Bang to Rights
By Judith Owens

“Come on songbird, you know you want to.”
“Go away, Linden.”

Bram’s Holt was once a small, non-descript village in the middle of nowhere; a tiny chapel run by an elderly priest its only claim to fame in the shire. Until one day, the clan came.

“You’re just being hard to get, aren’t you? I like that.”

“Linden, I’m not interested in who you’ll be or the size of your wallet. Bugger off!”

The Elder of clan Bashaldò had managed to amass a considerable amount of wealth through canny trading and decided to use it to buy up some land at the holt in order to create a safe wintering ground for his people. Being so isolated, he’d hoped the village’s inhabitants would be less likely to complain at a new, if seasonal, source of wealth.
“Bad words songbird? I’m amazed you use that same mouth to sing with.”

“Then you’ve never heard the nightingale drive off rivals in spring. Now go away!”

Luckily for the clan, neither the village headman nor the priest had any objections, provided that the newcomers behaved. Any further objections that might have come from the rest of the villagers were curbed when the presence of the travellers with their unusual goods for trade caused a small market to spring up.

“You know, I saw you eyeing up that lute in the instrument maker’s stall.”

“Well done, you have eyes.”

The village and the clan prospered. Over the next seven or so years, the holt became something approaching a small town, and Bashaldò’s wintering grounds became a gathering point for the friendlier clans in the area.

“I could buy it for you.”

“And let me guess, sell it to me for a song and a kiss? I think not.”

However, the wheel of fortune is forever turning. The old priest was succeeded by a much younger man, fresh out of the seminary and full of hellfire and brimstone and righteousness. For three years he did his best to poison the regard of the villagers towards their non-church-going neighbours, and in several cases succeeded. Despite his sermons on the wicked ways of the travellers and their likelihood of ending up burning for eternity however, the young people of both village and clan mixed. Or at the very least, tried to…
“I was thinking more than just a kiss, Kadija.”

“Take your hands off of me.”

To many of the girls in the village, Linden Harlensson was something of a catch. Not too bad looking, of a suitable age and likely to succeed his father as headman, he had no lack of mothers trying to woo his heart and wallet for their daughters. He welcomed the admiration, but definitely was not ready to settle down. Instead, he spent his time alternating between grooming his long blonde locks and making a nuisance of himself to any girl or woman who didn’t fall for his money.
“You slapped me!”

“You obviously haven’t learnt that when a girl says not to touch her, she means it.” And with that, Kadija headed back to the encampment at full speed, leaving Linden to fume at her refusal to have anything to do with him. After all, hadn’t the priest told him that bedding a gypsy doesn’t count as a sin? And hadn’t life shown him that any single female should be slavering at his feet, not hitting him and answering back?
Kadija never understood precisely why someone like Linden would be after her. Even to sympathetic eyes, she wasn’t exactly pretty. Yes, her hair may be thick, shining and black, but no fairytale princess ever had to use three leather thongs and a multitude of pins just to keep it from attacking innocent bystanders. Her nose was best described as hawk-like, her eyes were an indeterminate shade of hazel and her figure was definitely lacking in the curves and bumps most men seemed to prefer. About the only thing that really marked her out was her smile – constant, broad and promising mischief…and maybe other things, if the person being smiled at played their cards right.
Besides, he probably only wanted one of two things; an exotic plaything, or a loving wife and mother. The former she refused to be on principle – at the very least, she was damn well not giving herself to someone who she didn’t even respect. The latter she admitted to herself she was never going to be. Between her wanderlust and an overly-passionate nature, the thought of settling down somewhere and raising children actually gave her cold shivers…

That night was Midsummer, a good excuse for celebration. This year’s party was shaping up to be something special; clan Kaldé had chosen to observe the holiday at the holt, and as luck would have it this meant that between the clans there would be two full bards as well as a bard-in-training. Her upcoming performance was the main thing on Kadija’s mind as she threaded through the crowd with the ease of long practice, ducking out the way of washing and snaring an inexpertly thrown ball on route to her teacher’s caravan. Noting that the door was already wide open she bounded up the steps and threw herself onto the pile of cushions that served as a second seat, an action that caused her teacher to quirk an eyebrow at her.
“Rough day chela? Or just having last minute panics?” he queried concernedly.
Kadija laughed wearily. “Heh, something of the former, I’m afraid. A certain thorn in my side has become somewhat sharper of late…”
“Linden again? You should be careful of that one, he’s got too much of a belief in his own self-importance, and he follows that priest like a puppy.” He sighed. “Ah well, no use worrying about what may be – time to start worrying about what will be. I’ve been conferring with Master Finch and we have an idea of who will be taking what music. Time to start your warm ups, especially as your trial will be held tonight-”

“Wait, what?!” Kadija, who had been barely listening, was understandably startled by the news.

