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To Moochie and Wendy, thank you
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Chapter 1
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FULL MOON FANCY. THE NAME sounded magical. Willa let the words swirl in her head. She couldn’t believe there was a new pony at Miller Farm.


“Just Fancy for short,” Grandma Edna insisted. “No need for long, frilly names around here.” When Grandma said “here,” she meant the animal rescue center she ran. It was home to goats, chickens, rabbits, and especially ponies—Chincoteague ponies.


Ben and Willa hurried over to the small paddock to meet Fancy. “Where is she?” Ben wondered, glancing at his big sister. Willa searched the field.


“The small pasture’s empty, Grandma,” Willa called across the yard.


Grandma looked up. Her scowl pushed her eyebrows low. She stood up from her rosebushes. “Now don’t tell me,” she murmured. Grandma made her way over to where Willa and Ben stood. “Sure enough,” she announced, examining the area. “We’ve got a pony to find. You two look on the other side of the house. I’ll check behind the barn.”
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Before rushing off, Ben yanked a handful of clover from the tall grass by the fence. “It’s a peace offering,” he said. “In case we find her.” Willa nodded, amazed at how well her brother understood animals.


Even though Willa had taken riding lessons when they lived back in Chicago, she wouldn’t have thought to grab a treat for the runaway pony. Ben had not really been around ponies or horses before they had moved to their new house on Chincoteague Island, but he had an easy way with them.


Now both kids were around horses and ponies every day. First, there was Buttercup. Buttercup belonged to their neighbors but was staying in the old barn at Ben and Willa’s house for a while. Second, there were the horses at Grandma and Grandpa’s place, Miller Farm. Of all those ponies, Willa and Ben shared a favorite: a sweet buckskin mare named Starbuck. Starbuck had arrived at the rescue center earlier that summer. At the time, her leg had been hurt. The kids had helped nurse Starbuck back to health, and now they loved her like their own.


But they couldn’t think about Starbuck now. They had a lost pony to find!


“Grandma sounded mad,” Ben remarked as they raced past the barn and the big pasture.


“She’s probably just worried,” Willa said as she rounded the corner of the one-story farmhouse. The grassy part of the yard was small but there was a deep wooded area in the back.


“We don’t even know what Fancy looks like,” Ben commented.


“Well, she’s the one that’s just roaming around, not in the pasture,” Willa replied, swatting a bug away from her freckled nose. She squinted as she scanned the yard and trees. “I don’t see her. Let’s go to the garden.”


Ben trudged behind his sister, glancing back over his shoulder. If he were a pony, where would he hide?


No luck in the garden. All they found was their grandma.


“I thought she’d be here too,” Grandma Edna said. “It’d be just like that pony to make a feast of my carrots.”


“Hey! What’s going on?”


They looked up to see Lena and Clifton heading their way. Clifton was a teenager and often helped on the farm. His younger sister, Lena, sometimes tagged along. Willa was excited to see her friend.


“Lena, you have to help. There’s a pony missing!” As Willa shared the details, Lena listened closely, twirling a finger around one of her many beaded braids.


“Let’s first look for clues,” Lena announced as soon as Willa was done. Together, Lena, Willa, and Ben went back to the small pasture. Clifton took the path through the woods. Grandma ran inside to recruit Grandpa. They would follow the fence along the far side of the barn, down toward the beach.


Lena moved quickly, but she did not rush. She carefully walked around the outside of the paddock fence. Next, she checked the closed gate and its latch. “Evidence!” she called out when she noticed a pile of manure.


“It’s still steaming,” Ben noted, his nose crinkled.


“That means it’s fresh. Fancy can’t have gone far,” Lena determined. She shielded her eyes from the late-morning sun and turned a full circle. Willa and Ben searched too.


Willa frowned. It didn’t make sense. Where was that new pony? If she couldn’t have gone far, why hadn’t they found her?


“Who’s that?” Ben asked, pointing into the larger pasture area.


Willa’s gaze fell on an unfamiliar pony, a shiny bay with a bushy mane and tail. The pony was standing right next to Starbuck. She had her head down and was busy ripping up tiny bites of grass.
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Just then Grandma and Grandpa hurried out the farmhouse door. Grandpa had his keys, and Grandma held a lead rope.


“Grandma!” Willa called. “Is that her? Is that Fancy, grazing by Starbuck?”


“Well, I’ll be,” Grandma exclaimed. “How on earth did that mare find her way in there?”


It was a good question, but neither Grandma nor Grandpa attempted to answer it. Instead, they immediately headed for the gate and began to fiddle with the latch.


Willa, Ben, and Lena watched, confused.


“Do you think your grandma forgot she put Fancy in the main pasture?” Lena questioned.


“I doubt it,” Willa answered. “Grandma never forgets anything.”


“Especially not about the animals,” Ben added. Grandma Edna had been a vet, and she prided herself in taking the best possible care of each and every creature at Miller Farm.


“Well, the fence looks too high for a pony to just jump over, and your grandparents are acting strange,” Lena said. “I think there’s something special about that new pony.”


Willa knew Lena loved a mystery. Lena would turn anything into a whodunit, just so she could investigate. But, this time, Willa suspected her friend might be right.


“Let’s go see what they’re looking at,” Lena suggested. The kids approached the entrance to the pasture quietly, curiously.


“What are you three doing here?” Grandma asked as soon as she noticed them. “Why don’t you go for a walk down by the beach?”


Willa and Ben were happy to take their grandmother’s suggestion. They loved to explore by the ocean, but even after they had arrived at the beach, Lena was certain they had been chased away on purpose. “Your grandparents are hiding something,” she insisted.


“Don’t be silly, Lena,” Willa replied, curling her long toes into the wet sand. “My grandparents have nothing to hide. They only want to take good care of the ponies.” Willa was sure of that.
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By the time their parents came to pick them up at the end of the day, Willa and Ben hardly remembered the earlier excitement of the escaped pony. The new excitement was that Dad was meeting Starbuck for the first time.


“So this is the pony I’ve heard so much about,” Mr. Dunlap said. With a gentle nudge, Mom encouraged him to reach out his hand. Ben quickly put an apple slice on his dad’s palm. After a few warm sniffs, Starbuck took the treat and crunched it happily. Dad had grown up in the city, so he didn’t have much experience with horses.
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