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1


Pony Camp
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Riding his horse Combo was just about Tommy Bell’s favourite pastime. So when he was given the chance to spend a whole week at pony camp with Combo, Tommy could hardly believe his luck. A whole week!


And not only would he be spending time with Combo for that week, but together they would be travelling in the Outback, in the wild country that Tommy was learning to love.


The camp group was made up of boys and girls of his own age and a few adults. It didn’t take them long to become fast friends. Each day they rode for miles across the floodplain, with no company but each other, their horses, and the ibises and pelicans that graced the wetlands. The sky was blue and alive with the singsong cries of the birds.


They would break for lunch to snack on sandwiches and fruit, and in the afternoons the camp leader would make them tea and damper. At night they set up tents and sat around a fire chatting quietly under the stars until it was time to crawl into a sleeping bag.


Tommy loved the afternoons best. He loved the gentleness of the sun as it drenched the plain with its sinking honey light. He loved the rippling of Combo’s muscles and the steady beat of his gait as they rode together. Combo was a bay horse with a white blaze on his face and a mind that seemed to understand exactly what Tommy was thinking. Combo was possibly Tommy’s best friend, apart from Martin and sometimes Francis.


Combo had accompanied Tommy on many of his amazing adventures. This camp reminded Tommy of one of those adventures in particular – the time when he had travelled with the bushranger Harry Readford along an outback track with a herd of a thousand cattle. Tommy remembered how much he had enjoyed the journey until he had discovered that he was travelling with a gang of cattle thieves!


That had happened back in 1870 – almost 150 years ago. It wasn’t the only time that Tommy had mysteriously been transported back in time. He had a special hat – a shabby, old hat made from the leaves of the cabbage-tree palm, of the sort that bushrangers used to wear – that would send him back to the past. Whenever he put the hat on he found himself in colonial times, sometimes right in the middle of an armed robbery.


Tommy’s friend Martin knew about the hat and its strange powers; Martin even had a pair of boots that held the same magic, although Martin was afraid to use them. But the boys hadn’t told Francis about their adventures – not yet. Tommy knew that it would be a little hard for anyone to believe that they could travel through time unless they experienced it themselves. So for now the magic was a secret between Martin, himself … and Combo.


Tommy was missing Martin and even Francis (a little bit), but the other kids on pony camp were nice too. After a few days in the saddle, he’d almost forgotten all about school and homework and his teacher Mrs O’Grady. Once his sore muscles settled down from all the riding, he felt on top of the world.


Tommy’s cabbage-tree hat was tied to the saddle as he rode. Even though it usually landed him in deep trouble, the excitement that it promised was tempting. He always kept the hat with him – just in case.


Combo plodded along. The sky was perfect and the birdsong was like a lullaby. In the distance, sunlight sparkled on the surface of Narran Lake. Tommy started daydreaming. Suddenly a cormorant soared right past him and startled him out of his drowsiness. He looked around, alarmed.
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He was alone!


In his dreamy state, he had let the others ride off without him! Tommy cursed himself. Mrs O’Grady was always telling him to stop daydreaming. Now he wished he’d listened to her.


He was lost. The ground was too hard and dry to show the other horses’ tracks. He had no compass or map and no phone. Should I wait for the others to notice that I am missing? Would they turn back and look for me? Or should I just let Combo follow his nose? 
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