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	To anyone fighting their own fascist hogs

	 

	 

	 


A Note About the Glossary

	 

	 

	I know you purchased this book with the expectation of being transported to a world occupied by anthropomorphic pigs like the opening to Reading Rainbow, but let me borrow you for a moment before you step through the veil. What follows this foreword is a sloppy glossary of terms used in this book. For the sake of this discussion, let’s call it “Piglish”. You do not need to study or even read this glossary to enjoy this book—some might even find knowing the definitions contained would spoil the story a bit for them. There is enough context present in the story to help you figure it all out on your own. If, on the other hand, you’d rather know this short list of terms beforehand, by all means, read the Piglish-to-English glossary.

	All that being said, Piglish isn’t all that different from our own language, and I borrowed largely from words in English that have to do with the four-legged versions of pigs we all know and love. For example, they call their homes “sties”, but that might be a little on the nose…er, snout. Not all the words are based on pig puns, but a lot are. I have to admit that I’m proud of myself for using “pork” in place of “fuck”, because, let’s face it, pork would totally be a swear word in Piglish. I would be remiss if I didn’t mention that my daughter—who is thirteen at the time of my writing this book—has urged me incessantly to add the word “sausage” to denote a boar’s… Well, you know.

	I also borrowed some styles from other languages to make these terms not-so-English, hence: Piglish. Most of the terms don’t have a full definition, and some just denote a part of a pig’s anatomy. As I said before, it’s sloppy, and I’m not a dictionary writer. All Piglish words do have English counterparts listed.

	Those who listened to me pontificate about the writing of this book and who’ve read early portions of the first draft also felt it would be a good idea to add this short glossary. I would recommend snuffling through it before you start, flipping back if you get stuck on a weird word like “snuffling”. Like a good friend, it’ll be here waiting for you.

	 


 

	Piglish to English Glossary

	 

	 

	 

	Barrow – A runt or puny pig, often used as an insult.

	 

	Boar – Man, masculine-presenting figure.

	 

	Cells – Batteries charged by solar energy.

	 

	Chole – A leisurely, golf-like game played by hitting a wooden ball down the field with a club while an opposing player attempts to hit the ball away from the goal.

	 

	Chops – Meaty part of a pig’s jaw, descriptor. 

	 

	Drove – A group of pigs.

	 

	Garoul – A wolf-like creature from the Wildlands that walks upright. The Garoul are urban legends, told mostly in old sow’s tales.

	 

	Gilt – Woman, feminine-presenting pig. 

	 

	Grub – In verb form, to pry for information. See also: snuffle.

	 

	Grubber – A gossipy pig, one who doesn’t mind their own business, a busybody.

	 

	Grunt – A low-pitched toned, guttural sound, often an affirmative response. Often precedes laughter, but it can denote other things depending on the situation.

	 

	Hamfisted – Clumsy.

	 

	Hog – A pig of great importance and/or an imposing demeanor, a boss, often one of masculine stature.

	 

	Hogwash – Bullshit.

	 

	Litter – A group of sibling pigs of any size.

	 

	Oink – A series of unintelligible nonsense. This could mean many things depending on context. Mostly it comes off as muttering under a pig’s breath. Pigs will oink instead of humming when bored or taking care of some menial task. To oink when another pig is talking is considered rude.

	 

	Pig – The dominant species of life on the continent of Porcinova, chosen by evolution. Although other creatures can walk upright—notably the rumored garouls in the Wildlands or a species of alligators who live in the bogs in the south of Porcinova—pigs are the only ones to have developed intelligence.

	 

	Piggy – A runty pig, derogatory. A demeaning term mostly used to belittle a pig one sees as beneath them or smaller in stature.

	 

	Piguard – Bodyguard. Also the official title of the Tzar of Porcinova’s secret service agents and personal police. This word can be used as a singular and a plural. 

	 

	Piglet – A young pig, child.

	 

	Porccullati – A secret group of pigs rumored to have their hands in everything and know everything. Their existence is the subject of many conspiratorial debates. 

	 

	Porcine – Relating to or characteristic of pigs, distinguished from all other forms of unintelligent life. 

	 

	Porcinova – The continent on which the porcine live. It’s surrounded by oceans, making it the only continent in their world. The porcine race largely believes their world contains one continent floating on a flat disk of water.

	 

	Pork – Fuck.

	 

	Rump – A pig’s posterior, often used as a swear like “ass”. 

	 

	Shoat – A baby pig, specifically one recently weaned off its mother.

	 

	Slop – Shit when used as a swear word. Also can be used for unappetizing food.

	 

	Sow – A term for a mother pig often used in a derogatory manner, bitch.

	 

	Snout – A pig’s nose.

	 

	Snuffle – To dig for information. See also: grub. 

	 

	Squeal – A laugh or excited noise, often demonstrated by feminine-presenting pigs. 

	 

	Suidae – Family. This word is the same for singular or plural usage. 

	 

	Swill – Booze, especially if it’s unappetizing.

	 

	Sty – House or home.

	 

	Suncell – Solar panel. Often shorten to “cells”.

	 

	Swine – A rude or uncouth pig, typically a boar.

	 

	Trotter – Foot. Pigs have naturally tough trotters and hooves, making shoes unnecessary. 

	 

	Trouffier – Drug smuggler, specifically for truffe.

	 

	Truffe – The drug of choice in Porcinova originating from the Wildlands. They have a strong, potent, and recognizable aroma. The stronger the scent, the stronger the truffe. They’re rare and difficult to find. Truffes bring about a powerful, intense effect that alters senses, perception, and can even cause hallucinations if ground up into an elixir by a practiced apothecary. Truffe is found in the wild or underground. Some apothecaries grow it in hidden gardens in cities or towns. It’s a banned substance, making it illegal to grow, transport, or use.

	 

	Wallow – Self-care in the form of lazing about, often in the form of a hot mud bath or other spa treatments.

	 

	Wildlands – A dense forest area of Porcinova to the north and west of the colonized area of the continent. It is forbidden to enter due to the danger that lurks within.
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	There’s an old saying in Porcinova. Pep didn’t remember how it went, but he knew it pertained to his current situation. Perhaps if he’d listened to whatever his wiser elders had attempted to tell him, he wouldn’t have wound up being led down a long hallway with black-suited Piguard on all sides of him in a diamond-like pattern.

	“Do you pigs ever talk?” Pep asked, looking from the boar on his right to the one on his left. “What, you won’t even give me an oink or a grunt? This feels like amateur hour.”

	The Piguard hadn’t arrested Pep. Well, they hadn’t yet since no one had told him anything aside from him having no choice but to comply with the ‘requests’ of the agents who’d banged on his door in the late morning to order him to go with them. He tried to ask what they wanted, but they refused to answer. They dragged him by the elbow into the back of a car with tinted windows and drove him from his sty in Porcinova City to the Capitol.

	They could’ve had him on any number of charges. He felt as if he’d gone unnoticed as far as laws were concerned. Sure, he worked for himself as a trouffier, which various law enforcement agencies frowned upon, but anyone who’s anyone partakes in a little truffe now and again. It’s not like you got dragged down long hallways with portraits of boars and gilts from the continent’s history for using something that grew freely in the Wildlands.