“Master Finch and I think it’s time for the clans to decide if you’re ready to be a bard, my chela. So you better start those warm ups…”

As twilight fell and the bonfire’s flames rose higher, Kadija fidgeted. In response to a significant look from Master Wren, she tried to stop fidgeting but failed miserably. Normally she would be enjoying the party, but as this night would be determining whether she could follow her life’s work or whether she would become just another wife and mother… Master Finch finished his song with a flourish, earning a cheer from the clansfolk. “Go on girl, make me proud,” whispered Master Wren, smiling encouragingly. Kadija steeled herself and took her place at the centre of the circle. “Ladies, gentlemen and other,” she announced to the amusement of the crowd, “In honour of the evening, I shall sing ‘Twilight’.” She raised her fiddle to her chin, and let the music take her…
Flushed and happy, Kadija reclaimed her seat after a particularly energetic dance set. The moments of silence followed by rapturous cheering at the end of the song-tale told everyone louder than words that the clans had a new bard. Master Wren had already headed back to his caravan, leaving Master Finch and those with instruments of their own to continue the festivities for the younger folk. She jumped as someone tapped her on the shoulder and spun round to find herself nose to stomach with the young man who had been her last dance partner, laughing and stepping back holding a mug in one upraised hand. “I’m sorry to startle you, my lady, but I thought you might want a drink in apology for my dancing.”
She took the mug, suddenly shy, and raised it in a salute before drinking. Without thinking about it, she eyed him over from the safety behind the mug. Skinny, in a whipcord-and-bone way, shaggy dark hair, now tousled from dancing, and bright blue eyes. A long scar ran across his cheek. He noticed her regard and blushed slightly.
“Allow me to introduce myself properly. Wildcat, formerly Nelin, of clan Kalé,” the young man said, executing a mock-courtly bow.

“Wildcat? You are one of the darkness-hunters then?” Kadija was somewhat surprised, as all she knew of the hunters told her that this one should have been out in the wilds battling monsters, not enjoying himself.

Wildcat guessed from her face what she was thinking. “Only recently, my lady, and unfortunately recently blooded. I’m supposed to be resting up, but…” He grinned. “Master Wren suggested to me before he retired for the night that, as you’re soon to be making your way in the big bad world, you may want some knowledge of road lore and the like. If you would like, I can go and purloin some food and blankets and we can discuss what you need to know…?” Kadija could hear the laughter in his voice, and agreed just as good-naturedly.

Ten minutes later, the pair were comfortably installed on blankets to one side of the camp in a little dell enclosed by bushes. “So, my lady, tell me what you already know and we can tailor your education from that,” Wildcat said while offering Kadija a slice of pie from the party food he’d pilfered.
“Firstly, a question; why on earth do you keep calling me ‘my lady’? If you’ve talked to Master Wren, you should know what my name is, and you’d know I’m definitely no lady.” Kadija emphasised her words with the slice of pie, coming perilously close to hitting Wildcat with it.

Wildcat contrived to look more serious. “Very simple, my lady. Master Wren told me what your name was, but so far I have not heard your wandering name; either you have neglected to tell me, or you have not yet chosen one.” He was surprised to see how worried Kadija suddenly looked.

“God, I had forgotten! And…I have to leave the clan now, don’t I? Hell…” she finished forlornly. “I can’t even think of a name…what would you suggest?”

“Well, given that when you sing you put all your heart and soul into it, I would suggest Skylark.”

Kadija mulled this over. “Skylark…I like it!”

“Well now, Lady Skylark, now we’ve put that to rest shall we get on with the lessoning?” Wildcat grinned and ducked a jab with the pie.

