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	During the 18th century, the Ottoman Empire was a dominating force on the Balkan Peninsula. The Slavic population under its rule strived to protect their heritage and rebelled against authority to regain back their independence. Meanwhile, the ones living in small detached villages formed mountain gangs of vigilantes to fight against injustice. They were known as Haiduks.

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	CONTENTS

	 

	 

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	Epilogue

	Afterword

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	1

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“Race you to the big tree!”

	A wave of children’s laughter followed the ferocious war cry of eight-year-old Plamen. Five pairs of bare feet stomped over the grass with him in the lead. Plamen was a fiery little boy who gave his all in every single challenge, which was why Sirma found it so funny to steal the victory from under his nose.

	She rushed across the path where the sun peeked through the sneaky opening of the tree crowns. Plamen shut his eyes from the blinding light then opened them just in time to see Sirma's long brown braid waving in front of his face.

	The girl extended the distance between them with each step, like a mirage—right there, yet unattainable. Sirma grabbed on the tree trunk to stop herself and looked back at the rest of her friends, smiling victoriously.

	“I won!”

	Plamen was in close second, followed by three of the neighborhood boys and finally, with lots of space separating them, Sirma's best friend Ruzha. The little girl wasn't interested much in running, so she had stopped at some point to pick wild flowers. Once she caught up, she took a seat next to everyone and started separating the flowers she had in hand.

	The kids loved playing on this spot. Getting here included a challenging walk up a hill, but the breathtaking summer view was worth the effort. Greenery as far as the eye could see met with the vast blue cloudless sky. Down the hill was Tresonche—the most beautiful village in the world.

	It was small, but had everything: houses, sheep, chickens, a forest and, of course, lots of kids to play with. Farther in the horizon were the potato and wheat fields, where the grownups worked all day. The kids usually helped, but today they came back home early, so naturally it was time for a race before dinner.  

	“Sirma outran you again!”

	The boys didn’t miss the chance to poke fun at Plamen, who glared in silence. Sirma shot a proud grin at her second-place opponent. She took challenges as seriously as him, but even if she sometimes lost, she didn't receive nearly the same amount of mockery.

	“All right, shut up!” Plamen took out his slingshot. “Let’s shoot something!”

	The boys shuffled to get theirs out. Little Ruzha gave them a look as she just finished arranging half of the flowers in a beautiful wreath. She wasn't interested in slingshots either, so instead, she put her creation on her head and used the remaining tiny wildflowers to decorate her long blond braid.

	While the boys were boasting with their new toys, which were all made by Sirma's father, Strezo the woodcarver, Sirma pulled out something from her apron as well. An old, larger slingshot with a thicker rubber band.

	“Where did you get that?” The boys gaped at it.

	“From my big brother.”

	“You stole it?”

	“No! He gave it to me.” Sirma straightened her back, insulted they even considered she could be a thief. “He doesn't need it anymore. He has a pistol now.”

	The boys grinned wide-eyed at the mention of her brother and his new weapon.

	“What kind of pistol?”

	The girl made an approximate estimation of its size with her fingers. 

	“This big.”

	The boys yelled in excitement. Everyone knew Sirma's big brother and his amazing shooting skills. He was sixteen years old and a better hunter than all the other grownups in the village. However, a few months ago, he put down the hunting rifle and took up a weapon that brought mixed feelings through the village.

	After all, the pistol was the Haiduk's most preferred weapon. Her brother had joined the Haiduk gang that had been hiding around the mountain. And, while the grownups had the strongest argument-inducing opinions about it, the children could only see heroism.

	It happened a year ago when a gang of Albanian outlaws stole a dozen sacks of grain from the village barn. It caused panic. Everyone will starve, they said. Luckily, the Haiduk gang was there. They ambushed the thieves and returned the grain to the barn, and the village cheered for them.

	The second time the children saw a Haiduk was just recently. It was pure coincidence, but they noticed a single man with a cloak made of sheep wool and a wool cap, looking around cautiously as he entered the village.

	Naturally, they followed the suspicious man.

	He came to have a quick chat with a neighbor. They couldn’t quite hear what it was about, no matter how hard they eavesdropped, but it sure looked important. While exiting the village, the Haiduk apparently had had enough of being followed, so he urged them to come out. The kids obeyed, and he stood in front of them like a towering pillar.

	He told them to be good, listen to their parents and not to go looking for trouble, like they were doing now. The same words every other adult had told them, but coming from a Haiduk, they sounded a lot more meaningful. He then ruffled their heads and ordered them to go back home. 

	Since then, it had become easy to recognize a Haiduk. The air around them was different. They were all strong men with thick mustaches, always frowning eyebrows and two crossed pistols girded underneath their cloaks. A frightening appearance. The grownups said they were violent criminals who raided villages and stole young maidens, but the kids could never believe that. Not after that unforgettable encounter.

	“I'm shooting!”

	Plamen picked up a pebble and looked for a target. The forest offered plenty of tree trunks, but today felt like a day to choose something different. And there it was, a tiny sparrow perched on a tree branch, chirping and minding its own business. Perfect. Plamen pulled the rubber as far as it could go and aimed at the unsuspecting victim.

	“No!” Ruzha's high-pitched voice screamed and the target flew away. “Don’t shoot birdies!”

	The boys pointed at other birds, and an accidental squirrel. They weren't even stalking them, just shot at random, laughing. Luckily, the forest creatures were fast enough to evade the attacks. At some point the boys didn't even use the slingshots, they just hurled pebbles at everything that moved.

	Ruzha angrily shouted at them to stop, stomping her foot down over and over, as flowers dropped down her heavily decorated braid. She might as well have been invisible.

	Suddenly, a bird fell by Sirma's hand. 

	Ruzha gasped and clasped her small hands on her mouth. Sirma turned to everyone with her best performed victorious twirl, and the boys cheered. Yet another victory for the proud sister of the village Haiduk. 

	But then, she heard a sniffle. Her best friend Ruzha fell on her knees before the prone bird. Tears slid down her red cheeks. The boys stopped with the ovation and finally turned around to notice her. Sirma kneeled beside her crying friend.

	“It’s dead.”

	The bird just lay there, not moving. Sirma pushed it with a finger. It didn't respond. She took it into her hands, amazed at how light it was. It was rare to see a bird this closely, it was incredible, yet so sad. She didn’t expect birds to be so fragile. It finally dawned to her—Sirma had taken a life.

	The boys didn’t feel like staying here now that it got so depressing, so they said they’d be heading home, leaving the two girls alone on the hill.

	Meanwhile, Ruzha dug a hole in the dirt with her small hands and looked at Sirma. No words were needed. She gently placed the bird in the hole, and Ruzha filled the tiny grave, making a smooth lump over it. She then crossed herself like the grownups did when something bad happened.

	Sirma did the same. After that was done, Ruzha stood up and dried her tears. Sirma followed, wondering if she should apologize, but to whom? The bird would never hear it, and her deed was irreversible.

	“Sirma, please don't kill anymore.”

	Ruzha's words stabbed her heart mercilessly, and she couldn't hold in the tears anymore. The forest was watching them. The wind blew around them, throwing flowers from Ruzha's braid upon the grave of the unfortunate bird. Some of them brushed against Sirma's bare feet as she wept.

	“I promise.”

	The boys came back to the village and ran ahead with a heroic cry, successfully spooking the free-range chickens around the houses. The old timers waved their hands at them angrily. Some scolded them for coming from the forest in the first place.

	Sirma and Ruzha followed from the same direction, quiet and low-spirited. The old timers didn't miss the opportunity to scold them too. How many times had they been told not to walk in the woods? They kept saying it was dangerous, though the kids never encountered any danger. Ruzha silently went back to her own home.

	Sirma's mother, Angelina, was outside looking for her.

	“Sirma!” she shouted as the two girls walked over to her. “Were you in the forest? I told you not to exit the village! Outlaws lurk everywhere!”

	“No outlaws there, mother,” the girl answered calmly.

	Sirma noticed the dark circles under her mother's eyes. Angelina had been having trouble sleeping since Sirma’s brother joined the Haiduk gang. He hadn't been home for months, and as a result, her mother looked as if someone had squeezed the life out of her.

	“Mother,” the girl started sadly. “Just now, in the forest...”

	“What?”

	Angelina looked at her daughter as the silence extended. Silence was never good. The woman's eyes opened wide in horror. She fell on her knees and firmly squeezed her shoulders.

	“What happened, Sirma?! Tell me what happened!”

	She shook her daughter a little without realizing, pulling a few curious gazes from the neighbors. Her face had paled in seconds. She was terrified, and the girl hadn’t even said anything yet. Sirma tried to contain the fright on her face and spoke calmly.

	“I killed a birdie.”

	Angelina waited to hear something else, something much more horrible than the horrible deed she confessed. But no, that was all. Her shoulders relaxed. She grabbed Sirma by the hand and led her home.

	Tonight, they had a guest for dinner—the village priest. Everyone was quiet as usual. There was only the clanking of plates and cutlery, and the loud chewing sounds grandpa and grandma made. Home was livelier when big brother was still here.

	Grandpa would tell stories about his young years. Grandma would mention how his stories contradicted each other every time. Mom would listen and laugh. Dad would try to discuss something, which grandpa would take offense to, and they’d start arguing. And big brother would ask for more stories.

	“So, how did you shoot?”

	Grandpa broke the silence. He was talking to Sirma. He must have seen her use her brother's slingshot. He was a Haiduk in his young days after all. He couldn’t have been prouder that his grandkids were rebels just like him.

	“I’m better than all the boys,” Sirma said proudly.

	“That’s right! Our family raises warriors!”

	“Stop it, dad.”

	Mom glared at him. The heavy air weighed on everyone, but their guest. The priest didn't pay any attention, as he gobbled up his food. Every household in the village invited him to share their dinner table at least once a week, out of sheer respect for his spiritual work. He was so used to this, he acted like the whole village owed him something most of the time. Sirma doubted he was ever uncomfortable in his life.

	“Today, I killed a birdie with the slingshot.”

	“Well done! Birds are hard to shoot down.” Grandpa was quick to praise.

	“Ruzha cried.”

	“Why?”

	“Because the birdie died.” Sirma looked at her plate sadly. “What do I do now?”

	And the silence was back. It seemed like the grownups didn’t know what to say, or they didn't think her struggle was important enough. This second thought made Sirma sad.

	“It's not a big deal,” Dad finally said. “Just don't do it again.”

	“But will Ruzha forgive me?”

	“She will.” He looked at the priest, silently seeking approval, but the priest wasn’t listening. “You’re strong, and strong people shouldn't hurt the weak to prove themselves. Strong people protect.”

	Sirma had no idea how much she needed to hear this. Her father had just called her strong. Did that mean she was like the Haiduks? Because they certainly were strong people. They protected the village, just like she should have been protecting the birdies. And when she grew up, maybe she would be strong enough to protect the village too.

	“It’s words like these that made your son leave home.”

	Mom’s bitterness brought back the uncomfortable silence. Somehow, everything came back to their missing son, just like every other evening. Sirma missed her big brother too, but in her mind, he was doing a heroic deed. It was a good thing. And she knew he will come back one day, even better and stronger than before.

	“Don't blame him for this,” Grandpa said. “He's a grown man, and if he believes he can be a good Haiduk, let him try. I hiked the Shar mountain and look at me now.”

	At his age, Grandpa didn't care about keeping things to himself and loved speaking his mind. A quality Sirma never saw in the kids, sometimes noticed in the grownups, and saw an abundance of in the old timers. Her grandpa could brag with a lot more life experience than the other old timers though. 

	He set a good example by still being here after a long life in the mountains. The life of a Haiduk was dangerous, many never returned home. Grandpa not only survived, but he retired, made a family and was living in the respectful age of seventy-five. He wrapped an arm around Grandma, as if to emphasize the point. Grandma chuckled.

	The priest finally put the cutlery down after his plate was empty and loudly swallowed his last bite.

	“If someone slaps you, you should turn the other cheek,” he said, waving a finger. “Violence will never stop violence. Maybe it did in your days, but it's a waste to throw away a young life in the mountains. If you read the Bible, you'll find a lot of wisdom.”

	“You know I can't read.”

	“I can teach you for a fee.”

	“No.”

	“May I learn to read?” Sirma asked curiously, and the priest laughed.

	“You don't need to.”

	The girl pouted. The priest always gave a verse from the Bible as a solution for every problem. Sirma was interested to read it all, but the priest insisted girls didn't need to know how to read or write. He offered to teach the village boys, but when he asked for payment, the parents declined. And so, the priest was the only literate person in the entire village.

	After dinner, Sirma went to bed and stared into the darkness as all kinds of things went through her head. The moonlight sneaked through the cracks in the wooden window, playing on the wall, as if beckoning her to go out to play. She could hear the crickets chirping, and with their song, she drifted to sleep.

	During the night, she was awoken by the continuous smacking from outside. Sirma sat up in bed and listened. The front door opened, and she heard an unknown male voice saying something she couldn’t quite catch. Silently, she climbed out of bed and peeked behind the corner. Dad was there, holding a bludgeon in hand, as the nightly visitor spoke.

	“We couldn’t predict the ambush. I’m sorry, Strezo. Your son is dead.”

	The bludgeon slammed noisily on the floor and rolled away. Dad had frozen on the spot at the sound of the grave news and Sirma mirrored him. So, even the Haiduks could be as helpless as birdies. But at least there would always be someone to cry for them.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	2

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	By the time she was seventeen, Sirma paid critical attention to the people in her village, especially the ones whose voices were the loudest. Every day, after going back from the fields, the young maidens got together to gossip and wait for some young bachelor to gather the courage to talk to them. The girls giggled every time someone approached them nervously.

	There were certain expectations for the young people in Tresonche. The old timers mostly talked about who should get married next, which newlyweds should have a child already, and which stubborn girl didn’t want to accept any marriage proposal. Many of Sirma's friends forced themselves to meet their parents’ expectations, mostly because the old folk were especially good at shaming those who weren’t eager to make a family.

	No wonder Sirma’s parents were like struck by a lightning when her brother announced he was leaving home ten years ago. His funeral was the heaviest day in Sirma’s life, and she did everything in her power to forget it. Instead, she decided to remember only the good times with him. Energetic and cheerful, he was the best hunter in the village. 

	That was how he would want to be remembered.

	No one found out who defeated her brother’s gang. The survivors, if there were any, had scattered in the mountain. There were Haiduk gangs in all the mountains from here to the vast Black sea. It was known. But people continued accusing them of theft, murders and rapes, and condemned anyone who dared to say a good word about them. They so easily forgot the good deeds the Haiduks did in the past for this very village.

	All those slanders infuriated Grandpa.

	“We need a new Haiduk gang!” he yelled on the street. “Who's going to protect this village? Me? I’m old! You’re all so spoiled! So, used to this peaceful time! You don’t know the devastation that can fall upon us at the hands of the Albanian outlaws! Or worse—the Ottomans!”

	He spent most of his free time outside like this, but no one took him seriously. The neighbors just walked by him and hid their mocking smiles. Grandpa used to tell stories of gangs of outlaws ambushing the village, but the last time that happened, Strezo and Angelina weren't even born. You couldn't fear something you don't know.

	Today was Sunday, so there was no field work. Sirma put on her favorite dress. Unlike her work attire, the dress was snow white with long sleeves with red and black floral embroidery. Over the dress, she put a beautiful red apron with a big flower on it—her personal and only creation so far. The day was too bright and sunny for old rag clothing.

	She walked outside barefoot. The morning dew felt refreshing on her feet. The morning started with mass, so the whole village was going to church. Everyone took the church seriously. The priest made sure to shame everyone who didn’t.

	All the men entered the church, while the women sat outside on the grass, quietly looking at the ground. The priest started his song, but they could barely hear it. The bird song was a lot more noticeable. Most people were bored, and Sirma suspected one of the grandmas was currently taking a nap.

	Sirma heard rustling on the grass. Someone quietly crawled behind her, stopped, crawled closer, then split into two people. Yana and Ruzha made themselves comfortable on Sirma's sides. They looked forward with a serious look on their faces, backs straightened like good girls. It made her feel sloppy, so she straightened her back as well.

	Yana from her right slowly leaned towards her and whispered, “We’re going to pick mushrooms after mass.”

	“And, cranberries!” Ruzha added.

	“Count me in!”

	“Quiet!” a neighbor lady scolded them.

	The three young maidens straightened their backs anew and listened to the nonexistent song. It took them no more than a few seconds to burst out laughing. The children quickly followed their example. They didn't even know why, but it was better than whatever they were doing here. 

	“Shut up!” a grandma snapped at all of them. “Have some respect for the priest!”

	It took too much effort to keep a straight face until the end of mass. Once it was over, the three young girls ran into the woods. They held their skirts up, so they could run faster, not at all ashamed that their knees were showing. Sirma loved Sundays. She could spend the whole day running around and climbing trees.

	Once they were far enough, Ruzha started gathering wild berries in her apron. She had turned into one of the most beautiful maidens in the village. Her braided blonde hair flowed to her lower back. Even now, she didn’t drop the habit of decorating her hair with wild flowers.

	Yana was two years younger than Sirma and Ruzha. The elders had barely started talking about finding her a husband this year, but she wasn't very interested. Her mother was an expert on mushrooms, so she was following her footsteps, trying to distinguish the safe ones from the poisonous ones. Hopefully, she’d ask her mother if she brought the right kind before she cooked them.

	In the meantime, Sirma climbed a tree and made herself comfortable on a branch.

	“Everyone talks about marriage.” She leaned on her hands. “Why can't we just play games again? I miss hide and seek.”

	“I don’t,” Ruzha said with a playful look in her eye. “There are better things to do as a grown up.”

	“Like what?” Sirma scolded in wonder.

