove. “Ouch!” she said, raising her voice for the first time since
she’d entered the cabin. She rubbed the spot with her hand and felt a welt
already rising.


“I’ve
seen enough,” Honey said. “Let’s go!”


Trixie
was only too happy to agree.


On
their way back through the forest, Trixie said, “We should have brought pencils
and paper so we could take notes on the spot. That’s what Wilhelmina would have
done. As soon as we get back, let’s write down everything.”


The
girls were grateful to have a project to keep them busy until dusk came and
they could sneak out to Wilhelmina’s hideout.


By
now, the route was familiar, and the girls made the trip quickly. “Besides,”
Trixie said, “after that cabin, the woods don’t seem spooky at all!”


When
they found Wilhelmina, they followed the plan they’d agreed on earlier. They
related the incidents of the past few days in order, including the disappearing
brushes and combs, the falling picture, the mysterious gust of wind, the
galloping hoofbeats, and the apparition in the
surveyor’s transit.


Wilhelmina
listened objectively, taking notes. She was angry at the girls for having
replaced the combs and brushes. “Any scientific value in the incident was, of
course, immediately lost at that point,” she said stiffly.


The
thundering hoofbeats she found more interesting, and
at the story of the surveyor’s sighting, she definitely perked up.


Trixie
rubbed her hands together excitedly. It was working out exactly as she’d
planned.


Now
they’d relate the best part, which they’d saved for last.


Wilhelmina’s
reaction to the story of Gunnar’s cabin was not what they’d expected, however.
“Take me there immediately,” she said.


The
girls looked at the woman, then at the gathering gloom. If there was one thing
they didn’t want to do, it was to go back to that cabin in the dark.


“Come,
come,” said Wilhelmina “If the ghost were truly a destructive one, we’d have
had some sign of it by now. There’s nothing to be afraid of. I’d stake my
reputation as an investigator on that fact.”


Trixie
took some courage from Wilhelmina’s statement. She never says anything she isn’t sure of, she thought. “All
right,” Trixie said. “We’ll take you to the cabin.”


“But
we can’t stay long,” said Honey. “We have to be back at the house before anyone
misses us.”


Wilhelmina
checked to make sure she had paper and a pencil in the pocket of her shirt, then signaled the girls to take
the lead.


The
girls had changed into sneakers and applied a lot of insect repellent before
setting off to find Wilhelmina. Those two things made the repeat journey
easier.


Before
long, Trixie was touching Wilhelmina’s arm and saying, “There it is.” Having
paused, she felt reluctant to start forward again. But Wilhelmina plunged
ahead, leaving the girls no choice.


Wilhelmina
pulled a flashlight out of her pocket. She held it ready but didn’t turn it on.
Then she pulled open the door and stepped inside. The girls waited outside,
listening to the drone of mosquitoes.


After
a few seconds the flashlight went on and Wilhelmina said, “Would you girls come
in here, please?”


Trixie
stepped into the cabin and looked around. As she did, she felt a shiver run
down her spine.


What
she saw was a dusty, dirty room with absolutely no sign of life!
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Trixie looked around frantically
for some of the clues she’d seen before. There were none. The food, cup, and
plate were gone. The bare table was covered with a thick layer of grime. There
was no hat hanging on the wall. The cupboard door hung by one
hinge. The bed was just bare and rusty springs.


During
the day, the cabin had merely looked dusty and neglected. Now, by the light of
Wilhelmina’s flashlight, Trixie could see spiderwebs
in every corner and a film of dust covering everything. Two sets of footprints
on the floor seemed to be the only disturbances.


Trixie
cast a desperate look at Honey. The girls had already irritated Wilhelmina
because they’d played along with the comb-and-brush trick. Now, the woman was
bound to think this was another prank. She’ll never listen to another word we say, Trixie thought. She certainly won’t bother to teach us
anything more about psychic phenomena. She turned to Wilhelmina and
opened her mouth to apologize, but the woman interrupted her before she could
get the words out.


“Fascinating!” Wilhelmina James exclaimed. Her eyes were shining
behind her huge glasses. “You girls may have stumbled onto a most remarkable
psychic experience.”


“W-we
may have what?” Trixie said, puzzled. She couldn’t believe it; Wilhelmina
seemed genuinely excited.


“This
has all the earmarks of retrocogni-tion,” Wilhelmina
said. Seeing the girls’ blank looks, she added, “It is a highly technical term
that means ‘traveling backward in time.’ ” The girls
let the statement sink in. “You mean, when we were here this afternoon the
place really was inhabited, only it wasn’t really this afternoon?” Trixie asked.


Wilhelmina
peered at her. “If you find that a useful way of clarifying
it, yes. As with all psychic phenomena, retrocognition
isn’t well understood. All we know is that, occasionally, a person may suddenly
experience a place or event that once existed but no longer does. The incidents
are difficult to verify because it’s impossible to prove that the sights or
sounds are exactly as they would have been at that earlier moment in history.
But we can verify that the sights and sounds simply could not have occurred in
the present.”


“I’m
afraid I’m not following you,” Honey said.


“Hmm.” Wilhelmina James cast about for an easier
explanation. “Okay, here’s an example. Recent tourists in the north of France have
reported hearing the entire Battle of Dieppe, which occurred there in 1942.
They describe the same kinds of sounds—cannon fire and people
shouting—beginning and ending at around the same times, though on different
nights. Now, nobody tape-recorded the Battle of Dieppe, so we can’t say exactly
what it sounded like. What we can
say is that the battle did begin and end at approximately the times that these
tourists reported hearing the sounds. We can also say that no other, more
ordinary explanation is available. For example, the ocean doesn’t sound like
cannon fire, and there were no large groups of people around who were shouting
at one another. What’s more, all the tourists claim that they have no knowledge
of the Battle of Dieppe. That, of course, is impossible to prove.”


“And
nobody thinks they just made their stories up?” Trixie asked anxiously.


“That’s
exactly what most people do think,” Wilhelmina told her, “because they are not
prepared to believe in psychic phenomena. However, the serious investigators of
the claims have found reasons to believe them. The tourists usually report
their experience quite innocently, assuming that everyone else has had it, too.
It’s only when they learn that nobody else has heard the sounds that they
realize they’ve experienced something unusual.”


“Could
we talk about this outside, please?” Honey asked in a plaintive voice.


Trixie
looked around the cabin and suddenly felt that she, too, would be more
comfortable elsewhere.


“You
girls can wait outside,” Wilhelmina said. “I need to make a few notes from
direct observation.” She took out her notepad and pencil and lost herself in
her work.


The
forest outside was nearly as gloomy as the cabin, but it was fresher-smelling
and less frightening.


“Do
you really think we traveled backward in time?” Honey
asked.


“I
don’t know,” Trixie told her. “Until a minute ago, I didn’t even know there was
such a thing, outside of books and movies. Wilhelmina seems to think so, and
she ought to know.”


“Do
you think it could happen again?” Honey persisted. “Could we spend the rest of
our lives walking into places and things that happened hundreds of years ago? Oh, how awful!”


Trixie
put her arm around her friend’s shoulder, wishing she could think of some
comforting words. Honey’s thought was a frightening one. It was one thing to go
looking for a mystery; it was quite another to stumble into an adventure in a
time and place you knew nothing about. Especially if nobody’s going to believe you when you tell them about it,
Trixie thought, but of course, she’d experienced that before! “We’ll just have to find out more from
Wilhelmina,” she told Honey.


The
psychic investigator came out of the cabin a few minutes later. “Most
interesting!” she said with relish. She started energetically back down the
path, with the girls following behind.


“Are
there other examples of retrocognition?” Trixie
asked.


“Oh
my, yes,” Wilhelmina told her. “The most famous was at Versailles,
also in France.
Two well-respected British schoolteachers visited there on August 10, 1901.
They took a wrong turn, went down a little-used path— and appear to have spent
most of the afternoon in the year 1789. They saw people dressed in period
clothes, who seemed to be carrying out the duties of people of that time.
What’s more, the people were recognizable in old court portraits that the two
women later found. One of the women appears to have been Marie Antoinette,
Queen of France.”


“Did
the women ever experience retrocog-nition again?”
Honey asked Wilhelmina.


“No.
They went back to Versailles
repeatedly, but they were never able to duplicate the experience. Instead, they
spent most of their lives trying to convince people of what they’d seen. They
grew obsessed with the experience, until it made them a little crazy— and
nearly ruined their lives.”


Trixie
and Honey exchanged panic-stricken glances.


Then
Wilhelmina realized that her statement had been upsetting. “Of course, those
women may have been somewhat high-strung to begin with. Many other people have
experienced retrocognition—without similar fates.”


Trixie
breathed a sigh of relief, but Honey’s main concern hadn’t yet been resolved.
“I still don’t understand what makes retrocognition
happen,” she said. “I mean, why to some people and not others? Why in some
places and not others?”


“We
have only theories,” Wilhelmina told her. “The most popular one is that, at
times of crisis, some intense emotional energy is discharged which lingers
around an area. Not many places are the scene of such crises, so not many are
prone to retrocognition.