	“Where are you taking me?” Pep looked around the long hallway. Once again, his entourage ignored his question. The agents even stepped in formation, their trotters hitting the tiled floor at the same time with each step. Pep’s trottersteps were out of sync with the others. “This is hogwash, and you all know it! If I’ve done something to get me arrested, I deserve to know what it is!”

	“Are your wrists cuffed?” the boar walking in front of Pep asked without bothering to turn around.

	“No,” Pep replied, looking at his brownish fur-covered hands to confirm what he already knew. “What does that matter?”

	“Then why would you think you’ve been arrested? Does this look like a police station or the Porcine Parliament Building?”

	Pep didn’t respond to the agent’s sarcasm. He should have known where they’d taken him. Every piglet in school learns about the Capitol of Porcinova and the Parliament Building in the center of it, located a hundred miles or so from the eastern coast of the Porcinova continent. Maybe he would’ve recognized the pictures on the walls as past leaders of Porcinova if he hadn’t been scared witless from the whole ordeal.

	“If I’m not being arrested for anything,” he said, speaking as much to himself as he was to the pig walking in front of him, “then why bring me here with the smoke and mirror act? You could’ve just called me, you know.”

	“Tzar Pamplewort would rather meet you in person,” the agent replied. Pep could swear he heard a hint of jubilation in his gruff voice. “He’s not a boar who handles things over the phone.”

	“Pamplewort,” Pep said in a low voice. “OK, you can arrest me if you’d like. Bring me right to prison and toss me in a cell. I won’t even put up a fight.”

	The entourage stopped at the end of the hall, and Pep almost stumbled forward into the semi-talkative agent. “Wait here,” the Piguard said. “I’ll let him know you’ve arrived.”

	“Thanks a lot,” Pep muttered, turning away from the huge double doors made from dark wood as the only vocal agent disappeared behind it. The other agents who flanked and followed him kept their stony gazes forward. “You should start a band. I think the matching black suit aesthetic would be a hit.”

	Pep’s joke didn’t get a single smirk from the agents, but a hog like Tzar Pamplewort wouldn’t want his agents smiling. They all had the same build, similar height, and were all dark-furred. Pep couldn’t tell for sure since he didn’t want to be caught staring, but it looked like all their tusks were the same length as well. It begged the question if Pamplewort had chosen them all to be identical or if they had their tusks shaved down to be uniform with one another.

	There wasn’t a lot about Avocat Pamplewort that Pep knew aside from the basics. The hoggish boar had taken the chair as Tzar of Porcinova as his prize three months ago after what the media decreed as a bloodless coup. Pamplewort had established himself as the one best suited to rule and govern the continental nation. No one seemed to have much information about what their new tzar had done before his rise to power, but his propaganda machine had worked around the clock leading up to his ascension to his symbolic throne. It left a lot to the imagination, and Pep had been blessed his entire life with one that never ceased. In his mind, Tzar Pamplewort stood alongside rivers of magma and fires that reached toward the heavens. He took what he wanted without any care of how it might affect the pigs of Porcinova. The most worrisome thing of all was how often Pep’s instincts tended to be correct, especially when it came to reading pigs.

	Either way, Pep thought, what does a hog like Pamplewort want with a swine like me? It’s not like he needs me to get him some truffe. He’s the damn tzar!

	The door opened, and a figure far removed from Pamplewort’s likeness emerged. The gilt had blonde hair cascading onto her shoulders. Her fur was light gray, and she had a set of blue eyes that matched Pep’s. She wore a dark pink sweater and capri pants. The look on her face dropped when she saw Pep standing outside the doors, waiting like a piglet about to be reprimanded by their principal.

	Well, at least I have my answer as to why they brought me here. Aloud, Pep said, “Hi, Lola.”

	“Pep?” Lola asked. “What the hell are you doing here?”

	“Oh, you know how it goes. Someone new moves into the neighborhood, and I’m embarrassed I haven’t come by to welcome them. Can you imagine?”

	Lola rolled her eyes. “Gods, Pep! Can’t you turn it off for a second?”

	Pep shrugged. “Probably not, so why bother trying?”

	“Are you going to tell me why you’re here?”

	“I was going to ask you the same question.”

	“Since you apparently haven’t kept up on the news, even the bits regarding your own sister, I have been appointed Secretary of the Tzar under Avo Pamplewort.”

	“That must be a perk of being engaged to someone with deep political connections.”

	“I see you’ve kept up on that part of my life at least. I haven’t even heard from you since my engagement. You haven’t called or visited. What’s wrong with you?”

	Pep looked away. “I’ve been busy.”

	“Busy doing what, smuggling truffe from the wildlands?”

	“I prefer to be called a ‘trouffier’ as a matter of decorum, and it takes a lot more work than you might assume.”

	“Whatever. You still haven’t told me why you’re…” Lola’s eyes widened as realizations smacked her from the inside of her skull. “Oh pork, that’s why you’re here. Avo found out what you are, and you’ve become a liability.”

	“Me?” Pep asked, feigning shock. “If anything, you’re the liability. I’m not the one hiding who I am, leaving my boss in the dark about a sibling with a questionable career choice.”

	“Dealing truffe isn’t a career.”

	“I don’t deal it, not anymore. I already told you I’m a trouffier.”

	“What’s the difference?”

	“I find, gather, and sell it to the dealers and apothecaries who cut it, grind it, and do whatever else to it to suit their customers’ needs. All that stuff’s too much work.” Pep looked around and realized the Piguard had to have heard everything he’d just said. “I mean, that’s what I’d do if I was a trouffier, which I am not.”

	“They’re not going to rat you out,” Lola said, reaching out and tugging Pep by the arm. “I’m going to borrow my brother for just a moment,” she told the agents, dragging him away.

	“Quit it!” Pep exclaimed. “I know you’re eleven minutes older than me, but that doesn’t make you my boss!”

	“Cut the hogwash, Pep,” Lola scolded, lowering her voice to a harsh whisper the Piguard hopefully heard as a low oinking. “Tzar Pamplewort is going to haul you into his office any second.”

	“He’s not ‘Avo’ anymore?” Pep asked with a sarcastic grunt. “He’s Tzar Pamplewort now? Gods, you’re such a grubber.”

	“I need to know why you’re here.” The look on Lola’s face showed more than annoyance. Pep could see fear hiding behind her bright eyes—something he couldn’t stand to see on his sister’s face, even if they hadn’t talked much over the last few years. She wasn’t merely snuffling for information. The situation worried her, and all the worry was for her brother, not herself of her political career.

	“I have no clue,” Pep admitted, dropping the playful smile between his tusks. “The pigs who picked me up didn’t tell me anything until right before you appeared. I thought I’d been arrested for trouffiering, but they brought me here instead to a militia headquarters. My assumption is the same as yours.”

	Lola sighed. “That’s probably what this is. Pamplewort needs to make sure my trouffier brother isn’t going to pork things up for him.”