	“Oh, I don’t know.” A smile spread across Ruzha’s face. “Things that… feel good and… aren’t for children.”

	Yana turned around to look at her questionably. Ruzha was quick to avoid her stare, but the smile was still embedded on her face.

	“You know something we don't.”

	Ruzha let out a nervous laugh and her face blushed a charming shade of pink. She tried to escape her stare, but the younger girl persistently stepped into her view. She tried to say something, but it came out as incomprehensible stuttering. Now even Sirma was curious. She leaped from the tree branch and came closer to observe her friend. The double pressure was too much, so Ruzha cracked.

	“I’m getting married to Plamen next Sunday!”

	The two girls let out a high-pitched yell and hugged her from both sides excitedly. The poor girl was so embarrassed, she hid her face behind her hands.

	Ruzha was one of the few young people who was very eager to get married. Maybe it was because she had found someone she loved with all her being. Plamen was going to make her happy. Sirma was sure of it. She was also given the freedom to choose her husband herself.

	A month ago, Ruzha also shared a secret with Sirma—she wouldn't be a pure maiden for her wedding, since the passion was too much for their young hearts. The priest would scold them if he knew. But Sirma was sure God would forgive a sin out of love. 

	“Don't tell anyone! He hasn't asked my father yet. He will tomorrow,” Ruzha begged. “But I don't think father will oppose.”

	Sirma leaned her forehead on Ruzha’s shoulder. A sense of nostalgia filled her, as she listened to the rustle of the tree crowns. Things changed, but it felt like she wasn’t changing at all. Her friends move on to new things, while she couldn’t. Something must have been wrong with her.

	“So...” Sirma sighed with a smile. “Are we playing hide and seek now?”

	“Sirma,” Yana moaned in annoyance.

	“I say, let’s play!” Ruzha said determined.

	“You serious?”

	“We’ll be brides for the rest of our lives. We’ll never play again.” She smiled at Sirma. “So, one last time?”

	Sirma’s face lit up and she jumped on the spot in excitement. 

	“Fine, fine,” Yana said in surrender. “Sirma hides, we’ll seek.” 

	Sirma ran behind their backs. She didn’t even care they were changing the rules, this was the last time she would play her favorite game. The girls counted to ten and then turned around. Sirma wasn’t very far away—behind a bush that unfortunately made her red apron visible from a distance.

	“Oh, where could our Sirma have hidden?” Ruzha said in mock wonder.

	“No way we could find her.” Yana giggled.

	A stick broke right behind them. The two girls froze. Slowly, they turned around to see three rough old guys in dirty clothes looking at them like wolves would look at prey. Mushrooms and berries scattered in their feet as the girls dropped whatever was gathered in their aprons and ran away.

	“Si—”

	Yana stopped before she uttered the whole name. They shouldn't give away Sirma's hiding spot. The two girls shared a glance and quickly parted away from the bush where their friend was hiding. The beasts behind them also parted, and it didn't take them long before they got captured.

	Sirma rose from her hiding place to look at what was happening. Her friends were caught by three strangers. One of them glanced in her direction, and she quickly hid back behind the bush. They didn't see her, but she could see them.

	Ruzha was being held from behind by one of the men while another looked closely into her face. He held her chin and roughly turned her head from side to side. He then nodded approvingly after his inspection.

	“Amza Bey will like her,” he said to the other.

	Ruzha tried to struggle, but received a slap in the face, knocking her unconscious. Sirma watched as her childhood friend was tossed over a shoulder like a rag doll. Where were they taking her? She opened her mouth to yell after the man but quickly clasped a hand over her mouth. Something primal told her to keep quiet and not to move. 

	Ruzha was gone.

	From the other side, a rough tear of fabric echoed in the air, and Yana screamed. Sirma had to do something. If she tried to run for help from the village, the men would see her immediately. They were big, they could easily overpower her. And even if they didn't catch her, and she managed to get to Tresonche, they would probably take Yana away by the time she returned with help.

	No, she had to do it right now. She had to try something. Anything.

	Yana was shoved to the ground, where she managed to kick one of the attackers in the face. The man grabbed his broken nose and groaned. The other one swung his huge hand and nearly took her head off. Blood spread on the grass. The girl weakly tried to crawl away, but the man behind her grabbed her ankle and pulled her back. His enormous hands covered her foot, and Sirma shuddered at the sound of a breaking bone.

	She slapped both hands over her mouth to keep herself from screaming out on par with her friend. The scoundrel shook his head proudly at how well he managed to immobilize his prey. Sirma gritted her teeth and covered her ears. The sounds that followed tore her heart. Looking up, it seemed like two vultures gnawed on something dead.

	And Sirma still wasn’t doing anything.

	Why? Her legs were dead. She had no strength to move. Maybe, Yana could point at her hiding place. Yes. She could share her cruel fate. At least it would make the future a little more bearable. Yana had to do it—she had to point where Sirma was hiding. 

	She didn't.

	The beasts left. Sirma finally managed to stand up on her feet. The sun was still on the same place in the sky, and yet it felt like hours had passed. Ruzha was gone. Yana was left alone, curled in a ball, hugging her bruised shoulders, her ankle bent in an unnatural direction. Sirma rushed to her broken friend.

	“I-I… I’m…” Her voice came out in stutters. “I’m so sorry!”

	The younger girl sat up suddenly, grabbed on her friend and sobbed. Sirma immediately hugged her tightly, shoving her face in her bust to muffle her voice. Her heart pounded in fear with the thought of those scoundrels coming back. They couldn’t stay here, they had to come back to the village as fast as possible.

	Sirma attempted to help her up, but Yana wailed in pain when she put pressure on her broken ankle. Sirma quickly turned around, urging her to get on her back. With great effort, Yana grabbed her shoulders and wrapped her legs around Sirma’s waist. 

	Her ankle kept hurting, so she bit on Sirma’s shoulder to stiffen a cry. Sirma gritted her teeth but didn’t make a sound. She looked around to make sure no one was coming. The first step wasn’t as hard as she thought. She was used to carrying water from the river.

	She went for the village. Yana grew heavier with every step. It wasn't long before Sirma’s legs trembled under the load. Each breath scraped her lungs. Her face flushed. Yana’s silent sobs right next to her ear made her eyes water. Sirma staggered for a moment and leaned on a tree to catch her breath.

	“They’ve taken Ruzha,” Yana spoke quietly.

	“I'm sorry.” Tears slid down Sirma’s cheeks. “I couldn’t move. I'm sorry.”

	“At least one of us was saved.”

	Hearing this was even more heart-wrenching than Yana’s silence. Why wasn’t she mad at Sirma? It would have been easier if she was. Sirma found new strength to continue forward. She would bring her back to the village, so she could be taken care of.

	Tresonche was close. The trees settled to the side, and the setting sun shone on their faces. Yana's eyes opened wide when she saw the rooftops of the familiar houses.

	Suddenly, she jumped off Sirma’s back and landed heavily on the ground. Sirma swayed in surprize and came back to help her up. But the younger girl rose to her feet and pushed her to the side with force, before running back into the woods.

	“Yana!”

	Sirma’s braid tangled in a thorny bush. It took her a few seconds to set herself free, but that was enough to give Yana an impressively big lead. She was limping, her broken ankle bending even further as she stepped on carelessly, as if she didn’t notice the pain anymore. Her eyes were wide, staring ahead without seeing anything.

	“Yana, come back!”

	Just as Sirma caught up with her, Yana’s good foot slid down and she fell in a slope. Sirma stopped at the edge and watched as her friend rolled downward, hitting rocks and exposed three roots, leaving trails of red. She stopped on the bottom of the creek and did not move anymore.

	Sirma waited frozen for a short while, staring down at her friend, hoping to see her get up on her own. Nothing. Sirma carefully climbed down. She hovered over the younger girl’s motionless body and turned her over—Yana's whole head was covered in blood. Her eyes were open and lifeless.

	Dead bodies were so alike. It didn't matter if it was a dead bird, or a dead person—a shell that once contained a soul gave off a dreadful lack of presence that made her want to put as much distance from it as possible. One of the most fundamental instincts. Even a child could recognize death.

	Sirma clutched on her head and let out a strangled cry.

	A flock of birds flew away frightened. Even the village heard. The next moment, Sirma was running with all her might. She entered the village and fell on her knees. Familiar faces gathered around her, asking what happened. She couldn't stop crying. She just pointed to the woods.
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	The scissors opened and slowly took a comfortable position around the base of the long brown braid, ready for a decisive snip. Then, a terrified gasp made Sirma freeze on the spot. She turned around to see her mother and grandmother staring at her from the door. Caught red-handed at the scene of the crime.

	“What are you doing?!” Angelina crossed the room in a few big strides and took away the crippling weapon. “Cutting your hair! Are you mad?”

	“It’s in the way!”

	“Do you want to look like a man?! Who’s going to marry you like this?”

	It had been a few days since Yana’s funeral. Ruzha was still missing. The parents of the two girls were devastated. Some of the neighbors talked about organizing a search party, but in the end, they did nothing. Not because they didn’t care, but no one believed they would find her. The village assumed she was dead.

	Grandma pulled her granddaughter in an embrace and petted her head.

	“Your hair is so pretty. All the young bachelors like long hair on a maiden.”

	Sirma scowled but tried not to raise her voice. 

	“We had a funeral, now you’re preparing me for a wedding?”

	“You have to leave the dead behind. Life goes on.”

	“Ruzha might be alive! She might have escaped! You know how sneaky she is!” The older women looked at each other in silence, making Sirma feel silly and naive. “So, we have to look for her...”

	Grandma petted her head.

	“We have to get you married. You’ll feel better when you make a family.”

	She had been hearing this too much lately. Sirma pulled away from her grandmother's gentle touch, trying not to show the feeling of betrayal eating her on the inside. It was hard to keep this in, and tears of pent up anger beaded in her eyes.

	“I did nothing.” The bitterness in her whisper easily reached her parents. “I hid behind the bush like a scared pup. If I'd done something...”

	“Then we would have lost you too.” Angelina held her daughter's face in her palms. “It's difficult to smile right now, but it's your duty. A maiden’s smile brings hope. If the village loses hope, it’s over for everyone. So, just smile.”

	“And, then what?” Sirma found it increasingly hard not to shout. “Stay at home, where it’s safe? What if one of those outlaws gets into my house?”

	“We'll not live in fear.” Her mother's voice was just as firm. “We’re not changing our way of life because of them, no matter what they do.”

	“Who's Amza Bey?” Sirma didn't miss how the mere mention of this name changed the women's faces in an instant. “I heard those thugs say it. They might have brought Ruzha to him.”

	Angelina held her daughter by the hand and looked her straight in the eyes.

	“Forget about Ruzha.” She led her to the window, where she could see the houses and the people working the field in the distance. “Look. All of them want to live and be happy. Live your life for the people you have left.”

	She was never getting an answer from her mother. Sirma’s place wasn’t here, not in this house, not among these people. She wrapped her arms around her shoulders. 

	“I keep wondering, would those monsters have taken Ruzha and Yana if they weren’t so beautiful?” She lifted her long braid in front of her eyes. “I don't want beauty if it brings misery.”

	Mom and grandma hugged her from both sides. They didn’t need to say anything. This was a burden they knew all too well. Women were weak. They could never stand up against injustice. They could only keep silent and pray they didn’t become victims.

	Sirma dried her tears before leaving the house. It was still summer. The sun kept rising like always, and the sky was clear, despite all the wrongs in this world.

	In the late afternoon, people came back from the field, rested and prepared dinner. The daily routine kept going even without Sirma's best friends. There was an unbearable fear floating in the air. People knew things were bad but tried to be positive anyway. It was just like her mother said, they desperately wanted to keep their way of life going.

	“What else should happen?!” Grandpa yelled and waved his walking stick in the air while people pretended they didn’t hear him. “Tell me, what else should happen?!”

	Sirma gently placed a hand on his shoulder. They exchanged a glance, then she hugged him tightly. He sighed sadly and whispered on her ear that he was worried. Worried not for himself, but for the young people like her. She untangled from his embrace and went for a walk through the village. The typical gossip continued.

	“I heard Yana ended her life herself.”

	“They’ve broken her. May the Lord strike them down!”

	“She’s in a better place now. No need to live in shame.”

	The word “shame” was repeated far too much since the incident. Why should Yana live in shame when she did nothing wrong? Two of the other village maidens stood on the door of the next house.

	“If this ever happens to me, I'll end my life just like Yana.”

	A few houses later, two young bachelors were talking.

	“The girls don’t even leave the house anymore.”

	“Let them stay at home where it’s safe.”

	Sirma remembered playing with everyone as a child. When she was little, everyone was her friend. Once they grew up, they sounded more and more like their parents. Now, some seemed like totally different people. She would never be able to talk to them like she did before. In fact, only Ruzha and Yana stayed her friends. Everyone else turned into strangers.

	“We told them so many times not to go in the forest.” The old gossip grannies shot their opinions loudly for everyone to hear.

	“They should have stayed home where they belong!”

	“Did you know that the neighbor saw Ruzha go in the forest alone with Plamen?”

	“I knew it! God sees everything.” 

	“They were out there looking for trouble.”

	She couldn’t listen to this anymore. The village gossipers were crueler than the outlaws. She wanted to get out of here. Suddenly, Sirma stopped in her tracks.

	Plamen was right at the end of the pathway. The boy, who was constantly angry because Sirma was faster than him, was now a man. Taller than her, stronger than her. His stone expression held a lot more pain than she could ever understand. His eyes pierced her frame, and Sirma shivered under his gaze. 

	He was secretly accusing her. Why was Ruzha gone, but Sirma came back alive and untouched? Why didn’t she do anything to keep her safe? They were friends, and yet she did nothing. Sirma wanted to tell him how much she was sorry, but what difference would that make? He walked away, sparing her his judgment. She should talk to him regardless. Maybe tomorrow. 

	Tomorrow would be easier to handle.

	The next day, Sirma did not have the strength to talk about injustice. She kept quiet. Silence came to her like an instinct. It was easy to keep quiet. And, it made the people around her less uneasy too. Women were praised for their silence and patience. It was how they handled life's burdens.

	Also, it gave Sirma more time to think. When she stopped thinking about injustices, she felt better. It was never her place to think about these things. Why should she carry a burden that was never meant for her? It was easier to do what she was expected to do.

	Going back from the field, the crowd was talking happily. Usually at this time, her voice would be the loudest, annoying the old timers to no end. But now, no one paid attention to her lack of enthusiasm. She noticed how the young bachelors struck up a conversation with the young maidens. The maidens mostly smiled and looked at their feet without uttering a word. 

	At sunset, she joined the other maidens for the evening gossip. The maidens must have forgotten their fear from yesterday because now they spoke only about marriage.

	A few eligible bachelors joined them, one showing interest in Sirma. This had never happened before. Sirma imitated the other maidens and looked down at her feet in silence. Someone commented on how charming and beautiful she had become.

	One of the maidens teased that Sirma was charming now because she had finally become a real woman. Laughter. Her heart was torn in two at these words. Did people really prefer this? They had known her since she was a child. This wasn’t the real Sirma. It was hard to keep the tears from spilling on her face.

	The bachelor kept whispering sweet nothings into her ear that she couldn’t quite follow. Sirma was so tempted to just drown in his gentleness and let go of all the thoughts that tortured her mind. But she couldn’t. She was in agony, yet this man didn’t notice. How dare he claim he loved her when he didn’t want to hear her voice?

	A strong arm wrapped around her shoulder. Her young blood could so easily be swept away from his charm. If only her two best friends were still here. Sirma did not feel like a maiden anymore. Her admirer's free hand sneakily neared her bust. She slapped his hand away and stood up on her feet.

	“Don’t touch me.”

	She walked back home. The other bachelors laughed at her suitor and his colossal failure. The maidens didn’t miss to point out that Sirma was still as rude as ever.

	At home, everyone was quiet. Not even Grandpa was in the mood to tell stories. Mother and Grandma didn’t lift their eyes from their plates, not even once. But Dad had noticed Sirma’s silence and even seemed a little uncomfortable. The look in his eyes was enough.

	The next day, Sirma skipped meeting with the maidens and bachelors. It quickly turned into the worst place in the entire village for her. Instead, she went to make dinner. Silence was calming yesterday, but today it was tiring. She wanted to talk more than ever. She wanted to scream and run. It wasn’t normal to live like this.

	She cut the vegetables while looking out the kitchen window. The village people were laughing and living their lives. In order to be happy, they wanted to forget the fear. For that, they pretended they didn’t hear her grandfather, blamed the victims, and treasured the silence. Sirma couldn't follow their example, she was rotting inside.

	The thoughts flooded her mind so completely, she didn’t notice she had stopped chopping the vegetables. She looked at the knife for a long time. Slowly, she turned it with the point edge down and wrapped her fingers around the handle firmly. She never held a knife like this before, it was comfortable.

	She looked around to make sure she was alone in the kitchen. Then, stabbed the table with the knife. Only the very tip sank in the wood. She took the knife out, raised her arm higher and stabbed the table again. More of the tip was in, but it was still shallow. She took out the knife with more effort this time.

	Another look around—still alone.

	She pulled her sleeve up and slowly pressed the smooth part of the blade into her wrist. Cool sensation. Carefully, she turned the blade, just enough to feel the sharpness against her skin, but not enough to get cut. Stabbing flesh would be a lot easier than stabbing the wood. And, it would hurt.

	Grandpa entered the kitchen, mumbling something under his breath, and Sirma continued chopping the vegetables. He looked desperate. No one listened to him, no matter how much he yelled on the street. Sirma wished she could make him feel better, but nothing came to mind. She was disappointed with the people in her village, just as much as him. 

	Well, there was one thing that could help. She walked up to him and smiled.

	“Grandpa, teach me how to use a pistol.”

