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In the sun-baked hills of the American West, where the wind whispered through tall prairie grass and tumbleweeds danced across dusty trails, stood the little town of Willow Creek. It was a place where cowboys rode tall on their trusty steeds, where ranchers raised herds of cattle under wide blue skies, and where everyone knew that a man's word was as good as gold. Right on the edge of town lived a boy named Billy Tanner. Billy was ten years old, with freckles across his nose, messy brown hair that poked out from under his too-big cowboy hat, and a heart full of dreams about becoming the best wrangler in the whole territory.

Billy lived with his pa, a strong rancher with calloused hands from years of roping steers, and his ma, who baked the fluffiest biscuits this side of the Mississippi. Their ranch, called the Lazy T, wasn't the biggest, but it was home. Billy spent his days helping with chores: feeding the chickens, mending fences, and most importantly, learning to ride and rope. His best friend was a spotted pony named Patch, who loved nothing more than galloping through the meadows with Billy on his back.

One bright Saturday morning, as the sun painted the sky in shades of pink and orange, Billy's pa said, "Son, today you're old enough to help drive the herd to the north pasture all by yourself. Remember, keep 'em moving steady, watch for strays, and always tell the truth, even when it's hard."

Billy's eyes lit up like stars. "Yes, Pa! I won't let you down!" He saddled up Patch, grabbed his lasso, and set off with the small herd of twenty cattle. The cows mooed contentedly as they ambled along the familiar trail, kicking up little clouds of dust. Billy sang cowboy songs his pa had taught him, his voice echoing across the plains: "Oh, give me a home where the buffalo roam..."

As they reached the north pasture, a wide stretch of land bordered by a sparkling creek and dotted with wildflowers, Billy noticed something unusual. Mixed in with their cattle was a single cow that didn't belong to the Lazy T. It had a different brand on its side—a circle with a star inside. Billy knew that mark. It belonged to Old Man Jenkins, their neighbor down the valley. Mr. Jenkins was a grumpy fellow who lived alone and rarely smiled, but he raised fine cattle.

Billy's heart beat faster. "What should I do, Patch?" he whispered to his pony. The pasture was far from home, and no one was around to see. If he kept the cow, his herd would look bigger. Maybe Pa would be proud. But then he remembered his pa's words: "A lie is like a cactus thorn—it sticks with you and hurts more over time." Billy sighed. Honesty was tough sometimes, but it was the cowboy way.

He looped his lasso gently around the stray cow's neck and led it away from
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