“As
for the people who experience it,” Wilhelmina went on, “they seem to be, for
some reason, receptive to that psychic energy. And they are in the right place
at the right time. The battle sounds at Dieppe
are only heard during the exact times of the battle—the month, day, and hour.”


“I
get it,” Trixie said. “The French Revolution was in 1789, and that was a
crisis.”


“Absolutely
correct,” said Wilhelmina. “Marie Antoinette—and, presumably, many of the
nobles at the Palace
 of Versailles that
day—were shortly to be overthrown and beheaded. It was a time of sweeping
social change and radical upheaval.”


“That
would release some emotional energy, all right,” Trixie agreed, putting her
hand to her throat.


“Hmm,”
Honey said thoughtfully. “Actually, I can feel something in the air whenever
somebody I’m close to is upset. If a whole lot of people were terribly upset,
that something might stay
in the air—for years, even.”


“Exactly,”
Wilhelmina said with an approving nod. “That kind of sensitivity may have
enabled you to experience the retrocognition.” Honey
didn’t look grateful. “What I don’t understand,” she continued, “is why Trixie
and I had the experience back at the cabin. There wasn’t even anybody there.”


“Ah,
but there had been,” Wilhelmina said, pointing a finger at the sky. “My guess
is that you visited the cabin moments after old Gunnar Bjorkland
had fled to escape the lynch mob.”


After
that announcement, there seemed to be little more to say. The girls left
Wilhelmina and returned to the house.


Honey
looked pale and drawn. She said almost nothing until Trixie reached up to turn
out their light that night. Then she wailed, “Oh, Trixie, I’m scared!”


“Of what?”


“Of going backward in time again.”


“It
wasn’t that scary.”


“That
was before we knew what it was.”


“Well,
there’s no need for us ever to go back to the cabin again.”


“That
isn’t the point! I feel as though it could happen to me again anytime,
anywhere. I feel so helpless!” Honey had pulled her blanket up under her chin
and looked truly frightened.


Trixie
didn’t know what to say. Honey was, indeed, more sensitive to others’ feelings
than most people were. That might make her more prone to retrocognition.
Maybe the only reason I had the
experience is that I was with Honey, Trixie thought.


“I
wish I knew why it happened,” Honey said. “And if it was just because of me.
Then I might not feel as though I were going to—to fall through a hole in the
clock any minute.”


“We’ll
figure it out before we leave Minnesota,”
Trixie said. “I promise.”


 


The
girls put up a good enough show that morning at breakfast to keep anyone from
asking questions. Trixie could tell that Honey was pale and withdrawn, and she
thought Regan was looking at both of them suspiciously, but nothing was said.


Before
breakfast was over, the telephone rang and Bill Murrow answered it. As he
talked, his responses grew shorter and louder. His last sentence, before he
hung up with a crash, was, “I’ve known you for twenty years, Lars Anderson, and
I’ve known you to have some pretty dumb ideas, but this is the dumbest!”


Bill
came back to the table, pulled out his chair, and set it down with enough force
to splinter it. Then he picked up his coffee cup and set it down with a bang.
He looked around the table to make sure that he had everyone’s attention before
he said, “Lars Anderson has company coming in next week. They’re from the big
city, and he doesn’t know what to do that’s exciting around here. So he wants
to bring ’em out some evening to see our ghost.” Pat Murrow let out a burst of
laughter, then lowered his head to stare at the table.


His
mother wasn’t amused. “That’s the stupidest idea I’ve ever heard!”


“That’s
what I told him,” Bill Murrow agreed.


Just
then the phone rang again. This time, Charlene went to answer it. She came back
looking like a thundercloud. “That was Mark Onsgard.
He wanted to know if his scout troop could have their overnight camp-out here—
‘because everyone wants to see the ghost.’ ” She mimicked her caller’s
enthusiastic tone. Needing to do something to take her mind off the call, Mrs.
Murrow began clearing the breakfast dishes, without even trying to force second
and third helpings on anyone.


The
others hurriedly went outside to get out of her way. Bill Murrow remained
angry. But Pat said to the girls, “It isn’t that I want the place overrun with
ghost-hunters. But it’s just amazing how fast news travels around these parts.
Anything that happens is everybody’s business, because we’ve all got such a
sense of ownership here.”


“It’s
kind of nice, when you describe it that way,” Trixie said.


“Do
you want to explain that to Mom and Dad?” he asked, grinning.


“No way!” Trixie said firmly.


The
young people were still laughing when they heard someone in the driveway. It
was Burke.


He
swung down from his truck and strode over to the corral. “My phone’s been
ringing off the hook,” he said with a beaming smile. “Word of the ghost has
gotten out, and people are asking about it. They want a view of the ghost from
their unit! Isn’t that great?” He looked around at a circle of sullen faces.
“Oh, hey, wait—I didn’t explain. This means the deal is back on! If people want
ghosts, I’ll give ’em a whole ghost town. I won’t change a thing after you
people move out. Just let the cobwebs grow, maybe set up a little souvenir
stand in the stable. It’ll be great. People will come from all over the state
to see—”


“Forget
it,” Bill Murrow barked, cutting


Burke
off. “I was willing to sell out and relocate. I was willing to have the ranch I
grew up on leveled by your noisy bulldozers. But I am
not willing to let my
place be turned into a tourist trap for a bunch of fools who want to see some
phony ghost!”


As
Bill spoke, he kept advancing on Burke, who kept moving backward to stay out of
his reach. By the time the speech was finished, Bill had backed the developer
all the way to his truck. Bill opened the door with a flourish. “Get in,” he
said. “And get out!” He turned his back and stormed away, and the developer
meekly obeyed.


Trixie
and Honey burst into applause. Pat tossed his hat into the air. “That’s tellin’ him, Dad!” he shouted.


“Yeah,
well, you’re the one who’s goin’ to inherit this
debt-ridden horse ranch,” Bill growled.


“It’s
a deal!” Pat said.


After
the confrontation, things seemed to return nearly to
normal. Honey went back to watching Pat Murrow with rapt admiration— but Trixie
noticed that she hesitated and looked carefully around her before entering the
stable or the house.


At
bedtime, Trixie thought for a moment that Honey was over her scare. She
chattered away about the day’s experiences, reviewing the stories they’d have
to tell the other Bob-Whites when they got home. Even Trixie’s yawns didn’t
seem to slow Honey down.


She’s just delaying the moment when I’ll turn off
the light, Trixie suddenly realized. Aloud she said, “It’s a
little stuffy in here. Mind if I open the door to the hall?”


Honey
readily agreed and, with the light from the hallway falling across the carpet,
she soon settled down and fell asleep.


I’ve got to do something to help Honey get her
confidence back, Trixie thought. I can’t have her going home to Sleepyside all timid again!


Trixie
tossed and turned for what seemed like hours, trying to come up with a plan to
help Honey. But nothing occurred to her. “An ironclad explanation of retrocognition is what I need—and soon,” she whispered in
the darkness. “But scholars have been working on that one for years! Oh, brother.”


Eventually,
Trixie fell into a troubled sleep. In her dreams, she found herself reliving
her first visit to Gunnar Bjorkland’s cabin. She felt
the steam rising from the beans and coffee. She smelled the mustiness of the
cupboard as she opened it. She heard the cawing of the crow, and felt the cold
handle of the cast-iron stove as she bumped into it.


Trixie
sat bolt upright in bed, suddenly wide awake. “That’s it!” she exclaimed. “That
explains it!”
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Trixie looked over at Honey. The
girl had murmured in her sleep, but she hadn’t wakened at Trixie’s exclamation.


Trixie
started to call her friend’s name, then hesitated. She
was convinced that she had the explanation for the retrocognition.
In fact, she had proof that the whole incident was phony —and she had a theory
about who’d invented it.


But
what if she couldn’t convince Honey? The girl was so frightened by the
experience —and by the thought of another one like it—that she might not be
able to listen objectively. In that
case, I’ll have awakened her in the dark of night only to get her scared all
over again, Trixie thought. So she decided to let Honey soothe her
frazzled nerves with a good night’s sleep.


For
the rest of the night Trixie dozed on and off, fearful that a deep sleep would
make her forget her discovery. Each time she woke she felt a moment of panic,
then a wave of relief when her secret came back to her, as logical as ever.


Toward
dawn, Trixie fell into her deepest sleep of the night—one from which she was
awakened by shouting. She sat up, blinked in the early morning light, and tried
to make sense of what she’d heard. In the other bed, Honey seemed to be doing
the same.


Most
of the shouting was coming from Pat Murrow. Trixie could hear only the loudest
words in each sentence: . . he
was gone.... of course, it was locked.... kicked it right down.... one powerful
stallion.”


“Oh, no!” Trixie exclaimed, jumping
out of bed and pulling open the dresser drawer with one motion. “Al-Adeen must have broken loose!”


The
girls dressed as fast as they could. Charging into the hallway, they almost
collided with Bill Murrow, who was rolling up his shirt sleeve as he came out
of the bedroom. Out in the kitchen, the bacon was just beginning to sizzle in
the pan. Charlene stood frozen, still in her robe, holding the spatula. Pat and
Regan, fully dressed right down to hats and gloves, were standing in the
doorway. They had either been out looking for the stallion, or they were ready
to go.