	One bird doesn’t make a flock, as old people say. But a bird is still a bird. The old man looked at her in confusion before realization dawned on his face. Sirma had lost a big part of her childlike innocence. He teared up, and with a trembling hand, he caressed her face.

	“I will.”

	 

	***

	 

	Sensing that Sirma would hike the mountains alone right then and there, Grandpa decided to postpone the shooting lesson. Instead, he started with teaching her a few fighting tricks with a knife. Then a few other tricks she could do with her bare hands. She wouldn't leave the village until she learned to shoot, so the more things he manages to teach her, the better. 

	“You’re a woman, so you have one less weak spot,” Grandpa said with a smart grin. “If all else fails, aim there.”

	She nodded.

	“Can't I just aim there from the beginning?”

	“You could, but don't depend only on that. As a woman, you will be underestimated. Use this to your advantage. Let them underestimate you to the very end. Then you strike!”

	“In the weak spot?”

	“Sure, why not?”

	They kept their lessons a secret from the rest of the family. There was no need to deal with earfuls every day.

	The training lessons were short, so the neighbors didn’t get suspicious. An old man training a maiden to fight was laughable. Still, gossip was a strong force in this village. Someone had seen them, and a murmur was going around about their strange family.

	In the meantime, Sirma didn't neglect any of her housework, or the good maiden skills she should have, such as knitting and mending. Training her muscles was just another daily chore. She always insisted on carrying heavy items, like water from the river, or a big sack full of grain. It wasn't anything new for women to carry heavy loads, but she did that so often, Angelina was starting to get worried. Too much heavy work could make a woman barren, or so the grannies said.

	Sirma did not stop visiting her favorite places. Despite the ugly incident, the forest was still beautiful. The sun, the greenery, the bird-songs—no outlaw was going to take away this beauty from her.

	Every morning at dawn, Sirma ran up the hills. She could feel herself become faster and stronger. She climbed trees faster, even faster than when she was a child. She leaped from the highest branches and landed safely just like Grandpa showed her. The first few tries weren’t pleasant at all, but with each attempt, her falls became easier, lighter, graceful even.

	“Let’s teach you how to shoot.”

	Finally! Grandpa must have thought that the rigorous training would tire young Sirma at some point. She would see how difficult it was and eventually resign. But she was still there, still ready for more. She never once complained. She wasn’t even as angry and nervous as in the beginning.

	She had a purpose. The flames of her rage did not calm even a little. They simply burned at the right place—the need to be strong.

	For the shooting lessons, they had to put a lot of distance between themselves and the village, so the people don’t get startled by the gunshots. They passed the nearest forest and exited from its other side on an open grass field. Luckily, Grandpa still had plenty of ammo from his old days. The two flintlock pistols he kept were old, but they still worked perfectly.

	“For a Haiduk, the weapon is most precious.” He said. “Clean it after every use. And always check if the flint is sharp. If it’s not, the gun won’t shoot.”

	Sirma swallowed a lump in her throat. Since this training started, she viewed the firearms as the ultimate defense she could rely on to protect her. A gun not firing when you need it to sounded scary. Now she understood why grandpa started with hand to hand combat. 

	The first lesson didn’t involve any shooting. Instead, grandpa showed her how to knap the flint of a pistol. Next, he showed her how to replace it altogether, so she would never worry about her weapon abandoning her. 

	“If the gun still doesn’t work, search for a gun maker. They can fix it.” Grandpa said. “The gun maker is the Haiduk’s greatest friend. Always know where to find one.”

	With each new advice Sirma realized how little she knew about the journey she was about to embark on. But this wasn’t breaking her resolve. She was patient. 

	On the second lesson, grandpa taught her how to load a gun. How to use gunpowder. How to store bullets. Then, she was aiming. Her targets were primitive piles of pebbles, but for the first time in her life, she was attacking. The first pull of the trigger shook her entire body to the core. She wasn’t ready for it. But she was ready for the next.

	Load a bullet, aim and shoot. 

	Each time Sirma’s hands loaded faster, at times without even looking, keeping her eyes locked on the non-threatening target. Her shots became more accurate. Her body got used to standing still during each shot. Thunder and quake were contained in this small handheld item, and she kept it under control between her two palms.

	She enjoyed the power.

	One day, Sirma lay on her back on the typical training hill and stared at a green apple right above her head. She slowly pointed the pistol up and shot. Grandpa turned around just in time to see the apple fall in his granddaughter’s hand. The bullet had cut the branch that was holding the fruit with envious accuracy. For the first time Sirma took a shot without permission.

	“Don't get too cocky. It might cost your life,” Grandpa said.

	Being too proud of what you could accomplish was childish. That's why her childhood was full of it. Being a child in the real would cost greatly. She understood this. Hopefully, understanding would be enough.

	“I've heard” she started, “that there are guards in the big cities. They protect the peace and keep outlaws from stealing and murdering. Why don't we have them?”

	Grandpa chuckled.

	“Because the mountain villages are hard to get to. It's better anyway. The Ottomans are corrupt bastards.”

	Sirma blinked with confusion and curiosity. Realizing what he said wasn’t enough, the old man sat down next to his granddaughter.

	“When a village like ours has no authority, it's up to the people to govern themselves. And when this happens, thugs and bandits have all the freedom to do whatever they want and never be punished. That's why we have the Haiduks to counter this injustice. But”—Grandpa's eyebrows knitted—“years ago, after I retired, the priest made a deal with Amza Bey.”

	Sirma shifted on her spot, getting more comfortable. Her eyes opened wide, ready to take in all the information she was finally allowed to hear.

	“When thugs get together, they become stronger, like wolves. And just like wolves, a leader rises to power. Amza Bey said his bandits won’t target Tresonche if we pay an annual tax. The priest agreed because he thought it would bring peace. And it did for a while. Your parents' generation has no idea what it means to be attacked by outlaws.”

	“If we're paying a tax for safety, why did they attack Ruzha and Yana?” Sirma barely kept the bitterness from her voice.

	“Because they're animals!” Grandpa punched the ground. “People shouldn't reason with animals! These short years of peace made the people afraid to act! They don't even dare to go look for your friend, because they might anger Amza Bey. They already think they angered him when we tried to make a new Haiduk gang years ago when your brother left this world.” He sighed, and his face relaxed. “We have to put an end to this fake peace and raise our own army of people we can trust not to attack our daughters. Because this won't be the last time. They'll attack again.” 

	Sirma nodded. Grandpa nodded back, but to her it seemed like he was disappointed that it took so much time for his words to reach someone. He looked her in the eyes again and smiled.

	“We used to have our own kingdom here,” he continued. “This land all the way to the Black Sea used to be ours. But once God was angry at us and shook the land, breaking our defenses. That's when the Ottomans invaded. Or so I was told when I was little.”

	“People have forgotten about this?”

	“They have.”

	“How do you know it's true?”

	He scowled at her. He must have been asked this question a lot. Too many times he tried to explain things to the grownups of the village, only to be looked at as an old kook. Sirma didn't want to be like everyone else. Not to him.

	“I can teach you how to shoot and how to fight.” Grandpa changed the subject. “But if you stand in front of an enemy, and your knees get weak under his bloodthirsty gaze, it won't matter. You will die. You must overcome the fear alone. Once you do, you’re ready for the mountain.”
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	In a few months’ time, a young bachelor met with Strezo to ask for Sirma's hand in marriage. He was a wealthy son of a merchant, who lived in a big city and was taking up the family business. He came to their doorstep with a big carriage full of grain and riches he bought from a city market to boast with this wealth. His posture spoke of pride too.

	Sirma didn’t even know when he had seen her. She didn’t remember talking to him. He most likely had seen her work on the field closest to the merchant pathway. So, this was all it took? One glance? The neighbors were more than impressed with the big carriage, and Sirma could even sense some sparks of envy around her.

	She felt dirty being the center of his attention. 

	Thankfully, Strezo wasn’t as easily blinded by his appearance. He was a polite host to their guest and took his proposal seriously. In the end, he turned to look at Sirma’s face, which did not show even the slightest sign of positivity.

	“What do you think?” he asked his daughter.

	Sirma lifted her head up to see her father patiently waiting for an answer. He let her have the choice. She glanced at the strange man, who was now scowling, confused as to why she had a say in this. There was a moment of uncertainty, but ultimately, she spoke her mind.

	“I don’t know you.”

	That was all it took. Strezo declined his daughter’s hand in marriage and had to endure a burst of enraged yelling. Her parents ended up having to send him away. His last words were for Strezo to teach his daughter to know her place. 

	The gossip around Sirma’s personal life continued, of course. Not only did the neighbors find out she declined the proposal, but they even knew the exact words she used. How this happened, she wasn’t sure. She doubted her mother or father were interested in gossip.

	“So, what if she doesn’t know him? She’ll know him when they get married!” The old grannies laughed.

	The young maidens her age approved of her choice. The approval was short lived, however, since the next topic was how she was getting too old and might not get another chance to get married. She might be pretty, but younger maidens were growing up, and the young bachelors would very soon lose interest in her. Fortunately, Sirma had learned to tune these words out.

	Plamen vanished without a word. Most people assumed he went to look for Ruzha alone. Or better yet—Ruzha’s kidnappers for revenge. He couldn’t keep in one place either. He didn’t even tell his parents. Sirma wished she had left with him. Or at least spoken to him, like she planned.

	One Sunday, Strezo stormed inside the house and yelled.

	“Outlaws are coming!”

	The mountainous terrain around the village had made it easy to spot when someone was coming this way. Grandpa used to explain how in his young days, they had people on key positions watching for incoming enemies. This role had been abandoned for years, but the villagers still tended to look at the roads when they were close by. If a big crowd of people was coming, they would know.

	Grandma got up to her feet and went looking for something. Sirma looked at Grandpa, waiting for advice, but he said nothing. Just went to get his pistols. 

	Strezo grabbed his wife's shoulders, looked her in the eyes and said, “You have to lead the women and children to Alilitsa.”

	Angelina dropped everything and gestured at Sirma to follow her. Sirma did, but before that she hid a knife in her sleeve. Not far away from the village, only an hour and a half into the mountain, was the cave named Alilitsa. Once upon a time it was used for sanctuary when the village was under attack.

	Outside was chaos. A few of the villagers had gathered around the entrance of the church where the priest was looking at them with an empty expression.

	“What do we do, Father? Tell us!” they asked.

	The priest was supposed to be the most important person in this village. The one everyone went to for crucial advice. He had none. His eyes looked over the frightened faces of his villagers, and without another word, he went back in the church. In a minute, he came back with a big hunting rifle in hand.

	The villagers understood. All the things about peace he used to say before went out the window. They were meaningless, and he knew it. He loaded the rifle with bullets, then produced a bottle of rakia1 out of nowhere and gulped it thirstily.

	Angelina led everyone uphill.

	Sirma took one last glance behind her at the village she felt like she was abandoning. Only men and old folk stayed behind. Grandpa stood in front of the house with the pistols in hand, Grandma right next to him with a bludgeon. And Dad had found the old hunting rifle.

	The women and children reached Alilitsa and hid inside the spacious cave. It was dark and humid, the sound of dripping water echoed in the depths of its darkest parts. Daylight was getting in from the entrance, but at her current spot, all she could see was everyone's silhouettes merging into a single shadow.

	Some of the women were crying, others were praying in whispers for their husbands and fathers to stay alive. The children didn’t seem fazed at all. They looked around with interest, curious, ready to start exploring any minute, completely oblivious to the danger that befell their village.

	“Here, kitty kitty...”

	Everyone tensed. A strange male voice came from the entrance of the cave. They had found the hideout. Sirma shivered all over as the air thickened with fear. There was no way out but the entrance. Their safe space suddenly became threatening, as if any moment the walls were about to crumble and crush everyone in an instant.

	Sirma caught the sound of a familiar click and her heart pounded. Soon after, a gunshot echoed in the cave, the bullet hit the walls and ricocheted in a random direction. The women and children held on their heads and screamed in fear. 

	Sirma leaped on her feet.

	“Quiet!”

	She hadn’t been this loud in months. Her voice was louder than all of theirs, so just as the panic exploded, so did it subside. Everyone looked at her wide-eyed. Even in this darkness, she could sense their desperate plea to hear something that would give them hope. Sirma had no words for that, but maybe her actions would say otherwise. 

	She turned towards the light of the entrance.

	“Sirma...” Her mother called out, but if she turned around now, it would break her determination in an instant. 

	Every step brought her closer to the light, and her face stayed serene. She held the knife tightly in her hand, well-hidden into her wide sleeve. She could see the silhouette in the middle of the light, slowly growing and becoming more detailed.

	Grandpa used to say that when in front of an enemy, you had to show confidence. To do this, look him in the eyes. 

	Once she was out, the shadow acquired details and color. The enemy was alone. He must have derailed from the group after he saw them get into the cave. If he went back to the others, they would most certainly ambush the cave. Sirma had to kill him here.

	Her eyes got accustomed to the light, and once she saw his face, the world crumbled. She knew him. She saw him only for a second from a distance, but her mind remembered him clearly. His nose was distorted from an old injury, an injury caused by Yana before he raped her. Sirma's thought process stopped, her chest tightened, and tears gathered in her eyes.

	The scoundrel, apparently liking what he was seeing, put his gun back on the belt, grabbed her arm and pulled her out of the cave. Sirma's mind crashed and she yelled in panic. The memories from that day came back brighter than ever. Her heart couldn’t take it. 

	She saw him too soon.

	Suddenly, a hard strike across her face swung her head backward, and she tasted blood in her mouth. Her screams ceased. Her mind cleared. Sirma remembered she was holding a knife in her free hand. This very moment, she was being underestimated. Just like Grandpa had said.

	She gave the assailant a seductive look, the same look she has seen maidens give to a very special bachelor.

	His eyes changed. Whatever plans he had for her could wait. Suddenly, Sirma felt surrounded by a cloud of greedy want, thick and suffocating. She was thrown on her back, and the beast leaned his weight over her. Panic was about to overtake her again, but she wasn’t giving it a chance this time.

	His paws grabbed a hold of her dress, about to tear it open. Sirma let out a war cry, grabbed his face with one hand, tilting it upward to expose his neck, while the other sliced his throat. The blade sank into the flesh so easily. Thick blood poured on her face, but she kept slicing to make sure she did a good job.

	The man’s corpse dropped on top of her, and she pushed him off with another angry scream. His body squirmed like the bodies of slaughtered rabbits did. Sirma took a few deep breaths to calm down. Blood had gotten into her mouth, but she smiled, shaking with excitement, fear and such indescribable feeling of power.

	She wished Yana would somehow know about this. Sirma managed to get revenge on one of her murderers. That’s when the tears surfaced in her eyes. There was no way she would know it. Yana was never coming back. And, neither was Ruzha. Whatever Sirma did here, nothing would change.

	It hurt.

	A male voice cried from a distance, and Sirma saw another outlaw running towards her. She struggled to get up on her feet, holding the knife up with the blade forward. As he passed the cave, Angelina came out, holding a big rock over her head, and slammed it right into his temple. He fell and lost consciousness.

	Sirma’s mother hurried to pull her daughter into a hug. She looked terrified at her appearance but eventually calmed down when she realized all the red wasn’t her blood. After the relief followed the scolding.

	“Your grandpa taught you to fight, didn’t he?”

	Sirma smiled widely and lifted the bloody knife.

	“He’ll be proud.”

	Angelina slapped the knife out of her hand and hugged her once again. Sirma fell silent, and her body finally relaxed. The smell of her mother’s embrace brought back wonderful childhood memories, something she could never go back to. Her face was dirtying her mother’s white dress.

	There was no point in this fight. Maybe, she should stay home with her family, with the people she knew, no matter how mean they could get. Who knew? Maybe she could find happiness with the cohabitation of the whole village.

	Smoke was rising from Tresonche. Sirma rose to her feet and went close to the edge to see what was happening. The houses were on fire. There were silent echoes of gunshots. Angelina held her hand, as a sign of support, but also to prevent her from going there. Sirma knew better than to do that. Her family and her neighbors were fighting for them. She wasn’t going to make this sacrifice meaningless by irresponsibly getting herself killed.

	Angelina took out a white handkerchief and gently wiped her daughter's face from the blood before leading her back to the cave.

	The next day, the women and children came back to the village, only to find wreckage. Tresonche looked like a battlefield. The dead were gathered in one place. It was a miracle Sirma’s house was still standing. Dad was alive, but Grandma and Grandpa were dead.

	The survivors explained that the gang was more than fifty people. They ambushed the village, but the resistance was too much for them, so after some bloodshed, they eventually decided to retreat, probably to look for an easier target. Despite everything, the village did not let itself go down without a fight.

	By sunset, every victim was placed in a hole in the ground. Sirma never paid attention to the graveyard before, but now it seemed so huge. The entire village was here. Every family had lost a loved one. Sirma and her parents watched as the coffins of Grandma and Grandpa got buried.

	“Your father took a bullet for me,” Strezo spoke quietly to Angelina. “All the old timers did. They saved us.”

	Sirma found it hard to imagine the old gossip grannies doing this, especially after saying those bad things about Ruzha and Yana. But it was true that very few young ones were dead. She had heard before that people generally became better and kinder when an outsider posed a threat. Such a sad thought. People should be gentle and kind all the time.

	“Remember Grandpa’s stories?” Angelina and Strezo looked at their daughter—she was smiling. “He used to say that one Haiduk could kill five enemies with ease. Then he said it was ten, then twenty enemies. Then Grandma said that he was actually thinking about that time the chickens fled the chicken coup.”

	Angelina snickered quietly. Soon after, Strezo followed. The neighbors used to say there was something wrong with their family. They had a kook grandpa, a Haiduk son and a loudmouth daughter. Now, they were laughing at a funeral. They might have been right.

