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Chapter 1: A Rogue Adventure

[image: ]




"I'm telling you, that wolf was intelligent! It knew why I was there!" I shouted above the roaring crowd in the tavern, which had now grown quiet. "It's just a stupid animal!" replied the bounty master, rejecting my advice. "You think you can come in here and demand a higher bounty just because you got outsmarted by a wolf?" The tavern exploded into a roar of laughter as I felt my stomach sink. "Get out of my sight." Said the bounty master, waving me away with his massive, work worn hand. "You're going to regret this." I told him as I prepared to walk away. "That is not some run of the mill mediocre bounty, and that is not a normal wolf." I stated firmly as the roar of the crowd quieted slightly. "That is an advanced level bounty and you have no idea what you are dealing with!" I said sternly. "If you continue throwing mid level bounty hunters at it, you will only endanger them." "GET OUT OF HERE!" He shouted, slamming his fist on the table, his face now flushed cherry red with anger. "Fine, I'm going, but you've been warned." I replied as I turned to leave, glancing at the bounty board as I walked calmly towards the door. Upon the board were many flyers, some with sketchings, others without. They were on parchments of various sizes, but mostly all the same bland colors, black ink on light brown parchment. There was one however that stood out among the rest. The parchment was fuchsia pink! I had never seen such a thing before. I have seen purely pink parchments, green parchments, white parchments, sometimes even blue for royal bounties on occasion, but never fuchsia or purple. I looked around, but no one else seemed to be paying it any mind. I calmly walked over to the board to examine the bounty, attempting to behave as if it were normal so as not to draw attention. There were no sketchings on the curious pink bounty and no bold letters. As I drew closer, I could tell that although the writing was small print, whoever wrote this bounty had done so with elegance.  "This is most certainly a royal bounty." I thought to myself as I swiftly removed it from the board, careful not to attract any unwanted attention, and tucked it into the interior pocket of my doublet as I headed out the door. I could waste no time reading it in front of others. Bounties always worked on a first come, first serve basis, and I didn't want to give anyone else the chance to rob me of such a large payout. Royal bounties were hard to come by and could sometimes grant legendary rewards. I was not an expert level bounty hunter yet, but one day I would be, and accepting this royal bounty could be one more step on my path towards greatness. I decided to make my way to a clearing outside of town that I had become accustomed to frequenting. There was a nice stump there to rest upon, and hardly anyone ever dared to bother me there. I couldn't stop thinking about the bounty, obsessing over its subtle purple hue. "Who could possibly have the money to throw that kind of dye at a bounty parchment?" It was unheard of. It HAD to be a royal bounty. In my mind, there was no other explanation for it. The closer to the outskirts of town I got, the quicker my pace became. I was not in the tavern anymore, but I had to be wary so as not to draw too much attention, though every fiber of my being wanted to run away at full sprint. I had calmly made my way through the village, beyond the taverns and markets, past the blacksmith and the residential dwellings, and was now approaching the outskirts of town, venturing closer to the farmlands. I saw what looked to be something with white fur jump into the fields, but then it was gone. As I walked by, a sweet scent wafted through the air.. It was amazing.. I had never smelled anything so delicious. I kept walking, my pace now blistering as I made my way to the clearing outside of town. That smell was familiar somehow, but I couldn't place it. It was like I knew I had smelled it before, though I wasn't sure where. The thoughts of that delectable scent combined with my curiosity over the pink parchment of the bounty in my doublet and I could not contain my excitement any longer. Skipping slightly at first to pick up speed, I began running towards the clearing at a breakneck pace, wanting to find out all that I could about whoever commissioned such a curious bounty. As I reached the clearing, I looked around to make sure no one was there to observe me, though I could have been more thorough. My senses were awash with brazen enthusiasm. "A royal bounty!" I exclaimed in my mind. I had never been lucky enough to acquire one before. I couldn't wait to get the pretty pink parchment out and start reading. I reached into my doublet, but it wasn't there. I panicked. I began patting myself down frantically, attempting to find it, but I had lost it. It wasn't on my person anywhere. I knew I hadn't put it in my bags. I began retracing my steps frantically, desperately searching for any sign of the bright