	“Look at you,” Pep said, a smirk returning. “You’re following in Dad’s trottersteps, and you’re even swearing like him. You’ve made it further than he ever did. Mom would be so proud of you!”

	“Don’t bring our parents into this!” Lola’s face turned into a scowl. “This is serious! Do you have any idea how bad this is going to look for me? Pork that! Do you have any idea how bad this is going to look for him?!”

	“Pamplewort? I’m not worried about how he looks. I couldn’t care any less. The only person here I care about is you.”

	Lola closed her eyes for a moment. “That’s sweet, but your saccharine sentiment is misplaced. I’m going to tell you what happens now since you have no political savvy. You’re going to be taken to see Tzar Pamplewort, he’s going to ask you about your…career as a trouffier, and you’re going to answer his questions.”

	“Should I lie?”

	“No. You being here means he already knows the truth. He’s not a boar who does things half-rumped. Tell him the truth that you have no ill intentions toward Porcinova, and make sure he knows you’ll do what it takes to not embarrass him, me, or our offices, even if that means quitting being a trouffier.”

	“But—” 

	“What you’re doing is illegal! Unless you want to fall victim to a surprise raid, you’ll play this just like I told you. If you don’t, there will be bars between us the next time we see each other.”

	“You’d visit me in prison? That’s so sweet of you.”

	The office door opened again before Lola could yell at Pep for yet another sass-filled jibe at their tenuous situation. She knew he couldn’t help himself, and being under stress made him worse. The continual running of his mouth gave away how scared he was, and Lola might be the only one in Porcinova who could pick up on it.

	The Piguard exited, spotting Pep as he stared back. “Tzar Pamplewort will see you now,” he said, showing a toothy grin.

	Pork me, Pep thought. I think I liked it better when he was stoic for the sake of the Piguard aesthetic.

	“Don’t forget what I told you,” Lola reminded him in a whisper while she pretended to dust something off his shoulder. “Pamplewort isn’t a boar you can hope to outthink. He’s a strategist and a strong-willed hog. You… Well, you’re you.”

	Pep grunted. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, sis.”

	“You know what I mean.”

	“Don’t leave the big pig waiting,” the Piguard interjected. “He hates waiting.”

	“Right,” Pep said with a nod. Turning back to his sister, he added, “I’ll see you later. Maybe we can grab lunch or something as long as there aren’t bars between us.”

	Lola smiled. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

	Pep returned her smile and followed the Piguard through the double doors into the den of Avo Pamplewort, Tzar of Porcinova.
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	The office was as big and lavish as Pep expected for a hog who had forced his way into becoming a Tzar. It had a high domed ceiling of white, and photographs of important pigs in history adorned the walls, much like the halls leading up to it. The carpet was soft on Pep’s trotters, and the furniture looked to be made from leather and fur. In the center of the room between two huge windows overlooking the courtyard behind the Parliament Building stood a desk of the same dark wood as the doors with a large black and brown chair where the leader of Porcinova sat.

	Tzar Pamplewort was no mere pig. He sat with the stature and aura of a hog. Pamplewort kept his back straight and his broad shoulders squared as he sized up his visitor with eyes that seemed both dark and bright simultaneously. Even his set of double tusks felt menacing. The dark suit he wore blended with the shade of his fur, and he completed his ensemble with a blood-red tie, making Pep feel underdressed in a tee shirt and old denim pants. Then again, he hadn’t been given time to prepare to meet with the ruler of Porcinova when his entourage arrived at his sty.

	Pamplewort let out a guttural laugh as he watched Pep approach his desk. “You look nervous,” he said in a deep voice, lowering his head a hair. “I apologize for the secrecy surrounding our meeting, but a boar in my position can’t leave certain aspects of their life to chance. Do you not agree?”

	“I guess,” Pep said, wishing he’d said something more poignant on the matter. He hated how Pamplewort measured him with his eyes, scanning and logging all the faults and weaknesses he could use or exploit later. Pep didn’t know much about Pamplewort as a pig, but he knew his type. Porcinova’s Tzar loomed like those who employed trouffiers and truffe dealers, using them as pawns to smuggle and move product. Being in business for himself, Pep hadn’t had to deal with pigs in those positions much, so maybe being called into Pamplewort’s office was his comeuppance for avoiding these situations.

	“Sit,” Pamplewort urged, motioning to a chair on the other side of his desk. “I know this all must be extremely intimidating for you, but I assure you I just want to have a little chat.”

	Oh, is that all? Pep thought, gulping as he took Pamplewort up on his offer and sat in the chair. This close, he could see he was right to be intimidated. It almost felt as if he sat across from a storybook monster from one of those old tales his grandmother used to read him when he was a piglet. The stories had scared him silly, but she assured him there were lessons and morals hidden among the descriptions of shoats and piglets being eaten by wild monsters or falling prey to curses from witch gilts or boars who used evil magic to get their ends. Pep had traveled through the Wildlands hundreds of times despite the warnings of his grandmother’s stories, and he’d never felt dread as he felt while existing in Pamplewort’s malevolent gaze.

	“Peppoviar ‘Pep’ Puggerton,” Pamplewort said, smirking. “Do you mind if I smoke?”

	“Not at all,” Pep replied, hoping he could get enough of his wit and wherewithal under his control to speak in more than one or two-word responses.

	“Thank you.” Pamplewort placed a huge cigar in the corner of his mouth, letting it rest between the tusks on the right side of his face. He lit it with a large lighter resembling a grenade, puffing out small clouds of smoke. “Where are my manners? Would you like one?”

	Pep shook his head. “I don’t have a taste for cigars.”

	Pamplewort grunted, letting out a small stream of smoke. “To each their own.”

	“Did you drag me in here to spout clichés at me,” Pep asked, finally finding his voice, “or is there a reason I’m here?”

	For some reason, Pep’s comment made Pamplewort laugh, which made him look more ominous thanks to the smoke hanging around his face. With a snort, he sent a pair of smoke rings from his snout through the cloud in front of him.

	“Is this about Lola?” Pep asked, feeling his heart threaten to explode through his ribcage. “If it is, I have no problem telling you that she has nothing to do with anything you assumed I’m involved with. Anything I’ve done, I’ve done alone.”

	Pamplewort’s smile grew as he held his cigar between his teeth. “I know, Pep. I also know that you and Lola haven’t spoken much over the last few years. Your father had such high hopes for you. Would it disappoint him to find out his daughter succeeded him instead of his only son?”

	“Don’t bring my suidae into… What is this, anyway?”

	“I told you already. I just want to talk.”      

	“Yeah? We’re doing that. We can cut to the chase whenever you’re ready. Why am I here if it’s not to vet my sister for a position you’ve already given her?”

	“There’s the twist in the story.” Pamplewort chuckled in a deep timbre. “You’re not here because of Lola. She’s here because of you, Pep.”