	Sirma looked back towards the wrecked village, the neighbors had already started rebuilding. Then she looked at the many new graves. Just thinking of the people who did this made her grind her teeth.

	“Why are they doing this, father?”

	“Killing makes you strong,” he answered simply. “Didn’t you feel it?”

	Sirma shrunk under his gaze. Angelina must have told him. Murder was a sin. Life was precious, no matter how bad the person was. But, if she hadn’t killed him, all the women and children in that cave might have been dead now. Sirma did not regret her decision. And, it didn’t seem like her parents blamed her either.

	Her first kill had made her stronger, she could feel it. She felt she was a lot more capable of surviving. There was a pleasant feeling of power as well. She was afraid before. She was afraid of the outlaws, the wild animals in the mountain, the death of her loved ones. It made sense that she would be afraid less after she passed this test. Instead, it only made her realize there were a lot more things to be afraid of. 

	But still, fear was a luxury for the living.

	The priest passed close to them, went straight to a complicated looking gravestone, and hid his hunting rifle in a big crack. He then picked up grass and hay from around the grave and hid it well. He turned around and noticed Sirma and her parents watching him.

	“I still support turning the other cheek.”

	He walked away. Dad placed a hand on his daughter’s shoulders.

	“Whatever choice you make, your family will always support you. Remember that.”

	He must have noticed when Sirma and Grandpa looked at each other playfully. He must have figured out what they were doing during their quality time. The old man talked about his Haiduk youth until the day he died. Nothing else made him excited. Angelina tried to keep her children away from this path. She failed with Sirma’s brother, and now she failed again. Now, she could only stay silent.

	Two men passed behind them.

	“A new Haiduk gang?”

	“Yes. They are getting together on St. George’s day in the Shar mountain.”

	Sirma turned around, eyes wide and full of hope. She turned her back to her mother and father, who looked at her sadly. Angelina was first to head home.

	“I’ll make dinner.”

	 

	***

	 

	On St. George’s day, Sirma awoke before dawn. She fixed her bed, like she did every morning, and pulled out the clothes she hid under her bed the night before—the clothes her brother used to wear when going to the Shar mountain. Including his bullet belt and powder horn.

	She crossed her grandfather’s pistols on her belt and hid a knife under her leather vest. The final weapon was her mother’s scissors. This early in the morning, Sirma would usually braid her long hair, but no need for that now. Today, she only tied it on a ponytail to ease what she was about to do. With a deep breath, Sirma cut the ponytail just over the lace. 

	It wasn’t easy. Her hair struggled against the merciless assault, putting up a fight until the very end. Once it was off, her head felt lighter. Sirma tossed the bundle of hair on the bed and couldn’t help but look at it for a moment. A tiny inner voice still tried to discourage her. It wasn’t strong enough. 

	She cut whatever was left dangling on her head until gaining the appearance of a typical young village bachelor, successfully littering the floor in the process. Now her mother would have to clean it. Like she didn’t have enough things to do.

	One last glace at her room.

	Outside, Sirma tiptoed around the neighboring houses. And, once the village was behind her, she dashed up the hill. Faster and faster, avoiding trees and bushes, she jumped over rocks and trenches. Stopping would be a sin. The space in front of her was vast, open and full of exhilarating and terrifying possibilities.
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	Sirma was high in the Shar mountain by the time the sun was up. There were open fields close by, and she suspected the Haiduk volunteers would gather at a similar place. The only problem was she didn’t know where exactly. 

	Sirma could hear the upper stream of the river flowing down to the village. Birds sang around her. The rustling of the leaves in the cool morning breeze reminded her of childhood.

	The sun was fully visible on the horizon now, and Sirma had the feeling she was running late. She targeted a tree and climbed up. It was so easy to climb while wearing pants, much more comfortable than a dress. She even didn’t have to look around to make sure no one was peeking up her skirt. The habit was still there though.

	Once she was high enough, she looked around. There was a deer walking close by. If she couldn’t find the group, she might as well try to hunt. It was spring, the mountain was bursting with life, and the temperature was merciful enough for spending the night. She would be able to survive.

	A little more wandering around and she spotted two men. They were clearly going somewhere. She decided to take a shot and make herself noticed. Sirma hurried down and landed on her feet. She ran in their direction and ended up jumping out of the bushes right in front of them.

	They both turned with guns pointed at her. Sirma instantly regretted doing this. She raised her hands up and straightened up her spine, so her chest lifted to reveal her pistols. Better show she had them but didn't intend to use them. Yet. The men looked her over and lowered the guns, when they concluded she wasn’t here to attack them.

	The older of the two stepped closer.

	“Where are you from, boy?”

	He was big and sunburned, and if she had to guess, older than forty. Even if he didn’t have a gun, his muscular stature was intimidating enough, making her think she shouldn’t make him into an enemy. Sirma swallowed and lowered her voice.

	“From Tresonche. I heard a Haiduk gang is gathering and want to join.”

	The two guys looked at each other and finally put the guns back in their belts. They seemed more relaxed after hearing her speech—pure Slavic tongue. 

	“That’s where we’re going.”

	They went on their way, and Sirma took her time to steal a glimpse of the younger companion. Unlike the old guy, he had more gentle features. Dark circles under his eyes, similar to her mother’s. Also, his arm from the elbow to the tips of his fingers had an involuntary twitch every once in a while. He kept it in his pocket, trying to hide it, and maybe ignore it himself.

	She wondered what happened to him. These two didn’t realize she was a woman. Hopefully, it would be the same with the rest. She didn’t like this. She wanted to join the Haiduk gang and depend on them with her life. Keeping such a big secret was not a good start. But she couldn't imagine any other way to be accepted.

	“We’re from Mogorche.” 

	The older one was more talkative. She knew this village, it wasn’t far from her own. In fact, a few of Sirma’s neighbors had relatives in Mogorche. It was a sheer stroke of luck these two didn’t happen to know her. Her cover might have been blown that very first second.

	“They call me Mitsov,” the man introduced himself, then pointed at the younger one. “This is Georgi. What’s your name?”

	 “Strezov.” 

	Sirma had forgotten to decide on a new name for herself, so the shock made her blurt her father’s name without even thinking. Technically, it wasn’t a lie.

	“Have you seen them? The outlaws?”

	“I killed one.”

	Both men stared at her, wide eyed and astounded. Hopeful even. Maybe this was enough to gain their trust. If their reaction was this strong, it might mean they had never killed. For a moment, Sirma felt stronger than them.

	“They attacked Tresonche, but one of them had run astray from the group. That's when I killed him. They're like wolves—it's easy when they're alone, not when they're in a pack.” 

	Using her late grandfather’s words made her feel even smarter. Mitsov seemed to approve of the analogy. Georgi said nothing, just glared into the distance. 

	“Did they attack your village too?” she asked.

	“They even stayed there,” Mitsov said through his teeth. “They made camp, like it’s their own. Killed everyone who stayed. Half the village fled in the mountain, they've been there for days. We’re going to ask the Haiduk gang for help.”

	Sirma looked at young Georgi again. So much was burdening him, but he kept quiet—he wanted to save every drop of energy for when the right time came to release all the pent-up rage and despair. A big flame burned inside him, but he controlled it well. These were exactly the type of people Sirma wanted to get with.

	The situation in Mogorche was the same as in Tresonche. Maybe worse. The survivors were hiding in the mountain temporarily, but even if no one found them, they could starve. They had to do something quickly. This time, Sirma was going to fight.

	“They came through my village too.” Sirma coughed. It was tiring to use this kind of voice all the time. “Everyone is trying to rebuild it now.”

	“And you ran away?” Mitsov sighed. “You know it’s bad, when you see young people hike the mountain.”

	It didn't take long, and they arrived at the meeting spot. Twenty-four men of all ages had gathered. There were younger boys than Sirma with gentle features, just like her. At least she wasn’t standing out. There were old people too. She could easily see how many were uncomfortable with too young and too old comrades.

	Being a Haiduk would take too much emotional and physical effort, not everyone would be fit for the job. Also, from what she had heard from the mumbles, no one had been a Haiduk before, nor had they been in a serious fight with their lives on the line. There were hunters and others who knew how to shoot, but most of them were craftsmen, shepherds, and farmers. All of them pushed to come here because they lost something.

	Sirma didn't feel any more prepared than them, but she hoped to meet actual fighters. People she could look up to and learn from, like her grandfather. Well, what was done was done. She had already left home to be with these people. Twenty-four men meant twenty-four different opinions. She could already feel a storm was coming.

	“We’ve come together,” one of the old ones spoke. “But not everyone can be a Haiduk, as you see. If any of you are uncertain, walk away.”

	Silence. No one even trembled. Most of these people did not know each other, which meant no one was going to compromise. If they started a quarrel, they would fail before they even started.

	“Listen,” she raised her voice, and everyone looked at her. “We have to work together and not argue with each other. Only the enemy deserves our hate.”

	Everyone nodded. Sirma never had the opportunity to speak in front of a group before. The attention was intimidating, but seeing people agree with her was encouraging. She said something everyone already believed in, but even so, the older folk didn’t look at her seriously. Even if they believed she was a man, she still looked like a little boy.

	“I believe,” Mitsov sounded with a thunderous voice and everyone looked at him, “that we can’t do anything without a leader. We need a voivode2.”

	“How do we choose a voivode?”

	“Just like any other gang before us!” said Mitsov. “With a test of strength, speed and accuracy! At the end, we vote!”

	“What are you doing?” Georgi's voice grabbed everyone's attention. “We don’t have time for this! We need help!”

	The others asked what he was talking about, so Mitsov quickly explained the predicament of Mogorche. The story enraged everyone, and for the first time, Sirma saw them united by their hate. Mitsov and Georgi instantly gained everyone’s support. In less than a minute, the morale was up, and everyone was ready to head into battle. 

	Luckily, Mitsov managed to stop them.

	“If we jump in Mogorche without a plan and a good leader, they’ll kill us all.” He looked at Georgi. “We won’t save anyone if we’re reckless.”

	Silence.

	“Race!” someone shouted.

	The rest followed, eager to prove themselves. Sirma did the same, so she didn't look strange. She couldn’t even hear her voice on top of theirs. Her throat was already sore.

	She wondered if the parents of the younger boys knew they were here. Her brother was just about their age when he hiked the mountain. She wondered if the then-Haiduk gang looked at him the same way. Back then, Sirma was seven years old. Her brother looked so big and strong, she couldn't imagine anyone overpowering him. And yet, he might as well have been the same as these boys who barely reached her nose in height.

	At her age, no matter how much she tried to remember, she couldn’t recall his face. Her brother was an embrace, a smile. He was the back of a dark silhouette, walking towards the blinding light of the front door. Her heart clenched for a moment.

	It was decided the first race would be of speed. Everyone stood in a line and waited for one of the old timers to walk to the end of the field where the finish line would be. He had said he had no desire to be a voivode, and instead offered to be a judge.

	Sirma braced herself in the middle of the row and waited for the sign to be given. With the corner of her eye, she noticed that the young man from her left was staring at her. She spared him a glance and immediately recognized him—Plamen from Tresonche.

	It had been months since he left the village. She thought she would never see him again. By the look he was giving her, he had recognized her as well. The male clothes didn’t serve as a good disguise for someone who knew her from childhood. Sirma opened her mouth to say something but didn’t know what.

	The judge lowered his arm, and everyone sprinted forward. Sirma and Plamen got startled from their own stupor and went last. But, nevertheless, they were faster than everyone. Fifteen-year-old Lazar and Matei were immediately behind them.

	Sirma wasn’t thinking about the possibility of being victorious in a race. She only wanted to be a part of the gang. But the way she saw it now, not only did she deserve being here, but she might as well have the chance to be a leader. The only one she needed to outrun was Plamen. He was right next to her, shoulder to shoulder.

	Should she let him win?

	No. Plamen wouldn’t want to win like that. Sirma outran him. If this was their childhood, Plamen would be looking at her long braid waving in the wind. But, not anymore. The braid was gone, and so was Sirma’s patience.

	“Strezov is first!” the judge yelled.

	For the older ones, running was a good opportunity to raise the adrenaline, but it was obvious it was too much for some. They were panting but laughing. This race was a good reminder of their youth. And a wakeup call.

	Everyone patted Sirma on the back and praised her. They thought Strezov was a stupid kid like the other two, which earned them a colorful swear from Lazar and Matei. They pushed each other playfully, but it didn’t look like the young boys were having fun. A few sparks flew between them, but fortunately there was no fight.

	“Strezov? Where are you from?”

	Sirma shivered as Plamen's voice sounded creepily close behind her. The hair on her neck stood on end, but she made sure to remain stone-faced. She turned to look at him. He was scowling, head slightly tilted to the side in wonder, as if wanting to see her expose herself. Sirma refused to grow soft under his gaze.

	“From Tresonche.”

	He did not like the sound of her lowered voice. Last time they had seen each other was after Yana’s funeral. Sirma was stronger than she looked back then. Plamen walked past her without another word. Would he expose her? Was he mad? Did he hate her? If Sirma lost another childhood friend because of this, she was going to scream.

	It was time for a short break.

	Everyone took a seat on the field and explained how to do the next race, which was going to be in shooting. Sirma sat together with Mitsov, who seemed to have lost all suspicions of her by now. She looked at Georgi, who kept walking around aimlessly, as his arm kept twitching despite his efforts to keep it concealed in his pocket.

	“Was he hurt in battle?” she asked.

	Mitsov looked at his fellow villager and sighed.

	“He was hit in the head badly. At first, he had trouble walking. He was shaking all over.” He tried to mimic with his hands but felt bad doing it, so he stopped. “I thought he was done for, but he healed. Now, just his arm keeps twitching.”

	“An outlaw did this?”

	Mitsov looked down and scowled.

	“His house is in the very outskirts of the village, almost hidden, and you can’t see it unless you go there. It’s isolated. And, the outlaws came in from that side.” He paused, Sirma already knew where this was going. “They hit him in the head and left him for dead. His wife saw it and managed to lock herself in the house. But they went to break the door.”

	“Did they get her?”

	“No.” Georgi’s voice sounded behind her. “She hung herself before they could.”

	Sirma remembered a story coming from the other end of the Empire. There was a gang of renegade Ottoman soldiers, who captured forty Slavic maidens. They stopped to have a rest for the night, while keeping the maidens trapped in a cave high up on a cliff over the Black sea. In order to escape their cruel fate, the maidens braided their hair together, and jumped from the cliff to their death.

	Even if this was just a legend, it wasn’t that uncommon for a Slavic woman to take her own life while in captivity. Everyone praised such maidens. Choosing death to being at the mercy of the oppressors. Sirma hated these stories. That couldn’t be the only type of resistance a woman could put up against an enemy.

	“How many were they?” she asked.

	“About forty, twice as much as us.”

	“Thrice even,” Georgi said. “Only a dozen people here have a chance if they enter a battle.”

	“That’s why we need a tactic,” Sirma continued. “With the race, we will see the skills of each one of us. If we utilize everyone’s strength the right way, we have a chance.”

	Mitsov smirked, loving these words.

	“That’s how we make an army.” He turned to Georgi. “We’ll free Mogorche.”

	The targets for target practice were put up, and everyone prepared pistols and rifles. They shot one by one five times each. Some of them had never shot in their lives. In most houses, there were firearms for safekeeping, usually inherited by grandparents, but never used. Some of these people just took whatever gun they had and went into the woods.

	Plamen was an accurate shot. Only he managed to take down all targets on his first try.

	When it was Sirma’s turn, she assumed a good aiming position, just like Grandpa had taught her. It was just like target practice. The targets were small, oval river pebbles, and she had to shoot them from fifty meters distance. It did not feel like a challenge. Should she boast with her skills? Of course, she should.

	She lowered the gun and turned to Georgi.

	“Give me your ring.” He looked at his hand—the marriage ring, the only thing left from his late wife. “Trust me.”

	Georgi shook his head in outrage. She knew that look. What was this stupid boy thinking? Then again, he already lived through the greatest loss in his life. Nothing could hurt him more than that, not even if he lost the golden trinket. And nothing was capable of ruining the memory of his wife either. It would still be beautiful. And it would still hurt.

	In a few seconds of silence, Sirma watched as Georgi's face changed from obvious rejection to curiosity. He was wondering what she was trying to prove. She wasn't going to disappoint him, so she waited patiently. She could see it in his eyes, he wanted to see something amazing.

	Georgi gave Sirma his ring. Mitsov scolded him for doing that. Sirma hurried to go where the targets were and put the ring on a branch before going back and aiming. Everyone shook their heads. Perfect, nothing motivated more than everyone’s lack of belief. She took the shot. The old judge looked at everyone in astonishment.

	“Right in the center!”

	It was hard to believe. Ten people went to the target to see if this was true. It was. The ring was untouched. The bullet had passed the ring and went right into the tree bark. Everyone cheered. Sirma grinned and aimed again.

	“I'll shoot again, so you don’t say I lucked out!”

	Everyone moved away from the tree. The second bullet made it almost in the same place. Grandfather had taught her well. Immediately, she felt a piercing gaze—Plamen was behind her. Sirma turned to look at him, expecting to see the hate in his eyes, but instead, there was simple annoyance. Not any different than the rage she saw when they were children.

	It was Mitsov's turn. 

	He shot all five targets and finished with an accurate shot at the tree near Sirma's bullet. Not in the ring, but it was close. The crowd fell silent and all the attention turned towards the two. The electrifying rivalry between Strezov and Mitsov was about to spark out of control. Instead, they nodded to each other respectfully.

	The crowd was ecstatic. Selecting a voivode quickly became a contest between Sirma and Mitsov. Georgi returned his ring and gave Sirma a smile—the first smile she ever saw from him. It took a lot of effort, but finally, he seemed hopeful. He looked good when he smiled.

