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Alpacas are tidy. Unlike some animals, which answer nature’s call wherever they please in the pasture, alpacas agree upon a spot of ground to use for such business. This is because they like routine. A place for everything, and everything in its place. Of course, when this routine is broken somehow, alpacas can become rather high strung.
“Now this is just getting ridiculous.” Buttersby stared out her stall door at the opposite field. For the past few months, the humans had been as busy as ants, pouring out rock and pounding boards together.
“What is it now?” Floral Vale asked. She didn’t even bother to get up from her hay.
Buttersby sniffed. “The humans. They’ve got a swarm of Smokebutts together, and it looks like they’re bringing other animals to that excuse for a barn.”
That got Floral Vale’s attention. “Animals? You mean other alpacas?” She stumbled to her feet and went over to her own stall door to peek outside.
Buttersby shook her head. “If they are, they’re the ugliest alpacas I’ve ever seen.” And it was true. Just now a pair of creatures were being led out of one of the Smokebutts into the heavy Virginian air. They were short, stumpy creatures with blunt noses and curly tails of all things. And there was another animal that had pointy horns poking out of its head and big black splotches all over its fur. With a coat like that, it would never win any awards, that was certain. She had heard stories of animals like these—she just never thought she’d see pigs and cows in the flesh. It was like seeing a fairy tale come alive.
“But . . . why?” Floral Vale asked. All the alpacas at Sleepyvale farm had watched the humans with interest. They had them well-trained, and if the beasts wanted to play around by building another barn one summer, then what was the matter? But bringing foreign creatures to Sleepyvale—that was quite a different story.
“Maybe they’re going . . .” Buttersby paused, not wanting to say the word, but not being able to think of another reason. “Feral,” she said at last.
She hadn’t meant to say it loudly, but Applebloom, the alpaca in the stall opposite hers, heard it. “Did somebody say feral?” she practically shouted.
And then all the alpacas were up and humming. Nothing was worse than your humans going wild, but it was known to happen. Alpacas still weren’t sure if it was some sort of plague or simply a mental imbalance in certain breeds that only time brought out. Some of their best thinkers had studied the matter, but it was still an unknown. Once a pack of humans went feral, they were known to do anything: they stopped obeying orders and had even done things as drastic as sell alpacas off to other farms. And the worst thing was, you never knew when it would strike.
“Nonsense,” Buttersby yelled over the confusion. The other alpacas heard her, and stopped their frantic humming. There were advantages to being the head alpaca. “That’s better,” she said more softly. “No one’s going feral under my watch. We all know humans are generally unstable. Only our calming influence keeps them under control, and if we lose our heads, whatever results will be our own fault. This is just a temporary quirk, some silly idea they got into their small brains and are acting on. Nothing is wrong.”
The rest of the alpacas stared out of the barn at the strange animals, but their panic was gone. Buttersby only wished there was someone to comfort her and convince her that what she had just said was true. She had an uncomfortable twitch in her stomach, and every time she looked at the new barn and the new animals, the twitch grew a bit stronger. Of course, this was easily dealt with: she simply stopped looking at the barn. Eventually, the twitch went away.
But two hours later, when some humans made an unscheduled visit in the afternoon, the twitch came back stronger than ever.
“It’s probably another admirer,” Buttersby said, suppressing a hum. She could hear the humans honking, and they’d be inside the barn soon enough. “Floral Vale, would you mind going to hum at it for a bit until it loses interest?”
Floral Vale, who had just settled down herself, sniffed. “No.”
That perked Buttersby’s ears up. “Excuse me?”
“I don’t have to.”
Buttersby stood up and went to loom over the other alpaca. “Yes, you do. I’m the lead ribbon winner now, remember?”
“You’re only two—no more than a child.”
Buttersby’s eyes narrowed. “I’m of age, and I’m prettier than you are, so do what I told you to.”
The other alpacas had gotten wind of what was going on, and they had gathered to watch. Floral Vale looked around her. With such an audience, she couldn’t very well keep spitting in the face of tradition. She had lost her position fair and square. With a groan, she stood up. “This isn’t visiting hours,” she said. “Humans know better than that.” She looked over at the human. Its footsteps could be heard easily. Outside, some of the other alpacas were chatting in the shade, enjoying the last few cool breezes of spring. “Besides,” Floral Vale added, a tone of fear creeping into her voice, “this one has a leash with it.”
At the mention of the word “leash,” all the alpacas were up and humming. Sure enough, the human looked as if it meant business. It had blue skins on its hind legs, and a sturdy looking brown skin on its upper body. Classic work-skin.
“Code Red!” Buttersby shouted, no longer caring about keeping the rest of the herd calm. She wished she had listened to the first twitch and started coming up with some sort of plan. The hums of the alpacas around her changed pitch, going up a few steps and growing louder as they all scrambled to find an exit. But unseen to the herd until now, the human had a helper with it—a helper who had gone around the outside and come in through Buttersby’s stall door. It was standard human tactics. Usually easily dealt with, but not when it came as a complete surprise. Alpacas expected so little from humans—and were so often proved right—that they rarely concerned themselves with what the two-legs were doing.
The humans honked back and forth to each other, and the one with the leash opened the inside door of her stall and came in. Why did it have to be Buttersby? When the rest of the alpacas saw the humans only seemed to be interested in the head alpaca, they settled down a bit. The barn had open stalls with walls that only came up to an alpaca’s neck, giving them all a perfect view of what happened next.
Buttersby pressed herself into the corner of her stall and kept humming. She could feel the rough wood pressing into her skin through her fiber. The human was coming straight for her. The human with the leash thrust out a paw to grab her, and she darted her neck out of reach. Up close, the human smelled of Smokebutt and roasted meat. It used its other paw to grab at her, and Buttersby stopped cold. Getting free of a human was one thing. Injuring her fiber (and her chances to win at competitions) was quite another.
The human honked in satisfaction, its voice quickly swallowed by the buzz of the fans and the height of the ceiling. It put a halter on her.
“What are you doing, Buttersby?” Floral Vale was the one to speak up.
Buttersby did her best to keep calm. “I’m sure this isn’t anything too important,” she said over her shoulder as she was dragged away. “Probably it’s a checkup.” Humans were known to habitually poke alpacas with long, fine sticks, something the alpacas endured more out of pity than anything else.
Before Buttersby could say anything else, she was led out the door and into the sunshine. Of course she knew that it wasn’t a checkup. Checkups happened inside the barn, unless an alpaca was very ill. Buttersby wasn’t ill, but she was cross for being disturbed, and more than a little scared, because at the back of her mind, two words were repeating themselves over and over.
Feral humans.
Alpacas were usually good at getting humans to do what they wanted. Leading alpaca theorists believed it had something to do with subliminal messages the humans picked up on. While they weren’t capable of speech, most animals believed humans had some rudimentary form of logic. It was the only explanation for how they created such curious things. That and a whole lot of luck, of course.
But sometimes the subliminal messages the humans followed got mixed up somehow. Even the most domesticated human wasn’t wholly free of the chance to go feral. They started doing whatever silly ideas entered into their heads, and when that happened, disaster almost always followed. Humans were capable of some pretty silly ideas.
The two humans leading Buttersby didn’t seem feral. They were honking contentedly and leading her across the pasture. There had to be a logical explanation for all of this; Buttersby just didn’t know what it was.
Then, as quickly as they had caught her, the humans let her go. She was in a different pasture, but it was a big one. Spacious. They closed the gate behind her and wandered off. Buttersby turned to see what was happening back at her stall.
Different humans had arrived, these with some tools. Big, heavy looking things that had long tails that were attached to the barn. When they started up, they made a fierce roar, bashing their heads into the floor of Buttersby’s stall and throwing stone and dust into the air. The alpacas fled from the noise, and Buttersby could only watch from a distance, horrified, as her perfectly fine stall was slowly removed of its floor.
At last she turned away, not having the heart to see the carnage anymore. They must have gone feral—what else could explain it? And why her stall—why not Floral Vale’s? At least they hadn’t abandoned her in a barren field. She collapsed to the grass, totally dejected, and focused on calming herself down. If she got too worried, she might lose some of her award-winning luster, and without that, where would she be?
But after a while, her surroundings started to break through her panic. The biggest problem was that she was hot. The sun was right above her, and with no shade to rest in and no fan to cool her off, she began to be quite uncomfortable. And so she did what any sensible alpaca would have done in her situation: she went to find shelter.
The only problem was, the pasture she was in now didn’t have any way into her barn—not even into a different stall. There was only one place for shelter: the new barn.

Alpacas are herd animals, but that doesn’t mean they get along well with other animals. They prefer their own kind, although in a pinch a llama will do for a short term solution. Among other species, they typically are skittish until they become accustomed to them.
“You’re going to spit on me.”
“I won’t,” Buttersby said. Getting up the humility to go up to the horse had been difficult enough. He didn’t have to make it worse by being ignorant.
The horse stomped a hoof and snorted. “Will, too—I know your type. Stupid llama.”
Buttersby groaned. “I already told you,” she said. “I’m an alpaca.”
“Nalpaca? I don’t know what they are, and if I did, I don’t believe they exist.” He still hadn’t come within spitting distance—no matter what Buttersby said. She had seen the phenomenon before. Once an animal had been hit with llama spit, they knew better than to put themselves in harm’s way. Once spit, twice shy.
“Not nalpaca. Alpaca. We don’t spit. We hum.” Buttersby hummed a G flat to show the horse. “See?” She had always been proud of her perfect pitch.
The horse stared at her and if anything, backed further up against his stall door. Buttersby didn’t know why he was in such a hurry to get inside. It was hot and stuffy in there, without proper lighting or even a proper fan. She was pleased to note the humans hadn’t done as fine a job with this barn as they had with the alpaca quarters, even if she was temporarily outcast to this inferior place. Not that horses cared. Buttersby kept humming, congratulating herself at being so tolerant.
“How do I know you’re not just gearing up for a really big spit?” the horse asked.
Now it was Buttersby’s turn to snort. “Are you blind? Would a llama have such an expensive coat?” She turned to show off her fleece. It had been growing for almost seven months, and was a fine and fluffy tawny, even in the poor light streaming in through the stall windows.
The horse took a step forward and studied her fiber for a moment. “Well—it does seem rather high class fur.”
“Fiber. Not fur. Fiber.” Buttersby wanted to lash out at the horse, but it wasn’t his fault his species was ignorant. She took a deep breath and made another argument. “And would a llama be able to string more than three words together and still make sense?”
“No,” said the horse, after another long think. Llamas were typically animals of few syllables.
Buttersby shrugged. “Then—I’m an alpaca. Now can you answer some of my questions for a change?”
“You can ask, but I’m not coming any closer.” The horse backed up another foot or two.