	Pep mulled on Pamplewort’s statement, and the Tzar allowed what he’d said to ruminate in Pep’s mind a moment. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

	“Doesn’t it?” Pamplewort tipped the end of his cigar toward a crystal ashtray and allowed the ash teetering on the end to fall as a small pile of gray sitting on the gleaming surface. “Yes, Lola is capable of doing the job I’ve given her, this is true, but that isn’t why I offered her the position of Secretary to the Tzar. I’ve done my research on you and your suidae. There’s something I need desperately—I won’t make any qualms about it. I believe that you’re the only pig who can find it for me, and I count it as a stroke of incredible luck that your sister is in a position to become a bargaining chip for me to have you do it.”

	Pep seethed. “You swine.”

	Pamplewort’s smile faltered. “Hold your insults until we’re done and you’ve declined my offer, though you’d be foolish to do it again. For now, I want you to tell me about this.” Pamplewort opened a drawer on his desk and brought out a small glass jar with what appeared to be a scaly red bud in it with yellow spikes. It looked like an odd fruit, but Pep knew it wasn’t.

	“You want me to find you some truffe?” Pep asked, taking his eyes off the specimen in the jar to look at Pamplewort’s face again. “You’re the Tzar of Porcinova. You don’t need me for this, and I’m not interested in becoming your official trouffier.”

	Pamplewort laughed as he knocked another small pile of ash from the end of his cigar and clenched it between his teeth again. “Nor am I interested in hiring you as a trouffier, but it’s your skills that interest me. There’s a relic of immense power that exists in the Wildlands, and I want you to find it and bring it to me.”

	Pep laughed, unable to help himself. Part of him wished he was still afraid to speak more than a couple of words since his audacious demeanor could get him into trouble so deep he couldn’t comprehend it. Pamplewort had made it clear Lola’s life might be at stake, though no threat against either of their lives had been made directly—not yet anyway.

	“Is something about what I’ve asked funny?” Pamplewort asked.

	“No,” Pep replied. “Well, it’s not funny in an amusing way. What you’re asking of me… If something like that existed in the Wildlands, which I’m sure it doesn’t, what makes you think I can find it?”

	“This.” Pamplewort shook the jar with the truffe bud inside it. “I’ve had this tested, and it’s full of nutrients not often found in street-truffe grown and cultivated in basements or the outskirts of the Wildlands. For something as exotic as this, one would have to go deep into the dense forests, navigating through a canopy of trees and overgrowth that grant no sunlight to recharge the power cells of any vehicle while avoiding the predators and wildlife that would kill any pig for trespassing where they don’t belong. Well, almost any pig. There are dozens of trouffiers who farm truffe in the wildlands near the borders of civilized Porcinova, but you and I both know there’s a certain breed of pig who can wander as they please in the darker places of the world, don’t we, Pep?” 

	“I assure you, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

	Pamplewort stamped out the burning end of the cigar that had only been half-smoked. It made Pep wonder why he’d lit it in the first place if he planned on barely smoking it. Perhaps brandishing it while speaking was some unconscious habit he’d developed over the years of intimidating pigs he saw as peasants.

	“What do you know about me?” the tzar asked as he sat back with his arms behind his head. “Don’t be shy.”

	What’s he playing at now? Pep thought. He didn’t enjoy the game of predator and prey much, and Pamplewort wanted to drag out the conversation. Some predators enjoyed playing with their food, and Pep didn’t like being the morsel.

	“I don’t know what you want me to say,” Pep said aloud. “Am I supposed to give you a lesson in recent history about yourself or something?”

	“Sure,” Pamplewort replied as his smirk grew into a half-smile.

	Pep sighed, wondering if what he had to say would suit what Pamplewort wanted to hear. “You came into power a few months back, climbing the political ladder until you placed yourself in the position to take the role of Tzar of Porcinova.”

	Pamplewort stared at Pep after he finished. He didn’t speak as he waited for more of his story to be told from Pep’s point of view, continuing to toy with his prey. 

	“They say you became Tzar after a bloodless coup,” Pep continued, speaking with a quick tempo as if that would make up for the silent moments since he made his first assessment of Pamplewort’s rise to power. “I don’t know how you talked the last tzar to step aside, but he apparently left without a fight.”

	“Do you believe that?” Pamplewort asked, keeping his amused gaze on Pep’s face.

	Pep tried not to sweat, though he assumed Pamplewort might smell fear on him as a true predator would. “I don’t know what to believe. What I know from politics, I know from my parents, and coups aren’t something that have historically been bloodless. I also know that what the media reports isn’t always the truth of things. Some politicians have good propagandists, and yours are among the best. I’ve seen what they put out there about you before you became tzar and saw the stories about your greatness and prowess. To be honest, I thought what they said was mostly hogwash, and you sitting in that big chair, chomping a cigar while grilling the brother of your secretary seems fitting of someone who wants a throne. You weren’t elected or chosen by the pigs of Porcinova. You took what you wanted, and you made everyone in your wake believe they wanted you to do it the entire time.” 

	Pep took a sharp breath through his snout. He hadn’t intended to speak so much and so honestly, but the way Pamplewort watched him as he spoke made him spill his metaphoric guts all over the floor. It occurred to him that he may have doomed himself as well as Lola, but Pamplewort looked amused.

	“For the sake of honesty,” Pamplewort said, leaning forward. “You’re not too far off from how it went down. Did any part of what you said about me cause you think I’m stupid enough to believe your feigned ignorance?”

	“I hate to break it to you, but my ignorance is very real.”

	Pamplewort chuckled, but the malevolent look in his eyes didn’t falter. “I had asked you about your ability to slip in and out of the Wildlands, bringing back what I’m told is the purest and strongest truffe in Porcinova—I wouldn’t know for sure since I’ve never taken the stuff myself. There are certain members of the porcine race who have the uncanny ability to move through the Wildlands without trouble as if they belong there. Nothing harasses you—not even the parasitic insects who would feed off your blood.” Pamplewort picked up the jar with the truffe inside, holding it up so a ray of light from the window behind him sparkled off the glass. “For you to be able to get something like this, you would’ve had to go deep into the Wildlands. If what my botanists tell me is true, then the relic I seek is not too far from where you gather your truffe. That being said, I do not expect you to play with me with your fibs and omissions.”

	Any look of playfulness left Pamplewort’s face as he waited for his response. His eyes bore into Pep’s soul, searching for something, perhaps a flicker of deception or a twitch that would give away what he perceived as a falsity. Ped hadn’t lied. He hadn’t even omitted the truth from Pamplewort because he didn’t know why he had such an affinity for the Wildlands.

	The memory of a day long ago when Pep was still a piglet, on the cusp of becoming a boar, popped into Pep’s mind. The small Puggerton suidae used to spend their summers at a cottage on the outskirts of the Wildlands. They had plenty of places to wallow and let loose for a few weeks when Pep’s parents needed to get away from the city and their whirlwind lives of working in politics either behind the scenes or in the limelight. Pep never understood why they’d taken on such stressful jobs, but they were important figures, nevertheless. Even with the money they made and the comfort it afforded them, Pep always felt as if a simpler life would’ve suited him better. Lola’s ambition, though…

	Pep didn’t want to get too far into his memories. The particular one he’d drudged up had to do with the group of friends he’d made from families who summered around the same lake as the Puggertons. There were five boar piglets in total, all close to the same age. Their little group had no leader or goals for their breaks from school. They’d spend their days swimming in the lake, squealing at something one of them had said, or wallowing in the shade of the trees, blissfully wasting their days in the best ways.