	Sirma and Mitsov were the favorites for a voivode so far. The last match was going to be wrestling, only between the two. The outcome would decide the gang's leader. But before that, another break. Everyone sat in the shade and ate a piece of bread they brought from home.

	“Never thought I’d spar with a kid,” Mitsov said jokingly.

	Sirma smiled.

	“Do Haiduk gangs really choose a voivode like this?”

	Mitsov looked at Georgi, before explaining.

	“His father, my brother, was a Haiduk from the gang that got defeated ten years ago. I know it from him. It was a long time ago. You weren’t even born back then...” His tone slowly turned playful, but Sirma just nodded in approval.

	“I was born back then. My big brother was a part of the same gang.”

	The smile dropped from his face.

	“I didn’t want to upset you.” He said. “I used to call the ones who hike the mountain fools. They choose to get killed. That’s why I chose to live quietly. I thought living like that would bring peace. But, it doesn’t. It’s never peaceful.”

	“It will be,” Sirma promised, determined.

	Mitsov smiled.

	The time had come for the two best fighters to come face to face. They left pistols and knives aside and faced each other in the middle of a large circle made by the other members. The sun was setting, while the crowd had started betting on a winner.

	“I want a fair spar,” said the judge. “Don’t hurt each other. You’ll be needed for a more important fight.”

	Mitsov and Sirma entered the melee. He attacked like a bear, and at first, all she could do was dodge. She eluded him like wet soap, trying to tire him out. It was boring for the audience, but Sirma wasn’t there to entertain. Mitsov was tough. If he captured her in his firm grasp, it would be over. Keeping a safe distance and looking for an opening was the way to go.

	For an ordinary craftsman, Mitsov was too slick and accurate. He would be a good voivode. But Sirma wouldn’t let him win just because he deserved it. She deserved to be accepted and recognized just as much as him. And right now, she was more excited than ever. This was a real opponent. Even if she lost, this fight was going to prepare her for the real life in the mountain.

	Sirma’s blood was boiling. She longed to defeat him, yet she still had a maiden heart. The thought of entering a violent fight with a man twice her size terrified her.

	For a moment, the sky flashed before her eyes, and Sirma flew forward, made a sharp turn, fell to the ground, and kicked Mitsov right into the crease of the knee. The big man stumbled, and Sirma used the time to kick him in the temple. He blocked her leg, and she used the moment when his hands were busy to shove an elbow in his stomach.

	The air came out of his lungs in a long violent cough, and then he found himself on his back. Sirma straddled him, pulled out a knife, and pressed it to his throat. Mitsov froze. 

	“Strezov!” the old judge yelled. “I said no weapons! That’s not a fair fight!”

	Sirma looked Mitsov in the eye. For once, the man was caught unprepared. She wasn’t going to use the knife on him, but it was useful to know that in armed combat, the advantage was with her. Sirma lifted the knife from her opponent’s throat and looked at the judge.

	“Our battles will never be fair. That’s why villages burned down.” She looked at Georgi. “That’s why the survivors from Mogorche are hiding.” She looked at Plamen. “That’s why we lost our loved ones. And that’s why we’re here!” Sirma stood on her feet. “What exactly is a fair fight? Mitsov is twice as big as me, is that a fair fight? I hit him where he cannot protect himself, is that a fair fight? Fair is what losers like to bring up, so they don’t lose all their dignity. Strength and brains are the truths of this world. It’s up to us to use them for good.”

	She turned back to her fallen comrade and extended a hand. Mitsov’s eyes softened, and he took it with a smile.

	“Listen to the voivode!”

	“Mitsov, are you sure?” someone said. “He is good, but he’s too young.”

	“Who cares about age? This fine lad killed one of them. Have any of you done that?”

	Everyone gaped at this new revelation. No one else had so far been able to kill an outlaw. Sirma was the only murderer here. Nevertheless, she looked at them and saw the approval in their eyes. One by one, they voted with her name. She was chosen by everyone, including Plamen, to be a voivode. 

	It was getting dark, so the Judge, that’s how they were going to call him from now on, offered to accommodate everyone in his house in the nearest village. The moment they arrived, Sirma could smell the fear she knew so well from Tresonche. The merciless tension of awaiting some great tragedy. The air, the sky, the trees, and grass, they all said, “this village will be next.”

	She was not the only one who felt that way. Word of the cruel gangs of outlaws had spread everywhere, even here.

	Everyone sat in the large house, where they discussed what would happen from now on. Sirma offered only the dozen healthiest members to be part of the active gang. The ones who were older she asked to help in a different way, such as offering accommodation in different villages and be responsible for supplying them with weapons and new clothes if needed.

	The young ones would be best suited to be messengers while they trained alongside the others. And, with some luck, in a few years, they could join the active members if they wanted.

	“What do you mean? Of course, we want to!” said young Lazar.

	Sirma smiled.

	“I don’t know, maybe you'll find a reason not to hike the mountain.”

	“Like what?”

	The rest chuckled playfully.

	“Like finding a bride,” Georgi spoke from the far corner.

	Everyone burst out laughing. Lazar and Matei swore it would not happen. They had decided what to do and not allow any brides lead them astray. That made everyone laugh even harder.

	Plamen kept quiet the entire time, listening to everyone plan and joke around. It didn’t seem like he disapproved of anything, but Sirma couldn’t help but notice the feeling of detachment painted on his face. She knew this expression so well. It was her expression the last year in Tresonche.

	Her childhood friend walked outside. Sirma cautiously followed. Crickets played their song. There was no wind. The laughter from inside was becoming too loud. Almost like this wasn’t a mob planning to assault a gang of violent criminals, but just a gathering of neighbors having dinner.

	Plamen stood alone, looking into the darkness of the horizon. Sirma slowly walked next to him. She needed a talk with a close friend more than ever right now.

	“I thought I’d never see you again,” she said quietly, making sure no one listened to them.

	“You thought I was dead?”

	“Everybody did.”

	Plamen must have already realized what made her leave the village and come here. The feeling of worthlessness was enough to turn your life around. It wasn’t foreign for anyone. But very few gathered the courage to rebel. Turn their back on everything they’ve ever had and look for a solution elsewhere. They shared this fate together.

	“Will you give me away?”

	“What are you trying to do here, Sirma?”

	She looked down at her feet before looking him in the eyes.

	“It was my fault we lost Ruzha and Yana.” Her childhood friend's face didn't even flinch at that. “When we were attacked, I was hiding and didn't do anything. I think I might do something here.”

	Plamen snorted, like an adult would to a child.

	“If Ruzha had anywhere to hide, I would have wanted her to do so too.” He paused, the hurt in his eyes was still there after a whole year. “At least one of you was saved.”

	He had forgiven her. Sirma wanted to cry on the spot.

	“You were in Tresonche when they attacked again?” She nodded, and he hesitated a little before asking the next thing. “My family…”

	“Your parents were killed.”

	She hurried to deliver this fast. Plamen must have expected to hear it. He had his own demons to battle. The guilt that was holding onto Sirma as she left Tresonche must be even stronger with him. But they could share it. Having each other’s company might be exactly what they needed to keep walking forward.

	“And, you managed to kill one of them?”

	“I did.” Sirma nodded. “He was Yana’s murderer.”

	Plamen slowly turned head to Sirma.

	“You got revenge.” He whispered.

	“No. There were three of them. Until we find the other two, it’s not done.” She stared him firmly in the eyes. “I’ll slaughter them. And, bring Ruzha back.”

	Plamen looked at her from head to toe. His eyes were confused by her disguise, but with each second, he was getting used to it and starting to recognize his childhood friend. He had been fighting alone for the past year with no one on his side. Now, he was backed with a whole group of eager fighters, with an old friend in the lead. He wasn’t alone anymore.

	“Then, I’m with you.”

	Sirma closed her eyes and took a deep breath. It was hard to be determined among the invisible demons, who kept repeating to her she wasn’t worthy to do this. She wasn’t strong enough. Her opinion didn’t matter, so she shouldn’t make noise. But she wasn’t alone. She opened her eyes, filled with confidence.

	“Rest well tonight. There won’t be any rest tomorrow.”
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	The song of morning birds didn’t sound like the one she awoke to every morning. These were different birds from a different tree in a completely different village. Sirma didn’t even open her eyes, and a part of her was scared, wondering where she was.

	Once she was awake, Sirma remembered everything from yesterday: how she ran away from home, met new people, and decided to walk a dangerous road. And not just that, she also became the leader of a whole gang of insane people like her.

	Sirma rose from the floor, and her bones cracked in several places. The floor was hard. She was used to her bed. Well, considering the life she had chosen, from now on she might have to consider the presence of a roof over her head a luxury. On the other hand, this was the first night she had spent away from her village, and it was exciting.

	Her whole gang was lying around her, many were snoring. She remembered her father and his loud snoring. She chuckled under her breath, but then her smile vanished. Her parents would have noticed she was gone by now. They must be worried sick. Sirma did leave them without a goodbye at a very bad time. But they knew why she did it. She could only hope that they would forgive her.

	There was someone in the backyard. Sirma rubbed her face and leaped over the sleeping men until she stepped outside. Georgi had gotten up ahead of everyone and was walking around in the yard. She walked up next to him and looked in the direction his eyes were staring firmly.

	“Is Mogorche that way?”

	“Just walk in a straight line, and you won’t miss it.” He said. “When me and Mitsov left, we were certain they didn’t know about the cave, but who knows…”

	“Fearing the worst will only break your spirit before you even started fighting,” Sirma interrupted. “Hope for the best instead.”

	He closed his eyes for a moment. Of course, he knew this. But, how could anyone stop the negativity when it clouds the mind so much? Sirma placed a hand on his shoulder.

	“Don’t underestimate mothers or children. They’re not flowers that die from a little shade. We’ll bring the people back to the village. I promise.”

	Georgi gave her a long look. Sirma wondered whether she had crossed a line but did not let the confidence drop from her face. She was a leader now, so she shouldn't be nervous in front of her own followers. Judging by the way his eyes changed, Georgi must have regained some optimism back.

	The others awoke. The Judge offered breakfast of bread and water, like a good host. While they ate, Plamen explained everything he had learned about their enemy during his time of wandering.

	“Different gangs don’t communicate with each other. You have one group here, and one group there, but they’re not working together. They teamed up when they attacked Tresonche and Mogorche, but they’re not truly united. Their strength is in their numbers, and they have a lot of firearms.”

	“Our guns are limited,” Sirma said. “Judge, do you know any gun makers?”

	The Judge smirked.

	“You're looking at one.”

	Everyone was surprised. It turned out that shed he had in the back yard was a workshop. So, their old host was a talented craftsman as well. It was a relief and a great source of motivation. The weapons maker was the most important ally of the Haiduks. The mission seemed much more possible now. 

	Sirma turned to the others.

	“Today, we head to Mogorche and ambush them at night while they sleep.” She sensed some disapproval at this suggestion. “Since we’re few in number, we should resort to an unfair fight. It’s the only way. Remember, we’re not doing this for personal glory. We’re doing it to bring the women and children back to Mogorche.”

	Sirma observed everyone’s faces as they agreed one by one. It was refreshing to see how almost all of them considered the fair fight so important at first. It only proved this gang wasn’t formed by criminals and delinquents.

	“We will kill. Whoever hasn’t killed before will learn tonight.”

	The last sentence made the air thicker in the room. This was going to be a mental challenge for everyone. Still, Sirma’s gang was determined. Would it be the same when the time came to strike? She would have to wait and see.

	Sirma rose on her feet.

	“I don’t know if all of us will return, but we’ll call ourselves a Haiduk gang only after we succeed. If we don’t have at least one good deed behind our backs, then we’re no different than the other mountain scoundrels.”

	Everyone approved.

	At sunset, the gang arrived in Mogorche. They scattered around the village and stood in strategical places, where the thick forest hid them well and gave them easy view to the village. Sirma instructed everyone to wait for her signal. Lazar and Matei were charged with the important task of going around and informing everyone of all new things they had seen on either side.

	The situation in this village did not look as bad as Tresonche, at least not from above. There weren't any burning houses, but it was easy to see some doors and windows had been ripped out. Smoke came out from the chimneys of several houses. Figures entered and exited sometimes, not doing anything, just walking around aimlessly. A few seemed drunk.

	As night fell, they lit candles in several houses. Even from this far, she could hear the loud drunken cackle from the key places. Now, she knew where to start. After some time, the candles went out and most of them scattered in different houses. A few night-watchers were walking around. It was impressive that they still had enough brains to have people on guard while the others slept.

	After a lot of running around, young Lazar came for the third time to report.

	“Four sentries. Our guys are locked on all of them and can go down at any time.”

	“Are you ready?” Sirma asked the boy.

	Lazar nodded. The signal was given, and everyone heard it. The sentries had to be dealt with first. Sirma crept into the darkness towards the closest one but stopped as she saw two others from her gang had already targeted him.

	Lazar and Matei slipped unnoticed towards the enemy. They jumped him from behind, and while one kept a hand to his mouth, the other cut his throat, raising minimum noise. Impressive. Not only was the kill masterful, but the two of them worked together so well.

	As soon as they released the corpse, both froze and stood there, looking at their deed lying dead in their feet. Completely oblivious to their surroundings, their minds were blank. Sirma was too fast to judge. They were still kids, and this was their first kill. 

	She was about to go help them come to their senses, but Plamen was faster. He silently gave a sign to follow him, and the boys did. They went into the first house.

	Sirma sighed in relief. Her heart was pounding with worry. She tried to organize this gang, and they seemed to follow her words, but she couldn’t help holding in a good amount of pessimism about this mission. She was responsible for everyone’s life, and she couldn’t even see what most of them were doing at this moment. 

	From her other side, she noticed a dark figure moving—another sentinel. Georgi was going for him. The human body had such an easily understood language. Even in the dark, Sirma was certain from his posture that he was full of hatred and desire for revenge.

	He was still far away from the sentry and wasn't yet spotted. He aimed with his pistol, and Sirma's blood pressure dropped. What was Georgi doing? A gunshot would wake up the others, and the whole plan would go to hell. She instructed them not to use firearms and use the silence. 

	Or, did she?

	She didn't say it, but she thought it was obvious. This was bad. She couldn't get his attention. Georgi's arm twitched. He was still unable to use a gun. After a few more long seconds of unsuccessful aiming, he put the pistol back on his belt. He leaped forward, grabbed the sentry from behind and broke his neck silently.

	Sirma let out a sigh of relief. This was a lesson—orders should be clear to the point. She hoped the others had just as much luck with dealing with the other two sentries on the other side of the village. It was time for her to join her comrades in this mission. She entered the first house.

	Only one outlaw was snoring in there. She slowly entered the room, trying her best to avoid the squeaky parts of the hardwood floor. She took out a dagger and held her breath as she lifted her hand over her sleeping victim. She didn't know him, and she knew what he did only by word of mouth. It was enough to judge him unworthy for this world.

	Using all her strength, she stabbed the man in the gut. He let out a sound, but she muffled his mouth. He was squirming, trying to somehow resist. Sirma twisted the blade inside him—such a sickening sound. His body went limp, and she finally let him go.

	The stillness of the night was undisturbed. This kill was much easier than her first one. Grandpa used to say that each new kill would be easier than the last. Did that mean she would eventually grow completely numb to it? Would taking a life become no different than sitting on a chair? What a scary thought.

	Next house.

	Still no gunshots outside. Everything was going according to plan. Yes, she believed her gang was going to accomplish this mission. 

	Sirma entered her second house with a lot more determination than before. Quietly, she walked through the darkness towards her next victim. She entered the first room, knife ready in her hand. There was no snoring in this room. She came close enough to see that the bed was empty. And there was movement behind her.

	So, this was it—she was going to die here.

	But instead of a shot, she heard fast steps going for her. Whoever was behind her attacked with a knife. Sirma ducked in the dark and, with an elegant twist, forced her foot right in her enemy's kneecap. The outlaw screamed and fell on the wooden floor, his knife sliding on the wooden floor.

	Sirma rose to her feet and noticed the lights shining from the windows of the other houses. This scream was enough to wake up the rest. No point in being silent anymore. Hopefully, Plamen and the others had managed to kill as many as possible. She took out her pistol and pointed it towards the squirming creature on the floor.

	She put away the gun and kicked his other kneecap instead, dislocating it just like the first. More wailing, she even saw the shine of tears on his face. So, this is how it feels to be an abuser, looking at your helpless victim crawling at your feet. No wonder so many of them chuckled at the view, it was pleasantly addicting.

	Sirma wished to hear him beg for mercy, but the scoundrel just moaned like a child. A smirk appeared on her face, and she stepped firmly on top of his throat. She let him choke only for a short while before stabbing his gut. Once wasn't enough, so she stepped on his throat harder and stabbed him again.

	The entrance door of the house opened, and she heard the voices of two who weren't from her gang. She had spent too much time indulging herself here.

	Never mind, she still had the darkness on her side. The outlaws outside were scrambling to light torches, except the ones that came for her. That was their biggest mistake. Sirma hid in the shadows of the entrance hallway with both her pistols aimed and ready. The shots shined light on her only for a moment, and the two outlaws fell dead.

	She used the time to reload. No need for light. She kept her eyes fixed on the door in case someone else invaded.

	No one did. 

	Gunshots echoed from outside. It was dangerous moving around, but she couldn’t do anything by staying in this house. Her gang needed her. She had to join the shootout. Sirma got out and found a place to hide. Bullets flew around her, and her heart felt like it was about to burst. 

	There was a cart without one wheel close by, and she hid behind it. She felt safe only for a second when she heard an enraged cry over her head. She looked up and saw an outlaw jumping out the window right on top of her. Sirma fell on her face and dropped her weapons.