Bill
strode past them and threw open the door. “Everybody takes a horse,” he called
over his shoulder. “We’ll split into teams and search this whole plague-ridden
county, if we have to.”


Pat
and Regan, Trixie and Honey hurried after Bill. In the stable, they quickly
bridled and saddled their horses. Before they were finished, Charlene had
joined them, dressed in jeans and riding boots. From the way she slung the
blanket and saddle on the horse, Trixie realized that her role around the
horses wasn’t as a spectator.


They
quickly divided into teams—Bill and Charlene, Pat and Honey, Trixie and Regan. At least Honey gets to be alone with Pat,
Trixie thought—then felt ashamed of herself for
thinking it.


Trixie
already knew that there was no point in trying to track the horse through the
ranch yard. Bill and Pat quickly ruled out the forest side of the ranch; the
deerflies would soon drive the horse out if he ventured in. Nor did Bill think
Al-Adeen would try to ford the river.


“Beyond
that,” Bill said, “it’s anybody’s guess. We’ll ride along the river behind
Burke Landing. The rest of you go to the blacktop and head in opposite
directions.” He kicked his horse into a canter and rode off, with Charlene at
his side.


Regan
took the same path along which Pat had led Honey and Trixie the day of the
trail ride. They rode as fast as they could while still being able to scan the
land around them for a sign of the stallion.


Trixie’s
mouth felt dry and coated. She felt the rumblings of hunger in her stomach. She
pushed those feelings aside and forced herself to ride on beside Regan. In her
mind, she kept hearing Charlene Murrow’s words, that first day back at the
corral: “I actually have nightmares about something happening to that horse.”


Trixie
shook the words out of her head. She wanted no distractions, nothing that would
keep her from spotting Al-Adeen, or a sign that he’d
passed this way.


There
was no sign.


The
sun was high in the sky by the time Regan reined in his sweating horse. “I’ve
gone everyplace I know of in these parts,” he told Trixie, a look of defeat on
his face. “It won’t do anybody any good if we get lost, too. We’d better head
back.”


Trixie
nodded. She was beginning to feel light-headed from hunger. Although she wouldn’t
have admitted it, she was grateful for the break.


Back
at the ranch, the horses that Bill and Charlene had taken out that morning were
tethered to a rail of the corral, still saddled and bridled. Trixie and Regan
tied their horses next to the other two and went into the house.


Bill
was sitting at the kitchen table, idly stirring his coffee. Charlene had
started a fresh batch of bacon frying. They both looked up eagerly when Regan
and Trixie walked in. When they saw their guests’ downcast expressions, they
turned away quickly, before their disappointment could show.


“Are
Honey and Pat still out?” Trixie asked.


“Not
that it’s likely to do much good,” was Bill’s way of saying yes to the
question.


Charlene
was serving breakfast when Honey and Pat finally came in. They both looked
pale, exhausted, and depressed. Charlene immediately began clucking over them
like a mother hen, giving each a cup of steaming coffee laced with milk and
putting that morning’s third batch of bacon on to fry.


“No
luck?” The way Bill asked, it was more of a statement than a question.


Pat
shook his head. “I would have given up a long time ago, but Honey wanted to
keep going.” There was a note of admiration in his voice.


“I
just wanted to make sure we’d covered everything,” Honey said.


“You
did all you could,” Pat told her.


That’s the warmest look I’ve ever seen him give
anything on two legs, Trixie thought.


Honey
smiled back at Pat.


“After
breakfast, we’ll drive around and alert the neighbors,”
Bill said to Pat. “Maybe the horse will turn up in a nearby feedlot when he
gets tired of foraging for himself. That’s about all we can do.”


“Was
Al-Adeen insured?” Trixie asked timidly.


Bill
shrugged. “He’s insured for what he cost, not for what he’s worth. There’s only
Pat’s and my word for that, anyway. Insurance companies are pretty wary of
inflated claims from down-and-out horse ranchers.”


“We’re
not down and out!” Pat protested. “We’re down,” Bill said firmly. “We’re not
quite out—not if Al-Adeen shows up in the next couple
of days. After that— Well, Fair-haven is going to be a ghost ranch, one way or
the other.” He rose to his feet slowly, as though he’d suddenly grown old. “Gus
should be here by now. I’d better go tell him what happened. Then we can start
making the rounds of the neighbors.”


“Gus!”
Trixie almost shouted the name, then turned beet red
as everyone stared. “I forgot he didn’t know, yet, about what happened,” she
said lamely.


That
explanation seemed to satisfy everyone except Honey, who continued to stare at
her friend. That was exactly the way Trixie wanted it. She motioned toward
their bedroom. Honey quickly excused herself, saying she wanted to lie down for
a few minutes, and Trixie followed her to their room.


“What’s
up, Trixie Belden?” Honey asked. “I know that look of yours.”


Trixie
plopped herself down on the bed, then immediately sprang up and began pacing as
best she could in the tiny room. “The ret-rocognition
was a setup, Honey. I figured it out last night in a dream. Oh, I know what
you’re thinking—” She held up a hand to stop Honey’s protest, then snapped her fingers as a new thought occurred to her.
“Hey, I’ll bet I know where Al-Adeen is, too.
Listen!”


Briefly
she described her dream, the conclusion she’d drawn from it,
and her theory on the disappearance of Al-Adeen.


“It
makes perfect sense,” Honey said. “But what do we do about it?”


“Confront!”
Trixie said, her eyes narrowed with determination.


“Shouldn’t
we tell Bill and Charlene first?”


“About the retrocognition?
About sneaking out at night to meet Wilhelmina James? Maybe you could pull that
off and not be shipped home on the next bus, then grounded for a month once you
got home. I know I couldn’t.”


“You’re
right,” Honey admitted. “We’ll have to handle it ourselves. I hope like
anything you’re right about the retrocognition, but I
sort of hope you’re wrong about Al-Adeen.”


“I
know what you mean,” Trixie said. “But remember, the important thing is to get
the horse back, fast. ”


Without
further discussion, the girls left their room. On their way through the
kitchen, they were stopped by Charlene. “Are you up already?” she asked. “Don’t
you think you should get a little more rest? That was such a hard morning.”


“I
thought a nice slow walk might do me good,” Honey said. “I don’t want my
muscles to tighten up, or I’ll never walk again!” She managed a wan smile.


“Well,
just don’t overdo it,” Charlene warned.


The
girls found Gus alone in the stable, rubbing down one of the horses that had
been ridden that morning. Regan must
have gone with Pat and Bill. At least our luck is holding so far,
Trixie thought.


“Hi,
Gus,” she said, trying to sound casual.


“Hello,”
Gus replied. He tried to grin, but he didn’t manage.


“It’s
pretty awful about Al-Adeen, isn’t it?” Trixie asked.
“I was wondering if the Galloping Ghost stole the horse. It would be right in
character, wouldn’t it?”


“Old
Gunnar never stole any horses,” Gus mumbled, still currying the horse.


“That’s
true,” Trixie said. “I guess you’d know better than anyone what the ghost would
and wouldn’t do, huh, Gus. I mean, you are the ghost, right?”


Gus
straightened up with difficulty, one hand supporting his back. “How did you
find out?” he asked.


“I
dreamed it,” Trixie told him. “When we were at the cabin, we thought the ghost
must have just left because the coffee and beans were still hot. But when I
dreamed about it last night, I realized the stove was stone-cold when I bumped
into it. Hot food and a cold stove don’t make sense—even for a ghost. That
meant the whole thing was phony. And that
meant you were the ghost, because you were the only one who knew that we knew
about the cabin.”


Gus
stubbed at the straw with the toe of his boot. “I never thought you’d look all
around the cabin. I thought you’d just get scared and go running home to tell
everybody about the ghost.”


“You
must have thought that about the other pranks you played,” Trixie said,
figuring Gus had something to do with them, too.


“Well,
wasn’t that why I did them?” Gus asked. “After that day when I told you how
Mrs. Murrow doesn’t like to talk about the ghost, I thought, ‘You betcha! She’s probably right.
Nobody would want anything to do with the ranch if they thought it was haunted!
That Burke fellow would go away for sure.’ So I haunted us.”


“Hiding
the brushes and combs must have been easy for you to do,” Trixie said. “But how
did you rig the other tricks?”


“Making
the picture fall was easy, too,” Gus said. “When I went to wash up, I just
ducked into the living room for a second. I pulled the picture hook out so it
was barely hanging in the wall. Any little rattle in that old house would knock
the picture down.”


Trixie
nodded. “And nobody even thought about how you’d walked through the house
minutes before. After that, the haunting got harder, right?”


“Not
much,” Gus said. “For that gust of wind, I sneaked up under your window with an
old blacksmith’s bellows. Whoosh!” He pantomimed the
bellows’ motion. “Then I used a tape-recording machine to get the galloping
noise. I’d made the tape over at my place— just turned on the machine and rode
past it.” Seeing the girls’ astonished looks, he unexpectedly grinned. “I don’t
like cars, but I ain’t old-fashioned.”