“Have it your way,” Buttersby said. “What are you doing here?”
“Standing, talking to you.”
This was only getting worse. “I don’t mean just you. What are all of you doing here?” She gestured with her head at the rest of the animals which were milling around in their stalls and pastures, still shaking out the kinks of the Smokebutt journey.
The horse laughed, a shrieking, neighing sort of a sound with a bit of snuffle thrown in. “Well we’re not all standing here talking to you. You’re not that interesting.”
“Where do you come from?” she asked, changing tactics.
“The farm.”
“Which farm?”
“Duh,” said the horse. “The farm.”
Buttersby rolled her eyes. This horse wasn’t much brighter than most llamas, come to think of it. “Why did you come here?”
“That’s what I’d like to know. I’m not fond of messes, and if I’m stuck next to you for the next ever, it’s going to be awful. You’ll spit all over the place. I met some of you at a state fair once. Stupid llamas.”
“Al-pac-a!” This was getting to be too much. However, he was the only new animal so far who would come near her despite all her best efforts, and that was just because he was penned there, right next to her pasture. She looked back at the barn—her barn. The other alpacas were resting inside, a couple per stall, cooled by the fans and every now and then peeking their heads out from their stall doors to glance at her. Floral Vale looked far too content.
But she noticed something else. The humans had started to do something different in her stall. She left the horse and ran up to the edge of her pasture, as close to the real barn as she could get. For the past few hours, a whole team of humans had been carrying the broken up floor of her stall away. Now, they were pouring rock. Buttersby had watched them do it when they were making the new barn.
She hummed and wanted to dance for joy. Everything made sense again! Her humans hadn’t gone feral—they had just moved her temporarily so that they couldimprove her stall. Of course, it would have been nicer if they had made Floral Vale come out to the new barn and given Buttersby her stall instead, but humans weren’t always the most colorful flowers in the patch. It didn’t matter. They would make her stall the best in the barn, as befitted her rank of most decorated alpaca on the ranch. Then, she would move back in and all the other alpacas would see how much better she was.
It was a much happier Buttersby that went back to the horse.
“Have you gone crazy?” the horse asked.
That put a bit of a damper on Buttersby’s good mood. No one likes to be called crazy. “What are you talking about?”
“What am I talking about? You say ‘al-pac-a,’ then whip your head around to stare off in space, run through the pasture and come back humming so much you’re practically whistling. All of this right in the middle of our conversation, and then you wonder that I think you might be goosey? Probably liable to go on a spitting spree any second.”
Buttersby almost gave up, but she decided to try one more approach. “What if I promise not to spit?”
The horse thought this over for a long while. “Can you do that?” he asked at last.
She nodded.
He edged a bit closer to Buttersby. “Because I thought it was a sort of compulsion. Llamas have to spit or they go mad. That sort of thing.”
She shook her head, not trusting herself to speak.
The horse took a full step toward her. “I mean, I thought that’s what happened to you right then. You had been trying not to spit, and then you went goosey.”
Buttersby kept shaking her head.
“Say something,” the horse said.
“I’m not goosey, and I won’t spit.”
“Well why didn’t you say so earlier?” The horse came the rest of the way to meet Buttersby by the fence that separated their pastures. “What do you want to know?”
She stared at the horse, forcing herself to keep from saying that she’d been telling the fool beast all along that she wouldn’t spit. That would have been counterproductive at this point. So she thought about something else. What did she want to know? He wasn’t the brightest, clearly, but it was just nice to talk to someone. Even a horse. “Tell me about yourself,” she said.
The horse could talk. And talk. Two hours later, Buttersby wished she had never approached him in the first place. She heard all about where the horse was from—where all the new animals were from, apparently. They had been moved as a group, all at once, which just enforced the fact that humans were strange. The horse talked about what the weather was like there, what the trees looked like, how the grass tasted, and on and on. She never dared ask him for his name, too afraid of the stories that would result.
But then a human came and took the horse away, and Buttersby regretted her decision. The longer she was alone, the more she wished she could hear every family story the horse could think of. What was worse was the fact that she could see the other alpacas having a good time and enjoying themselves. They all seemed to think her current plight very amusing, and none of them would come over to talk to her, no matter how much she threatened them. So she was alone.
And alone.
The sun made its way through the sky and finally settled behind the hills. Being alone in the dark, Buttersby decided, was even worse than being alone in the daylight. That night, Buttersby looked around her pen. It had been easier to deal with being alone when it was brighter outside. But now at night, under a cloudy sky, surrounded by strange animals, she really missed her friends. Even Floral Vale. What was the use of being superior if no one was there to boss around? Buttersby had won awards. Buttersby had credentials. Buttersby was a champion.
But all those awards and ribbons and credentials didn’t seem to matter much now that she was alone. She would have traded them even for a guard llama. Well—maybe not all of them, but at least some of the lesser ribbons. Llamas might be smelly, but they meant protection, and someone to talk to who didn’t think you were going to spit on them. (Even if you might get spit on yourself in turn.)
Outside came the rumble of a Smokebutt.
“Hello?” she said. Maybe it was the human bringing the horse back. “Is anyone out there? Horse?” She wished she had thought to ask the horse’s name. It felt silly calling him by his species.
A sound came from inside the barn, and she whirled to face it. It hadn’t been an animal sound—she didn’t think so, at least. It had a distinctly artificial feel to it, and that meant human. Maybe a human had come to check on her. She craned her neck out and sniffed the air. Buttersby felt a hum coming on, and she tried to keep it down. The human would have turned on the lights if he wanted to see her. Humans did that. Ones that weren’t feral.
This was silly. She had already decided that her humans hadn’t gone feral. But thinking that in the day and thinking that at night, alone, were very different.
She caught a glimpse of movement from inside the barn. Or did she? It might have been a human. Wearing a dark skin that blended in with the night. Maybe. Buttersby wished she could change colors as easily as a human. She would pick a midnight black, and crouch in the shadows where no one would find her.
She couldn’t help it anymore—she started humming, and tapped her toes against the wall behind her.
“What’s the ruckus?” A crotchety voice spoke up from behind her.
Buttersby practically cried in relief. She hadn’t known there was a stall on the other side of her, as well. “Oh—you. You. Whoever you are. There’s a human outside our barn or maybe inside it. Or—I don’t know. I’m afraid. Help!”
She heard stirrings from next door, and a brown and gray head appeared over the side. It was another stallion. “What was that? Ground cumin and a side of corn? What’s that supposed to mean?”
“No.” Buttersby spoke louder. “A person outside our barn. A human. Listen.” She turned her neck to look at the corridor outside her stall again. No sounds. No movements. Now that she had someone else to talk to, she wondered if she had imagined it. It hadn’t been that obvious of a movement, or a sound for that matter.
The horse laughed after a moment. “I don’t hear a thing. Except for that crazy tapping you were putting out a second ago. I’m a light sleeper when it comes to being tapped. Who are you, anyway?” He tried to focus on her more closely. “Too small for a llama, thank goodness.”
Buttersby took one last look at the barn. It was quiet and still—she must have been imagining things. No wonder, after the stress she had been put through. She rushed over to the horse. “Oh you can tell! That’s wonderful. Will you tell the others tomorrow?”
“Will I yell at the mothers tomorrow? What do you take me for—a nag?”
“Tell the others,” Buttersby shouted. “About me being an alpaca—not a llama.” She didn’t care that the conversation was stupid. It was still conversation.
“You’re seeing an old packer? What’s that?”
“Never mind,” Buttersby said. She looked back around the barn. It must have been her imagination, after all. “What’s your name?”
“My game? I don’t play games.”
“No—your name.”
“Oh. Red,” the horse said. “I used to be a fine red. I’ve faded since, but the name remains.”
“Pleased to meet you. I’m Buttersby.”
“A butter bee? What’s that?”
Buttersby tried to laugh, and sat back to the more enjoyable task of trying to get Red to understand what she was saying. But even after she had talked with the horse for a while and said good night again, it was a long time before she could fall asleep.

Most alpacas are raised on ranches that only have alpacas and llamas. Thus, they don’t have the typical “barnyard” experience most people associate with rural living. No chickens, no pigs, no horses, no cows—just camelids.
The next day started off just as poorly, but it quickly improved. Before sunrise, there were humans in the barn, honking to each other and generally puttering around the way only humans could do. Buttersby kept her eyes closed and did her best to ignore them. It worked: after a while, they went away.
Once it was time to really wake up, things went much better. With Red to introduce her, the other animals were far less wary of Buttersby, and she quickly became quite popular, which was the rightful place of any alpaca, particularly one with Buttersby’s breeding and show record. Of course, it helped that she had lived at Sleepyvale all her life and could tell the others what they could expect. They all wanted to know about her and about alpacas, and found the simplest things fascinating. That she had two padded toes on each foot instead of hooves, for example. Or that she had more than one stomach.
“Three shtomachs?” Shtella, a cow, was the one to ask the question. She had been let out to graze in the field next to the barn, and had come over to see what was happening. Buttersby was doing her best to fit in, but it was hard when she had to try and understand other dialects. Cow was particularly troublesome—it sounded like Shtella had her mouth full when she talked.
“Are you skinning deaf, or just plain inbred?” a voice came from across the way. A hush fell over the group. Even without knowing all the ins and outs of the dialect, Buttersby could tell swearing when she heard it. The pig, Swogger, was yelling over to them from his pen. He was short, fat and solid, with a deep black hide and less tact than it took to squash a gnat. From what Buttersby had been told, pigs were notorious for their foul language, and Swogger did his best to live up to the reputation. “That’s what she said,” he continued. “Three stomachs. What’s so sweating surprising about that, you big chunk of meat? Cows have like fifty.”
“Four. We have four shtomachs, not fifty,” Shtella said.
Swogger snorted. “Whatever. Beef eater.”
The other animals (two cats and a goat that was penned to a stake outside the barn) seemed stunned. Calling a cow a beef eater seemed to be bad taste, even for a pig. Seeing the expression on Shtella’s face, Buttersby felt it would be a good time to intervene.
“Listen here, pork chop,” she said, doing her best to keep her tone level, but loud enough to be heard. She was guessing at half the words, but the swears didn’t seem that hard to figure out. “There are certain things you don’t say when ladies are present, no matter what species you are. So if you want to stay as far away from becoming bacon as I think you do, you’ll apologize right now, you mushroom grubbing little pile of hamhock.”
If anything, the animals grew quieter. Except for Swogger. He laughed. “For a prissy, you swear almost as good as a boar. Are all alpacas like you?”
Buttersby ignored the question and only said, “Apologize.”
The pig continued to chortle. “Fine, fine. I’m sorry, meat head,” he said, looking over at Shtella, then he walked off back to the far side of his pen to plop down in the mud again.