	Sirma extended a hand towards the closest pistol, but it was out of reach. She couldn't move the outlaw's weight from her. Instead she grabbed a palm-full of dirt and threw it in his eyes. With an elbow in his gut and a punch under his chin, she managed to get him off her.

	Sirma pushed him into the cart, letting it topple over, and a huge pile of firewood fell on his head. He didn't move anymore. Sirma got her weapons back in her hands where they belonged and hid behind the toppled cart near the dead body. She allowed herself a few seconds to catch her breath and mentally forbid herself to lose her weapons again. 

	She grinned. It sounded like something Grandpa would say. Plamen hid behind the same cart.

	“Are you hurt?”

	“No, you?” He shook his head. “How many did you kill?”

	“I don’t know, but there are only a few left!”

	Sirma’s eyes widened. A few? Did they actually succeed? She managed to smile for a moment, but then the smile dropped into a scowl. Her gang was amazing, and yet she failed them. She let herself drown in the intoxicating feeling of power, taking her time, letting it transform her into the exact thing she despised, even if just for a few unforgivable seconds. 

	She would never allow this to happen again.

	Someone stumbled behind the cart, desperate to hide from the bullets—an outlaw. He did not expect to find his enemies there. From this close, however, Sirma recognized him.

	“You...”

	One of the faces that kept her awake at night—the one who kidnapped Ruzha. Sirma couldn't say anything else, but the look on her face was enough for Plamen to know what it meant. He reached to grab him, but the scoundrel dashed away.

	The rest of the Haiduks left their hiding places and let out a victorious roar. They had done it. Most of the bandits who had captured Mogorche in a death grip were dead. Some ran away. Sirma rose to her feet to see her gang. No one was killed, several were injured, but with mostly flesh wounds. The gang would live.

	She turned to Plamen, only to realize he wasn't there. Sirma looked around frantically until she saw him running out of the village and into the woods after the outlaw. Sirma had never seen him run so fast. Whatever she was feeling after the loss of her friend, Plamen's pain must have been so much worse.

	He shouldn’t be alone.

	Sirma dashed after them through the forest. The trees were fooling her vision, but the moving figures in front were easy to follow.

	They exited the forest and entered an open meadow just in time for the full moon to appear behind the clouds. Plamen pushed the bandit to the ground. He smashed the enemy's face with his fists over and over until the body beneath him stopped struggling.

	“Where is she?!” he yelled at his barely conscious face. “Where is my Ruzha?!”

	Sirma had stopped at a respectful distance from them, hoping to hear a response. There was none. Another strike. Still nothing, just painful wailing. That man had no idea who Plamen was asking about. Of course, he didn’t remember. It’s been a year since then. The young Haiduk cried and resumed beating the enemy until his fists bled.

	If only this scoundrel knew why he was being punished. Another injustice. He had to know why he was hated. When he hurt one person, he hurt everyone who loved them. This is what it meant to start a circle of hate. Hatred always came back to the one who started it. But, if he didn't understand, then what was the point of doing this?

	Who was going to learn all these lessons?

	Once Plamen was tired from beating him, he tightly squeezed his throat. Weak hands grabbed his wrists, and his tongue stuck out before his eyes rolled back in his head. Sirma flinched at the sight—this was how violence looked like from the side. Yet, she felt such pleasure from it a while ago.

	Once there was a corpse beneath him, Plamen's body relaxed as he tried to catch his breath. Was he thinking the same things as Sirma right now? He started laughing. Sirma shivered, this wasn’t normal. A moment later, the laugher turned into weeping. Her childhood friend crouched over the corpse, grabbed the man by the collar and shook him, angry that he was dead.

	Plamen just killed him, yet it wasn’t enough. Nothing would ever heal the monstrous gap in his heart. Something Sirma learned with her very first kill. Revenge was meaningless. Sirma pulled her friend off the corpse and into a tight embrace. He continued to cry on her shoulder.

	“Please, stay with me,” she whispered in his ear. “You have to fight alongside me and all those men. Please, don’t leave me now when we’ve succeeded.”

	“Can we still find her?” Plamen asked, and Sirma swallowed a lump in her throat.

	“We can.”

	Even Sirma was seeing the naïve ridiculousness of this statement. It took her a whole year, but now it dawned on her—Ruzha was lost forever. Plamen knew this too. He didn't seek truth right now, he just needed someone to give him hope. That much she could give. Without hope, there was no future.

	On the way back, Plamen slowly returned to his previous self. By the time they entered the village, it was as if he hadn’t broken from grief just now. The rest of the gang was seated outside, ready to start a banquet.

	“Mitsov and Georgi went to bring back the villagers!” someone informed them.

	“Why are you all sitting around?” Sirma yelled angrily. “Carry the bodies into the forest!” She grabbed the closest corpse by the feet. “I want the village to be cleaned until the villagers arrive!”

	Plamen grabbed the corpse on the other side, and they dragged it to the woods. Their new task was to go through every house and bring the corpses out. Surely, no one wanted to come back home and see a dead man inside. After they gathered everyone in the forest, they shoved them in a pit, which they later buried as best as they could manage.

	 

	***

	 

	Morning came, but there was no sun on the horizon. Rain. Grief was hanging onto the entire village. Mogorche had suffered much greater losses than Tresonche. 

	The Haiduks took some rest in Mitsov’s house. While the gang stayed indoors, Sirma went out. The rain felt good. She was physically and mentally tired, yet she couldn't sleep. It was over. She looked at her hands—the hands that killed so many people. It happened last night, but it felt so long ago. Sirma wasn’t weak anymore, and this was scary.

	The women and children of Mogorche came back from the mountain and were currently working in the rain, fixing roofs, walls, doors, trying to salvage whatever was left whole or uneaten. Sirma had the urge to help, but it felt like she would only bother them. These weren’t the villagers she knew.

	And she might not be able to work simple tasks like this again. They were so meaningless compared to the memory of blood on her hands. When she closed her eyes, she could still see the frightened faces of the outlaws, the reflection of the full moon in the blade of her knife, and the thirst for blood that filled her up so completely. 

	Her hands weren’t trembling. She had no remorse. Her mind, although tired, had seen everything so clearly. She enjoyed this power. Heroes shouldn't have such feelings. She looked up at the sky and closed her eyes, waiting for a divine punishment for the slaughter she had led. But none came. The rain was a caress.

	Sirma heard footsteps. A young woman approached her. Sirma turned around and looked at the uncertain woman. She uncovered the bundle she held in her hands to reveal a sleeping baby’s head. 

	“He came to the world just last night,” she said, smiling with tears in her eyes, before covering the newborn from the rain. “He would have frozen to death if we stayed another day in the mountain. I lost his father, I lost my parents, but I still have something to live for. Thank you.”

	Sirma opened her mouth to say something, but she didn’t know what. This woman was just about her age. They looked at each other in silence for a few more seconds before she went back home. Sirma looked at her house for a long while before finally letting a smile grace her face. What they did mean something after all.

	After some more walking around, she noticed a path leading outside of the village. There was a hill that took up most of the view continued by the thick forest. Among the trees was a single humble house. A lone figure stood in front.

	It was Georgi.

	Sirma looked back at all the trees. Mitsov was right when he said his house was isolated. Georgi just stood there in the rain, completely drenched, looking at his house, yet not daring to enter. He might have been standing there for a while. He would catch a cold if Sirma didn’t do something. Then again, she herself wasn't much different.

	She took a deep breath and stood next to him.

	“You didn’t expect that I'd keep my promise, did you?”

	Georgi smiled sadly.

	“I didn’t.”

	She would urge him to go inside, but it might not be her place. If he didn’t go in already, he might as well never do it again. His eyes emptied in an instant, as if the soul left his body. For a moment, Sirma was terrified. She looked into his eyes and saw nothing. He might as well have been a dead man. Thankfully, this only lasted for a second. He looked at her, and the life energy was back on his face.

	“I’ve been thinking where my place is.”

	Georgi seemed like he wanted to be angry, but there wasn’t anyone left to be angry at. His hand twitched, and he scowled at it. There was no way to return to his old life anymore. Even if he did, this village was empty for him now. He gritted his teeth and clenched his hand.

	“My place is with you, voivode.”

	After a few more days, Mogorche came back to life. The survivors worked to make their village as vibrant as it was before. Mothers and widows worked at home, on the field, and looked after their kids. None complained. They helped each other. The kids laughed, played, and helped with whatever they could.

	This was the only proof the leader of the gang needed to affirm what they did was good. After a while, Sirma gathered everyone and, for the first time, spoke as a voivode.

	“Starting today, we are a Haiduk gang.” Everyone cheered, and Sirma gave them a sign to shut up. “The Haiduk gang is a battalion. A battalion needs something important.”

	Among the crowd stepped a young maiden holding a long bludgeon wrapped in a green cloak, neatly mended with a golden thread. Sirma got down and took it from the maiden's hands. She then untied the thread, and the cloth unveiled, presenting a dark green flag with golden embroidery at its edges.

	“We’re going on a path of violence in order to keep the peace. We must be firm, so we don't break under the guilt of taking a life, but also tender, so we don't end up like the enemies we fight. In these moments of weakness, I want you to look at this flag and remember what we achieved here in Mogorche.”

	Sirma looked at every one of her comrades. They were no longer the inexperienced crowd that first gathered in the mountain. They had tasted danger, murder, and now, real appreciation of the good work done. These were the people Sirma wanted to be with.

	“Mitsov will be our bayraktar3.” The old man looked up surprised as Sirma handed him the flag. “This is the symbol of our duty. Keep it safe.”

	Mitsov took the flag and tightly wrapped his fingers around the handle. Then he lifted it high and vigorously waved it in front of everyone. Cheers followed.

	“From now on, there needs to be discipline. So, no rakia.” Everyone booed their voivode. Sirma expected this. “If someone is drunk, they’re unfit to fight. Only those who aren’t afraid of being killed in their sleep can drink.”

	Several people reluctantly crossed their arms like stubborn children. At least they realized how important it was to have sober heads from now on.

	“Same goes for women,” Sirma continued. “If any one of you wants to get married, you're out of the gang. Otherwise, you’re hereby married to the flag. And remember, I’ll punish anyone who abuses their power and does evil.”

	Everyone looked at each other and nodded. Obviously, each of them knew what it meant to betray his word. One way or another, each of them had seen such examples in their life. Mitsov was first to suggest.

	“If someone steals from an innocent, he should get twenty lashes and then be forced to return the stolen thing two-fold!”

	Approval was everywhere. Being a leader was tough. Sirma had to be firm and unforgiving, but in moderation. The idea of punishments might as well be a step back for her gang's trust, but when Mitsov was backing her up. She was right to choose him as a second in command.

	The others started to think about other penalties.

	“If someone kills an innocent, he gets a hundred lashes, we kick him out of the gang, and all his belongings should go to the murdered one’s family!”

	“If someone attempts to take the honor of a maiden—”

	“Death!” Plamen interrupted and everyone went silent.

	Sirma gave her childhood friend a look before nodding in approval.

	“Death.” 

	All eyes widened at the severity of this punishment. 

	“B-but in my village, we just marry them.”

	Sirma rose her eyebrow.

	“Who's we?”

	She had heard of this custom. Many of the grannies around Tresonche talked about it as something good, something that saved the family from shame and turned a bad deed into good. But then she imagined Ruzha defiled and broken, being forced to marry the abuser who destroyed her life. Something wasn’t right with people.

	“Only death is a good punishment,” Plamen said again with venom in his voice.

	“But, voivode,” the two others tried to argue again.

	“What's wrong with you two?” Mitsov stepped between them and their leader. “Anything you want to share?”

	It took some hesitant silence, but one by one, the men about them began to nod and agree. The two shrunk under Mitsov's gaze, and with slow steps, they put distance between themselves and the whole gang. Grave silence surrounded everyone before the bayraktar pulled out his pistol and shot at their feet. The deserters ran away in fear.

	Sirma expected this. It wasn’t easy to make so many people happy and content with their chosen path. Opinions would vary. But certain rules needed to be followed. Whoever couldn’t or didn’t want to follow the main goal of the Haiduks was unnecessary load. She wasn’t even mad about losing these two. Scum had no place in her gang.

	“Traitors will also be punished by death,” Sirma continued as if nothing happened. “I’ll say it only once, so remember these words. Strong people protect. They don’t hurt the weak.” She took out a knife and raised it to the sky. “I hereby swear upon my life to never fight for material gain, personal pleasure, or revenge. I fight for peace. For this I’ll give my life! I swear!”

	“I swear!” the gang shouted in unison.
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	“Are we seriously spending the night in the mountain?” Matei complained as the Haiduk gang climbed uphill.

	“People’s hospitality has limits,” Sirma explained for the umpteenth time. “We can’t expect our allies to always provide us with shelter.”

	“And if we have to come back to the same house every night, we can’t be on the lookout at all the roads,” Mitsov added. “We have to spread our forces wide, right voivode?”

	“Right.”

	Matei pouted like a child. Sirma expected people who came from the foot of the mountain to complain. Most of the gang already seemed tired, and it had only been a couple of hours. Some of the members had to stay in the nearby villages, and the house of the Judge was always going to be a place for everyone to gather. But in order to do the real job of a Haiduk, the way Grandpa had told it, they had to learn to survive the mountain.

	There was a lot of panting behind her. Maybe she should have chosen a more merciful path instead of this steep shortcut. 

	“Come on, everyone.” She turned back to look at them. “Fifteen more minutes and then the path is flat.”

	“Really?”

	Matei’s eyes shined with hope. So adorable. Now, she felt guilty for lying. Plamen was right next to Sirma, looking at her questioningly. He was the only one who could keep up with her so far. She continued on her way.

	An hour later and Matei moaned again.

	“We should have reached the ridge by now.”

	“Yes! Just fifteen minutes!” Sirma said shamelessly.

	A few of the members snickered behind her. Poor Matei was the only one who didn’t realize what she was doing. Sirma was so glad she was walking in the lead, so no one would see her grin. This was mean, she shouldn’t do this to him.

	Lazar spotted something on the side. He stopped, pulled out a knife and threw it at a tree. Suddenly, the screeching sound of a dying animal startled everyone from their bath. The boy went to get back his knife and lifted a dead squirrel for everyone to see.

	“I caught dinner!” he yelled proudly.

	“You’re going to eat that?” Someone pointed at the dead creature with disgust.

	“Why not? What else is there to eat?”

	“That was a good throw, Lazar.” Sirma praised him. “But you should get a gun. A knife isn’t enough when fighting.”

	“Guns are heavy,” he said.

	“If a bear stands before you, would you prefer to defend yourself with a knife, or with a gun?” Mitsov asked.

	“Speaking of which, look at this!” Plamen yelled from the front and pointed at a lump of feces. “This is bear poop.”

	Everyone gathered around to look at it. 

	“How do you know?” someone asked.

	“It’s big and full of berry pits.”

	“Bears eat berries?”

	“They eat everything. But, notice how fresh it is? The bear is close by.” Plamen smirked at Lazar. “How’s that gun sounding now?”

	“Well…” The young boy shivered.

	“Stop scaring them.” Sirma pulled everyone’s attention. “Don’t worry, bears hear you from very far away. They stay away from people.”

	Plamen shrugged.

	“Unless you stand between the bear and its cub. Then, no one can save you.”

	The last thing Sirma wanted was to scare people from hiking the mountain, but it was true. And, unfortunately, there were bears in the Shar mountain. She nodded approvingly and already could feel several people lost desire to keep going. She didn’t blame them. Sleeping in the wilderness with wild animals lurking around wasn’t as heroic as people made it sound.

	Everything they were doing was going to be dangerous, but this was the path they chose.

	“So…” Matei sounded again. “How much longer?”

	“Fifteen minutes!” Mitsov said and everyone laughed.

	“I hate you.” Matei glared daggers at the old bayraktar.

	Well, this time it wasn’t a lie. The gang finally reached the ridge of the mountain, and the view was breathtaking. Greenery as far as the eye could see. Layers of fields, forests and rock formations unfolded in a beautiful painting, combined with the vast blue sky. And far in the distance was a barely spotted mirage of highest peaks. For now, there were no plans to go there, but who knew what the future would bring?

	“This is where we’re going.” Sirma pointed at a noticeable hole in the closest rock formations. “This cave will be our first hideout. We’ll supply it with provisions—weapons, ammunition, blankets and herbs in case someone is wounded. Also, firewood, matches, pots, spits, you get the idea.”

	Every one of the members was loaded with bags that contained said provisions. Sirma had spent her entire childhood playing in the mountain and knew how inhospitable it could get. The more hideouts like this she manages to supply, the better chances this gang had to survive.

	“Deer,” Mitsov said and pointed in the distance.

	It was hard to see among the trees of the forest, but it was undoubtedly a deer. The bayraktar had said he was experienced in hunting, so Sirma let him do whatever he knew how to do. He pulled the hunting rifle off his shoulder and stepped closer, but not too close. The entire gang went silent, already expecting the delicious dinner.

	Mitsov pulled the trigger, and the deer ran away. For the first time in her life, Sirma was able to see twenty men hang their heads in disappointment. Not only that, but the loud gunshot has undoubtedly scared off every other animal that was close by. 

	“It’s been a while since I hunted,” Mitsov said. “Sorry, everyone.”

	“Who has it good now?” Lazar showed off the dead squirrel he was still holding.

	Sirma had gathered quite a lot of wild strawberries and raspberries on the way. They were very sweet, and she knew from experience what a source of energy they were. They wouldn’t be able to feed the entire gang, but it was something. 

	She turned towards the cave and saw exactly what she didn’t want to see—a low cloud heading right for them. She hated when this happened.

	“Everyone hold onto each other!” she ordered.