In
spite of herself, Trixie grinned back at him. “You must have gotten pretty
frustrated when we still didn’t start blabbing to everyone about hearing
ghosts.”


“You
girls are tough, I’ll give you that,” Gus said.


“That’s
when you decided to begin haunting other people, starting with the surveyor,”
Honey said.


“Now,
that guy, he scared easy,” Gus said. “I just sneaked through the bushes and
popped up in front of him. My head wasn’t floating, either—it was right on my
shoulders! But he didn’t stay around for a closer look.”


“That
was the simplest prank of all, and that’s the one that worked,” Trixie said.


“Sure
did! If I’d known that fellow was going to tell everyone he’d seen a ghost, I
could have skipped all that work with the cabin,” Gus said.


“You
did set up the retrocognition!” Honey exclaimed,
sounding as if the weight of the world had just dropped off her shoulders.


“I
don’t know about that,” Gus said, suddenly suspicious.


“She
just means the haunting,” Trixie said quickly, not wanting Gus to get out of
his talking mood. “How did you do it?”


“Oh,
it wasn’t hard. I knew you girls would hightail it to
that cabin as soon as you found out about it. So I waited till you took off.
Then I took a shortcut and beat you there. I plunked down some dishes, set out
the beans, poured the coffee out of my Thermos, and hung up the hat. I wanted
to time it so the food would be warm, but I almost cut it too close. I didn’t
even have time to pick up the fork I’d dropped before I heard you girls
coming.”


Honey
groaned. “That was a mistake—and we thought it was a great big clue!”


Gus
looked slightly pleased with himself. “But how did you undo everything?” Trixie
asked. “When we went back later—”


“You
went back?” Gus interrupted. “You girls are really tough!”


“Well,
we did go back,” Trixie said hurriedly, not wanting to explain why or with
whom. “Everything looked different, as though no one had been there for years.
How did you manage that?”


Gus
sniffed. “All I did was gather up the stuff I’d brought and clear out fast,” he
said.


“But
the cobwebs, the dust on the floor, the grime on the table—” Trixie began.


“They
were probably all there the first time,” Honey said. “Only we didn’t notice
them.”


“That’s
not all we missed,” Trixie said gloomily. “If we’d noticed Gus’s footprints in
the dust, we wouldn’t have fallen for the trick at all. I could have saved you
a lot of worry if I’d been more observant.”


Honey
smiled appreciatively at her friend. “I could have saved some myself, too.”


Trixie
felt an odd combination of anger at Gus’s tricks and relief that they’d been
figured out. “Now, Gus,” she demanded, “tell us where you hid Al-Adeen.”
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Gus’s jaw dropped open, then it set in a look
of stubborn anger. “I didn’t take the horse,” he said.


“You
just admitted you were the ghost,” Trixie said.


“Sure.
I did those things to drive Burke away. And I almost singed my whiskers, too,
because my pranks made Burke want the place even more. But then young Billy
decided not to sell. That’s what I wanted. Why would I steal the horse after
all that?” Gus made a hissing sound. “You girls are tough, but maybe you ain’t
all that smart.”


“He’s
right,” Honey said, seeing Gus’s point about the horse.


“Then
who took Al-Adeen?” Trixie demanded.


“What
do you mean?” Gus exclaimed. “Al-Adeen is a
hot-blooded young stallion. He decided to go see the world. That happens
sometimes.”


“I
suppose so,” Trixie said reluctantly.


“Besides,”
Gus added, still angry enough to want to press his point, “would a human thief
have kicked in that stall door? It was torn clean off the hinges. Look at it.”
He gestured toward the empty stall.


Curious,
Trixie went over to Al-Adeen’s stall. The door was
leaning uselessly against the wall, testimony that it no longer had anything to
guard. The hinges dangled from the door, screws still in place, splinters of
wood still surrounding the screws.


Trixie
gave a long, low whistle, impressed by the power that could cause such damage.
She inspected the doorjamb, fingering the deep holes where the hinges had torn
free. She crossed to the other side of the stall door to inspect the damage
there. “Hey, wait a minute!” she shouted. “Look at this!”


Honey
came over and bent down to look. “Seems fine to me,” she said, then
straightened up and looked eagerly at Trixie. “Just fine.”


“Exactly.” Trixie turned to Gus. “Explain how a horse could kick
a door off the hinges and not do any damage to the bolt.” She took another look
at the door. “No, wait,” she said sarcastically, “there’s no need to explain.
He shot the bolt back before
he kicked the door in, that’s how.”


Gus
silently inspected the doorjamb and the door. Then he said to Trixie, “It looks
like you’re pretty smart, after all. I’m the dumb one. I should have noticed
that the first thing.” Honey immediately softened. “You were upset. We all
were,” she told him. She turned to Trixie. “The one who wasn’t very smart was
the thief. Didn’t he know how suspicious this would look?”


“Maybe
not,” Trixie replied. “Or maybe he knew, and this was the best he could do.
Remember, Pat and Regan were right upstairs. The thief could risk a couple of
blows from a sledge, but not much more.”


“Okay,”
Honey said, “now we know it was a
thief. But who?”


“Not
me,” Gus said.


“No,”
Trixie said promptly. “Not you. I was off by a mile on that one. Your interest
is in having the Murrows stick around, and this theft
is likely to make them sell. Then who—” Trixie broke off as the answer became
obvious. She looked at Honey and saw that her friend had figured it out, too.


It
was Gus who said the name aloud: “Burke.”


“Of course!” Trixie said. “He takes the horse and hides him until
Bill gives up and agrees to sell. Then he either arranges for the horse to
wander home, or he sells him in some other part of the country where he can’t
be traced.”


“There’s
no such place,” Gus said. “Al-Adeen has his
identification tattooed on his lip. Anyone who bought him could trace him.”


Trixie
waved the objection away. “Well, then, he wouldn’t have to sell him. He could
just—” Her eyes grew wide as the sentence completed itself in her mind.


“He
could put a bullet between the horse’s eyes,” Gus said.


“We
can’t let that happen!” Honey said. “We have to do something—but what?”


“We
could confront Burke,” Trixie said. Gus shook his head. “A dead horse would be
easier to hide than a live one, if Burke knows somebody’s on his trail.”


Honey
shuddered. “Maybe we ought to tell Bill and Charlene, and see what they want to
do. They have the most at stake in this.”


“That’s
exactly why we can’t tell them yet,” Trixie said grimly. “Bill would be so
angry he’d go marching off to confront Burke—or ask the sheriff to do it.
Either way, Burke knows we’re onto him, and Al-Adeen
is done for.”


“Then
what do we do?” Honey asked frantically.


“First,
try to find the horse,” Trixie said. “Once he’s safe, we can go after Burke.
Meantime,” she concluded, looking from Honey to Gus and back again, “we have to
keep this a secret. Agreed?”


The
other two nodded.


“So
how do we go about finding the horse?” Honey asked.


“We
start by taking that little stroll we told Mrs. Murrow about,” Trixie said. “To Burke Landing.”


The
girls said good-bye to Gus and set off by way of the blacktop road. “We want as
much information as we can get,” Trixie told Honey. “If Burke
isn’t around, so much the better. There’s bound to be someone we can
talk to in the construction trailer.”


The
sounds of construction grew louder as Trixie and Honey approached the site. To
their surprise, the trailer was gone, replaced by a large sign that said, model now open.


The
girls made their way through deep ruts and sawed-off pieces of lumber. “Gee,”
said Trixie, “I wonder why the office was moved out of the trailer. It’s so
messy here.”


The
model unit was on the ground floor. It was open, but far from finished. Plywood
floors were down and two-by-fours showed the outline of where the rooms would
be. The only furnishings were a card table and two folding chairs, which were
set up in the living room. Behind the table, a large hole in the wall that
would someday be a picture window framed a beautiful view of the woods along
the river.


A
young woman rose from one of the chairs to greet them. “I’m Courtney Dahl,” she
said, raising her voice to be heard over the noise.


“Welcome
to Burke Landing. Would you girls be interested in buying a unit here?” She
smiled to show that she was joking.


“We
wouldn’t,” Honey said, smiling back to show that she’d
caught the joke. “I thought my father might, though. He’s quite an
outdoors-man. I understand this part of the country is outstanding for hunting
and fishing.”


Honey
did her best to sound sophisticated, and Ms. Dahl seemed to realize that this
was no joke, after all. She launched into a detailed sales presentation,
complete with a floor plan of the units and a model of the finished
development. She emphasized what she called the “amenities”—a swimming pool,
four tennis courts, a party room, and a picnic area near the river.


Trixie
had to admit it all looked very nice. Just not right next door to the Murrows,
she thought.


“We’ll
be opening in the spring of next year,” the young woman said.


Unconsciously,
both girls found themselves looking around at the bare framework of the room
and at the rutted landscape beyond.


“Things
really move quickly from this stage on,” Ms. Dahl said. “That’s why we’re
urging people to reserve units now. If you’d just give me your father’s name
and telephone number, I could—”


Trixie
cut her off, to spare Honey the high-pressure tactics. “I’ve always heard that
the most important thing in a real estate development is who the developer
is—his experience and so forth. Could you tell us his name?”


