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      The rolling hills stretched out before us, a sea of lush green under the clear, blue sky. My son Billy bleated happily as he bounded through the grass, his long brown and white fur glinting in the sun.

      I kept a watchful eye on the horizon, my ears pricked for any sign of danger. In the morning light the farm was peaceful, but one could never be too careful. My duty was to protect Billy, to keep him safe from the threats that lurked in the shadows.

      “Look, Mother,” Billy cried, nudging a ladybug that landed on a blade of grass. “Isn’t it pretty?”

      “Yes, dear.” I nuzzled him gently. “But stay close. We must be vigilant.”

      Billy blinked up at me with wide, curious eyes. “But why? What’s out there?”

      I tilted my head, scanning the perimeter of the farm. Somewhere in the distance, a wolf howled. “There are dangers you’re too young to understand. But I will always keep you safe.”

      Billy bleated in protest, stomping a hoof. “I’m not a baby goat anymore! I can explore on my own.”

      “I know you can.” I gazed at him fondly, remembering when he was just a tiny kid tottering on spindly legs. He grew into a strong, clever goat and now liked to explore beyond what I was comfortable with.

      Billy huffed but didn’t argue further. He knew I spoke the truth. Together we continued our grazing, the valley spread before us, washed by the pale yellow light of the sun.

      As the sun moved upwards into the sky, I spoke to my kid. “It’s to play with the others now, Billy. We need to continue teaching you to behave among the farm animals.”

      Billy leapt to his hooves, eyes bright. “Really? I get to play with the others?”

      I nodded, nudging him forward. So far, his time with them had been limited, but he’d expressed a desire to be more independent, and I knew I had to let him. “Yes, but stay close to me. Some of the animals here are friendly, but others may seem frightening at first. Do not run from them. Remain calm, and let me do the talking.”

      We made our way to the large red barn, passing curious chickens that clucked and scratched at the dirt. A pair of pigs snorted in their pen, eyeing us with beady eyes. But the real test was inside the barn.

      Goats, sheep, cows, and horses all mingled together, swishing their tails and stomping hooves. The sudden chorus of bleats, moos, and whinnies startled Billy. He shrank against my side, trembling.

      I brushed against him reassuringly. “Do not be afraid. These are our friends.”

      A plump brown cow ambled over, her bell clanging. “Well, hello there! Aren’t you a handsome little fellow?” She sniffed at Billy, who stared up at her with a mixture of fear and wonder.

      “This is Billy,” I said. “Billy, meet Daisy. She is here to help produce milk for the farmers.”

      Daisy blinked her long lashes. “I’ve seen you exploring around the farm, Billy. You seem a very confident young goat.”

      Billy dipped his head in greeting, bleating a soft, “Thank you.”

      The other animals gathered around, nickering and meowing their welcomes. Billy glanced at me, a smile spreading across his face. His trepidation vanished, replaced by curiosity and delight.

      I beamed at him with pride. My little kid was growing up.

      The next morning, Billy pranced around the farm with boundless energy. After meeting the other animals, his shyness had disappeared completely. He bleated excited greetings at everyone he passed, from the scruffy barn cats lounging in the sun to the plump chickens scratching in the dirt.

      “Mother,” Billy said, trotting over to me. “I found something in the woods.”

      I followed him into the forest, my hooves thudding on the leafy ground. Billy led me along a winding trail, chattering the whole way.

      Finally he stopped before a large pond, glinting under the dappled sunlight that filtered through the trees. “Isn’t it wonderful?” he cried. “All this water, just for us.”

      Without thinking, he bounded into the pond. Mud and water splashed around his hooves as he slid and stumbled, nearly toppling headfirst into the water.

      “Billy, be careful,” I cried, dashing after him. My heart pounded as I waded into the pond, grabbing Billy before he fell. “You must watch your step. Ponds can be dangerous if you are not careful.”

      Billy’s eyes were round with surprise under his muddy fur. “I’m sorry, Mother. I didn’t mean to worry you.”

      I sighed and helped brush the mud from his coat. “You are curious and eager to explore the world. I understand. But you must be cautious and alert for danger. Promise you will be more careful next time.”