The two talked for a while, the sounds of the party growing fainter as everyone sought their, or other people’s, beds. Kadija slowly began to realise two things; first, she had probably drunk more than was strictly a good idea, and second, Wildcat was really rather sweet. The conversation had long since drifted away from boring things, like how to avoid a charging werewolf and how to tell button from Angel’s Death mushrooms, and had roamed into the territory of amusing anecdotes and random confidences. By the sound of it, Wildcat already had enough experiences to fill four lives…she tried to stop thinking about the possibility of him passing on some of those experiences right then and there. Although, as she reflected while he talked about an incident involving a barmaid, an amorous wyvern and three gallons of cream, Midsummer was traditionally the time for that sort of thing… The cider, the night and the person finally made something click inside her head.
When Wildcat paused for breath next, she leaned over and kissed him soundly on the lips. 
Wildcat looked poleaxed. She grinned invitingly at him and ran a gentle finger along his jawline. He stroked her hair almost nervously then gently drew her to him for another kiss. “Is this your desire, my lady Skylark?” he whispered softly in her ear, sending interesting little shivers down her back. Her only reply was to push him down on to the blankets…

Unfortunately for the pair, had they been a little less caught up in the moment, they might have noticed the unfriendly eyes looking on from the bushes…
Kadija was rudely awakened from her nest of bushes and Wildcat by shouting from the camp. She quickly disentangled herself, poked Wildcat until he started moving, shook the morning dew off her clothes and pulled them on. “Sorry to run, dear boy, but I think something bad is going on. Get dressed as soon as you can.” With that, she ran back to the caravans, slowing at the last minute so she could observe the situation, and, more importantly, not get skewered by any jumpy archers.
The clan Elder was sitting in the centre of the meeting circle, having his arm bandaged by the clan’s healer. As Kadija approached, Master Wren grabbed her arm and pulled her into a hug. “Thank God girl, when I didn’t see you this morning with all this happening…”
“What has been happening? And who did that to our Elder?”

“It seems someone kidnapped and raped the baker’s youngest daughter last night.”
“Hellfire! She’s only what, 14 years old?”

“To make matters worse, whoever did it laid a trail a blind baby could read straight to our camp, which is probably why the baker attacked the Elder when he went into the holt this morning.” Master Wren shook his head in disgust. “Luckily some of our friends there have managed to calm things down somewhat, but that damned priest seems determined to set a mob on us.”

“Surely we can call for one of the local justices though? Hell, surely Harlen’s called for one at least?”
The Elder overheard this and laughed bitterly. “Call out a justice for such a clear-cut case, especially with gypsy scum involved? Hah.” He stood up, a little unsteadily. “Bram’s Holt is no longer a safe haven. We’re moving out tonight, both clans.” Raising his voice, he addressed everyone within earshot, “Gather your things and your children, we move as soon as it’s dark. And hope to God that we’re not attacked before then…”

The sun was low in the sky. People were avoiding Kadija as her stiff behaviour and increasingly waspish replies to any questions put to her showed plainly her repugnance at the situation and her anger at the clan’s response. Even though she could see it was the most sensible course of action, it would mean small comfort to the baker and his daughter and would probably only increase the antipathy of the villages in the area towards the gypsy folk. As it was, she was rather surprised when the healer approached her cautiously.
“If it makes you feel any better, none of us like running away,” she said, “and I for one feel badly that we can’t stay and help the village recover from this. However, if you’re already packed, you could help me help the girl.” Kadija perked up a little. “I suspect she’s probably a little too young for any complications to arise, but even so I’ve mixed up some powders that should take care of anything. There are also some sedatives and things to help her get her mind back in order. I’d take them to her myself, but I’ve still got a lot to get ready, and I think you’ll be safe enough. After all, that lot would never consider the possibility of a female carrying out such an attack.” Kadija nodded mutely, not trusting herself to speak. “Thank you, my dear. Go to her mother, she’s more likely to understand than that blockhead of a baker.” Kadija took the bag proffered by the healer and headed off.
“That went rather well,” thought Kadija as she sneaked back to the camp. Not only had the baker’s wife understood, she’d been rather touched at the help. Then again, having seen the state of her daughter, Kadija could see why. Thinking back to that empty shell that had once been a happy girl just sent her into a rage, particularly when followed by the thought that whatever bastard that did it was still out there. A shadow moved in the trees ahead of her and she ducked behind a tree trunk.
“Been out for a walk, songbird?” The shadow resolved itself into Linden, leaning up against a tree. “Or knowing you, out on a mission of mercy. Isn’t that more likely, little skylark?”