“Mr.
Jon Burke, a wonderful person. I’ve been working for him for three months, and
I know he’s very committed to this project.”


“Has
he done other projects like it? Is there one nearby that we could see?” Honey
asked.


“Not that I know of. I don’t think Mr. Burke is from
around here, actually. Everything I know about him is in our sales brochure.”
She gestured to a stack of brochures on the table. “I’m sure Mr. Burke would be
willing to talk to your father about his prior experience and his plans for
this project. Just write his name and address on this piece of paper.” The
woman thrust the paper forward, giving Honey no chance to refuse.


After
Honey had written down the information, she said, “I’m sure he’ll be
delighted.” Once outside, Trixie asked, “Won’t your father be a little upset
that you handed out his name like that?”


Honey
giggled. “No, he won’t be. But if there is a Roger Thompson living at 382 Elm Street in Minneapolis, he might be in for a surprise!”


Trixie
laughed, then looked around for a secluded spot where
she and Honey could study the sales brochure. She found one under a huge old
maple that grew about halfway between the development and the entrance to the Murrows’ ranch.


“This
is just a recap of the sales pitch,” Trixie said, “with more stuff about
amenities. Wait a minute—here it is! ‘About the Developer.’
” Trixie and Honey leaned over the page, reading quickly through the short
paragraph. Above the words, a smiling picture of Jon Burke, complete with
cowboy hat and feathered hatband, loomed out at them.


Trixie
finished reading first. “What a bunch of hot air!” she snorted. She quoted from
memory: “ ‘Mr. Burke is descended from pioneer Minnesota stock, and is now opening Minnesota to those who want to pioneer in
the time-share concept.’ All the real
pioneers must be spinning in their graves! Pioneers with
amenities!” The more Trixie talked, the angrier she got. “Besides, it
isn’t even true. That woman who works for him said he isn’t from around here.”


“The
brochure doesn’t say Burke was born here,” Honey pointed out. “It just says his
ancestors were.”


“They
were probably a bunch of shiftless no-goods like Gunnar Bjorkland,”
Trixie growled. Then she gasped. “Oh, Honey, I’ll bet they were! And he is,
too!”


Honey
was a little baffled. “What do you mean?”


“Listen,”
Trixie said. She leaned close to Honey, to focus her friend’s full attention on
herself. She spoke slowly, pronouncing each syllable: “Gun-nar
Be-york-land. Burke-land.
Burke Land-ing. Get it? Burke is a descendant of Gunnar Bjorkland!”


“They
do sound similar,” Honey admitted. “I’ll bet he’s always been ashamed of having
an ancestor who was hanged as a cattle thief. So he came back here and started
this big, fancy development to prove he wasn’t a shiftless failure like old
Gunnar. That’s the reason he’s so eager to get his hands on Fairhaven— to extend his development
practically to the doorstep of Gunnar’s cabin. I’ll bet the rustling instinct
runs in the family, too!” Trixie stopped only because she’d run out of breath.


“It
sounds awfully farfetched,” Honey said. Before Trixie could protest, Honey
added, “I believe you,
but who else will? Look, I think Burke has Al-Adeen.
But who his ancestors were doesn’t make any difference—unless you think old
Gunnar might haunt Burke into returning the horse, to keep him from meeting a
similar fate.”


Trixie
snorted. “Now, that’s
farfetched. If anything, the ghost would help Burke out. If there was a ghost,
which there isn’t, because we know that Gus— Oh, gosh!” Trixie grabbed Honey’s
arm, her eyes as round as if she had, indeed, just seen a ghost.


“What
is it?” Honey asked in alarm.


“Wilhelmina!”
Trixie said. “We know old
Gus was the ghost, but she doesn’t. She’s convinced we had an honest-to-gosh retrocognition.”


“Oh,
the poor woman,” Honey said. “She’ll be so disappointed. Do we have to tell her
the truth?”


“Of
course, we do,” Trixie said, sounding shocked. “Otherwise, she’ll write the
whole thing up in a big technical paper. We’ll tell her tonight.”


“You’re
right, of course,” Honey admitted. “But it just seems so unfair that everyone’s
dreams have to be ruined. First Murrows’
prize horse, now Wilhelmina’s ghost. It isn’t fair!”


 


Back
at Fairhaven,
there was still no news about Al-Adeen. All the neighbors had been alerted, though, Charlene told the
girls.


“That’s
going to make things hot for Burke,” Trixie told Honey when they were alone.
“We’ve got to figure out where he’s hidden Al-Adeen
before he gets nervous and does something—something final.”


Honey
nodded. “First things first, though. We have to tell Wilhelmina about Gus being
the ghost. That won’t be easy, but at least it’s simple. After that, we can
concentrate on Burke and Al-Adeen and all the rest of
it.”


It
wasn’t hard for the girls to leave the house unobserved after dinner. The Murrows were in the living room, poring over a three-county
map that Bill had bought that afternoon.


“They
still think they can find the horse if they look hard enough,” Trixie said.
“There’s just no way.”


“I
hate to see them keep trying,” Honey said. “Are you sure we shouldn’t just tell
them the truth? We could at least tell them the horse was stolen, and show them
the door of the stall to prove it. We don’t have to tell them we think Burke
did it.”


“They’d
figure it out,” Trixie said. “Even if they didn’t, they’d be sure to tell
everybody the horse was stolen. Word would get back to Burke in minutes, the
way news travels around here. Then he’d start feeling pressured to get rid of
the horse.” Trixie shook her head. “We just have to keep things cool until we
know where the horse is.”


“That
could be forever,” Honey said grimly. Trixie patted her friend on the shoulder.
“First things first,” she reminded her. “Wilhelmina has to know the truth about
the ghost.”


They
had carefully rehearsed their speech to Wilhelmina before they left the house.
As they neared the hideout, Trixie drew a deep breath, ready to begin. She
never got the first words out.


Wilhelmina
had spotted the two girls as they approached, and she hurried to meet them. Her
eyes sparkled with excitement. “I was so hoping you’d come!” she said. “I have
something extraordinary to tell you.” She leaned close and clutched Trixie’s
hand with a hand that was cool and smooth.


“I’ve
seen the Galloping Ghost!” Wilhelmina
said.
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“I tell you, I saw it! It was exactly the way
the newspaper articles described it,” Wilhelmina went on. “The rider was
wearing a cowboy hat and western clothes, and he was bent low and galloping
across the prairie as fast as he could. It was a multisensory experience; I saw
the horse and rider, and I heard the hoof-beats.”


Wilhelmina
looked at the girls, waiting for congratulations. Trixie and Honey stared back
at her, not knowing what to say.


The
woman shoved her glasses up on her nose. She looked hurt. “Okay, it’s not as
exciting as a retrocognition, but my sighting was the
most exciting firsthand experience I’ve
had.”


“It
isn’t that,” Trixie said. “I mean—” She stopped and looked to Honey for help.


“We
didn’t have a retrocognition,” Honey said. Briefly,
she told Wilhelmina about their discovery that Gus had been posing as the
Galloping Ghost. “So you see,” she concluded, “the disappearing objects, the
gust of wind, the hoofbeats, the floating head the
surveyor saw, and even the retrocognition have all
been explained.”


“Was
your friend Gus trying to fool me last night?” Wilhelmina demanded.


“N-no,”
Honey said. “We didn’t even tell Gus about you.”


“Then
my experience stands,” Wilhelmina said stubbornly.


A
picture had been forming in Trixie’s mind while Honey and Wilhelmina spoke. “Did
you say a cowboy hat and western clothes?” she asked. When Wilhelmina nodded,
Trixie immediately asked, “What time did you see the —the ghost?”


Wilhelmina
pulled her notepad out of her pocket while Trixie did an impatient jig. “At
1:47 A.M.,” Wilhelmina said.


Trixie
snapped her fingers. “It was Burke! I know it was!”


“It
was Burke and Al-Adeen!” Honey said, grasping the situation immediately.


“Al-Adeen?” Wilhelmina
echoed. “Surely you’re not suggesting that a genie is—”


“No,
no, no!” Trixie waggled a hand at the woman. “Al-Adeen
is a horse. He was— Burke wanted— Bill wouldn’t—” Her thoughts were tumbling
over themselves so fast that it was impossible for her to tell the story
clearly.


Seeing
this, Honey managed to relate the information to Wilhelmina—about Al-Adeen’s disappearance; about Trixie’s realization that he’d
been stolen, and by whom; about the importance of the horse to the Murrows; and about the real possibility that he’d be
destroyed if he weren’t found soon.


“Your
sighting last night is the only clue we have to Al-Adeen’s
whereabouts. Your information can save his life and the Murrows’
ranch and—and everything,” Honey concluded.


Wilhelmina
gave Honey a skeptical look. She was still
disappointed about not having seen a ghost, but the importance of what she had seen was obviously a comfort.


“Where
did you see the rider?” Trixie asked eagerly. “And where was he headed?” If she reaches for her notebook again, I’ll
scream, she added silently.


To
Trixie’s relief, Wilhelmina chose to speak from memory. She pointed to the open
land directly ahead of them, just behind the ranch house. “The horse and rider
first came into my field of vision right there,” she said. “They continued in a
path parallel to the river and disappeared into the forest there.” She made a
smooth, straight arc with her finger.


