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I heard a woman and child pray over me for restoration and healing. Then I heard nothing but the faint playing of pipes.

It was December 26th, when I awoke in my bed in a pool of my own blood to find her gone. I thought it was a cruel joke. But I searched for my one true love playfully at first and then in earnest. She didn’t answer my calls. My neighbors questioned my search for my one true love. I said they took her. I stood heartbroken on the step to our door as my neighbors tried to console me, but it was no use. They pointed to a woman and said, “There is your wife. She is not missing.” I ignored them all. I overheard them say they heard I was seriously injured while hunting but I paid them no mind. I felt reborn and refreshed from my hunting trip. My mind was focused on one thing and one thing only, getting my wife back. I was incomplete and broken without her. I wept for what seemed like hours. My neighbors were afraid to approach me except for one little girl. She might have been three or four years old. She spoke in simple sentences. She was barely aware of her surroundings. She asked me why I was weeping and I told her that my one true love was gone; she was taken and I don’t know by whom. The little fairy told me exactly what I feared most, The Twelve Drummers, had taken my one true love. I wanted to question her more, but her worried mother pulled her away in a panic. She scolded the little one for talking to me. Saying I wasn’t in my right mind. 

But my mind was focused and razor sharp as I swore to retrieve my one true love, Partridge. I loaded my pack as I prayed for her safety. I thought to myself it was odd to pray but it just came to me. Like second nature. I also swore in silence and in vengeance and hoped it would not negate my prayers. I grabbed my club made from the hardest pear tree wood and I was on my way. I had to hurry. They must have had a twelve-day lead on me. I feared the worst might have been done to her. I could not think of those things. I knew in my heart I had to find her and be the harbinger of death and destruction to her captors.​

As I crossed the desert wasteland, my club became heavy as the hot summer sun drained the strength from me. Luckily, I happened upon a pair of turtle doves in the throes of violent courting. They were so loud and rambunctious that they did not hear me approach. I thought if I could break one of them, I could fly to the fortress to save Partridge. As their mating came to a close the female, the larger of the two, clamped down on the male’s neck and severed it from its body. The decapitated body jerked brutally. I cautiously climbed upon the female’s giant glistening shelled back as she dined upon her fallen mate. I strung a rope around her neck and pulled up, interrupting her meal. I shouted encouragement for her to take flight as I slapped and kicked her long neck. She fought against my will and tried to throw me off of her. I held on. Eventually, she gave in to my demands and bounded into the air and flew me out of the Joaquin Desert and headed in the direction of the fortress of The Twelve Drummers.

Since I had interrupted the exhausted Turtle Dove’s meal, she could fly no more and I was forced to land. She did cover a lot of land in a short time and I was very grateful to her. I continued my trek on foot and hunger overcame me as well. By chance I found three France speaking hens (France is the language of my people). I questioned them as to the direction of The Twelve Drummers’ lair. We had a short and highly risqué conversation. They playfully admired my club and I asked if they would like me to whack them with it. They thought I was speaking in sexual innuendos. They were all surprised as I systematically whacked and killed each one. The best way to describe those French hens would be; very tasty, saucy and dumb. I ate my fill and dried the rest by the fire. I did not know when or if I would eat ever again. I felt I had been on this trail before and had never been so fortunate to eat as well as I have today.

As I neared the land of The Twelve Drummers, I stopped and rested before carrying on to their lair. A heavy sleep overtook me and I began to dream. In my dream, I was in a land I did not recognize. All around me were slain people. Their bodies lay scattered about, decaying and bloated. Blood muddied the black soil I walked upon. At the center of this holocaust were four colly birds. They were no ordinary birds. Their feathers were so black it was like looking into the night sky and they were each the height of a goat. These black birds had come to collect the souls of the fallen. I stood and stared at the black birds; they stared back in return. In an instant, they came together as one, an ever shape-shifting black being and it spoke to me. Its words were jumbled and clouded and not a language I could recognize but it invoked in my mind the meaning of what it tried to convey. It wanted me to know, my days were numbered.

It continued to speak to me in its language and in my mind, I saw pictures of what it wished me to know. From its amorphous shape, a hand formed and protruded slowly toward me. Its closed fist opened and from it dropped five golden rings onto the ground. They rolled away from where they fell, turned to me as one and rolled in my direction. I picked up the five rings and placed them into my pocket. It shook its featureless face side to side and motioned from my pocket to my hands. It wanted me to place the rings on my fingers. In my head it conveyed to me that these rings were the final gift to fulfill its promise. Each time I removed a ring from my finger, it would pay a visit to me until all the rings were gone and then it would come to collect me and take me to my life’s reward. What plans it had in store for me there, I did not know. I took out the rings one at a time and placed them one by one on each digit. The first went on easily. But each succeeding ring I placed on my fingers became increasingly more difficult to place. It was as if each ring became a size smaller. But if you looked at them, they were all the exact size for the finger I placed it on. It was a horrific experience because I could not resist placing the rings on my fingers. My hands did not obey my mind but the will of the black form to compel my hands to place the rings on my fingers. The final ring was the most difficult and painful, but my hands forced it on. It was as if within the ring was a sharpened edge and sliced my skin and shaved it back. Blood gushed from my digits and strips of skin and flesh hung from my boney fingers. Had death a mouth, I would have seen the most wicked of grins. I screamed in terror and fantastic pain as my skin grew over each individual ring until they became a part of my own flesh. Pleased with the outcome, the spirit separated into the four black birds and flew away. 

I awoke. My hands and arms were not covered in blood. I checked each of my fingers on both hands. My left hand was normal but my right hand I could feel five hardened rings at the base of each of my fingers.

My heart was racing and pounding in my ears from my dream. I was in need of a drink to calm my nerves. I walked to a familiar town and found the Six Geese Pub. I stumbled to the bar and ordered a drink. The bartender asked if I wanted my usual and spoke my name. I was confused at first, but accepted that I had maybe said my name in my haze and possibly he asked for everyone’s usual as a way to build familiarity. I was still in a shock from my dream, so I did not care. I quickly downed my drink when it arrived and ordered another and then another. I picked up my drink and coaxed my inebriated legs to take me to a booth far in the corner to be alone. I nursed my drink and watched patrons enter the pub and order their drinks. Some took the time to greet me by name. I took note that the bartender loves to share private information and to be more guarded in the future.

It was past midnight and I called out for one last pint of Seven Swans Ale and asked one of the barmaids if they had a room. She held out her hand for payment and I dropped some coin to cover the night. She showed me to the back of the building and out the back door. Attached to the back wall was what may pass for a room. I asked what she knew of The Twelve Drummers. She said she heard a few stories but nothing else. I asked if they had been through here in the past few days and she said she had not heard from them in years. I was confused by her disclosure and thought I might be on the wrong trail or it was she who had too much to drink. She then asked if there was anything else I needed tonight as she playfully wrapped her hand around my waist. I quickly grabbed her
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