pink parchment. "THERE IT IS!" I yelled out as it entered my view. Right at the edge of the clearing, flitting in the breeze, stuck in some short grass. The wind began to pick up as I approached. I began running full sprint, desperate not to lose it again. Just as I was about to reach down and grab it, the wind took off with it, throwing it into the thick. "NO!" I exclaimed, panic setting in once more, but thankfully, it was still aloft on the breeze and clearly visible. Running through the thick was no easy task, every stride demanded high, eccentric motions to breach forward through the tall grasses. The note continued floating away in the wind for what seemed like a ridiculous amount of time. I followed the bounty through the thick as it travelled along the breeze for what must have been nearly half a furlong. I was baffled. It absolutely refused to land. Although I couldn't believe what I was seeing, I had no choice but to continue my pursuit. I was exhausted, but I couldn't stop. The prospect of achieving a royal bounty could change my life forever. My legs were on fire, my lungs felt like hot coals, my feet were becoming numb, but I had to keep chasing it. I could not stop now. My bags grew heavier and heavier with each step, my buckles and sheaths clanking, my mind zoned into the vision of the pink parchment sailing over the thick grass in the constant and persistent breeze. It was only a matter of time before it landed somewhere, and if I didn't keep my eyes absolutely locked onto it, I could lose it in the thick. I had to keep going. It was drawing closer to the edge of the forest, and I knew that if the parchment made it to the woodline, my scrambling chase would be over. The breeze could not possibly carry it in there. I pressed on, my legs burning, my vision narrowing like a tunnel, my breaths painful, my throat dry and parched. "Just a bit further.." I kept saying in my mind, now panting like a wild dog in the desert. "Just a bit more.." My mind was a blur, nothing else mattered except that small, pretty pink parchment floating in the wind. I could see it approaching the woodline as my knees began to buckle. I could no longer feel my feet. My chest was on fire, my bags felt like stones on my back, but I had to keep pressing forward. My pace continued to slow as the bounty pulled away from me farther.  "AAAAAAAHHH!" I grunted as I forced myself to continue running despite the pain. That shout scared off most of the surrounding birds as they flew from their roosts in the canopy of the woodline, some darting out of the thick and rocketing off into the sky. I had to keep my eye on that bounty, I just had to.. but.. my body was giving out.. Every breath was like sand in my throat, drawing piercing daggers into my chest... each lift of my legs felt like wading through water, dragging stones through silt in the bottom of a pond. Even the weight of my bags had gone completely numb. My vision had narrowed to the point that the only thing I could see was the pink parchment of that curious bounty floating away from me. I had to stop... 

I couldn't keep going..

My body had finally given out..
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Chapter 2: A Loss for Words
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I watched the pink parchment disappear into the woodline as my hands hit my knees, my breathing labored and painful. I tried to take another step. I thought: "If I can just keep putting one foot in front of the other, I will make it. Maybe I won't lose that bounty if I can just.." *Flump!* I collapsed. I was lucky to still be conscious. The weight of my bags on my back had me pinned to the ground, the sheaths of my daggers digging into my hips painfully. I tried to roll onto my side, but my legs wouldn't move. The strength in my arms was still there, but drawing the breath to power them had become labored and nearly impossible. I struggled for a moment to catch my breath before pushing off of the slightly damp soil, attempting to roll onto my side. As my body turned, I could see the grass around me, drying, but still slightly damp from the morning dew. The sun was high in the sky and the heat of it beating down on my equipment felt like I was being cooked. I tried taking my bags off, but their straps were pinned beneath me. I had no choice but to endure the searing heat, but I did have access to my waterskin. I grasped at my belt, desperately pawing at the cork, trying to pull it open, but it didn't want to budge. In this moment, it felt like I was destined for failure, destined to die here, drowning in the heat of the midday sun. I tugged at the cork and pushed against the waterskin with all the might I could muster. *SQUEAK* *POP* *SPLASH* The cork finally relented, sending a sloshing fountain of water out of my waterskin and onto my hands and the ground around me. I put the spout to my mouth and upturned the skin, chugging furiously, trying desperately to drown my insatiable thirst, but it was no use. There wasn't enough water left to parch my searing