The remaining animals did their best to pretend the whole thing hadn’t happened, but the conversation never really got started up again, and the cats and Shtella wandered off. The goat was rather crazy to begin with—he had just listened to most of the conversation, offering little in return except the odd bleat now and then and the suggestion that they try eating wood. Buttersby finally gave up and went back inside to relax through the heat of the day. She did her best to ignore the other alpacas, off by themselves in the nicer barn. They were ignoring her, after all. She wouldn’t forget it when she met them again, but for now, it was easier to pretend they didn’t exist.
At lunchtime, Shtella came back, and Buttersby and Red struck up a conversation with the cow. They were laughing, talking about the silly geese that often made a stop at the animals’ old farm on their way south for winter.
“I have no idea how they managed to find their way year after year,” Shtella said. She was practically yelling, to make sure Red could understand. “Whenever they show up, they sheem to have trouble finding the beaksh on their faces, let alone an entire direction.”
Red laughed. “And always honking like a crowd of humans. Avian is the dumbest language ever, no doubt about it.”
Buttersby shook her head. Geese had never come to visit her farm, and it was an interesting thing to discuss. “Why do they go south each year then?” she asked.
“What are you talking about?” Red asked. “Hay grows in the south? We were talking about geese, as I recall. Poor things.” Red sighed. “Obsessive compulsive—the entire breed. They can’t bear not going south. Don’t bother trying to stop them. I tried talking sense into one once—talking loudly, of course, so that the bird might have a chance of understanding me—and he got all shaky and twitchy on me.”
Shtella winked at Buttersby and tried to hide a smile. Buttersby had learned that most of the farm animals tried not to show they knew Red had a hearing problem. “Well,” Shtella said, “I’m beat. I have to be up early for the milking, sho I’d better turn in for the evening.”
“Do the humans do that every morning?” Buttersby asked.
Shtella nodded. “Like clockwork. Humans are jusht as bad as geeshe. But it helpsh me feel better. It hurtsh if they don’t do it on time, and they’ve been milking me sho long, I think I’d really missh it if it shtopped. Though I do wish I could have shome late evenings now and then. Night.”
Red and Buttersby ducked their heads back inside the barn, and Red settled into his hay and was asleep within moments.
Buttersby settled into the straw on the floor of her stall. At least the humans kept this barn in nice condition, even if there were no fans and it was a bit cramped. Even so, she was glad she’d be back in her old barn soon. Sure, she had endured one day, and it was true that—contrary to what she had thought in her life before—it was possible to carry on a conversation with an animal of another species. But she would never want to do this for the rest of her life.
The more she thought about it, the more she thought that humans had to go, feral or not. She never wanted to have to face that fear again. Alpacas didn’t need them—alpacas should be stronger. More independent. After all, what else were inferior alpacas for? Yes, they could take the place of the humans readily enough, with maybe some llamas to help out and do the heavy lifting. She could see it all: an entire ranch where no humans interfered with alpacas. Where alpacas could set things up the way they ought to be, with no other species to muck things up. If she had a place like that to live, Buttersby was sure that she’d never be persecuted again. But the first step would be to have her old stall back, and Floral Vale to boss around again.
“Beware! Beware the coming doom!”
Buttersby was startled out of her hopes and dreams by a high, quick voice that still managed to sound like it was trying to be ominous. She looked up to see the sun had set, and twilight was well on its way to sleep, too. Buttersby was annoyed, but reminded herself of her commitment to be more tolerant of lesser species. If word got out that she was bigoted, she might not have anyone to talk to until she got her stall back.
She looked around for where the voice had come from.
“Down here.”
That helped. She looked down to see a mouse so white it seemed to glow in the dark. Buttersby put her head down next to the mouse so that they were practically looking eye to eye. Or they would have, except for the fact that it seemed the mouse was blind. It was hard to tell in the little light she had, but both its eyes were glazed over with some sort of white film. Poor thing. “What did you say?” she asked.
The mouse cleared its pipy throat and repeated, “Beware! Beware the coming doom!”
So it was one of those mice, Buttersby thought. But she decided to humor it, if for no other reason than the fact that when the other animals heard about it, they would be even more impressed with how compassionate she was. “Is this a coming doom for me, or more of a general sort of gloom over everyone?”
“Fools mock, but they shall mourn,” the mouse said. It seemed to think it was a prophet, the way it was going on with that sort of archaic language. The rodent made that impression even bigger when it shot its hand to its head and closed its eyes, as if going into a trance. “The silver goose shall come and take you to your destiny. Prepare now, for only the pure shall pass.”
This was getting ridiculous. But the more the light faded, the brighter the mouse seemed to become. Buttersby knew it was just a trick of the light, but it had a tendency to make the mouse seem more dramatic, and thereby somehow believable. For a mouse. Besides, from what she’d heard of geese, they wouldn’t be able to pick her up, let alone carry her off to some destiny. And they weren’t silver.
“That’s nice,” Buttersby said. No need to be rude to the little deluded beast. “Thanks for the warning. I’ll keep an eye out and—uh—be pure and all that.”
If anything, the mouse became more agitated. It opened its eyes and glared in Buttersby’s direction. “The Cavern of Babel. You must find it, and find it quickly.”
No doubt about it, the mouse had lost it. Cavern of what? “Why?” Buttersby asked.
The mouse ignored her question. “The Cavern of Babel or doom. Doom or the Cavern of Babel! It is your only choice.”
“Whose doom?” Buttersby asked. “What are you—”
The mouse was gone. She was sure it had been there a moment before. That was the thing with mice—they were always scurrying somewhere, sometimes fast enough to make them seem to disappear. Though usually there was a tell-tale streak that happened when they did it. The night must have swallowed up the streak this time.
Buttersby tried to settle back down, but it wasn’t easy. The words of the mouse kept running through her head, darting back and forth and scampering around when all she wanted to do was sleep. The problem was that she thought one of the things the mouse had said was familiar. She could have sworn she had heard about Babel before, but she couldn’t place it. No matter how much she tried to dismiss the rodent’s insane warning, it was (for the second night in a row) a long time before she fell asleep.

Alpacas are an unusual animal when it comes to the noises they make. Cows moo, horses neigh, pigs oink, but alpacas hum. They do this when they are nervous or contented, with different tones to their hums depending on the situation and feeling.
Buttersby woke up, and wasn’t sure why. It was still dark out, with just a hint of light off in the distance. But it wasn’t as if she had sleepily woken up, like she sometimes did at night. She was too alert for that.
She looked around some more, a little alarmed, but not anxious enough to feel the need to stand up. The stars were still out, and she could hear the crickets chirping, just as usual. Maybe Red had kicked his stall in his sleep.
She settled back down.
A door closing brought her to attention. It had sounded like it came right outside the barn. The fears of the night before came rushing back.
“Red!”
There was no response. She was far from the wall she shared with the horse. With him asleep—and deaf—she would probably need to make an enormous racket to have a chance of waking him. She was willing to try, but as she began to make her way to the wall, a human entered the stall, coming between her and her goal.
Buttersby paused. Why was it there? She thought it was a male human. It didn’t have the long hair typical of the females, and it was rather smelly. It was in dark skin, which made its light colored face and hands seem all the more pale, though it also meant it blended in with the darkness better. It didn’t turn on any human lights, either. Taken all together, Buttersby didn’t think it likely this was the main human of the farm.
This was trouble.
The human approached Buttersby cautiously, edging first one foot forward, then the other—almost as if it thought she wouldn’t notice if it went slowly. Buttersby was thankful for the extra time. She waited until the man was halfway to her—and halfway from the door—and then she bolted by him in a flash. He tried to catch at her neck, but humans never had a chance holding onto an alpaca if they didn’t have one of their leashes with them. It tried to get a grip of fiber, but Buttersby darted out the door and out of the barn completely. She was free!
Now she was faced with a choice. She knew that the human wouldn’t be able to catch her, but it might track her. Men could make light at night, and that would reveal her toeprints. She didn’t have time to think long—she needed to pick a direction and stick with it. Stay ahead of the human.
The underbrush whipped at her legs as she ran past. Now and then she stumbled over an uneven piece of ground or an errant root. The farm was quiet except for the crickets, and that upset Buttersby. If she was in this much trouble, the other animals ought to at least be worried about her. If anyone knew something bad was happening, they apparently didn’t want to get involved. Behind her, she heard the human make another noise and come out of the barn in pursuit of her.
She entered the woods at full speed, running almost blindly, but something passed round her neck and jerked her to a halt. Buttersby strained against it, thinking at first that a branch had caught her. But she noticed that it completely encircled her—no matter which was she strained, it was there.
A second human—also in dark skins which made its pale face and hands stand out even more in contrast—emerged from the darkness. It was carrying the other end of what Buttersby realized was one of the humans’ leashes. Somehow, she had run straight into a trap.
With the leash around her neck, the humans had little trouble forcing Buttersby to follow—not with two of them there. With one pulling and the other pushing, she was led in no time wherever they wanted her to go.
She tried to hum and call for help, of course, but none of the other animals came to her rescue or even raised a cry for help. Little wonder—Red likely couldn’t hear her, and Shtella was off on another part of the farm. The other new animals who could hear had thought she was a spitting llama until a few hours ago; they had no loyalty to prompt them to put themselves in danger. And as for the other alpacas, they would be sleeping to the drone of their fans.
It was getting lighter outside, or else Buttersby was just getting used to it. Ahead of her, she spotted a Smokebutt, almost identical to the one she had been taken to the farm in except for the fact that it was almost twice as long. When they reached it, Buttersby did her best to stay out. She dug all eight of her toes into the ground and strained against the leash pulling her in. But it was no use. The other human tapped at her hindquarters and startled her, causing her to lose her grip and stumble forward into the transport. The door thudded behind her, and the vehicle roared to life a few seconds later.
The back of the Smokebutt was unbelievably cramped. And it stunk to high heaven, making Buttersby wonder what other animals it had transported in the past. She smelled some horse, a bit of cow, and something else she couldn’t identify, but she was worried it was sheep. The smells were still so new to her, it was hard to tell, but any which way she smelled it, it was disgusting. The vehicle roared to life and lurched forward, throwing Buttersby off balance and backward. She hit the door hard and tried to scream in protest, but got a lungful of smoke from the machine, instead.
A voice spoke from next to her. “What’s the worry?”
Buttersby fell against the side of the transport in surprise. “What?” she said.
“You’re humming enough to make a humming bird jealous. Settle down.”
So it was a double transport—a longer Smokebutt with a divider in it that gave enough room for two alpacas. Or whatevers. It was too dark to see who was talking, but Buttersby could make out the outline of a head that looked vaguely alpacaish. She noticed that she was, indeed, still humming. Quite loudly. She tried to stop, but she was too nervous. Still, she managed to reduce it to a quiet background hum. “Where are we?” she asked.