Trixie’s
face lit up. “He rode into the woods, of course! Nobody bothered to look there
because we all knew Al-Adeen wouldn’t venture in
there alone. He’d obey a rider’s commands to go in, though.”


“That’s
due to Pat’s good training,” Honey said in a sad, proud voice.


“I’ll
bet that’s right where Burke left him, too,” Trixie said.


“If
he’s been outside all day with the deer-flies, he’s as good as destroyed
already,” Honey said, sounding near tears.


Trixie
felt a surge of horror at the thought of Al-Adeen
driven crazy by the flies. Then another piece of the puzzle fell into place.
“It’s all right,” she said. “He isn’t outside. He’s in Burke’s construction
trailer.”


“Of
course,” Honey agreed. “That’s why the model unit was open while it was still
so messy and noisy. Burke had another purpose for the trailer.”


“It
would be the perfect hiding place. If the Murrows
fell for the broken stall door, they’d be looking only for a runaway horse, not
a hidden-away horse.”


“Without
the Burke Landing sign on its side —which I’m sure
Burke removed—the trailer parked in the woods could belong to a state forestry
crew. Nobody would think a thing about it,” Honey added.


“That’s
if somebody stumbled across it, which would be unlikely in all those acres and
acres of forest,” Trixie finished.


“Then
how are we going to find
it?” Honey asked.


“That’ll
be easy,” Trixie told her, “because I think we know where to start looking.”


“Gunnar’s cabin!” Honey guessed.


“It
makes perfect sense, in a twisted sort of way,” Trixie said. “Old Gunnar Bjorkland gets hanged for stealing a cow. A hundred years
later, one of his descendants comes back to the same part of the world to
redeem the family name with a successful real estate development. To make it all
work out, he has to steal a horse and hide it for a few days. Where else but
back where the thieving tradition first started?”


“Let’s
go!” Honey said. She stepped out of Wilhelmina’s hideout and took three steps
into the open before Trixie caught her by the arm and dragged her back. “What
are you doing?” Honey protested.


“What
are you doing?” Trixie
countered. “Somebody could have seen you.”


“Good,”
Honey said. “Then I won’t have to run all the way back to the ranch to get
help.”


“Oh,
they’d help us, all right,” Trixie said. “As soon as you told them that Al-Adeen was spotted being ridden into the woods by Burke, and
that the spotter was a psychic investigator who’s been hiding out in their
woods for the past week, they’ll help you right to the nearest hospital for a
nice long rest.”


“I
see what you mean,” Honey admitted. “So far, nobody but you and me and Gus
knows that Al-Adeen was even stolen.”


“I
know, too, of course,” Wilhelmina reminded her.


“Of
course,” Honey said politely.


“We
have to find Al-Adeen on our own,” Trixie said. “If
we can get into the trailer, we’ll bring him home ourselves. If we can’t,
that’s the time to go for help. And all we’ll have to say is that we’ve found
the horse. Nobody will ask questions until Al-Adeen
is safe and sound in his own stall.”


“That’s
what counts,” Honey admitted. “Can I be of any assistance?” Wilhelmina asked.


“Just
wait for us to come back,” Honey said. “If we don’t—”


“I’ll
alert the proper authorities no later than tomorrow morning,” Wilhelmina said.
Realizing that her statement sounded pessimistic, she added, “In the rare event
that it’s necessary to do so.”


“Ouch!”
Trixie slapped at her neck. “Could you also loan us some bug spray? Those woods
are going to be murder.”


Dressed
in sneakers and jeans, and protected from mosquitoes and flies, the girls found
the going fairly easy. When Trixie first caught sight of Gunnar’s cabin, she
felt a sinking feeling of disappointment. There’s no trailer! I was so sure—


Suddenly,
Trixie saw Honey point toward the river. There, a few yards beyond the cabin,
was the trailer! There was no mistaking its looming size and shape.


The
girls half ran toward the trailer, stumbling over branches and tree roots. A
few feet away, they both halted. Trixie held her breath, listening, knowing
that Honey was doing the same. For a long, horrible moment there was silence.
Then the girls heard the sound of hooves shifting on the trailer floor and the
soft nickering of a horse.


“Let’s
see if we can get him out,” Trixie said. She started to circle the trailer in
one direction, and she signaled Honey to head off the
other way.


Rounding
a corner of the trailer, Trixie noticed a louvered vent high up near the flat
roof. By standing on a piece of molding at the bottom
of the trailer and grabbing the top molding with her
hands, Trixie was able to boost herself up and look inside. She got a
reassuring sight of Al-Adeen, asleep on his feet. The
smell of hay told her that at least the horse’s basic needs were being met.


She
let go of the molding and dropped to the ground,
massaging her scraped hands as she continued around the trailer. Honey was
coming toward her. “There’s a padlock this big,” Honey whispered, curving her
hands to indicate an object the size of a grapefruit. “The door is hinged from
the inside, too. There’s no way we can get it open.”


“There’s
nothing on that side but a little vent,” Trixie said. “You can see Al-Adeen, though.”


Honey’s
eyes shone. “Really? Oh, Trixie, I want to see for
myself that he’s all right!” She hurried to take a look.


Trixie
made her hands into a stirrup and offered Honey a leg up. With the advantage of
added height off the ground, Honey was able to steady herself by holding on to
the roof of the trailer.


It
was in that position—Trixie bent over and holding Honey’s foot, Honey spread
spiderlike against the trailer—that they were caught in the beam of Burke’s
flashlight.


The
man’s left hand was still wrapped around the wire binding of a bale of hay. In
his right hand was the flashlight, probably pulled out of his pocket when he
saw the shadowy shape against the trailer.


All
three of them remained frozen for a long moment. Burke seemed not to have
realized that he could let go of the hay bale. Trixie and Honey simply didn’t
know what to do.


Desperately,
Trixie tried to think. More than anything, she wanted to get away from Burke—to
run straight for the edge of the forest, then across the clearing to the Murrows’ house. She trusted herself to be able to
outdistance Burke on the open land.


But he probably wouldn’t even try to chase us across
the open land, Trixie thought. Once we’d run toward the house, there’d be ample time for him to kill the
horse and tumble its body into the river. Then it would be our word against his
that Al-Adeen was ever here. He’s a big-shot land
developer, and we’re a couple of kids who believe in ghosts. Who are they going
to believe?


Burke
was starting to act now. He set down the hay bale and began walking toward the
girls—confidently, but with a look of anger on his face.


Trixie
began to panic, when suddenly a second option occurred to her: the girls could
make a run for it, staying in the woods along the river. If they didn’t head
straight for the Murrows’, Burke might chase them
without thinking about where he was headed. When the girls finally cut across
the open land, they’d be closer to the Murrows’—and
he’d be farther from Al-Adeen. He might not have
enough time to harm the stallion before help arrived.


Very
softly, Trixie said to Honey, “When I count three, I’m going to let you drop.
We’ll run back toward the Murrows’, but stay in the
woods.”


“All
right,” Honey said. Her voice sounded high-pitched. Trixie could only hope that
her friend understood the plan. Whether she did or not, Trixie knew she’d
follow it.


“One,”
Trixie counted softly, “two... three!” She unclasped her hands and started
running for the woods. This time, she made no attempt to keep quiet. She wanted
Burke to know exactly where she was.


Trixie
ran as fast as she could. She could hear Honey close behind her, making as much
noise as she herself was. There were other, distant noises, too. Oh, please, let Burke be following us!
Trixie thought. At that moment there was a loud thud and an even louder curse
in a masculine voice. Trixie felt a wave of relief that she turned into a renewed
burst of energy.


Trixie
suddenly realized that she must be nearing Wilhelmina’s hideout at the edge of
the woods. This is no time to run
into her! Trixie thought in panic. She began veering toward the
river side of each tree she had to cut around. Soon she was in unfamiliar
territory, but she didn’t dare slow down more than a fraction.


Then
all was quiet. What if I lost Honey!
she thought fearfully, her breath suddenly coming
harder. The thought distracted Trixie from the unfamiliar path ahead of her, across
which a winding loop of river suddenly cut its way.


When
Trixie saw what was happening, it was too late. Her foot came down on dried mud
that crumbled away, bounding down the bank and landing in the water with a
splash.


In
the next instant, Trixie, too, was tumbling down the riverbank.
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Trixie plunged into the icy river,
and sank down and down. It took every ounce of willpower she had to keep from
struggling. I’ll just get myself disoriented, she reminded herself. The thing
to do is relax. Eventually, I’ll float to the surface. It was a lesson she’d
been taught over and over by Jim, Brian, and Mart.


Seconds
later, she felt the top of her head break through the surface of the water. She
raised her head and took huge gulps of fresh, cool air. In between, she forced
herself to exhale completely. She knew that it was as important to get the bad
air out as it was to get the good air in.


Nearby,
she heard thrashing through the brush, a stifled scream and, seconds later, a
splash.