	During the summer of Pep’s memory, his best friend Broly had tagged along with his suidae, making the drove of boar piglets into a septet that year. No one balked or grunted that Pep had brought an outsider, and Broly fit right in with the others. He always had that knack. It was Broly who came up with the game that fateful day.

	“Have you ever gone into the Wildlands?” Broly asked, leaning against a tree with his hands behind his head. Even then he looked as if he’d filled his body with muscles aside from his belly. His thick arms and dark brown fur were indicative of the boar he’d become years later when he’d get his tusks and could no longer be called a piglet.

	“The Wildlands are off limits,” Gert, a scrawny and ofttimes cowardly piglet who also happened to be the youngest of the group, said. “We’re not allowed to go in there. It’s dangerous.”

	“Says you,” Pep retorted, sharing a short smile with Broly. “My father took us to the edge of the Wildlands so we could see inside. There are more trees in there and lots of shade is all. There aren’t any predators near the border. If there were, our parents wouldn’t let us camp here.”

	“But they are in there,” Samson, a robust piglet argued with a grunt. “Just because you can’t see them doesn’t mean they can’t see you.”

	“We can make this a little more interesting if you’re all willing for a little fun,” Broly suggested, sitting upright.

	“What are you talking about?” Gert asked.

	Broly smiled. “We all line up near the edge of the Wildlands where Pep’s father brought him. We all start from that point, run under the canopy of trees, and see how far we get before we have to turn and come back here. Whoever gets the furthest wins.”

	“I’m in,” Pep said without hesitation. He’d always wanted to explore the Wildlands, but he’d been waiting until he was old enough not to be tethered to his parents or their cabin. If it were a game, however, he had an excuse to venture into the shadows of the Wildlands. That’s how his young mind figured it, anyway.

	“I don’t like this game,” Gert said.

	“What does the winner get?” Lar asked, turning to the others. He was the oldest of the group by a year, making him the closest to getting his tusks. This was also the last year he’d come to the cottages. Pep always thought he’d gotten too old to play and act like a piglet, but none of them had kept in touch after their summers.

	“The winner gets the respect of the rest of us,” Broly decided on the spot. “That’s an immeasurable value!”

	“I don’t need respect,” Gert complained, crossing his arms.

	“Aren’t you a politician’s kid?” Broly asked with a small, jovial grunt. “Don’t you know how valuable respect is?”

	“He can judge the winner,” Pep suggested, not wanting to see Gert be coerced into doing something that clearly frightened him. “We need someone to wait for us so there aren’t any arguments over it later.”

	“I can do that!” Gert exclaimed as his face brightened.

	“With that settled,” Broly said, “we’ve got a game!”

	Pep was sure there was more arguing from his summer friends that caused more cajoling from Broly, but he didn’t remember the minutia of the whole conversation. What mattered was them standing under the shade of the Wildlands an hour or so later, staring into the darkness between the trees.

	The Wildlands wasn’t a small forest or a copse of trees. It spanned for hundreds of miles to the west, spreading to the north and south as well. Pigs didn’t venture too far into it. The power cells of their vehicles couldn’t charge since the sunlight didn’t make it through the dense canopy of branches and leaves, and it was too dangerous to traverse on trotter. Even in the most frigid of winters, barely a ray of light came down. Because of this darkness, the Wildlands became home to Porcinova’s most dangerous predators. Hulking wolf-like beasts called garouls that walked upright, snakes so big it was said they ate shoats and piglets if they got out of the Wildlands, huge spiders with enough venom to kill the biggest hog, and all sorts of creatures and oddities that called the grim land home. Piglets were told as soon as they could understand how dangerous putting even a trotter into the Wildlands could be.

	“Ready?” Broly asked.

	“I’m ready,” Gert answered, nodding once. “When I say ‘go’, you go into the Wildlands. Whoever gets the furthest wins. Go!”

	The five piglets ran under the trees, passing the area they’d always been told never to pass. They didn’t need to run, but Broly had set them up as if they were racing. Besides, the quicker you were meant you could leave just as quickly.

	“Hey,” Broly said, catching up to Pep and putting a hand on his shoulder to slow him down. “We’re down two pigs already.”

	Pep turned to see that Broly was right. The only one who remained aside from the two of them was Samson, who slowed down when he saw Pep and Broly. Something scuttled ahead of them, rustling the leaves of a tree, and that was it for Samson. He shot back toward the sunlight and the others.

	“I guess it’s you and me now,” Broly commented, letting out a low squeal. “Should we turn back and claim you and I won with a tie?”

	Pep looked toward the darkness ahead of him. He saw a mound of soil and boulders, and he felt the urge to climb it for a better vantage. He wanted to see further into the Wildlands. They’d barely taken a hundred steps, and Broly wanted to turn around as much as Samson and the others had, even if he knew how to put on a brave face to hide his fears.

	“Nah,” Pep finally said. “I’m going to go a little deeper.”

	“Oh. If that’s the case, I can say you won. Come on, Pep.”

	But Pep didn’t want to go back, and he didn’t need to prove he could go further than the rest to earn their respect. He didn’t need it. What he needed was to be among the trees and the animals of the Wildlands. The land called to him, comforting him with a silent song. The wind blew between the trees, bringing the scents from deep within the shadows of the land, flirting with his senses. How far could he go? What secrets did the Wildlands hold, and was the land willing to share them?

	“Pep!” Broly exclaimed, tugging on his arm. “Come on. I could hear Gert squealing and shouting for us. If we don’t head back, he’s going to get your parents.”

	The fear in Broly’s voice brought Pep back to reality. As much as he wanted to go deeper into the Wildlands, he knew he couldn’t, not now anyway. The dark places of the world were no place for piglets, even one on the cusp of becoming a boar. He didn’t want to leave Broly behind either. 

	“OK,” Pep relented. “We can tell the others we tied.”

	Broly smiled, and they made their way back to the others who waited outside of the shadows of the trees. 

	Time caught up with itself again, and Pamplewort was still waiting for Pep’s answer. “I’ve always felt at home in the Wildlands,” Pep admitted. “I knew so from the time I was a piglet. There’s a trail I found not too far from a cottage my parents owned—I inherited it from them. With a full energy cell, I can get deep enough to switch to trotting it, leaving my vehicle in a safe place where it can charge. It takes a while to walk deep enough, but there’s a copse of truffe only I know about. With a gym bag of what I can gather there, I make enough money to keep myself living comfortably for months on a single trip.”

	Pamplewort’s smile grew. “And it gives you an excuse to return there often, doesn’t it.”

	Pep nodded. “I’ve always felt one with the Wildlands, and nothing ever bothered me during any of my treks, though I never knew why.”

	“Would you like to know?” 