Kadija froze in shock. “You were spying on me?! How dare you?!”

Linden unfolded himself and stretched lazily. “Tell me, songbird, what does that tramp have that I don’t? I was overcome with grief, and other things,” he said with a leer. “Well, after seeing you two, I had to get my kicks and my revenge somehow. Still, those knockout drops I got from the priest worked very well although I don’t think he’d have given them too me if he’d realised they weren’t for one of you lot.” Without warning he crossed the distance between them in one step and grabbed hold of her. “You know what the best bit is? Right now, he’s waiting for word from me. One word and the mob descends on everyone you care about. I know that they’re planning to leave, and I think that running away will easily count as an admission of guilt to the good people of Bram’s Holt. But,” and he leaned in and murmured in her ear, “you can stop all that, little songbird. I’m sure you can keep me distracted long enough for them to get away if you try.” He let go of her suddenly and she fell backwards, landing awkwardly on the turf. He picked up something from behind the tree he’d been leaning on. “And just to sweeten the deal, I’ll even throw in this lute you wanted.” He tossed it to her and she snared it out of the air, reflexes taking over before she even saw it coming.
Kadija picked herself up, weighing up her options. It was very likely that if he did set a mob on the clan, there’d be a massacre. She could just give in to him…no. Not in a million years. It seemed like her only hope was somehow getting past him and warning her people before he could get back to the priest. Unfortunately, as soon as she was back on her feet he grabbed her free arm. “Well songbird, what’s it to be? Death or distraction?”
Without thinking, Kadija blurted out “But I don’t want you!” Linden plainly wasn’t expecting this which gave Kadija a moment to act. Reflexes once again taking over, she stepped back and clocked him round the head with the lute. Just to be sure, she hit him again as he went over. In shock she considered running back to camp and alerting the others, but then her conscience reasserted itself. Linden had done an evil thing, and so justice must be done. The law would not take care of him, but justice could be done in other ways. Working quickly, she used both hers and Linden’s belts to tie him to a tree and gagged him with her headscarf before hurrying home.
When she reached the encampment, night had already fallen. Everything was in uproar as people got ready to move out. As soon as they caught sight of her, Masters Wren and Finch and the healer dashed over to her. “God girl, what took you so long? Are you alright?” exclaimed the healer, noting her disarrayed clothing. “And where on earth did you get that lute?”
“No time for details, I know who attacked the baker’s girl, but there’s no way the village will believe us. I’m not leaving until I’ve had a chance to do something though, so I need to know which way you’re going,” Kadija explained, slightly out of breath.

Master Wren and Master Finch exchanged looks. “Bashaldò are heading east towards Raith’s Bay, but now you’re a full bard you shouldn’t travel with your blood clan anymore,” Master Wren pointed out.
“If you wish, Kalé will wait for you outside the town of North Haven for a week,” said Master Finch. “I’ll even teach you how to play that lute…”

Kadija and Master Finch quickly agreed to meeting places and journey signs, then she hugged Master Wren, requisitioned some supplies of the healer and went to say goodbye to her family and the Elder. She grabbed her things from her mother’s caravan and headed back to where she had left Linden. Just as she was leaving, a welcome voice spoke up.
“Any chance you want company, Lady Skylark? Master Finch and I thought I ought to wait for you in any case, so you have some company on the road.” Kadija quickly went over her plan to Wildcat, whose eyebrows raised alarmingly. “My lady, I’m suddenly very glad I didn’t displease you at all last night…” Kadija grinned at his expression, but quickly sobered up. After all, it was very nearly the shortest night of the year, and lots had to be done…
The priest of Bram’s Holt had given up on waiting for Linden sometime around midnight, assuming he’d gotten what he wanted from the gypsy whore. As he was preparing for morning service, he heard a commotion from the direction of the village well. He hurried over and was stopped in his tracks by the spectacle that confronted him.
Linden was tied hand and foot to the cover of the village well, hanging upside down without a stitch of clothing on. He was gagged, and someone had streaked his skin with every colour of dye that they could get their hands on after shaving him from top to toe. To complete his punishment, the same person had hung a sign bearing the scrawl “ChILd rApeR” using a ribbon wrapped around his testicles…

A few miles up the road, a gypsy bard and her friend were hitching a lift on a farm cart heading north. “Justice should be served by now,” thought Kadija, and she idly strummed the lute…