“Honey!” Trixie tried to shout the name, but it came out as a
weak gasp. As she tried to swim in the direction from which the splash had
come, she became aware, for the first time, of the river’s strong current. It’s no use, she thought. Swimming would just wear me out, without
getting me anywhere.


She
had to relax and let the current take her, hoping that she wouldn’t encounter
an undertow that would suck her down and not let her come up. If she was lucky,
she’d soon come to a bend in the river and the current would push her toward
the bank.


She
peered ahead, trying to see the outline of the riverbank. It was almost fully
dark now, and the edge of the black water was almost impossible to distinguish
from the shore. She felt a force tugging at her leg and she almost screamed,
until she realized that it was a weed, not the undertow she so dreaded.


Suddenly,
she saw the bank ahead. I’m in luck!
she thought. Now I only hope there’ll be something along the shore to grab on to—and
that I’ll still have the strength to hang on.


Trixie
shook her head to clear the water from her eyes and the cobwebs from her brain.
She grabbed at a branch as she went past—and missed! She reached back and
caught it with one hand. Slowly, painfully, she pulled herself back against the
current. Triumphantly, she got a second hand around the branch. She moved hand
over hand for a couple of feet. Now she was out of the water from the waist up.
But the current against her hips and legs felt stronger than ever. The night
air, warm at first, soon felt even colder than the water.


Panting,
Trixie held on to the branch with both hands. She wanted to wait until her
strength returned, but she knew it wouldn’t. She’d only get colder and weaker, the
longer she waited.


She
looked up to the top of the bank, still at least four feet above her head. She
blinked, then squinted as she thought she saw a face.


“Gus!”
she said aloud.


The
old horseman was peering down at her. He didn’t speak. He gave a slow nod of
encouragement. Then he held out a gnarled old hand.


Trixie
let go of the branch with one hand and reached up, searching for Gus’s hand.
She felt the rough fingers and closed her hand around them. She took a deep
breath, then pulled with all her might.


She
felt herself rising through the air. Confident now of Gus’s grasp, she let go
of the branch with her other hand and found tufts of grass and weeds to help
her on her way up.


Finally,
she was on the top of the bank. She lay on her stomach in the forest’s carpet
of dead leaves and dry needles. Then everything went black.


When
she regained consciousness, she said, “I’m sorry, Gus, I—” She sat up and broke
off as she realized that the old man was nowhere in sight.


“Honey!”
she exclaimed. “He must have gone to help Honey!” With worry giving her a new
source of strength, she got to her feet.


“Trixie!” The voice, hoarse and breathless, came from the
direction of the river.


Trixie
crawled to the edge of the bank and peered over. Honey was clinging to the same
branch that had, just moments before, saved Trixie. Seeing Trixie, Honey
reached up for help.


Trixie
was suddenly aware of her trembling muscles. She wiped her wet palms on the
sides of her wet jeans. “I don’t know if I have enough strength left to pull Honey
up,” she whispered in panic. But there was no sign of Gus. He probably went for help after he pulled me
out, Trixie thought. He’d
have no way of knowing Honey was in the river, too.


“Trixie!” Honey called out again. There was no more time for
waiting.


Trixie
threw herself onto her stomach. She wriggled forward until her waist was even
with the edge, the top half of her body hanging over. She reached out and felt
Honey’s hand, cold and clammy. She closed her eyes and pulled with all her
might.


Honey’s
hand came up and up. Trixie reached out with her other hand and grabbed her
friend’s belt. With that two-handed grip, she was able to throw her friend up
onto the bank like a sack of potatoes.


Honey
rolled over onto her back, gasping for air. “I wouldn’t have made it up the
bank without your help,” she panted.


“You
wouldn’t have fallen in without my help, either,” Trixie pointed out.


“How
did you do it?” Honey asked.


“I
just stopped looking where I was going, and my foot slipped, and—”


“No.
I mean, how did you manage to get out of the river without any help?”


“Oh!”
Trixie looked around for Gus again, but he was gone. Then she told Honey the
story of her rescue. “It’s strange that he didn’t stay around to see if I was
all right,” she said.


“He
probably checked to make sure that you were breathing, then
went for help,” Honey said. “Besides, I’m glad he didn’t take you. If he had,
how would I have gotten up the bank?”


“Don’t
even think about it,” Trixie said grimly.


“Do
you think Burke fell in, too?”


“Oh, gosh!” Trixie scrambled to her feet. “I’d
forgotten— “She took two long steps to the edge of the riverbank and listened
in the silence. “I don’t hear anything. He probably heard us fall and
turned back to— Honey, we have to move fast!”


But
Trixie suddenly realized that she had no idea where she was. “If we head away
from the river and move in a straight line, we should come out on open land
pretty soon,” she told Honey. She’d made it sound easy, but she knew how
difficult it was to follow a straight path in unfamiliar woods. Honey knew it,
too, but she didn’t challenge her friend. Shivering, they plunged forward into
the woods.


The
girls’ sneakers squished with every step, and their wet jeans chafed their
legs. We can’t get lost this time. I
couldn’t stand it! Trixie thought.


It
was only a few minutes before they saw the light ahead. Trixie felt a moment of
fear, remembering Burke’s flashlight. Then her heart leaped as she realized
that somehow they’d come to the edge of the woods right at Wilhelmina’s
hideout.


As the
girls came stumbling into the little camp, Wilhelmina looked at them in
astonishment. They were too hurried—and too tired— to tell any part of their
story to her. Trixie simply pointed across the yard at the Murrows’
house, from which lights were glowing. “Go get anyone you can. Bring them to
old Gunnar’s cabin—now!”


Then
she and Honey turned and hurried back into the forest. With Wilhelmina going
for help, it made sense for the girls to stay close to Burke—and to Al-Adeen.


When
they got back to the trailer, there was no sign of Burke. Nor were there any
sounds from inside the trailer.


Trixie
saw the fear begin to grow on Honey’s face. Burke might have taken the stallion
out of the trailer already. The horse’s body, throat cut or shot in the head,
might be floating down the river.


The
girls’ attention was captured by a low noise in the woods. The noise grew
louder, and finally its source came into view: Burke’s pickup truck was slowly
heading their way. Trixie and Honey watched it with growing hope. If Burke had
gone for his truck after they’d fallen in the river, he probably hadn’t had
time to harm Al-Adeen.


Burke
backed the truck up to the trailer, got out, and began hitching the two
vehicles together.


Trixie
tried frantically to think of a plan. The best she could come up with was
following the trailer, but she doubted it would do much good.


She
didn’t have to think any further. Hearing the rumble of hoofbeats
behind her, she turned and saw Pat, Regan, Bill, and Charlene galloping toward
her.


Burke
saw them, too. He looked frantically from the trailer to his truck, as if
trying to decide whether to escape with one or both. He finally chose to make a
run for it.


But
it was too late. Pat Murrow had already swung down off his horse and gone after
Burke. He caught the man easily and forced him to the ground.


“The key!” Honey shouted. “Make him give you the key to the
trailer!”


Regan
ran over to help. The two men forced Burke to hand over the key, then they pulled him to his feet. Regan held Burke, one arm
twisted behind his back, while Pat ran back to the trailer.


He
unlocked the door and went inside. Trixie, Honey, Charlene, and Bill waited,
hearts pounding.


The
wait stretched on for so long that Trixie had begun to suspect the worst. Then
she heard the sound of hooves, and Pat led Al-Adeen
out into the open. Pat was wiping the sleeve of his shirt across his eyes, and
Trixie realized that it was his own emotions, not Al-Adeen’s
condition, that had caused the long wait.


Charlene
and Bill ran to Al-Adeen and began stroking the
stallion’s neck.


“Is
he all right?” Regan called, still maintaining a firm hold on Burke.


“He’s
just fine,” Charlene said.


Pat
left the horse with his parents and strode over to Honey, who was shivering. He
took off his jacket and wrapped it around her shoulders. “Are you all right?”
he asked.


Honey
smiled up at him. “I’m just fine,” she said.


Yet
another series of noises broke the stillness of the woods. Trixie turned and
saw Wilhelmina James hurrying toward her. Left behind by the riders, Wilhelmina
had followed on foot. Her glasses had fallen off, and she was squinting as she
tried to make out the scene in front of her. Since Trixie was the closest to
the edge of the woods, Wilhelmina approached her first. She thrust her face up
to Trixie’s and asked, “Are you all right?”


Trixie
tried not to laugh. She knew that she owed her safety—and Al-Adeen’s—to Wilhelmina. But she couldn’t help it. “I’m just
fine,” was all she could manage to say before the giggles overtook her.
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Pat and Regan bundled Burke into his pickup,
wedging the developer between them on the front seat.


“Are
they taking him to the sheriff?” Trixie asked. “I want to go along. I can
explain everything.”


“You
most certainly will explain everything,” Charlene Murrow said in an unusually
sharp tone. “First thing tomorrow morning. Right now,
you’re going home to bed.” She took Trixie by the arm and led her to the horse
that Regan had been riding.


There
was no point arguing, Trixie knew. Besides, the idea of home and bed was
suddenly very appealing. She began to fall asleep on the ride home, soothed by
the gentle rocking of the sure-footed little Arabian mare. The memories of the
past few hours grew hazy in her mind.