	She grabbed on Plamen’s hand, while he grabbed onto the one behind him. Hopefully, the rest did the same, as she couldn’t look back. There was something hypnotizing in the way a cloud was coming at you. She had seen it so many times before and still couldn’t take her eyes off it. The color grey covered everything—the vast blue sky, the greenery, the sun, even the ground. 

	It was impossible for Sirma to even see her own feet. There was no horizon anymore, just a wall of grey. The feeling of dampness was already sticking to her face. She looked back. Plamen was still here, holding her hand, but the rest of the gang behind him was invisible.

	“Are everyone holding hands?” she asked loudly and heard approval from most. 

	But not everyone. Why were they doing this? Didn’t they realize how important it was to hear everyone’s voice in such a situation? She looked at Plamen for advice, but he just shrugged his shoulders. There was no way to be well prepared for everything, she just had to accept this.

	And standing here with everyone was the worst thing she could do. In some cases, waiting for the cloud to pass might have been a good idea, especially when it was hard to see where she was going. But there was no way to know how big it was. It was not uncommon for an area to be shrouded in a cloud for days. And she knew the way to the hideout. It wasn’t that far, so they had to get a move on.

	“Listen, everyone!” she yelled again. “Don’t let go of each other! We’ll walk slowly! Watch your step!”

	There were another few approving answers. Well, this was enough for now. She had to lead them to the cave. Sirma pulled out the walking stick she carried on her back and tapped the ground with it to make sure she was still on the path.

	They managed to walk a great deal of the way, but at one point, Sirma was certain her face was completely wet. The same could be said about her clothes. It wasn’t just dampness anymore, it was raining. And, then everyone heard it—thunder. Thunder that sounded closer than anyone had ever heard before.

	No, they couldn’t have such bad luck. They simply couldn’t be inside a storm cloud! This was an open space, not even a single tree in sight. They might as well have been targets for lightning. Suddenly, the whole sky went ablaze for a second and everyone was blinded. Nothing else could make the situation any clearer. 

	“Throw away your guns!” Sirma ordered. “Everything metal! Throw it away!”

	She let go of Plamen and both of them removed their weapons, along with any metal cups, nails and tools.

	“Go to your right!” Plamen yelled.

	Right was the steep downhill path they came from. The lower they could get, the better. Sirma and Plamen hurried down and heard the rest doing the same. Some of the Haiduks in the distance fell and rolled downhill. Hurrying too much was a bad idea when, at some point, they had to simply accept sliding down to stand on their feet.

	They were far enough away when lightning struck the ground behind them, right where the metal provisions were. The explosion deafened even the incoming thunder. Dirt raised in the air, and Sirma felt a violent wave push her even further down. She lost her footing and rolled down the hill. A boulder appeared in her way, and Sirma covered her head with her arms just in time.

	She rolled on top of it and fell on her backside at the other side. She stopped there as debris spread around her. Finally, she caught her breath as the thunder died down and the smell of burnt gun powder spread through the air. The rain once again soaked her clothes.

	Sirma looked around. Plamen was still here, lying on the ground and protecting his head. There were scratches and burns over his face and hands, but otherwise he seemed unharmed. She quickly crawled next to him and grabbed his hand.

	“Join hands!” Sirma yelled, hoping everyone could hear her. “Each one should have one hand holding the comrade from your left and one hand holding the comrade from your right! Except from me—the one in front! And the one on the back! So…” She took a deep breath. “I’ll start counting! The next one will continue! And so, to the last one! Got that?”

	She heard approving voices from the distance. She wasn’t sure if it was because the gang members were too far away, or because the wind was so loud. Plamen seemed like he was holding onto someone, so she was going to start counting.

	“One!” Sirma yelled.

	“Two!” Plamen answered.

	The others sounded off one by one. She recognized each of their voices, and with each number, her heart felt lighter. Mitsov was still here. Matei and Lazar were still here. She wished to look at their faces so much. Until she did, she wouldn’t be able to calm down completely.

	At one point, there was silence. The last number she heard was thirteen. Thirteen! Why were they only thirteen? Twenty people started the hike this morning. How did she manage to lose seven in a few minutes? She looked at Plamen horrified. Should she start the count again? Should they search for the missing members? It was so easy to get lost in this environment. If they tried to find their way, the might fall down a cliff without realizing they were walking to their death. 

	Plamen squeezed her hand reassuringly.

	“We can’t stay here.”

	Full gang or not, she had to lead at least the ones who were still here to the hideout. It was the only way to save them. They got up on their feet, and Sirma yelled to everyone that they were continuing. She turned against the wind and continued using her walking stick.

	Soon, they walked among trees, and the visibility was a little better. Sirma turned around and saw the gang behind Plamen. They were still there, holding hands. Judging by their faces, it seemed like they went through hell, which wasn’t that far from the truth. The howling of the storm was behind them now.  

	After no more than fifteen minutes, they reached the cave. Finally, the shelter they craved. Everyone calmed down once the rain wasn’t beating on their heads anymore. The cave was dark but wide enough for everyone. Sirma counted her gang, and it turned out everyone was here. No one got lost. She just wasn’t able to hear them that far. 

	The voivode let out a heavy sigh of relief and finally allowed herself to sit down.

	“So, who’s in the mood to clean?” Mitsov sounded, and everyone let out a tortured laugh. 

	They started clearing up the space, while it was still relatively light outside. They didn’t have any axes anymore, so a few of the men broke branches from the nearest trees and brought them in the cave. The matches were wet, as well as the branches. It took a long while and a spark of luck, but eventually they managed to start a fire.

	The cave lit up, and finally it felt like they were going to survive. The gang gathered around the fire to get warm. It didn’t help that everyone was soaked though. So, one by one, they took off their clothes and laid them close to the fire to dry.

	Sirma turned her back to them to hide her embarrassed expression but didn’t miss the chance to steal a glance over her shoulder. Some of the members of the gang were especially appealing to the eye. She was still a young maiden. Her blood was boiling. Good thing most kept their underclothes on. Most. 

	“Voivode, you’ll catch a cold,” Georgi said. “Better undress.”

	Goosebumps trickled over Sirma’s back. Georgi was ten years older than her, and there was a certain maturity in his look and voice that made her shiver with excitement. If only she were invisible. She glanced at Plamen for support. He was looking at her and grinning with amusement. Sirma shot him a glare, some support he was. 

	“Yes, I will.” She started undressing.

	The last thing she wanted was to catch a cold. She didn’t want to be a burden. Her clothes were wet, but fortunately, her underclothes weren’t. She wondered if anyone would notice her body. She wasn’t as bulky as most of the Haiduks, but some were even scrawnier than her. Her breasts were well strapped and unnoticeable with her undershirt, so no suspicion there. 

	It was all right, she wasn’t standing out.

	Soon, it got dark outside, yet the storm kept going. Sirma could hear everyone’s stomachs growling. Hers wasn’t an exception. All she managed to eat all day was berries on the way up. The gang sat around the fire in low spirits, looking at the skinned squirrel that was roasting. 

	Lazar scooted behind Matei and wrapped his arms and legs around his childhood friend. Sirma blinked in confusion as Matei fidgeted in discomfort.

	“What are you doing?” The boy pushed him off. “Go away!”

	“Shut up. I’m cold.” Lazar rested his chin on his shoulder. 

	“Freeze then! Don’t you have any shame?”

	“No.” Lazar said and the Haiduks around them started snickering. “I’ll share my squirrel with you.”

	“Have it all. It can’t feed anyone.”

	And what little laughter had started quickly died down. This lack of food was going to be their worst enemy, much worse than the outlaws they would meet in the future. Sirma wished she could think up a good way to feed her gang in the following days, but nothing came to mind. Not while she was so hungry.

	Matei had stopped struggling in Lazar’s grasp, realizing he could use the warmth too. The cave was cozy up to a certain point. The wind kept howling through the entrance and licked the naked backs of the ones facing it. This high in the mountain, the nights were cold. They needed all the warmth they could get. 

	“How do you two know how to survive this?” Matei asked, looking at Sirma and Plamen.

	“My parents were goat herders,” Plamen explained. “I used to spend months in the mountain.”

	“Mine too,” Georgi sounded from the other side of the fire. “The summer storms are terrifying. But after that, it’s like the rain washed every bad thing from the world.”

	Sirma smiled.

	“As a child, I loved to climb the mountain right after the rain stopped. Sometimes, I even did it without my parents noticing.”

	“We both did that,” Plamen said, and they grinned at each other.

	It didn’t seem like the rest shared similar memories.

	“This is how the Haiduks live,” Mitsov said to the rest. “Get used to it.”

	This was going to be their reality from now on. It wasn’t a good start. They didn’t get to eat anything all day, and the night was going to be cold. All their clothes and blankets were still wet. If the fire died down, everyone would freeze to death. Eventually, exhaustion pushed even this grim thought away, as everyone drifted to sleep.

	The next morning, Sirma woke up in Plamen’s arms. When did this happen? They must have scooted together for warmth without realizing. 

	She quickly pulled away from him, prompting him to wake up. Everyone else was still asleep, so they didn’t see this. Thank God. Then again, only twelve people were here. Sirma put on her clothes and walked out of the cave. The sky was clear, and the breathtaking view from yesterday was here again.

	The sun was bright this high up. First thing’s first, the gang went back to the place where they discarded their weapons and metal tools. The ground was still black from the explosion, despite the rain. It still smelled of burned gunpowder. Some of the weapons were irreversibly broken, but most were only scattered. 

	Sirma found her grandfather’s pistols untouched by the lightning and sighed in relief.

	“Eight people abandoned us,” Lazar said.

	“You don’t know that,” Mitsov retorted. “Maybe, they went somewhere and will soon be back.”

	“They went down the mountain and into the nearest village. Possibly to eat.” Lazar sighed in disappointment. “I don’t blame them. You have to be insane to live like this.” 

	“Then leave,” Sirma said. “Only the ones who want to be Haiduks should stay.”

	Lazar didn’t say a word anymore. Sirma didn’t want to be so stern, but if she showed lack of confidence, this gang was going to fall apart. Mitsov was trying to be positive, but he knew quite well these eight people abandoned them because they realized they couldn’t deal with this kind of life.

	Half of the second day passed and the remaining Haiduks only had water and wild berries. After the pouring rain, the area was full of mushrooms, though Sirma told everyone not to take any chances. No one knew how to distinguish the edible ones from the poisonous ones. 

	Instead, the Haiduks scouted the pathways farther down, through the forest and the field. Despite his complaints, Lazar was the liveliest one from the group. At least he ate something last night. In the meantime, Sirma was so low on energy, she felt like she might not have the strength to come back to the cave. 

	The woods weren’t generous either. Not a single animal in sight. She dearly hoped the others were having better luck, otherwise they would spend another night starving.

	“Look what I have.” Plamen pulled out the slingshot he had as a child.

	Sirma’s bad mood lifted in an instant, and she chuckled at the fond memories that flooded her mind. She chuckled in a feminine way too. She looked around to make sure no one else heard her before turning back to the slingshot.

	“What do you expect to hit with that?”

	“How about birds?” 

	Sirma’s smile vanished as she remembered Ruzha. Plamen remembered that day too. After Sirma broke her promise and murdered people, she had made a mental note to at least spare the birds. After all, it was the death of a bird that had made her friend cry. But her growling stomach was ready to accept another broken promise. 

	Sirma pulled out her own slingshot and grinned.

	“Let’s see if I’ll beat you again.”

	They gathered pebbles from the ground and aimed carefully. This was almost impossible. Sirma didn’t remember shooting birds being this hard. Maybe she just got lucky as a child. It took a while, but a few birds fell at their feet. It was something, and Sirma got to dwell on the memories of childhood, like she didn’t have a care in the world.

	On the way back to the cave, she noticed someone standing on the edge of a cliff and looking down. It was Matei. Sirma gave Plamen the fallen birds she caught and went to see what the young Haiduk was looking at. He was unusually quiet today, not a single complaint. It wasn’t like him.

	She was a few steps behind him when he drew out his gun. That’s when Sirma looked down. A merchant family was passing by on the lower road with a cart full of produce. Matei aimed, and Sirma suddenly grabbed his arm.

	“What are you doing?!” 

	The young Haiduk just now noticed her, and his eyes opened wide in horror. Sirma took a good look at his face for any trail of the evil she had sworn to fight. He looked like a little boy caught when doing something bad. At least he knew it was bad.

	“Look at the full cart!” he said. “We can share it all!”

	“Those are innocent people! Are you an outlaw?”

	“I’m hungry!” He glared.

	“Are you?”

	Sirma pushed him back until his foot stepped over the edge. Sirma’s hold on his armed hand was the only thing keeping him from falling. 

	“Here’s a quick fix!” she yelled angrily in her low voice. “You won’t be hungry if you’re dead!” 

	Matei panicked as he looked down. Both his feet were barely holding themselves on the edge. It was a good thing Sirma was taller than him and found it relatively easy to hold him like this. It didn’t make his situation any less terrifying though. A fall from this height would kill anyone.

	“Please, don’t!”

	The boy pleaded in fear. Sirma had tried to keep calm all this time. The storm, the lack of food, the abandonment of those eight gang members, and now this. She did not forsake her home to become the leader of another gang of outlaws. 

	“What was your vow?” she asked. “Tell me your vow!”

	“I-I hereby swear upon my life,” he stuttered, “to never fight for gain, pleasure, or revenge. I fight for peace. For this I give my life!”

	Sirma took a deep breath and pulled him back. When his feet stepped on firm ground, he fell on his knees. He was ready to cry.

	“If you become an animal, I’ll treat you like an animal.” She said coldly. “Do this again, and it’ll be the end of you.”

	A gunshot sounded in the distance. Someone finally caught something. Sirma urged her young comrade to get up by himself and he did. He glared at her as he came back to his senses. Oh, he could glare in silence all he wanted. She would do it again if it helped shape him into a good person.

	Sirma and Matei followed the happy voices. Mitsov had managed to kill a deer. Possibly the same deer from yesterday. Either way, the Haiduk gang wasn’t going to starve for now.
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	Militsa inhaled and exhaled. Again. Inhale, exhale. Relax. She kept her eyes closed not to get distracted, but it was impossible. How was she supposed to relax when it had been hours listening to the silent cries and sniffling of the maidens around her?

	She opened her eyes once again to look at their teary faces. They were all covered with a thick blanket while the cart drove on the road. Militsa leaned back and carefully lifted the blanket with her tied hands, enough so she could peek at the blinding whiteness outside. The fresh air caressed her sweaty face. A torso passed in front of her eyes, someone smacked her head and Militsa shrunk in her spot.

	“Stay put, dumb cow!”

	Inhale and exhale. She never thought this voice would sound so disgusting. This man was a childhood friend. She used to love him. She thought he would ask for her hand in marriage. But he never did. Years went by and Militsa’s parents were furious she was refusing every other proposal, still waiting for him to make the move.

	In the end, there were no more other proposals, so her parents said she was going to marry a widowed neighbor. She hated this, but then her loved one finally spoke. He said he wanted to be with her, marry her and make her happy. Finally, her patience had paid off. She was right to have listened to her heart. She agreed to meet him in secret with him, like lovers do. And she ended up here—in a cart with a dozen other stolen maidens, chosen to be taken who knows where.

	What was all that patience for? She felt so pathetic for putting all that trust in someone who never even once gave her a look of gentleness, much less passion. Were the other maidens in the same predicament? She didn’t know any of them, they must be from the neighboring villages. A few had bruises on their faces. One was in a nightgown. Militsa couldn’t even begin to imagine what they did to put her in here.

	Her parents must be worried about her. They had been traveling on the road for hours, and she had no idea where they were. It was hard to breathe, not to mention the blanket smelled awful. She wanted to scream. Her wrists were tied in front of her, and as much as she tried to gnaw the ropes off, all she did was make her teeth ache.

	Inhale and exhale.

	Militsa’s blood was boiling with rage. She wasn’t letting him do as he pleased. Even if she was to find her end here, he would not get the satisfaction of seeing her break. She crawled over the other maidens’ laps, towards the back end of the cart. The nearest young girl grabbed her by the shoulder.

	“Don’t.” Her voice trembled with fear. “They'll let us live. We just have to keep quiet and do nothing.”

	Militsa scowled.

	“And how is that life?”

	She had no idea what she could accomplish, but it didn’t matter. It was important to do something, prove she was born into this world and her decisions mattered. Militsa carefully lifted the blanket. Just as she expected, there was someone guarding from the back.

	Her hands were still tied, but that wasn’t going to stop her. Militsa grabbed onto the ledge and braced herself, like a cat getting ready to pounce. She pushed herself forward, smacking the top of her head right in the crotch. He gaped up without making a sound. Militsa fell in the snow. 

	Those walking in front didn't even hear anything, and they kept going forward. The man fell on his knees, holding his crotch, glaring daggers at her. Militsa tried to take his rifle, but he was clutching it tightly in his hand. He still had so much strength after a blow like that. Her hands were tied together, so it was uncomfortable. In the end, she kicked him in the chest repeatedly until he fell on his back and dropped it.

	In the struggle, she pulled the trigger and shot into the sky. The sound echoed in the wilderness, and the other captors finally looked back. The girls under the blanket screamed. Militsa never held a weapon in her arms before. She wasn’t prepared for the way her ears deafened, or the residual vibrations in her arms. 

	In the meantime, he was coming for her. His face was skewed in an ugly grimace full of hate. She looked at the weapon in her tied hands, knowing she had to use it, but not knowing how. The trigger was pulled back, and she didn't know how to load it. So, instead she used the rifle as a bludgeon, swinging it with all her might and smashing his face once he was close enough.

	He swayed to the side and grabbed on his bloody face, and in Militsa’s mind, the world had finally found justice. 

	A short-lived happiness and pride, but undoubtedly there. No one could take that priceless moment away from her. The others were coming. Complete strangers, who cared for her even less than him, but still wanted her for reasons she preferred not to know. 