“Does it matter?” the creature said. “We’ll find out when we find out.”
“Who are you?”
“The name’s Meander. I’m an alpaca. Who are you?”
Buttersby stopped her humming. Another alpaca again! “Oh—it’s so good to see you. I mean meet you. I—I’m Buttersby. I’m an alpaca, too!”
“Huh,” Meander said. “Welcome aboard, then.” He didn’t sound relieved at all. Of course, he hadn’t been worried to start with.
Buttersby and Meander spent the next few hours getting to know each other better. She learned that he had been caught, as well. Though it didn’t sound like he took much catching. From the way he put it, it sounded as if he had gone willingly.
Meander told her not to worry so much. “I never bother to wonder what humans are up to,” he said. “As long as they take care of the food, I’m fine. I don’t care which human gives it to me.”
Buttersby supposed he had a point. Still, she couldn’t just throw caution to the wind. In the darkness of the Smokebutt, she wondered what Meander looked like. He sounded quite handsome and cavalier—a velvety smooth voice with a hint of danger. But that might have just been the circumstances under which they met. The slits for windows just weren’t big enough to see anything more than an outline.
He seemed to have so few cares, and it was infectious the longer they traveled. By the time the transport seemed to start slowing down for good, she wasn’t nearly as tense as she had been when she had first met Meander.
“Where do you think we are?” Buttersby asked. She craned her neck around to try and see through the slits in the transport. It was no use. It was bright out now, but Smokebutt slits were notorious for giving bad views or none at all.
“Since you’re so set on asking me that question again and again, I suppose I’ll tell you what I think,” Meander said. His voice took on a tone of excitement, as if tinged with lightning. “I think we’re being stolen.”
“Stolen!” Buttersby didn’t like the sound of that at all.
“Yeah—isn’t it great? I mean, I guess there’s a chance that I’m wrong, but all the signs seem to point to that.” He sounded as if he relished the whole idea.
“What signs?”
Meander came closer to the divider and lowered his voice. In the light coming in from the slits, she could just make out his outline. It seemed . . . wrong somehow. “Think about it,” he said. “They came and got us at night. They’re not our normal humans—and they’re all in dark colors, so they can blend in and be more secret. Now they’ve traveled far away, where we can’t be found.” The transport stopped, and the two alpacas could hear the humans getting out and honking at each other.
Buttersby fought down a hum. “But I can’t be stolen—I’m a champion. I’ve got credentials.”
Meander burst out laughing. “And you think that’s going to make them less likely to want to steal you? I’m a champion, too. This only proves we’re being alpacanapped.”
Alpacanapped. The very word sent shivers down Buttersby’s neck. It was even worse than “feral humans.” The door to the transport opened, and the taller human came in and put a leash on Buttersby again. In such cramped quarters, there was no way she could avoid it. Buttersby was dragged into the open air, humming for all she was worth now. F flat. And then she saw it, and she was so stunned she stopped humming.
A silver goose.
Of course, on second glance, she knew it wasn’t a goose. It was made out of the same material as Smokebutts. She had never seen anything like it—it was at least five times as long as the transport, maybe more, and it had large wings on either side of it. In fact, the more she looked at it, the more convinced she became that it looked nothing like a goose. And it didn’t matter anyway—both humans were now dragging her into a hole in it.
Buttersby struggled, but there was nothing she could do with the leash on. Soon she was inside the vehicle and in yet another pen. The humans left—probably to fetch Meander. This was her chance. Maybe it was what the crazy mouse had said to her, but she had a very bad feeling about this human transport. She had to get out, or at least try. She turned in her pen as quickly as she could, even though it was tight and scratched at her skin through her fiber. If she didn’t get out of there, Buttersby was worried a scratch would be the least of her troubles.
The pen hadn’t been shut properly—she was in luck! All that was holding it closed was a looped rope. The humans must really have been in a hurry or distracted. Humans almost never were so lax in locking her away for transport. She attacked the rope with her teeth, worrying it back and forth in an effort to loosen it. The loop had been tighter than she had first thought. Still, it was coming—she almost had it.
Just as the rope came undone, the humans returned with Meander in tow. Buttersby was shocked, not by their reappearance, but by the sight of Meander. Those ears—that fiber! He was a Suri! That was what had looked wrong about him. How in the world had she thought his voice was attractive? She hated Suris. The humans put Meander in the pen next to her and turned to leave. Buttersby came to her senses, but not before the humans had noticed she had opened her door. They squawked at one another in apparent agitation, and then closed it.

There are two main types of alpacas: Huacaya and Suri. Huacayas have fluffier fleece, giving them a distinctive “teddy bear” appearance. Suris, on the other hand, have pencil locks—little individual clumps or rolls of fiber, similar in appearance to dreadlocks. Suri fiber is finer and considered by many humans to be superior to Huacaya. What alpacas think is anyone’s guess.
“Charlatan,” Buttersby said.
“Excuse me?” Meander looked surprised by the accusation.
“You didn’t tell me you were a Suri.”
Now he looked confused, or that was what Buttersby thought, at least. With those pencil locks hanging over his eyes, it was hard to tell. He was a tan brown, and she supposed that for a Suri, he was as good as he could get. A straight back, well-formed ears, and a strong carriage. He seemed about her age. “Why would that have been important?” he asked.
Buttersby snorted. She could hear the transport roaring to life. The interior of the vehicle was well lit, and the pens the two alpacas were in were pretty bare boned. They were arranged side by side, had metal bars for walls, and not nearly enough straw on the ground. It was going to get messy quickly. Buttersby hated messes. “As if you didn’t know,” she said. “Or maybe you Suris really are as dumb as they say.”
“Dumb as who says? What’s this about?” Meander sounded angry.
The vehicle lurched into a roll, and Buttersby had to fight for a moment to keep her balance. “You criahead,” she said. “All alpacas know that Huacayas are superior to Suris.”
“Who’s being a criahead?” Meander glared at her. “Have you even met a Suri before?”
“Of course not. Didn’t you hear me—I’m a champion. Alpacas with credentials don’t associate with Suris.” The vehicle made a slow turn, but it wasn’t hard for Buttersby to adjust to the movement.
“Whoopty-doo,” Meander said.
The vehicle roared even louder, and they started to pick up speed. Lots of speed. Buttersby would have responded, but the vehicle was moving even more quickly, and she had to focus to keep her balance. She had never moved this fast before—what was happening? Then everything lurched upward, and she fell back against Meander’s stall, certain she was about to die. Somehow the Suri had managed to not fall back as well, and Buttersby found herself practically neck to neck with him. She would never have admitted it, but the contact was reassuring, even if he was only a Suri.
After a moment or two, the vehicle started to even out. Perhaps they were not going to die, after all. “Aren’t we cozy now?” Meander said.
Buttersby practically jumped away from him. “You should be happy I would deign to touch you,” she said. “Look at yourself—how could you even think you were the equal of a Huacaya?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well—look at those dreadful pencil locks.” Buttersby gestured with her head at Meander’s entire coat of fiber. Her own fiber was fluffy and full—most animals she met told her she looked very huggable. The ones who knew she wasn’t a llama, that is. Meander’s fiber was clumped into those pencil locks that made him look like he hadn’t bathed in years. From what she had heard of Suris, he probably hadn’t.
“My fiber grows that way,” Meander said. “It’s won tons of ribbons, I’ll have you know.”
“For what?” Buttersby asked. “Dirtiest fiber? It’s disgusting. And that’s just the beginning. Everyone knows Suris are way more jittery and nervous than Huacayas. You’re all just a bundle of nerves.”
Meander stared at Buttersby, then laughed, very deliberately.
Buttersby thought about what she had just said, then replied, “The fact that I’m nervous now shouldn’t count. It just shows that I’m smart enough to know when to be nervous. You, on the other hand, probably get scared of silly things, like hay or—or clouds.” She was right—she knew it. “And,” she added, “Suris have bigger ears. You’re practically a llama.”
Meander stared at her for a few moments before he said, “I don’t think you’re being fair. But then again, I suppose it doesn’t really matter to you what I think. And I don’t care.” He shook his head and turned around in his stall, leaving Buttersby to think things through on her own.
She didn’t care either. She had been justified in her tirade, and she wasn’t about to go apologizing to a Suri over something as simple as being honest. Brutally honest, true, but honest was honest. And while it had been nice to have someone to talk to for a while, there was no use living a lie. Huacayas didn’t associate with Suris. Her mother had told her that, and all the other alpacas had agreed with her.
But the ride on the vehicle was long.
And quiet.
And lonely.
And every time Buttersby would look over at Meander, she thought how nice it would be to talk about something—anything. And after a while, she began to think that if Meander were to say he was sorry for misleading her into thinking he was a normal alpaca, then she wouldn’t hold it against him. All he had to do was apologize.
But he didn’t.
There was only so much to look at on that vehicle. Bars, messy hay, walls. So Buttersby thought some more. And she decided that perhaps Suris didn’t really know how to treat other animals properly, and that if Meander tried to talk to her, that would be the closest to an apology one could hope for—from a Suri. All he had to do was turn around and talk to her.
But he didn’t.
So Buttersby thought some more. And she decided that Suris couldn’t be held to the same high standards of Huacayas. Meander probably didn’t even know what an apology was, so she ought to do the right thing and teach him. Maybe she could view Meander as a sort of project. Show the other Huacayas what Suris were capable of when properly trained. Yes—that made complete sense.
“This is where you’re supposed to apologize to me,” Buttersby said.
Meander didn’t even twitch a hindquarter.
Buttersby cleared her throat and tried again. Her vocabulary was too advanced—that was the trouble. She needed to clarify the problem. “You see, an apology is when you tell someone you have wronged how sorry you are. That you regret you wronged them. In this case, you would turn around and tell me you apologize for making me think you were a Huacaya, and you would promise not to do it again.”
Meander still just stood there. It didn’t even look like he had heard her. Perhaps he had fallen asleep—she couldn’t tell since she couldn’t see his eyes. That would have been typical of a Suri. They were all lazy.
Buttersby edged over toward his stall and reached her neck out. She nudged him on his back and said, “Hello? Are you awake?”
The Suri moved further away from her—out of reach. He wasn’t only awake—he was ignoring her!
“Fine, then,” Buttersby snapped. “Be that way. That’s just how I thought you’d react. It’s my fault for thinking you Suris might be capable of more in the first place.”
“Apologize.” The word was spoken so softly, Buttersby wasn’t sure she had heard it correctly.
“Did you say something?” she asked.
Meander looked over his shoulder at her. “Apologize.” This time he said it louder. It was unmistakable.
Buttersby nodded and smiled. It had worked after all. “Yes, that’s right. Only you’re saying it wrong. It’s supposed to go ‘I apologize,’ or you can also say ‘I’m sorry’ if that’s easier. Try it.”