throat. Defeated, my hands hit the ground, one still clutching the waterskin, the other gripping the cork. As I lay there, utterly hopeless, I could feel some strength returning to me as I rested on my side and used what momentum I still had to roll over onto my back with a flopping thud. The sky was a vibrant blue, there was not a cloud in sight, the sun shining brightly, beating down on me. The waves of heat emanating from the ground were so palpable that I could hear the dew evaporating from the thick grasses around me. I pressed the cork back into the spout of my now-empty waterskin and relaxed. I had to rest, no matter how uncomfortable the heat was, I had no choice but to endure it. "At least my daggers aren't digging into my hips anymore." I told myself. All I wanted to do was stand back up and chase down the curious pink bounty, and as I lay there, I began thinking about that wonderful scent I had smelled earlier. Its savory yet sweet aroma still potent in my mind. It smelled so delicious.. *Ggrrrraaaaap* came the sound of hunger from my stomach. I sat up, reaching into my bags for the food I had wrapped earlier this morning. I decided to settle on a bit of hardtack with dried pork and some cheese to keep me going. Not having anything to drink to wash it down with was going to be terrible, but I did have a few dried figs I could suck on afterward. As I sat there, my back leaned against my bags for support, I ate my little lunch, hoping it would give me the energy to press forward and find the pink bounty, wherever it may be. The hardtack was dry and crumbled like powder in my throat, the pork rubbery and difficult to chew. The cheese was hard, but still softer than the other two ingredients and was the only thing making the meal bearable. I choked down bite after bite, but could not do so quickly. The effort required to swallow the dry meal was only matched by the soreness in my jaw required to chew it. Eventually, I managed to scarf it all down and I pulled out a dried fig to suck on, hoping it would give me some relief from the brutal meal. The fig was.. well.. it was a fig. Not exactly the most delicious fruit, but as it rehydrated in my mouth, its nutrients mixed with my saliva and slowly began parching my delirious thirst. I could feel the strength returning to my body as I slung the straps of my bag over my shoulders once again and prepared to stand, the fig in my mouth now turning to mush. I chewed and swallowed the remainder before attempting to stand, perching my feet beneath me, hoping my legs would still carry me. As I stood up, I could feel the heat of the ground travel away from my face, the sensation now replaced by the gentle mid-day breeze. "Ahhh now THAT is refreshing." I spoke aloud, startling a nearby bird as its wings beat against the grass furiously, scrambling to get away. "Oops, sorry little friend." I said, chuckling a bit as I began to take my first step. The weight of my bags was still heavy on my back, and my legs were still tired, but they were at least obeying my command once again. *Scrinch* The sound of my footstep crunching the grass atop the now dry dirt was a relief to my ears as I began to pick up my second foot and take another step. Then another.. then another.. I breathed a sigh of relief as I continued through the thick, making my way to the woodline where I had last seen the pink bounty floating into the woods on the incessant breeze. I was happy to be back on my feet, but the prospect of finding such a small piece of paper in the open expanse was crushing to my spirit. I knew the odds were slim at best, but I had to try. As I made my way to the woodline, that same scent from before came wafting by. My nostrils flared as I inhaled it deeply, my body responding in kind to the potent aroma. It was DELICIOUS! My knees buckled slightly as my loins tightened and every fiber of my being became full of energy. "Oh wow!" I said out loud, wonder flooding my mind. "What IS that!' I muttered as I began searching for the bounty once again.. THERE IT WAS! Right there on the edge of the forest, resting in the dirt was the small, undeniable pink piece of parchment. "I can't believe it." I whispered as I approached. I bent down, plucking the bounty from its resting place ,and lifted it up so that I could read it when that delicious scent hit my nostrils once again. I pressed the bounty to my nose as I inhaled. The smell was so potent and delicious, it made me weak in the knees. I slung my bag to the ground as I collapsed in the dirt, inhaling the delectable scent deeply. My entire body flooding with energy as if sating itself on the wonderful aroma. "Oh wow!" I sighed as I took another deep breath of the delectable redolence. "It was coming from the parchment the entire time!" I said, incredulous. "What royalty would not only dye a bounty fuchsia pink, but also apply such a delicious perfume to it as well?" I thought. I had to read it. I had to read it right now. The curiosity was killing me.
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