	“Yes,” Pep replied before he could stop himself. The conversation with Pamplewort had gone this far, so what could a little more harm? It was something he’d thought about often when he first started venturing into the Wildlands to gather truffe. He’d heard the stories and read accounts of those who had decided it was nothing more than a regular forest and never returned. An old boar who lived near them had lost his left arm to some predator while hunting where he shouldn’t have been. Pep remembered seeing him and asking his mother what had happened to him. She explained there are some things living in the dark places of Porcinova that were better left undisturbed, but his father later told him the rest of the story of how some monstrous thing killed the old boar’s brother and took his arm. The borders of The Wildlands seemed to be safe for most pigs, but it became increasingly dangerous the deeper one went. Maybe whatever knowledge Pamplewort had come across would shed some light on how he was able to go so far and return unscathed. Pep thought he’d never know the truth not even his mother would tell him—if she did know what it was.

	“You’ve got the blood of the old porcines in you,” Pamplewort explained with a look of amusement on his face. “It’s more than that. Before we became civilized pigs, we had to evolve from our savage nature. Our kind walked Porcinova on all fours, scavenging for plant life or killing to consume flesh and muscle off the bones of our prey. You see, we could have lived in peace or a constant state of killing. The gift of evolution was bestowed upon the porcine race by the ancient gods, allowing us to live as we do now, in between those two paths, using the free will they granted us.”

	“I’ve heard those stories,” Pep said, crossing his arms. “I never took well to tales about an ancient race of gods that granted us the gift of civility. How can it be true when so many of us are still savage by nature.”

	This made Pamplewort grunt with laughter. Once it subsided, he said, “I told you we were given the choice to be civil or savage. Most pigs fall between this distinction and few of them think about it. I’m one of the few who considers this and takes the time to contemplate why I’ve chosen the savage path when I could’ve been a pacifist like you. Then again, I wouldn’t be here right now if I’d chosen the latter.” Pamplewort’s grin grew to show that he reveled in his savagery.

	“What are you saying about me?” Pep asked, not wanting to hear the details about how Pamplewort embraced his darker nature. “Are you saying I came from a long line of the first pigs who gained sentience and grew a conscience?” He let out a huff of a laugh. “This shouldn’t be news for anyone, but we’ve all evolved from ancient pigs who evolved from something we can’t even comprehend. That’s the whole point of it all, whether you believe the gods used magic or whatever to spurn evolution or not.”

	Pamplewort laughed again. “That’s not what I’m saying. You’re descended from a more ancient race than most of us. You see, those revered as gods left soon after they decided to give us the gift of evolution, but some stayed behind to ensure the gift they’d given hadn’t been squandered. But to witness these changes at work takes centuries or millennia. Some of these gods took the form of pigs in various stages of their evolution, adapting their appearance to live among us. By doing so, they’d forgotten their godly ways, turning into simple porcines inside and out, living with our kind, loving them, mating with them. You, Mr. Puggerton, are a descendent of one of the bloodlines blessed by the gods.”

	Pep stared at Pamplewort for almost a full minute after he’d stopped talking. “Hogwash,” he said in a low voice that sounded like it came from outside of the room. “Those are myths and old sows’ tales. The gods didn’t pork pigs, and they certainly didn’t pork them in the roots of my suidae tree.”

	“Vulgarity aside, they did indeed exist, and the fruits of their lives as mortal porcines sits across from me, denying his origin.”

	“And if I don’t believe you?”

	Pamplewort shrugged. “I didn’t say you had to. All you have to do for me is this small favor I’ve already asked, and you can consider what I’ve told you payment. Trust me, countless pigs would love to be told what I’ve told you. Politics are swarming with boars and gilts who already believe they’re as important to Porcinova as you are by happenstance.”

	“If that’s my payment, then why is Lola here?”

	“Ah yes, Lola. Let’s call her insurance.”

	“Insurance? Before she was your bargaining chip. How about we call her what she is to you: a hostage.”

	“We can put it however you’d like.” Pamplewort spread his hands, but the smile never left his face. “As I’ve told you, the relic lost in the Wildlands is of the utmost importance to me, so much so that I’ve made your sister Secretary to the Tzar to coerce you into cooperating with me. When you go, and you will go, Lola will stay with me, right where she belongs. You will tell her nothing of this. She’ll have a long and fruitful career by my side, even after you and I are done with our transaction, assuming I get what I want.”

	“Yes, you want a relic. I got that part. Am I going to find it lying on the ground somewhere in the Wildlands? Do you even know what it looks like?”

	Pamplewort tossed a folder onto his desk. It landed in front of Pep, who took it with a hand he had to force not to tremble. He found a copy of a cave drawing inside of what looked like a circular rock with nothing in the middle and three metal nodes coming from the top. 

	“What is it,” Pep asked, “a stone donut?”

	“You don’t need to worry about what it is,” Pamplewort answered. “You only need to worry yourself with finding and bringing it to me.”

	“Or you’ll have my sister killed?”

	Pamplewort shrugged again, but a smirk reappeared on his face. “Fate can be such a cruel thing sometimes. Isn’t it odd how certain political families have strings of fatalities and disasters tied to them? Imagine the media running with the headline: The Puggerton Curse Claims Another Victim.” He chuckled darkly.

	“You filthy son of a sow. You’re a porkin’ monster.”

	“You’ll leave at dawn. Two of my Piguard will go with you to ensure you don’t betray me. Say one word of our arrangement to your sister, and I’ll make sure she suffers for it.”

	“If you kill her, I won’t get your magic gizmo.”

	“I’ll find another to do this for me.”

	“Will you? No one knows where I go to get my truffe, and you made it sound as if pigs like me are hard to come by. I would hate for you to lose your only chance at getting this thing, though I think it’s a hopeless task either way.”

	“Why would you think that?”

	“You’re looking for something from a fairy tale using a story concocted by nutty theists with prophecies on their minds who think their delusions are the words of gods. I can assure you as clear as the snout on your face that my gift for getting through the Wildlands is a fluke, not divine intervention or destiny or whatever the hell you want to call it.”

	“I respectfully disagree. So much so I’m betting your sister’s life on it. Do not disappoint me. If you do, you’ll find I do not tolerate disappointment.”

	Pep sat there for a moment. He wanted to say more. He wanted to rage, throw his chair through the window, and beat Pamplewort’s face into a bloody pile of broken bones and torn flesh with anything he could use as a weapon. But he did none of that. Even if he wanted to, Pamplewort looked as if he could take a much bigger boar than Pep in a straight fight. Hell, he could’ve been a dynamo of a wrestler in another life. The hog tzar held all the cards and lorded over all in his imagined kingdom. The conversation was over because he knew Pep would do exactly what he’d told him to do. The conclusion of their little chat was already set in stone.

	Boars like Pamplewort know when they’ve won. They don’t even make a move unless they’ve predetermined the outcome.

	That’s what you think, Pep thought, keeping his comments in his mind where Pamplewort couldn’t use them against him or Lola. I don’t know how yet, but I’m going to make sure this doesn’t end well for you. You won’t know it until it happens, but you’ll come to realize you’ve porked with the wrong motherporker. 

	“Is there anything else you’d like to say?” Pamplewort asked.

	“No,” Pep replied, standing.

	“Good. My boars will be at your sty in the morning. Goodbye, Mr. Puggerton.”