“No—you apologize to me,” Meander said.
The smile drained away from Buttersby’s face. “Excuse me?”
Meander turned around in his stall to face her. “You’re the one who’s behaved beastly. You’re the one who wants me to talk to her. I will—I don’t like to hold grudges. But I expect an apology at least. I do have some self respect.”
Buttersby stared back at him. There was silence for a long time. All that could be heard was the drone of the vehicle in the background. She was shocked. He had known what an apology was all along! At last she narrowed her eyes. “I’m not going to debase myself for a silly—”
She was cut off by the vehicle plummeting downward, then shaking violently back and forth. “What was that?”
Meander looked as surprised as she was. “I’m not—”
Now he was the one to get cut off. For the next few minutes, the vehicle bounced around as if some giant animal had taken it in its mouth and was shaking it back and forth. Both alpacas were jostled back and forth, thrown into the bars of their pens and down to the dirty floor. “I’m sorry!” Buttersby cried to Meander. “You know that, don’t you?” She was convinced this was the end of her. They were moments away from certain death, and she didn’t want to die alone.
Meander couldn’t respond. The vehicle shook even more wildly. Now it was going up and down, as if the beast was nodding enthusiastically. Maybe it really was a silver goose, and it had tried to fly and was having troubles. No goose that big could fly, but how would something as stupid as a goose know that?
As quickly as it started, it ended. They stared at each other, waiting for the shaking to begin again. Finally Meander laughed. “You look awful,” he said.
“I do not!” Buttersby protested and glared back at the Suri. But she could feel how soiled she had become, and she knew she couldn’t deny it. She shook herself clean, and a smile broke out on her face again. “Well—no worse than you look.”
Meander nodded and shook himself, as well. “No doubt. Do you think that’s going to happen again?”
“I hope not.”
“Did you mean it?”
“Mean what?” Buttersby asked.
“The part about you being sorry for the way you treated me.”
“Did I say that?” She had been hoping he hadn’t noticed.
Meander nodded.
Buttersby thought about denying it, but there was no use. What if the shaking resumed and was even worse than the last time? “Yes, I suppose I did,” she said, and rushed to add, “But don’t think this means we’re on equal grounds now. I expect to be treated properly.”
Meander shook his head and laughed. “Whatever. I’ll treat you the way I treat everybody. That ought to be proper enough.”
It wasn’t, Buttersby thought. But it would have to do for now.

Alpacas prefer a cool environment. As such, most ranches have taken to setting up large fans in every alpaca stall. The animals will sit there contentedly for hours, enjoying the breeze from the fans and escaping the worst of the heat.
The rest of the trip wasn’t as awkward as those few silent moments had been, but it was also far from friendly. There were more of the shaking bouts, and there were times the vehicle seemed to slow down and bump on the ground, then speed up after a wait and lurch upward again. Buttersby didn’t know what to say to a Suri—especially one she had been forced to humble herself to. And Meander seemed to enjoy her situation. He didn’t make it any easier for her. So most of the time was filled with the drone of the vehicle, and little else. Buttersby finally fell asleep.
She woke up when the flying Smokebutt hit another particularly big bump. Suddenly it felt like they were slowing down again, far more than a Smokebutt usually did. Buttersby’s eyes sprang open at the same time as her body was hurled into the bars of the pen. It was a good thing she had been lying down. The force pressing her forward continued for a few seconds before lessening and then stopping altogether. She stood up.
“Better?” Meander said.
Buttersby looked over at him to see he was standing and hadn’t fallen—again. How did he manage to keep his balance like that? It was as if nothing that came his way could faze him, physically or mentally. “Yes,” she said, and left it at that. She could hear noises from the front of the vehicle. The humans were coming to get them. This was different, and anything different had to be good. Didn’t it?
There was no use in resisting now. She was covered in filth, her pride was in shambles, and she had no idea where anything resembling home was. At least the humans had some sort of destination in mind for her. They took Meander first, putting a leash on him and leading him out of the vehicle. He didn’t say anything as he left.
When they came for Buttersby, she let them put on the leash without so much as a hum. They squawked in something that might have been approval and guided her out. She was stunned to see the change of scenery. It was one thing to think you were someplace far away, but the very sight of the landscape screamed foreign to her.
Mountains jutted toward the sky, seeming almost to break through in places. They were covered in green, and made you feel as if you were insignificant. In a world where such giants lived, what difference did someone as small as an alpaca make? The area right around the vehicle was also green and lush. Buttersby could make out a fence running in the distance, and what looked to be a sprawling human den even further off. The sun blazed down on everything and made Buttersby wish for a good human fan.
Meander was standing there, the leash and harness off, watching Buttersby. Once they were out of the vehicle and on real ground, the humans took the harness off Buttersby, as well. They even patted her on the back before they got in a different transport—a normal Smokebutt—and drove off without the alpacas. After a few more seconds, Meander and Buttersby were alone.
“Huh,” Meander said. “All that trouble to get us here, and then it’s as if we don’t even matter.”
“Humans never make any sense,” Buttersby said. “They’re as brainless as sheep.”
“I don’t know—I’ve met some pretty smart sheep.”
Buttersby didn’t know what to say to that. It was certainly odd that the humans were behaving this way. True, it seemed like what she had wished—to have the creatures stop interfering with her life—but it was one thing to wish something, and another thing to get it. She was distracted from her concerns by a pair of llamas tromping in their direction. One was large and black, and the other was even larger and white. She hadn’t seen other animals when she got off the big Smokebutt. It was a relief to see llamas again. Llamas knew their place, unlike some Suris she knew.
Meander looked where she was focused, and he said, “Ah, a welcoming committee. It’s nice to see we’re in a place with manners.” He waited until the llamas were closer, then shouted out, “Howdy.”
The llamas didn’t say anything back. They just kept tromping. They plodded right in front of Buttersby and Meander, then looked at each other and nodded. The white one spoke. “Achookom why tuss.”
“Excuse me?” Buttersby said. Was that Alpacish?
The llama repeated itself. “Achookom why tuss.”
Buttersby turned to Meander. “Did you understand that?”
He nodded. “Of course.”
“What did he say then?” she asked.
“He said ‘Achookom why tuss.’”
“Yes, but what does that mean?” Buttersby eyed the llamas nervously. Had it been a threat?
“How am I supposed to know what it means?” Meander said. “You only asked if I understood what he said.”
“Don’t get smart with me, you—”
Buttersby was cut off by the two llamas talking to each other. Whatever language it was, it certainly wasn’t Alpacish. It sounded lilting and bouncy. Now the black llama turned to Buttersby and said, “Achoo come wit us?” It sounded more tentative.
“You come with us?” Meander said.
The llama nodded, still with a grim expression on his face. “Achoo come wit us.”
“Do you think we should?” Buttersby said. Llamas could be dangerous, and while she had never heard of one attacking an alpaca, it might work differently in this new land.
“I don’t think we really have a choice,” Meander said. He nodded to the llamas and gestured with his head that they should lead the way. The black one turned around and headed back in the direction it had come, and the white one waited for Meander and Buttersby to follow before it took up position behind them, apparently making sure the two alpacas did as ordered.
They made a nice little parade, marching across the field to who-knew-where. Buttersby was relieved to find that the mountains managed to blend into the background once she was used to them. As long as she didn’t actually think about them, it was possible to feel more herself and less . . . insignificant. Her stomach grumbled, but she kept herself from asking for something to eat. How could she presume to do anything, looking like she did?
Buttersby could soon see that the llamas were herding them to what looked like a large tan barn with a decidedly foreign flair. It was tall and spacious, with massive main doors that seemed to make her feel about half her size. Buttersby stood up taller to try to make up for it. There was only so much “Buttersby is insignificant” she could take. The barns she was used to at home were made for being used. This one almost looked too beautiful to sleep in.
“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Buttersby said as they entered the building.
“You know, that doesn’t help us a whole lot right now.” Meander said. The black llama turned around and said something. She couldn’t understand what it was, but it was clear that he didn’t want them talking any more. They continued in silence, except for the buzz of some much-welcomed fans. But even the fans were enormous—as big as an alpaca, and encased in cages throughout the barn. Their gusts were so strong, an alpaca could have gone practically anywhere she wanted to and still been kept cool and breezy.
Buttersby and Meander passed rows upon rows of stalls, each of them filled with alpacas. But instead of the casual chatting and social behavior Buttersby was familiar with at home, all of these animals stared at her and Meander and didn’t say a thing. She was cooler now, but she was still uncomfortable.
They kept walking.
At the far side of the barn was a large stall, by far the largest they had passed. Inside it stood a rather old looking Huacaya, flanked on either side by younger males. The llamas escorting Buttersby and Meander turned to the side. Buttersby looked at them, and they motioned for her to continue. She cleared her throat, faced forward again, and walked until she stood in front of the old alpaca. He seemed so intimidating and powerful, with fiber that swirled down his chin and made him look wise. He was clearly the alpaca in charge on this farm. She didn’t know what to say or how to begin.
“Howdy,” Meander said.
Buttersby could have groaned. That was just like a Suri—to try and start an important conversation with ‘Howdy.’
The old alpaca craned his neck to look at one of the younger ones next to him. That alpaca, a strong Huacaya with beautiful tawny fiber, approached the elder and whispered something into his ear. The elder paused for a moment and looked at Meander, then he spoke in the foreign tongue to the younger alpaca, who nodded and turned back to face the newcomers.
“Don Cimarron says he welcomes you to Rancho Diamante.”
Meander went to reply, but Buttersby coughed and interrupted him. “We are pleased to be here, although we do not know where ‘here’ is.”
The young alpaca translated this for Don Cimarron, who responded. Again, Buttersby had to wait for the translator before she knew what had been said. “You are in Peru, near the Andes Mountains. You have come home.”

A typical alpaca is used to sharing stalls. Usually there are anywhere from three to five alpacas per stall, depending on the size of the barn and the animals. Of course, particularly stubborn or temperamental alpacas might be given a stall of their own.
“Home?” Buttersby asked. “We just were—”
“We are happy to be back at last,” Meander said, interrupting Buttersby. He continued. “In fact, we regret to say this is the first time we have been back to the Crialand.”
Don Cimarron nodded again after this had been translated. “I have heard of alpacas like you,” he said through the translator. “We will be happy to teach you the true ways. What are your names?” He stared at Buttersby, and suddenly she was aware of every ounce of grime and dirt caked into her fiber.
She tried to speak, but all that came out was a hum so high it was almost a peep.
Meander had no such difficulty. “I’m Meander, and the squeaky one is called Buttersby.”
Don Cimarron nodded, then stared at Buttersby a long time before speaking. “Once again, welcome. I am a very busy alpaca, however. Primero,” and here he gestured at the translator, “will have to serve as your escort for the first while. He will teach you our language and our customs. Learn quickly, and I hope to talk to you again soon.”