Back
at the ranch house, Trixie pulled off her damp clothes, got into a nightgown,
and tumbled into bed. She was only dimly aware of Honey doing the same.


The
next morning, Trixie still felt a little dazed. She kept drifting in and out of
sleep, sensing that there were reasons to be up and questions to be answered,
but too cozy and content to move. At last, with
bright sunlight coming through the window, she forced herself to sit up in bed
and stretch.


“Is
it time to get up?” Honey mumbled. She rolled over and watched in amazement as
her friend suddenly leaped out of bed.


“Gleeps! I’d forgotten
all about Al-Adeen and Pat and—and everything,”
Trixie said. “Come on—we’ve got to find out what happened.”


Honey
rubbed the last traces of sleepiness from her eyes and jumped out of bed. In
minutes, the girls were dressed and heading down the hall.


Trixie
had expected to find the kitchen deserted at that late-morning hour, but there
was a full crowd around the table: Regan, Pat, Bill, Charlene—and Wilhelmina
James!


Conversation
ceased as the two girls entered the room. Pat jumped to his feet and hurriedly
pulled out the vacant chair between him and Wilhelmina. There was no mistaking
whom the invitation was for.


Honey
happily took her place next to Pat. Then she asked Wilhelmina, “Have you been
here all night?”


“Oh,
no,” Wilhelmina said. “That is, I was out in the woods for most of the night.
Then, early this morning, I went back to my room in town for a brief nap. I
must admit I couldn’t sleep, however. The Murrows had
told me that I might check in on you girls in the morning. So here I am.”


Now
Trixie knew that Wilhelmina had a rented room somewhere in town. Trixie felt a
nudge of curiosity to find out more about the interesting woman, but Wilhelmina
was not her most pressing concern this morning. She bounced on her tiptoes, too
excited to sit down. “What happened to Burke? Is he in jail? Did he confess? Is
Al-Adeen back? Is he okay?”


Bill
Murrow raised his hands, pretending to snatch the imaginary questions out of
the air as they sailed past his head.


Trixie
giggled at the pantomime. She plunked herself down in a chair and said, “All
right, all right. Just tell me what happened last night.”


“Last
night... last night,” Bill said musingly, as though he couldn’t think of
anything interesting to tell. Seeing that both girls were about to burst from
curiosity, he relented. “Well, we took Burke off to jail, where he stayed till
first thing this morning. Then he got out on bail.”


“Out on bail!” Trixie protested.


Bill
nodded, making a disgusted face. “Apparently, horse-thieving isn’t the crime it
once was.”


“Not
when the horse is back home, safe and sound,” Charlene
said.


“Is
he okay?” Honey asked Pat.


“No,”
Pat said, looking serious. Then he broke into a wide grin. “He’s absolutely
terrific—just the way he always was!”


“Don’t
let the bail fool you,” Regan added.


“Burke
stole an extremely valuable piece of property, and the law will see that he’s
punished for it.”


“So
much for Burke Landing,” Pat said happily.


“Will
all the work just stop?” Trixie asked, remembering the huge shell of the first
building and the foundations that had been dug for the others.


“Probably,
unless someone wants to buy the land from Burke and pick up where he left off,”
Regan guessed.


“Before
that happens, we may be able to buy that land ourselves,” Bill said. “We could
tear down Burke’s Tinkertoys and let the prairie take the land back.”


“Now
that’s something to shoot for!” Pat exclaimed.


Bill
nodded. “It’s not so unbelievable, either, now that your girlfriends got our
horse back for us.”


Trixie
allowed herself a proud smile—and that was a mistake.


Charlene
Murrow said sternly, “This could have been a gathering of a much different kind
this morning, if you girls had drowned in the river or been taken away by
Burke.”


Trixie
winced as she remembered the night before. “Everything turned out all right,
though,” she said simply. She would tell the Murrows
about the connection between Burke and old Gunnar later. “We really owe it all
to Wilhelmina.”


The
woman shook her head. “No one owes me a thing,” she said. “I was a fool—a
dangerous one. In spite of the years I’ve spent developing objectivity, I let
myself believe in a ghost story that was quite flimsy. I believed the retrocognition much too easily. Then, as a consequence, I
believed I’d seen the ghost. If I hadn’t been such a fool, I might have
realized that someone galloping past me on a horse in the middle of the night
was a sign of something unnatural, not super natural. I might have done something to help then and
there, instead of merely taking notes.” Wilhelmina looked down at the table,
shaking her head in dismay.


“You
helped when the time came,” Honey said. “That’s what really matters.”


But
Wilhelmina wasn’t easily consoled. “No,” she said. “I’m glad I was able to
help, of course. But what really matters is that I violated the spirit of
scientific inquiry. My objectivity on this project is ruined. I’ll have to give
up and go home.”


“Oh,
no,” Trixie exclaimed sympathetically. Wilhelmina shrugged. “It’s a small loss.
There was no true evidence of phenomena, after all. Everything we observed was
part of a prank.”


Trixie
darted nervous looks at Charlene and Bill. From their calm expressions, she
decided that Wilhelmina had already told them the story of Gus’s “haunting.”


“Gus!”
Trixie said aloud. “Is he all right? Did he make it back here last night after
he pulled me out of the river? Where is he?”


This
new barrage of questions produced confused looks from Bill and Charlene. “Gus
is out in the stable, working with the horses. What do you mean about pulling
you out of the river?” Charlene asked.


Trixie
told about how she’d seen Gus looking down at her from the riverbank. “I just
reached up, grabbed his hand, and pulled myself out of the water. But—but
didn’t he come back here afterward, to get help?” she asked, realizing for the
first time that Gus hadn’t been among the rescue party the night before.
“Trixie, Gus went home last night on time,”


Charlene
explained. “And he came to work this morning on time, too. That’s when he found
out about what had happened last night —and it was the first he’d heard of it.”


“He
was there. It was dark, but I distinctly saw an old cowboy up on the bank,
looking down at me, and—” Trixie broke off and felt a wave of chills spreading
over her body.


“The
Galloping Ghost,” Honey whispered.


“Here
we go again,” Bill Murrow groaned.


“Well,
if it wasn’t Gus, who was it?” Trixie demanded.


“Probably
a gnarled old tree that looked the tiniest bit like a human face, and a gnarled
old branch that you mistook for a hand,” Bill said.


“It
was so clear,” Trixie said.


“How
clear is anything to a person who’s being swept away in an icy river?” Bill
countered. “You needed to believe help had arrived, so your brain supplied some
for you.”


“But—”
Trixie turned and looked at Wilhelmina.


“Mr.
Murrow’s explanation is very believable. The human mind is capable of
powerfully realistic hallucinations in time of crisis. I couldn’t help but
notice, Trixie, that you said you grabbed the hand and pulled yourself out of the water. Surely if it had been a real
person, you’d have had a sensation of being pulled up, instead.”


Trixie
squinted, trying to remember the sensation. “I don’t know. I guess it was all
kind of a jumble,” she said.


“Ghost
or tree branch or ring-tailed baboon, it saved your life by making you believe
you had a chance,” Bill said. “Let’s be grateful for that.”


“I
wholeheartedly agree,” Wilhelmina said, rising from the table. “Now that I’ve
had a chance to see for myself that Trixie and Honey are all right, I must be
going. Thank you for the breakfast.”


Trixie
and Honey followed her outside. Parked in the driveway was an old, wood-paneled station wagon that Trixie guessed was Wilhelmina’s
car. The girls walked over to it with her.


“I’m
sorry you’re going to be leaving,” Trixie said. “We still have a few days’
vacation left, and I thought we could learn some more about phenomena from
you.”


“Well.”
Wilhelmina frowned, struggling for absolute accuracy. “I may not leave
immediately.”


Trixie
frowned, too, unable to understand Wilhelmina’s sudden discomfort. Then the
reason became clear. She was ready
to leave until she heard how I was rescued from the river. She sounded as if
she agreed with Bill, but she must have some feeling that there’s more to it
than that. Trixie wanted to ask the question out loud, but she knew
it was the wrong time. Wilhelmina’s embarrassment at believing in the retrocognition was still too strong. She’d be bound to deny
that Trixie had been rescued by the Galloping Ghost.


Instead,
the girls let Wilhelmina get in her car, start the engine, and drive away. They
stood and looked after her, waving good-bye.


“We
thought that Burke came here to redeem the family heritage that old Gunnar had
almost ruined,” Honey said softly. “What if it turned out to be the other way
around—old Gunnar making up for Burke’s wrongdoing?”


Trixie
shivered and smiled at the same time. “That’s a nice thought, isn’t it? In a spooky sort of way.”


“I
guess we’ll never really know,” Honey added. “But at least all the real
mysteries got solved. We know that Gus was responsible for the other ghostly
happenings. We know that


Burke
stole Al-Adeen. And we know that the horse is safe
and sound.”


“All
that’s left is the mystery of how I got out of that river,” Trixie said. “Was
it a ghost or a tree branch or a ring-tailed baboon? I guess we won’t ever
know.”


But I know what I believe,
Trixie added to herself. Then, suddenly feeling very hungry, she turned and
headed back to the kitchen.
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