	 

	[image: A black animal footprint

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

	 

	The silence had become unbearable moments after the door shut with a resounding click, leaving Lola standing in the hallway to wonder what Pamplewort wanted with her brother, even if the answer was painfully obvious. The more time that passed, the worse her fears became. They gnawed away at her psyche like hungry rats.

	This is going to be all over in a matter of minutes, she told herself, kneading her hands. Everything I’ve worked for…gone! Why couldn’t Pep have gotten a real job instead of dealing truffe like a backstreet swine? It would’ve been better if he’d gotten into wrestling like…

	Lola shook her head. She didn’t want her bitter memories to come flooding back. She hated herself for thinking of herself as the victim and caring more about her political career than her brother, but it’s not like he didn’t choose his own path in life. 

	Pep never considers how his choices hurt others. He assumes because he’s not getting caught moving truffe that he doesn’t leave victims in his wake. As if being a trouffier is some clandestine calling or whatever.

	Lola let out a sigh, blowing a stubborn strand of blonde hair away from her face. This act of annoyed boredom made her more aware of the silent Piguard boars standing by the door, waiting to be summoned by their master. Did they have an opinion about the gilt pacing in the hallway, beating herself up with the scenarios about the conversation taking place on the other side of the doors? Would they be the ones to drag the Secretary to the Tzar out of the Parliament Building if her brother said the wrong things when grilled about his career as a trouffier? Would all her work to follow the trail her parents blazed in the political arena be for nothing when the news hit of her utter failure mere months after accepting the position?

	Lola Puggerton, she thought with an audible scoff, political washout.

	The door opened, breaking Lola from her dark thoughts. Pep emerged visibly shaken from his meeting with Pamplewort. He oinked softly as he looked around the hall as if something would try to tackle him at any moment. The meeting had taken longer than Lola thought it would, and she didn’t know if it was a good thing or a bad thing that her boss and Tzar kept her brother trapped in his office all that time.

	“Pep,” she said, walking up to him. “How did it go in there?”

	Pep looked at her as if he didn’t realize she had waited for him. He appeared shaken before, but his face showed a fear she hadn’t seen in him often—if at all. It scared her more than she’d be willing to admit out loud.

	“Pep,” she repeated, pulling him away from the Piguard as gently as she could. “What did Pamplewort say to you?”

	“It…” he closed his eyes tightly for a moment, a habit of his she knew of when the stress of a situation got too intense for him. She waited for him, as she always did when they were younger and he showed his frustrations. “It went as well as I could’ve hoped.”

	“What does that mean?” Lola felt bad about grilling him, but she needed to know about the conversation. The thoughts of her political career being flushed down the drain were no longer her chief concern. Her sisterly instincts returned, and she wanted Pep to be all right. Her parents told her often she’d have to look after her wayward brother, and she always promised them she would. She had failed as much as Pep failed to keep himself out of harmful situations, but that only meant they both turned out to be disappointments to the ghosts of their parents.

	“It happened how it happened.” Pep shrugged as if that explained the whole ordeal.

	“But what did he ask you? I can tell he said something that rocked you, Pep. Do you want to take a walk with me and get some air?”

	Pep shook his head. “I need to go. I have…” He turned, eying the Piguard. “I have some business I have to look into.”

	“Business? What did Pamplewort ask you that’s gotten you so nervous.”

	“I’m not nervous. You are.”

	“Don’t start that jokey bickering thing right now. If something’s wrong, I need to know. I may be his Secretary, but I’m not going to let him intimidate you if that’s what he’s doing.”

	Pep looked at her for a moment, relenting and letting out a sigh. “He asked exactly what you and I had talked about.” His voice rose, and Lola couldn’t figure out why. Was it his nerves? “I’m heading to my sty to reevaluate some of the things I’ve been doing. Maybe being a trouffier isn’t for me after all.”

	Lola had hoped that listening to Pep would assuage her anxieties about what had been said, but what he was saying made the feeling in her gut worsen instead of putting it at ease. She felt awful for what she’d said to him before the meeting, even if she would never agree with how he lived his life. He’d never been one to roll over in the mud and take it, not even from a hog like Pamplewort. Something felt off.

	“Can we get together soon?” Lola asked. “Maybe in a day or two we can get lunch or dinner. We should catch up more anyway.”

	“Yeah, Lo,” Pep said, smiling. “I’d like that.” Then, in a surprise move, he took her into a tight hug, holding onto her as if she’d float away if he didn’t. “Don’t trust him,” he whispered in a voice barely audible, breaking the hug the moment the last of his three poignant words passed his lips.

	“I should head out,” Pep continued, raising his voice again. “We’ll talk soon, right?”

	Lola nodded and forced a smile. “Yes. Very soon.”

	“Good. See you, Lo.”

	“See you, Pep.” She watched as he headed down the hall again, flanked by two of the four Piguard who had escorted him to Pamplewort’s office. The other two remained at the door as if some threat would come barreling toward their boss at any moment.

	“I’m going to see him now,” Lola told them in case they wanted to try to stop her. She got a curt nod from each of them, synchronized perfectly with each other. I wonder if they practiced that, she thought fleetingly as she walked passed them and into the Tzar’s office.

	“Ah, Lola,” Pamplewort said, offering a warm smile and rising to his trotters as she approached his desk. “I had a feeling you’d want to see me after I finished with your brother.”

	“I’m going to be frank, Avo,” Lola retorted, putting on her best take-no-slop face. “What did you say to Pep? He looked frightened half to death when he left here.”

	Don’t trust him.

	Pep’s words returned to her mind unbidden, but was it Pep being Pep, or was it advice she should take to heart? He’d always been an untrusting pig, especially when it came to authoritative figures, but he’d always kept cool when dealing with them. Then again, he’d never had to verbally spar with the Tzar of Porcinova before, and Pamplewort was known for being a harsh and unforgiving personality.

	“I’ll be frank with you as well,” Pamplewort answered. “Pep’s stance on truffe and him being a trouffier, whether he admits it openly or not, may cause a problem in the future. I needed to make sure it wouldn’t be too big a problem, and I’m satisfied with our conversation. I had to drag some of it out of him, but he relented in the end, and I think he left here with a newfound respect for this office.”

	It didn’t look that way to me, Lola thought. Aloud she asked, “Do you have any siblings?”

	Pamplewort looked taken aback by the question, taking his time to think of a response, narrowing his eyes a bit as he contemplated it. “I don’t, as a matter of fact. I’m afraid I came into this world as a litter of one, and that’s how I remained.”

	That explains it. He doesn’t know or understand how siblings can read each other. Maybe Pep wasn’t just being paranoid.

	“Are you worried?” Pamplewort asked. “You shouldn’t be.” He walked over to Lola and placed his hands on her shoulders, looking down into her eyes. “This isn’t a deal breaker for me. The way I see it, you and I will be working together for Porcinova for a long, long time.”

	Lola wanted to break the gaze with Pamplewort and look away, but she felt frozen in place. The Tzar had an overpowering way about him, making him more intimidating than a hog. He would fit into a category all his own. It was no wonder he had been born into a litter of one. There would be no pigs who could match the presence of Avo Pamplewort, not that anyone would be foolish enough to try.