Somehow the rest of the animals recognized that the discussion—audience, really—was over. The llamas came back to escort the three of them, Buttersby, Meander and the Translator, back out of the barn. The silence stayed with them until they were back in the fields.
“What was that?” Buttersby asked.
“What was what?”
“All that stuff about being happy to be back in the Crialand.”
Meander shrugged. “That was me covering for you, Squeaky. I don’t think that Don guy is really someone you want to contradict.”
“An excellent observation,” Primero said. “And one you should take note of for the future, young hembra.”
“Buttersby,” she said, and flushed. Now that she wasn’t focused on so many other things, she was impressed by how handsome and dashing Primero seemed. It hurt that he had gotten her name wrong so quickly, and with how bad she looked right then, Buttersby was anxious that she keep any shred of self-respect she could. She was a bit self conscious about her name.
“Excuse me?” he said.
“My name is Buttersby—not Hemra.”
“I said hembra, and it was not meant to be your name,” Primero said. He gestured that they were to turn left, and the other alpacas obeyed, following a well worn path that led into a copse of trees. “It is what we call female alpacas here in Peru.”
“What do you call males?” Meander asked.
“Machos, of course. What else?”
Meander laughed. “I like it.”
“You would,” Buttersby said. As she said it, they emerged from the copse to find another barn, this one not nearly as grand as Don Cimarron’s, but well-made nonetheless. Broad wood beams supported the structure, with lighter colored planks filling in for the rest of the walls. It was well made, too—better than the barns Buttersby had seen at home. These Peruvian alpacas had trained their humans well. A large open door faced them.
“This is your new home,” Primero said. “You are to share the third stall on the right for now.”
Buttersby stopped. “I have to share a stall with him?”
Primero looked between the two American alpacas. “Will that be a problem?”
“No,” Meander said, just as Buttersby said, “Yes.”
“Well, you will have to deal with it,” Primero said after a pause. “I doubt any of the other alpacas would take kindly to you barging into their stalls.”
Butttersby wracked her mind for some excuse to get out of this. “Don’t the humans tell us where to stay?”
Primero shook his head. “You will find things run a little differently here than in America. It takes some getting used to, but it works much better.” He turned to walk away.
“How do you know so much about it?” Meander called after him.
“Because I was born in America, too. Get some rest—you need it. I’ll be in to see you tomorrow first thing.” And with that he disappeared back into the trees, leaving Buttersby and Meander to stare at each other.
“What are we going to do?” Buttersby asked.
“Sleep,” Meander said. “It’s the best idea I’ve heard all day.” He walked toward the barn without a care in the world, and Buttersby was forced to follow him. She felt quite nervous, and Meander was the closest thing she had to support here. That just showed how far she had truly fallen. She hoped at least that the alpacas in this new barn would be friendlier.
They weren’t.
They talked more—that was certain. She and Meander entered to a cacophony of voices. None of them were Alpacish, but she could tell that once the other alpacas noticed her and Meander, their topic of conversation changed. She could hear hollers and derisive hums coming from the stalls that lined each side of the barn, and a seeming sea of alpaca heads looked out over their stall walls to glare at Buttersby and Meander. News traveled fast here, apparently, and these animals didn’t think much of the newcomers. Buttersby wondered which was worse: knowing she was being made fun of and not knowing how, or being fully aware of everything. Judging by some of the tones, it was better not knowing. Her head got progressively lower in shame, but Meander didn’t even seem to notice.
The inside of the barn was a match for its outside. The beams spanned across the ceiling, which towered above the alpacas’ heads only slightly less than Don Cimarron’s barn. The stalls themselves were solid only up to Buttersby’s neck, letting alpacas freely converse with each other. Each stall had a door that opened up to individual fenced pastures. The doors themselves had locks large enough for alpacas to easily manipulate with their teeth. In fact, everything seemed exactly right for alpacas. Buttersby wondered what American alpacas had been doing wrong these last decades; she couldn’t get over how much better trained the humans were here.
When they got to their stall, Buttersby waited, staring at the door. After a moment, Meander opened it for her, then waited for her to enter first and closed it behind them. He had muttered angrily as he did it, but he did it. It was a step in the right direction. As another bonus, the other alpacas went from mocking them to ignoring them completely. “Good night,” Meander said, and settled to the fresh hay on the floor.
“Wait!” Buttersby couldn’t bear being alone right now. She needed someone to talk to.
“What?”
She paused and looked down at him more carefully. “You really don’t care, do you?”
“About what?” Meander asked.
“About what? Didn’t you hear all those alpacas making fun of us? We’re in a new country, we don’t speak the language, everyone hates us, we have no idea what to do—we’ve been alpacanapped for hum’s sake—and you ask what I’m talking about?”
Now it was Meander’s turn to stare at Buttersby before answering. He blew aside some of the pencil locks covering his eyes to get a better look at her. “What’s the point?”
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“I mean what good will it do us to worry? Is there anything we can do about any of it? Do you have a Smokebutt waiting for us somewhere? Or a way to learn the language? Should we hum a duet to impress all the other alpacas into loving us?”
Buttersby gawked at Meander, but he waited for her to say something. “No, that’s—”
“Ridiculous,” Meander finished the sentence for her. “Exactly. So since we can’t do any of those things, I think we should do the two things we are capable of. We go to sleep.” Meander settled down into the hay.
“What’s the other thing?”
“We stop worrying.” Meander closed his eyes.
“How do we do that?” she asked, but Meander didn’t say anything in response, and since his pencil locks covered his eyes so well, there was no way to even know if he was awake anymore. Buttersby tried settling down to the hay, but she couldn’t stay there. It took her a long time of pacing back and forth and humming nervously to herself before she was so tired she couldn’t stand any more.
The ride to Peru had taken a lot out of her, and all she could keep thinking about was that even if this place had better control over its humans, it still didn’t seem like the place for her. All Buttersby wanted was a barn somewhere where she could be accepted and revered, by humans and alpacas alike, as the award-winning superior specimen of her species she was. Was that too much to ask? As her eyes dripped shut, she fell asleep at last, her ears filled with voices speaking a foreign tongue.

Although alpacas generally do not spit—at least not as much as their cousins the llamas and camels are known for—their spit is just as potent and just as green, and they’re not afraid to use it when the situation calls for it.
“Up and at it.”
Buttersby tried to open her eyes. They were so heavy. “What?” She looked up to see Primero standing over her.
“Time to get up,” he said. “I’ve let you sleep an hour extra as it is. Keep this up, and the others will know you’re lazy instead of just thinking it.”
“Come on, Buttersby,” Meander said, coming into her view. He looked wide awake. “You look like a slug.”
Buttersby glared at the Suri. How could he look so . . . chipper? Buttersby struggled to her feet, swaying back and forth as if she were drugged. “What did you call me?”
“I said you look like you need a hug,” Meander said.
She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t think that was it.”
Primero cut in. “Never mind what he said. Our first order of business this morning is teaching you your place at Rancho Diamante.”
Buttersby was becoming more alert, and she no longer felt like she was about to fall over. She noticed that the barn was empty; all the other alpacas had left. “Our place?”
Primero nodded. “It’s different here than America. You need to learn the caste system. Quickly.”
“We need to wear casts?” Buttersby didn’t like the sound of that. It seemed confining.
Meander laughed. “Not casts—caste. With an e. It means they have a strict social system.”
“Don’t try to pretend you were any wiser, Meander,” Primero said, frowning. “You were just as uninformed an hour ago when I explained it to you.”
Meander shrugged. “That was then. This is now.”
Primero continued, apparently contenting himself with ignoring Meander—an excellent approach, Buttersby thought, if you could stick to it. “The first thing you must know, is that regardless of who you were in America, here you are the lowest of the low. You must do what anyone asks of you, and you must not question it. You are not to speak unless you are spoken to. Stay out of the way, and do your best to be perfect, and you might—might—earn some of their respect.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Buttersby said. She snorted. “I’m a champion—I have the ribbons to prove it, and I don’t—”
“Those are all American ribbons. They mean nothing to these alpacas,” Primero said. “Do you realize that 90 percent of the world’s alpacas are here in Peru? You’ve been competing in the bush leagues. Just because you’re the best of the worst, isn’t a reason to brag.”
Buttersby didn’t know how to respond to that.
“Tell her the best part,” Meander said. He was smiling, somehow. How could he be so optimistic and happy after learning all this?”
Primero nodded. “I was getting to that.” He sighed. “The last thing is that you must do as Meander tells you.”
Buttersby said nothing. This couldn’t be true.
“That’s right,” Meander said and strutted in a circle around Buttersby. “I’m a Suri. I found out that means I’m one of the privileged minority. Less than three percent of alpacas are lucky enough to be Suris. So I might be American, but I’m better than an American Huacaya.”
Buttersby looked to Primero. “Is that true?”
He nodded.
Her mind was racing. She had been so mean to Meander. If he was given the chance to boss her around, her life would be miserable. “But—but the old alpaca. Don Cimarron. He’s not a Suri.”
Primero nodded. “The caste system is quite complex. He’s the oldest alpaca here, and the sire of most of the others. And he’s a champion to boot. But none of that changes your place in the greater scheme of things.”
From there the lesson continued into other areas. Buttersby listened to it all, but her mind couldn’t focus. How was she supposed to care about how many hours a day she was to learn Tralpacish (what they called their language there) when she had just been told her credentials meant nothing? What did it matter when and where she was supposed to eat, or how she was supposed to step depending on who was around her? No wonder all the other alpacas had been so mean to her.
“They respect you,” she blurted out in the middle of one of Primero’s sentences. He had just been explaining the rules allocating shade and fan use.
“What?” he asked.
“The other alpacas here. They all seem to respect you, and you’re American and a Huacaya as well.”
“We aren’t here to discuss how I got to where I am,” Primero said. “Do as I tell you, and you might rise in the system.”
“This isn’t fair,” she said.
“It doesn’t have to be. It is how it is.” And with that he launched right back into his lecture on shade.
The lesson went on for at least two hours, all told. Then Primero left the two Americans to go about his business elsewhere on the ranch. Buttersby called after him, but he ignored her. She turned to Meander, who was still smiling the same smile that she had first seen him with that morning. It had yet to leave his face.
“You realize this changes nothing,” Buttersby said.
Meander smiled.
“I don’t have to do what you tell me to, just because some foreign alpacas say so.”
Meander smiled.
Buttersby stared at him. He almost made her want to spit. “I certainly don’t have to stand here talking to you,” she said at last, and turned and left the stall, as well. These idiots could have any castes they’d like, but that didn’t mean Buttersby had to pay any attention to them.