      “I promise,” Billy said solemnly.

      For the next few mornings, Billy bounded around,  his enthusiasm for his new adventures infectious. He made friends with a flock of chickens, was entranced by hopping rabbits that wouldn’t let him near them; he ran around the boundaries of the farm, and all the time his confidence increased in leaps and bounds.

      I stressed to him that he needed to proceed with caution in his adventures. “There is a lot to explore in this world, but also many dangers for you to be aware of.”

      Billy nodded, eyes bright with curiosity and confidence in my guidance. Together, we would discover all the wonders and secrets this farm held. And I would ensure my kid stayed safe on every step of the journey. That was what every mother did, wasn’t it?

      

      At the end of the third day, the sun dipped low in the sky, casting a warm golden glow over the valley. After we left the far reaches of the farm behind, Billy and I skirted the woods on the way back to our home in the barn. The shadows began to lengthen and I urged Billy to keep up with me.

      “Keep away from the woods, dear.” I nuzzled him gently, my thick fur brushing against his smaller frame. “There are creatures that roam in there, and they would not hesitate to snatch up a curious kid like you.”

      Billy nodded solemnly, absorbing my words like a sponge. “Got it, Mom,” he replied, determination shining in his eyes.

      “Good,” I said, affectionately nuzzling him once more. “Now let’s head back home. There’s still a little daylight left, but I also want to show you the night skies.”

      As the sun dipped below the horizon, its golden light filtering through the trees, a comfortable warmth still lingered in the air as the first stars blinked into view. The farm was settling in for the night, alive with the gentle sounds of animals preparing to sleep.

      “Are you tired?” I asked Billy. “You’ve had a couple of big days.”

      He yawned, but shook his head. “No. I’m perfectly wide awake. What are those things up there?” he asked, nodding his pretty head towards the stars.

      “They’re stars.”

      “What are stars, Mom?”

      “I’m not completely sure,” I told him. “But I think they are more places like this one that we live on.”

      “More farms?” he asked.

      “No, they are much bigger than farms, and they are a long way away. In a place called outer space.”

      “How do you get there?”

      “I don’t think you can, Billy. People go there, I’ve heard, but not goats.”

      Billy thought about it for a few minutes, then he yawned again. I knew he was ready for bed, so I led him into the barn, and within minutes he nestled into the hay beside me with a contented sigh. The chirp of crickets rose around us, a soothing lullaby under the starry sky. A deep peace settled over the farm, its inhabitants safe in their homes for the night.

      Just before Billy drifted off to sleep, he said to me, “I want to visit those stars, Mother. I’d like to be the first goat in outer space.”

      I whickered a soft laugh, and tucked my head over Billy, keeping watch as he slept. The wonders of this world were his to explore, but outer space was something I didn’t need to worry about. It was just as well, because there were so many other dangers lurking in the woods.
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      The sun peeked over the horizon, its golden rays filtering through the cracks in the barn walls. I blinked awake, yawning as I stretched out my legs.

      “Billy?” I called out groggily. But there was no response from my kid.

      I stood up on wobbly legs, annoyance seizing my chest. Billy had gone out without me, something I warned him against doing.

      “Billy!” I raced out of the barn, my heart pounding. I expected he’d be right outside, but I couldn’t see him anywhere.  There wasn’t a single brown and white curl of a tail in sight.

      I dashed around the farm, searching and calling his name. I checked with all the other animals and none of the others had seen him. As the sun climbed higher, dread filled my stomach like a stone.

      Exhausted and desperate, I slumped against the old oak tree. How could this have happened? I was always so careful to keep him close. A lone tear rolled down my cheek as I gazed at the rolling hills. Somewhere out there, my son was lost and alone.

      “There, there,” a smooth voice purred. I jumped, startled to see a handsome grey tabby cat lounging on the branch above me. Piercing green eyes peered down at me through half-lidded eyes.

      “Who are you?” I stammered.

      The cat yawned, flashing a hint of sharp teeth. “My name’s Casper. I live on the farm down there.” He nodded toward the east.

      I shook my head
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