	“Thank you,” Lola forced herself to say. “I mean, I should have told you before I—”

	“I told you not to worry about it.” Pamplewort removed his hands from Lola’s shoulders, and a wave of relief washed over her now that he’d drawn them away. “I have a splendid idea. We’ve been working hard these last few months to get everything into place. We haven’t much leisure time. How would you feel about having dinner with me?”

	Lola almost choked on nothing. “Dinner? With you?”

	Pamplewort laughed as he sat back in his chair. “Not just you and me, of course. We’re going to be working so closely together, and I haven’t met your fiancé yet. Do you think the two of you could make yourselves available tomorrow night?”

	“Tomorrow?” Lola almost cursed herself out for answering another of Pamplewort’s questions with a question of her own. Of course she could be free, and Rienhold would wet his pants when he found out he’d be dining with the Tzar. Neither one of them had to work, so there was no reason they couldn’t have dinner with Pamplewort. “Yes, we would be delighted to join you.”

	Pamplewort’s polite smile grew into a grin. “Excellent. It’s going to be a fun night.” He took a cigar from a box on his desk, popped the end in his mouth, and lit it. “Was there anything else you needed?”

	Don’t trust him.

	“No,” Lola replied. “Not at the moment.”

	Pamplewort nodded. “Keep up the good work, Lola. We’ve got a lot to do, but I trust you’re up for the task.”

	“Yes, sir. You know I am.”
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	The meeting with Pamplewort earned Pep a ride home with the tzar’s Piguard, and it was just as silent as the ride to the Parliament Building. They didn’t thank him for his time or inform him about who’d be coming to his home before dawn to tag along on the assignment Pamplewort had given him to find some trinket in the vast, dark forests of the Wildlands. His whole situation still felt vividly surreal.

	At least the two-hour drive from the Capitol gave him time to contemplate his situation and figure a way around it. Pep had always been in trouble for as long as he could remember. So much so he’d become adept at getting himself out of it. Now that his sister had been dragged into the troublesome situation his dumb luck had thrust upon him, he devoted more brainpower than ever to think of a way through it that not only kept himself out of trouble but kept Lola from being forced to feel Pamplewort’s wrath. 

	Pep had no doubts that the relic Pamplewort wanted didn’t exist. It sounded too much like a bad plot to a worse story. Magical relics weren’t lying in wait for someone to find them, bestowing their power on said relic’s wielder. He’d heard the same stories Pamplewort heard as a piglet. That’s all they were: stories. Prophecies didn’t exist, and no pigs were chosen by fate or any other supernatural force to use some innate magic to guide them through the Wildlands to fulfill their destiny. 

	Besides, why would destiny task Pep with finding something that would grant power to the pig who deserved it least? Some cosmic law or another had to prevent that thing from happening in the first place.

	“Hogwash,” Pep muttered, pacing through his den, which he’d spent most of the remaining afternoon doing. He wished Lola was right about why Pamplewort wanted to see him. Things would be much easier if the Tzar of Porcinova chastised him and had him arrested as a trouffier. He could’ve dealt with that scenario better than the task he was being forced to complete for Lola’s sake.

	Pep had no desire to head back into the Wildlands aside from the pull he felt deep in his soul to be among the trees and their shadows. He’d recently made a trek to one of his usual spots, and he had a whole store of truffe in his basement waiting to be cut or distributed to dealers or apothecaries. These thoughts gave him pause. He wasn’t worried about his store of truffe and whether or not Pamplewort would still send his Piguard to ransack his sty for it—the theory that the whole goal was to entrap Pep by coercing him into trouffiering weighed as heavily as everything else on his mind. No, what bothered him the most was that Pamplewort had been correct about his ability and affinity to come and go as he pleased through the most dangerous place in Porcinova. Well, the second most dangerous place, in Pep’s opinion, after existing in Pamplewort’s predatory gaze for a brief time.

	It’s nothing, Pep told himself. Some pigs do better in the wilderness than others. That’s all. I’m not blessed or a descendant of gods or whatever Pamplewort tried to tell me. All he wants is the Magical Donut of Destiny, and he’d concoct any stupid lie to get someone to get it for him.

	But why bring it up at all? Pamplewort already had Lola as a hostage. He didn’t have to tell the hogwash story about Pep’s ancestors and how he had magic in his genes or whatever they passed down through generations of pigs to him.

	Pamplewort made a huge mistake. He assumed Pep was stupid because he worked as a trouffier. The pigs of the upper echelon always felt those they saw as peasants were somehow dumber because they weren’t born into wealth or status. Well, Pep had been, but that life never suited him. He’d learned more on the bottom than he ever could’ve at the top. Even now, with everything else circling in his mind, he plotted to pork Pamplewort instead of helping him. The only thing he needed was an angle.

	“Sly,” Pep said aloud, looking upward toward the window above the television set in his den. But he hadn’t talked to Sly Silver in years. He didn’t even know where his wayward former lover had gone. If anyone knew where he was, it would be…

	“Broly!” Pep slammed his right fist into his palm. After checking his calendar, he got into his car, taking care to look over his shoulder often since he assumed Pamplewort’s Piguard watched from afar—not that they’d see him doing anything too nefarious. For all they knew, he was getting what he needed for his long trek through the Wildlands. What would they think if they followed him and saw where he was going? They’d assume he was such an avid wrestling fan that not even the daunting task he’d been given could keep him away from the show. If the Piguard looked into Pep’s past and present, which he was sure they did, they’d know about his longtime friendship with wrestler Bomber Broly. But that didn’t bother Pep much. After all, it was about time he paid his best friend an impromptu visit.
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	“You’re up in five, Bomber.”

	The gilt who said the quick phrase disappeared a millisecond after she spoke, running off with a clipboard held on her forearm by the crook of her elbow against her chest. Broly didn’t need to look up to know she wore a button-down flannel shirt, a pair of thick black glasses, and had her dark brown hair tied in a ponytail since it made wearing her headset more practical. She always dressed like that and ran around the backstage areas to tell the wrestlers when to be ready for their matches. Broly—known as Bomber Broly in a professional sense—got up from the bench in the locker room, ready for his match. He headed to the arena amid the bustling of his fellow wrestlers and those who ran the show from backstage.

	Broly had gotten interested in wrestling at a young age. All male piglets had a wrestling phase, especially as they edged closer to boarhood. Of course, some stay in the phase longer than others. The Primeval Wrestling Organization had tons of adult fans, mostly boars. The PWO had skyrocketed in popularity around the time Broly joined as Bomber, and he’d ridden the wave as one of their premier tag team wrestlers. He and his partner Sly Silver held the titles longer than any duo before them. Now, however, Broly fought only in singles matches.

	“The crowd is killer tonight, Bomber,” Val Vivid, a robust boar who had just finished a match, said, giving Broly a nod.

	“Thanks for warming ‘em up for me,” Broly replied, focusing on his energy as he walked, taking a deep breath through his snout, directing it inward to his core.

	“Don’t forget we’re fighting next week!” Val called, walking backward while pointing both of
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