On her way out, however, she ran straight into a black Huacaya. “Blah blah blah, blah blah blah,” he said, or at least that was all that Buttersby understood. He didn’t look all that superior to her. In fact, she was sure she would beat him in a fair, human-judged competition. Humans were dumb, but they weren’t dumb enough to be biased just based on where the alpaca came from. That’s why humans were allowed to judge them. If you could impress a human, there was no doubt of your beauty.
Buttersby glared at him. “I don’t know what you’re saying, and I don’t care. Get out of my way.” When she went to move past him, he spit in her face. Buttersby almost fell over in surprise.
The strange alpaca put his face right into hers and started shouting at her. “Blah blah blah! Blah blah?” He looked back at an empty stall—much larger than the one Buttersby and Meander shared—then turned to Buttersby again. “Blah blah. Blah!”
Buttersby ducked her head against her fiber and wiped off the spit. Other alpacas were looking at them now, and she felt extremely self-conscious. As much as she had told herself that she didn’t care what these Peruvian alpacas thought of her, now that they were all staring at her, she found that wasn’t quite the case. “What do you want me to do?” she asked the strange alpaca.
He nodded once. “Blah. Blah blah blah.” He looked back at the empty stall. Did he want her to go in there?
Buttersby took a few hesitant steps toward the stall. Now that she was closer, she could see it was fairly dirty. Soiled hay and stray droppings littered the floor, in places caked on almost half a toe thick. She looked back at the alpaca. “You want me to go in there?”
The alpaca just nodded. Buttersby stepped into the stall. Inside, the smell of the rotten hay assaulted her nose, and she would have left immediately, except for the fact that the foreign alpaca was standing in the door, glaring at her. This was too much. Everyone was still watching. Surely the other alpacas would see how she was being mistreated, and they would do something. She just had to show them one more time what a monster this alpaca was. If that involved getting spit on again, so be it.
“I don’t have to do what you tell me,” she said. “I’m leaving.”
Thwack. Another gob of spit, this time right between the eyes. With the layout of the barn and the interest of all the animals in it, Buttersby was sure that everyone had seen what happened this time. She waited for someone to step in and put that alpaca in his place.
No one came.
Buttersby looked around. She had half expected a lightning bolt to hit the alpaca, or something to happen that would stop this injustice. Wasn’t there some sort of a higher power that made sure champion alpacas weren’t degraded? But no lightning bolt came, and if anything, the alpacas seemed angry at her, as if she had done something wrong. They were all glaring at her, not him, and they had begun to whisper to each other. Buttersby couldn’t understand what they were saying, but she could see she had been wrong. She would get no support from anyone today. She hung her head, only a few sniffles away from crying. A mournful hum was forming in the back of her throat, and she wasn’t sure she would be able to stifle it.
“Excuse me, please,” a voice said.
Buttersby looked up to see Meander standing behind the strange alpaca. The alpaca looked back at the same time. When he saw the Suri, he shrugged and stepped aside. Meander came into the stall.
“Pretty stinky in here,” he said.
“Come to gloat, huh?” Buttersby said.
“I don’t even know what that word means, but it sounds awful. Does it have anything to do with a bloated goat? Because that would make sense, in a sort of sick—”
Buttersby cut him off. “It means ‘rub it in.’ Did you come to rub it in?”
“Rub what in?” Meander asked. “The goat? Into what?”
“Never mind. Why are you here?”
Meander turned to look at the strange alpaca. “Thanks Mr. Stranger. We’ll take it from here.” He nodded and smiled and then grabbed hold of the door handle with his teeth and started to close it. The Peruvian grunted, got out of the way, and left. When the door closed with a thud, and Meander locked it, Buttersby looked around to see that the other alpacas had lost interest, as well. A few of them threw one last sneer and sniff her way, but the heads disappeared from over the stall walls, and Buttersby and Meander were alone again.
Meander looked at her for a moment before speaking. “You’re going to have to ditch that champion attitude.”
“What champion attitude?”
“The one that makes you think you’re better than everyone else.”
Buttersby only sniffed in response. What did a Suri know, anyway? She cleared her throat. “Why are you here?” she asked again.
“It looked like you needed some help.”
“I don’t even know why I’m in here. How can you help me?”
Meander looked at the filth they were standing in. “Well, we know a few things. Number one: that big alpaca wants you here, and unless you like spit in your eye more than I think you do, you’re going to stay here until Big Alpaca decides you can go. Which leads us to the second thing we know: standing in filth isn’t fun.”
Hearing Meander say this only made Buttersby that much more conscious of what all eight of her toes were touching at once. “And?” she asked.
“Come on, Buttersby. Think!” Meander went to the other door—the one that led out into the pastures. “You have to stay here. The filth is here. But Big Alpaca said nothing about wanting the filth to stay here. At least I don’t think he did.”
Buttersby looked down at the ground again. “You mean we should . . . clean it out?”
Meander smiled. “I knew you’d get it eventually.”
“But that’s what humans are for,” Buttersby said. “Look around at this ranch. Everything’s so well built and cared for. They must have a whole legion of domesticated humans running around here somewhere, keeping things tidy.”
Meander opened the door to the outside. Through it, Buttersby could see a small fenced area, big enough for one or two alpacas to stretch a bit, but no more. Meander turned to look at Buttersby again. “I haven’t seen any humans beside the ones who took us here. But I have seen a slew of alpacas, and we know they have that caste system here. It doesn’t take much to put the two things together.”
“You mean they make alpacas do the work?”
“Well, maybe it takes more to put them together than I thought,” Meander said. “Come on—let’s clean this place up.” He went to work, scraping his toes across the floor and trying his best to pry up the hard spots.
“Clean it?” Buttersby asked. She kicked a matted clump of hay out the door.
Meander groaned and stopped what he was doing. He came over to Buttersby and put his face about a toe’s width away from hers. “Yes, Buttersby. Clean it. Now. And before you ask: No, we don’t have any of the human tools they use to clean it. No, we won’t be able to find anyone else to do it. And no, we don’t have any other choice.”
Buttersby could smell his breath and even see a glimpse of his dark eyes glinting through his pencil locks. And she suddenly realized he was saying “we.” We don’t have any other choice. But Meander had a choice: he had come here to help her, without her having to ask or anything. “Okay,” she said. “You’re right.” And without waiting for Meander to say anything else, she got to work.
Maybe Suris knew more than Buttersby gave them credit for.

Despite their teddy bear-like appearance, alpacas are quite hearty. While many may have relatively easy lives now on the modern farms where they live, their ancestors endured the harsh climate in the mountains of Peru.
The next three days were pure misery for Buttersby. It started right after she and Meander had finally gotten the stall clean. They had even gone to get fresh hay from a bin outside, and had spread it evenly across the floor. Moments later, Big Alpaca had shown up again, opened the door, and literally shoved the two of them out of the stall. Buttersby watched him settle down into the hay and close his eyes to go to sleep.
“What’s he doing?” she asked.
Meander only shook his head. “Come on, let’s go back to our stall.”
Buttersby let herself be led back by him, but when they got there, she hissed, “Why did he do that?”
Meander shrugged. “It’s probably his stall. We cleaned it for him.”
It made sense, and it shut Buttersby up. To be relegated to the role of a servant—or a slave—was worse than degrading. She slumped to the floor and stared down at the hay—hay that was clean, but dirtier than the stall she had just cleaned. The thought of living even a week under these conditions, let alone months or years, was too much for her. Meander said something to her, but she ignored him. Eventually, he gave up.
For the next three days, she went through the motions of life without giving it much attention. She went where others told her to go, ate when they told her to eat, did what they told her to do. Meander basically took charge of her, herding her around and speaking for her when someone (almost always Primero) addressed her. Buttersby went through it all in a kind of daze, refusing to believe she was actually a part of what was happening.
This only made the other alpacas dislike her more. She was spit on, kicked at, bit, pushed, derided and made to do all the worst chores. Meander had things like that happen to him at first, but for some reason, the other alpacas began to take a liking to him, or at least they seemed to. Somewhere deep in the back of Buttersby’s head, she noticed how the others treated the Suri almost like some sort of errant son, who had to be corrected but was tolerated and even amusing. And that same part of her noticed how quickly he was beginning to pick up the new language, and how he treated her nicely and courteously, even when she was mute and unresponsive.
That part of Buttersby’s mind searched for a reason why Meander would do something like that. It referenced all of Buttersby’s previous actions and motives, from greed to ambition to pride to whimsy and back to pride again. Finally, it came to an answer.
“I don’t want your pity,” Buttersby burst out on the end of the third day. Meander had just led her back to the stall and had closed the door behind them.
“You talked!” Meander turned around and smiled at her.
Buttersby returned the smile with a frown. “You’re pitying me. I know it; you can’t hide it. Why don’t you just go with all the other alpacas and give up trying to make me feel better?”
Meander looked confused. “I wasn’t pitying you. I was worried about you.”
“Of course that’s what you’d say. You just want me to believe that. This is all your fault. You probably tell the others bad things about me, or give them more reasons to hate me. So why don’t you just give up this charade and go join your other friends. Leave me alone.”
After that statement, she wouldn’t speak to Meander anymore, but went back to her previous manner of ignoring anything he said. It would all be lies, anyway. After a while, Meander left the stall, giving Buttersby the space she had demanded. It just made her hate him more.
But what she finally had to admit to herself—and what tainted everything that was happening to her—was the knowledge that she was a failure. Finding out her credentials meant nothing had shattered her. She had taken so much pride in knowing she was better than other alpacas. Now it seemed like everything she had done had been meaningless. What had she accomplished? She had let herself get stolen and taken to Peru. But it was probably for the best. Now she knew who she really was and what she was worth: nothing.

Alpacas are not generally known for being afraid of anything in particular. Skittish and untrusting at times, yes, but not afraid. For example, unlike elephants, alpacas are not known to be particularly frightened of mice.
That night, the mouse came back.
“Beware! Beware the coming doom!”
Buttersby’s eyes shot open to see a face full of rodent. She had her head resting on the ground in front of her, and the mouse had chosen to stand practically on her nose, making it so that she could hardly see anything but so-white-it-was-almost-glowing fur. “You again?” she said.
“The goose has come, and the Cavern approaches.” Its voice was so high and pipy as to be almost laughable, but it continued. “Be pure in thought and deed, and perhaps you shall survive.”
“This is ridiculous,” Buttersby said. She craned her neck up so that she didn’t have to be so close to the mouse. “What did you do? Stow away in that flying Smokebutt?”
The would-be prophet glared up at her through its white-glazed eyes, then closed them again and put its paw to its head, much as it had done the last time she had seen it. “You must prepare yourself for the Cavern of Babel, or you will surely perish. Listen to tradition, and learn.”
Buttersby snorted. “Be serious. Do you make these lines up on the spot, or do you rehearse them before you traipse out here to pester me?”
The mouse took its hand away from its head and opened its eyes again. “You are one of the most stubborn, close-minded, chuckle-headed idiots I have ever had to foretell for.”
That stopped Buttersby cold. While the rodent was still in full prophesy mode, she had thought it was just some poor deranged (but annoying) animal that had had the misfortune to come to Peru with her. But now that it was putting normal sentences together, she couldn’t dismiss it quite as easily. “Excuse me?”
“I’m not kidding. Alpacas are one of the worst as it is. I’d rather do geese than alpacas. But even then you take the cake.”
Buttersby wasn’t sure what it was getting at. It was mentioning geese again: was that some sort of fixation? But any way she looked at it, she was fairly sure the mouse was being insulting. “I’m not chuckle-headed,” she said.
The mouse snorted. “You’re right. That’s an insult to chuckles. You’re worse.”
“But what are you always talking about?” Buttersby asked. “This stuff about doom and caves—do animals usually take you seriously?”
Two white eyes looked up at Buttersby for a long time before the mouse spoke again. “You will, or you’ll be sorry. That’s all I’m going to say about that.”
And then it was gone, almost as if it had vanished. How mice could do that was still beyond Buttersby. She was certain she had been watching it the whole time, but she must have blinked. Prepare for the Cavern? Listen to tradition? Nonsense. Even so, it took her a long time to fall back asleep, and when she did, her dreams were full of caves with jagged teeth and pools of filmy white water.

It is a well known fact that certain wild animals use types of dance to communicate with each other. Bees, for example, dance to show their hive members where flowers are and how far. Alpacas, of course, are not known to do anything like this.
“What’s the matter with you?” Meander asked. “You’ve been nothing but boring for the past two days.”
Buttersby sighed. She had decided to try a different technique in coping with Meander. Her latest approach had been to go beyond the call of duty. She now tried to be simpering, and it was hard work. “Forgive me, O great Suri. I did not mean to bore your gloriousness,” she said.
“Don’t start that again,” Meander said.
She bowed her head to the floor. “I have angered his wonderfulness. Smite me with your wrath.”
“I’ll smite you on your face if you keep this up. And you’ll have deserved it, too.”
Buttersby snapped her head up to glare at Meander. “I don’t deserve any of this, thank you very much.”
He smiled. “Some spirit again at last. Good.”
“I’ve always had spirit,” Buttersby said. She stood back up to her full height and berated herself for giving in to Meander so easily. She wasn’t too hard on herself, though—simpering had been getting old, anyway.
“Why don’t you devote more of that spirit to your geography lessons, then, or at least your language instruction? It would help your standing around here enormously if you could say something more than ‘my toilet is feeling very squishy today.’”
Buttersby reddened. All she had meant to say was a more elaborate hello. The other alpacas had found it extremely funny, and now used it as a standard greeting for her. “It isn’t my fault the language is so slippery,” Buttersby said. “We can’t all be Suri genius freaks.”
Meander nodded. “True. But we can try.” He smiled at her, and when she didn’t smile back, he added, “Come on, Buttersby. You’re only making it harder on yourself. How are they supposed to like you if you never give them a reason?”
Buttersby didn’t pay him attention. He was in on it with the others; she was sure of it. She turned to face the wall, sat down, and started humming to herself. Meander kept talking to Buttersby’s back as if she were listening to every word he said.
“There was this alpaca I met today. A big macho—looked pretty graceful. You’ve probably seen him around. Anyway, I introduced myself to him, and he refused to tell me his name. I’m not kidding—it took like ten minutes to get it out of him. And when he finally told me his name, I could see why he hadn’t wanted to. You’ll never guess what it was. Come on—guess.” He waited for a moment, then continued. “Ppperuvian. I’m not making this up. Three Ps at the beginning! He said it was because his mother stuttered, but I think that’s the dumbest excuse ever.”
“Ahem.” At the sound of Primero clearing his throat, Buttersby and Meander turned to look at him.
“Howdy,” Meander said.
Buttersby rolled her eyes. “What is it?”
“I need you to come with me,” Primero said.
Buttersby turned back to face the wall. “Not interested.”
“Don’t pay her any attention,” Meander said. “What’s happening?”
Primero waited a moment before he responded again. “Tonight is the Feast of Arks. There was some discussion on whether you would be included in the festivities, but at last Don Cimarron came down with a final ruling.”
Buttersby stood up and turned around. “What do you mean, ‘final ruling’?”
“The tradition states that all alpacas need to be present for the Feast to be complete. Some of the other alpacas here argued that since you weren’t Peruvian born, you didn’t count as full alpacas.”
Meander laughed. “That’s silly.”
“Don Cimarron thought the same thing. So come on—come with me.”
Meander rushed over to join him, but Buttersby hung back. She still couldn’t fully ignore how handsome Primero was; no matter how much she tried, she still felt relieved that she had at least kept her appearance up the past while. She would never let herself get as dirty again as she’d been that first day. “Why should I go where I’m not wanted?” she said.
Primero let out a high hum, and two llamas appeared in the doorway behind him. “I thought you might be reluctant to go, so I brought some helpers. Don Cimarron’s word will be done, either by you or by them. If you come with us willingly, I’m sure you’ll look a lot less silly than if you’re herded in by llamas.”
That didn’t leave Buttersby much choice. As much as she pretended not to care what the other alpacas thought of her here, the thought of being dragged in front of everyone—by llamas no less—was more than enough persuasion to get her to go along, even if she grumbled a bit on the way.
Buttersby could tell something was different as soon as she left her stall. In her focus to ignore Meander, she had failed to notice that all the other animals in the barn had left. The place was completely empty. When they got out into the open air, it was just as deserted. There was a chill in the air and a slight breeze. Above the sky seemed alive; there were so many stars.
“Everyone’s there?” she asked.
Primero only nodded and hurried them down the path that led toward Don Cimarron’s barn. He let the llamas lead, and Meander followed them as closely as he could, practically stomping on the backs of their feet several times. Buttersby hung back, as did Primero. If she pretended hard enough, he had done it on purpose, to be closer to her. The path led into a stretch of forest. It was a spot Buttersby had never liked—too many possibilities for danger.
“How am I supposed to know what’s going on during this Feast of Bark thing?” Buttersby asked.
“It’s the Feast of Arks, not Bark, and I’ve been assigned to translate the whole thing for you,” Primero said curtly. So much for pretending. Ahead of him, the llamas started to turn left into the underbrush.
“You can’t go left here, it—” Buttersby broke off when she saw that, indeed, there was a path that branched off, a path where she was almost sure there hadn’t been a path before. “Where did this come from?”
“It’s closed during most days of the year,” Primero said. “The Bowl isn’t a place for normal occasions.”
Buttersby shrugged and went down the path. It certainly must have been well hidden before, though on second thought, it wasn’t as if she had paid any attention to that particular spot of the path. She had always hurried along as fast as possible until she was out of the woods. To keep from getting too worried now, she tried to focus on how silly “The Bowl” sounded. Primero said it as if it had some sort of extra meaning, and it just made him sound like a cria. Why not call it “The Trough”? Or—
Her thoughts evaporated as the path they were walking on suddenly descended down into the earth. One minute there were trees above with stars peeking through, and the next they were in some sort of tunnel. Buttersby felt a hum coming on. “Is this Bowl thing underground?” she asked, but she got no answer, other than Meander saying, “Cool.”
They kept walking. At least it wasn’t totally dark in the tunnel; it apparently wasn’t long. At the end, she saw a bright light that seemed more guttural than normal human lights. When she got closer, she saw that was because the light was coming from a roaring bonfire at the end of the tunnel. Her hum came even higher into her throat. The tunnel emptied them out into a fire lit bowl.
All the alpacas of the ranch were gathered in a circle around an enormous bonfire. It crackled and shot tongues of flame up into the air, with the base of the fire easily wide enough to allow five alpacas to stand in it, though Buttersby quickly tried to forget the image. That much fire all in one place made her nervous, but she had to admit that it gave the Bowl a somber appearance. None of the alpacas were talking or moving; they all stared at Buttersby and Meander as they came into the circle. Row upon row of animals stood watching, each row behind a bit higher than the one in front, so that it was almost as if a wall of alpacas was staring at her.
“What do we do?” Buttersby asked out of the side of her mouth. Even though she whispered, it seemed to her that she was practically shouting. Something about the way the Bowl was situated seemed to take her voice and throw it for everyone to hear. The roar of the bonfire wasn’t enough to make it seem any less quiet. Who had made the fire?
Primero didn’t say anything in response. He jerked his head toward the far side of the ring and walked in that direction, going almost straight through the middle of the circle, right past the fire. Meander followed without a hum, and Buttersby was forced to go along. The llamas stayed back, but Buttersby wasn’t going to make a scene by being stubborn in front of so many alpacas. As much as she liked to pretend she didn’t care what the others thought of her, being the focus of hundreds of solemn alpacas wasn’t her idea of comfort. By the time she got to the other side of the circle, only the slow pace of Primero was keeping her from running.
The alpacas there parted, leaving space for Buttersby, Meander and Primero to walk through the crowd and up the side of the bowl. They didn’t stop until they reached the top.
As soon as the three of them had arrived and turned around to face the fire, another alpaca strode out into the middle. Buttersby was fairly sure she recognized him as the alpaca Meander had been joking about when Primero picked them up: Ppperuvian. He had the same arch to his back and graceful set of his legs, distinguishing features that were easy to spot, even this high up. Behind him, two pairs of enormous llamas used their teeth to pull ropes attached to large wooden boards which eventually covered the only entrance to the Bowl.
There was no need for Ppperuvian to call the Feast to order. He simply started to hum a C. All of the alpacas in the Bowl soon picked up the hum, section by section, each section with a different note that added to the first until the noise coming from the Bowl was a tremendous C major. Buttersby was more than happy to join in—it helped relieve some of the tension.
The note continued for quite some time before anything else began to happen. As one section ran out of breath, the others continued, making sure the note was unbroken. Buttersby’s entrancement with the humming only lasted so long, however. After the third or fourth breath, she stopped humming along, even though Primero and Meander were still going at it for all they were worth. And three or four breaths after that, she was beginning to get restless. If she had come all this way just to be part of some prolonged fire lit humming, she would be quite disappointed. Right before she was ready to think about interrupting Primero to find out what was going on, something changed.
Ppperuvian started to dance.
Buttersby saw it out of the corner of her eye first. His head began to sway from side to side, moving in a fluid, sinuous motion, almost as if his neck were some sort of snake. She found that interesting enough—it wasn’t a normal action for an alpaca. But then the rest of his body started doing the same thing. He looked so graceful—as if the bones in his body had started bending and swaying in time with a silent beat.
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