	She readied the bludgeon once again, but just as she was ready to swing for the closest one, another deafening shot echoed and the man fell on top of her. Militsa fell backwards in the snow with the additional weight of her captor in her lap. He was twitching, desperately clinging to life, as an open wound on his back colored the snow red.

	“Haiduks!” one of her captors yelled, and no one paid attention to her anymore.

	The remaining captors pulled out their guns and rifles and aimed in all sides. Whoever was there was well hidden behind the snowy trees. More shots followed, but Militsa had no more emotional capacity to look. She shut her eyes tightly and wished she could cover her ears.

	Damn these ropes!

	Opening her eyes, she saw a battlefield amidst the road. Most of her captors had been shot. One of them was in the middle of getting his throat slit by the new attackers. She never knew blood was able to sprinkle from a person like a fountain. The noises he was making, like he was drowning… Militsa felt sick to her stomach. 

	That was when he appeared again. His bloody face had made him even uglier than before. Maybe he always looked like that, and she simply managed to unmask him.

	He came to her as a last resort, grabbed her by the arm and pulled her on her feet. Militsa didn’t have time to even respond as an older man pulled the scoundrel off her and threw him on the ground. The sound of his weight hitting the hardened snow on the path made Militsa shiver. Her savior kicked the gun off his hand and continued kicking him in the ribs until he curled into a ball and begged for mercy.

	Militsa had heard about the Haiduk gang that was rumored to dwell in the region for the last ten years. She was told to always keep away from them. They were dangerous criminals. This old man was one of them. He threw her childhood friend on the ground with ease, like he was a sack of potatoes. He wore a flag on his back with a green cloth woven around the handle.

	No.

	Militsa refused to be tossed from one gang to another like a dog bone. She turned on her heel and ran. Not on the road, where she could be in plain sight, she strayed from the way and went through the forest between the trees. The snow here was knee deep, and it was hard to run. She wasn’t stopping. 

	The noise behind her was gradually disappearing, and all that was waiting ahead was the winter serenity of the wilderness. But through every step, she could feel someone’s eyes on her back. She couldn’t turn around and look. Her legs were getting numb from the cold, but her panicked run had caused a pool of warmth to spread from her abdomen, and she was already sweating.

	Cold air beat against her face mercilessly. It ripped through her clothing and stabbed her skin like millions of needles. She could see her breath in the air as the landscape was taunting her. No matter how much she ran and strained herself, no matter the scraping feeling in her lungs, there was only the endless forest.

	And those eyes were still there.

	Finally, she heard the noise of the incoming footsteps behind her. Someone was chasing her. Her heart leaped into her throat, and she cried desperately. She could feel herself slowing down due to the exhaustion. There was no way to escape. She didn’t want to return to that road. Tears stained her face and turned into additional coldness, making her skin numb.

	A cursed tree root tripped her, and her arms drowned in the snow, still tied together, but still clutching the rifle she stole. She wasn't giving up without a fight. A scream ripped from her throat as she swung it at her enemy, the same way she swung it at him.

	The rifle slipped from her wet hands and flew in the air.

	It didn’t even come close to her stalker. He only made a cautious step back, but the weapon ended up flying to the side and was lost in the deep snow. Militsa trembled, looking up at the enemy. He was one of the Haiduks, dressed a lot better for this kind of weather with a wool hat and a long wool cloak. 

	“You’ll freeze to death if you keep going that way,” he said.

	His voice was calm. There were no weapons in his hands, and the way he looked at her seemed concerned and not at all threatening. But what would she know about threatening? She used to feel safe with someone who tied her up and took her away from her hometown. 

	No one could be trusted.

	The Haiduk stepped closer, and Militsa crawled backwards until a tree met her back. The enemy stopped himself after the first step and sighed, apparently not happy with her reaction. He then took out a knife, and she whined like a puppy, lifting her tied hands to cover her face. Her heart was about to burst out of her chest.

	Militsa opened her eyes when she noticed the weight of the cut rope dropping in her lap. She looked down at the pieces first and then at her free hands. It felt so good to be free again. She looked up at the face in front of her as he put the knife away. The Haiduk took off the wool cloak and wrapped it around her shoulders. 

	Then, he pulled her to his chest, and Militsa whimpered once again at the feel of the strong arms around her. She was up on her feet again. She should have reasoned to do this on her own, her bottom was getting numb from sitting in the snow. The cloak around her was comforting, and so were the protective arms of the Haiduk. 

	Now that she looked at him closely, his face was handsome too. Her heart pounded with a new tremor now. He was no bandit, like the others. He was saving her. There was no reason to be afraid of him. She wanted to believe this so much, but the recent events were making her suspicious of everything.

	When the man was certain she could stand on her own two feet, he pulled his arms away from her, and she missed them. Militsa scolded herself mentally for the inappropriate things that went through her head. The man put his Haiduk wool cap on her head too. He was smiling now. Smiling made him even more handsome.

	“What are you going to do with me?” Militsa asked.

	“I’ll take you back home if you tell me where it is.”

	Militsa’s jaw gaped open and a gasp escaped her lips. These words could have been a lie, but she didn’t care. Hearing them was enough, and she finally relaxed. Tears welled in her eyes, and she hid her face in her hands. So, those other naively optimistic things she heard about the Haiduks had some truth after all. They weren’t just children’s stories.

	The Haiduk seemed troubled now. He was looking around, wondering what to do or say. He must have never seen a maiden cry in front of him. It was charming in its own way. Militsa looked up at him and started laughing. Now, he was even more confused. A hurricane of emotions howled inside her. She couldn’t control it.

	Right here, in the wilderness of the forest, they were the only two people. Militsa never was outside of her hometown before. It was hard to pay attention to this until now, but truth was, she saw another part of the world. She couldn’t appreciate it while being a captive, but now that she felt safe, she noticed the beautiful surroundings and the vast open sky above her. The snow might be cold, but it glistened. It covered the tree branches, like a blanket. And close by she even noticed rabbit tracks. 

	It was beautiful, and she was safe all thanks to this person.

	Militsa didn’t want to think anymore, she leaned into his embrace. His warm chest felt nice. Her body warmed up little by little and feeling gradually came back with a thirst for life she was ready to consume right here.

	“Wait…” He said and she felt him tense.

	Militsa stole a kiss from his lips. They were warm, just like the rest of him. She would never have been this bold back home. But this wasn’t her home. No one could see them here, and no one had to know what she did outside of her town. She had no say in her arranged marriage. She had no say in being kidnapped by the man she thought she loved. She had no say when people she didn’t know tried to harm her. 

	But she was going to have a say in this. She wanted the Haiduk. He suddenly pulled away to look into her eyes. Militsa looked back at him, hoping she wouldn’t be rejected. The man received whatever answer he was searching for, and his eyes darkened with lust. He crushed her against his body, resuming their kiss with fiery passion. 

	Militsa never had the chance to feel wanted in such a primal way. She always thought she would be led by her chosen one’s passion. But, right now, her senses hungered to touch him and be touched in return. Her body warmed up anew by the sheer look he was giving her.

	The Haiduk untied the strings in the front of her dress, so the collar went wide enough for her shoulders to peek out from under the cloth. The cloak stayed on her, providing some warmth. He pulled her dress down and exposed her milky white skin to the cold. Militsa shivered, but then the Haiduk fell on his knees in front of her and kissed over her chest. His hands caressed her flesh and slowly pulled her dress even further down under her belly button.

	She let out a passionate moan and clasped a hand over her mouth, embarrassed from the shameless sounds she was making. Everywhere he touched was burning, and she didn't mind turning to ash. Their bodies danced in unison, until Militsa tensed and saw stars in broad daylight. He filled her completely to the point where she never wanted to pull away from him ever again. 

	She was just so happy to be alive. Once she came down from her high, she noticed her savior was just as unable to look away from her. He gave her a part of his soul, and so did she. No one could take this away from them.

	The bliss was over too soon, and they had to go back to the road. They helped dress each other in complete silence. All the while, their eyes kept looking into each other’s. With each second, Militsa noticed more dread in the air between them. He must have noticed it too. He seemed sad.

	They walked back hand in hand towards the road. The cart was empty, and the maidens were free. None of them seemed as frightened as before. The Haiduks really were going to bring them all home. On the side, Militsa saw him, beaten to a pulp and being interrogated by the leader of the gang. The maidens must have told them about the others.

	Before she was shoved under the blanket, Militsa briefly had seen another cart full of maidens, but they had changed direction somewhere on the way. The Haiduks were going to save them. At least she heard the voivode saying this to the man with the flag on his back before he came to greet them.

	“Where are you from?” the voivode asked her.

	“From Kichevo,” Militsa answered quietly.

	The voivode looked at her savior and the savior avoided his gaze. The voivode cocked an eyebrow in wonder. Militsa knew this look—the look of someone who could read people without any problem. The leader already knew what happened between them. Was he mad at his underling? Was he mad at her? The voivode then turned back to Militsa, face completely unreadable. 

	“Plamen will take you home.” 

	This was an order.

	So, his name was Plamen. It suited him. Her savior gave a quick nod and led her on the way. Militsa tried not to snicker at his reactions. He was like a shy child. Before they left, Militsa turned back to look at the way the voivode ordered the rest of the gang to gather and get ready for the next attack. They followed like soldiers.

	After she introduced herself, the way home with Plamen was silent. The pathway was silent when there were no people or carts traveling. She could hear the wind howling in the distance. The whiteness of the snow easily blended with the whiteness of the sky when the road went downhill. Then they could see the snowy trees in the distance where the road elevated and the horizon became visible again.

	This must have been what traveling merchants see all the time. The Haiduks lived here all year round. Her savior was used to this kind of freedom. Militsa wondered what it would be to live like this. Her hometown would never allow her the things she had done just now. Each step towards Kichevo made her remember what a proper maiden should be like, and what a big mistake she made.

	No, it wasn’t a mistake. This kind of happiness could never be a mistake. She would never be allowed to have it in her hometown. But instead, this unfortunate kidnapping gave her the chance to steal a piece of blissful heaven for herself. Militsa would do it again if she could turn back time. She would take this wonderful secret to the grave.

	In the meantime, there was no harm to talk to her savior. 

	“Your voivode is a woman.” The one thing that was on the tip of her tongue since she saw her.

	“How did you know?!”

	This came out too fast. Plamen already hated himself for letting it out. Militsa smiled at his amusing outburst. He scowled at her, though he was angrier at himself.

	“Don’t tell anyone.”

	“I won’t.” Militsa said. “But what if I become a Haiduk?”

	“It's not for women.” He said and met her judgmental stare. “The voivode is special.”

	Militsa's face faltered. She didn't like the sound of that. A lump got stuck on her throat, and she swallowed with effort. Of course, she must be the only one still under influence of the euphoria of their lovemaking. Her heart was too weak to forget about it so soon. Is that why he was so quiet? Not because he was shy, but because he already distanced himself from her?

	“Do you love her?” she asked, despite being afraid of the answer.

	Plamen smiled. “She's my friend.”

	A strange thing for a man to say about a woman. Militsa didn't want to comment on it, lest she insulted him. But maybe it made sense. A woman who dressed like a man wouldn't actually be an object of desire for men. But who knew? Men were strange in their own way. 

	They got close to the outskirts of Kichevo, and that was the closest a Haiduk could come. Unlike the mountain villages, there were Ottoman guards roaming the towns and cities. Militsa looked at her home with dread. She was about to return to her arranged marriage and would have to forget about what happened in the forest. 

	She wasn’t ready. She would never be ready. She started taking off his cloak and hat to give them back, but he lifted a hand, gesturing her to leave them on. She gave one final look of longing at her savior.

	“Will I see you again?” 

	“I don’t think so.” 

	There was a hint of disappointment in his eyes as well. Or maybe Militsa was seeing what she wanted to see. This was the end. She turned around and slowly walked towards her home, stopped, and came back. She removed one of the many martenitsas4 from her wrist and tied it on his.

	Plamen looked at it in wonder. Who knew for how long he was living in the woods? He must have forgotten what it was. Well, he gave her his cloak. She had to give him something back. Militsa smiled at him one last time before running back home.
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	This was the tenth winter Sirma spent away from home. The first one was the hardest. The usual hideouts offered the most inhospitable environment when the heavy snow fell, which was why she reached out to their allies in the villages for shelter. It was decided the Haiduk gang wouldn’t watch the mountain roads in winter. They would spend it hiding in the villages and resume their duties when the mountain weather got more merciful in early spring. 

	The first few winters were spent in silence. But, the more everyone got used to the cyclical nature of the seasons, the more volunteers wanted to resume their duty in the cold winter months.  

	Unfortunately, quite a few of those active members lost their lives in the previous years. Not because of the dangerous clashes with the Albanian gangs, but mostly due to exposure to the elements. Her comrades had good hearts. They wished to watch the roads and protect the innocent all-year-round. But like every other man, they acted like the elements couldn’t hurt them and sometimes didn’t even consider getting well prepared for the mountain.

	No one should underestimate the mountain.

	In the meantime, many stories reached their ears. Some people said the Haiduk gang consisted of robbers running from authority. Others called them murderers and pillagers, not any different than the Albanian gangs that lurked in the mountain. Someone even started a rumor that they were actually foreigners who came from distant barbarian lands.

	This winter, there were no new stories about the gang roaming around, but it was the first time they met a new type of criminal. 

	Sirma stood on the top of the slope, along with several others, and lowered herself to the ground. Below them was the road. A cart, similar to the one they had ambushed, was quietly going on its way. Six people were walking around it, guarding the precious cargo, which was covered with a similar blanket. 

	That guy they interrogated wasn’t lying about the direction after all. He cracked easily under pressure and the gargling sounds he made when they slit his throat left yet another unpleasant memory. Today Sirma noticed a bit too much satisfaction from her gang when it came to killing their enemies. Maybe she should get them used to showing at least a little mercy. 

	“We killed Slavs.” Matei had been complaining on the whole way.

	Sirma turned around to glare annoyed at him.

	“Will you shut up already?” Mitsov said.

	“I became a Haiduk to kill Albanian scum, not my own brethren!” 

	“We fight outlaws, no matter the ethnicity.” Sirma didn’t expect she needed to say it out loud. 

	It was true, they never had dealings with Slavic criminals before. It was a brand-new experience for everyone. The villages in the region were mostly terrorized by scattered Albanian gangs. Surely, Sirma didn’t believe that Slavs were incapable of being abusers, but this wasn’t just men being beasts. This was organized. 

	They were most likely going beyond the border to sell the maidens. She had heard this kind of trade earned a lot of money outside of the Empire. Come to think of it, maybe, this had also been Ruzha’s fate all those years ago. Gangs were organized if they have a powerful leader who evoked respect and loyalty. There was only one name she could think that fit this description in the region. 

	But Amza Bey was an Albanian gang leader, so Slavic outlaws wouldn’t be under his command, would they?

	“They were criminals, moron!” Mitsov kept scolding their young comrade. “One of the girls was from your hometown!”

	“He’s right.” Lazar said. “Didn’t you see Militsa?” 

	“The one with Plamen… That was her?”

	Lazar made a funny gesture with both hands over his chest.

	“Did you see how much she grew?”

	“All right, enough!” Sirma had to interrupt before everyone got too distracted. “Matei, can we depend on you today?”

	The young man’s eyes widened, offended the leader was even asking him this.

	“Of course, you can!” he shouted angrily. 

	She continued forward. The gang followed in silence. They came just ahead of the cart. Mitsov, Matei and four more crossed the road and hid behind the trees. Sirma and the rest hid from the other side. Mitsov and Sirma nodded at each other from the two sides of the road. 

	They gave a sign, and everyone aimed, ready to shoot.

	Soon, the cart appeared on the horizon. The outlaw who was walking in front saw fresh tracks in the snow, crossing the road and leading into the trees. He squinted his eyes just a little, and then he froze.

	He stepped back and yanked the blanket off, revealing the hostages. There were only three maidens in this cart. The rest was filled with other cargo Sirma couldn’t see because of the blanket. The cart stopped, as the outlaw pulled a sobbing girl out and pressed a pistol against her cheek. He looked around, keeping her in front of himself, like one would hold a shield. 

	The other outlaws understood what was happening, so two of them used the other two maidens as well. This was bad. Neither Sirma nor Mitsov had the courage to give the signal to shoot under these conditions. They took too long, and now, one of the outlaws was looking at Mitsov’s group. He aimed. A shot in the dark. There was no way he could see them. Sirma’s gang knew how to hide well.

	No.

	Matei was visible. Sirma’s blood pressure dropped at the sight. They spent ten years hiding in these woods, not once had any of them been this careless. 

	One of the outlaws chuckled in satisfaction, removed the gun from the maiden’s face and pointed it at Matei. He wasn’t just taunting, she had to shoot the outlaw before he did. Just as she aimed for his back, Matei shot first. The bullet grazed the maiden’s cheek and ricocheted into the iron wheel of the cart. 

	The girl froze for a moment, eyes wide. Her mind couldn’t comprehend anything but the deafening sound of the shot and the burning line on her face. Then she screamed and pulled from the man’s grasp desperately, like a wild animal. The rest of the girls followed her example. Panic spread like a plague.

	The outlaws lost control over their prey. Sirma and Mitsov gave a sign, and everyone pulled out of their hideout, lunging at the road.

	Mitsov led with an intimidating roar, causing everyone to follow suit and give the impression they were a much bigger army than they were. Sometimes this was enough for the enemies to cower back. 

	One of the outlaws reached for something in the cart and pulled out a ball large enough to fit in a hand. A round shell filled with explosive gun powder. Sirma had never seen one of those before. Grandpa used to say that you only see them on a battlefield if you face Ottoman soldiers. A gentle whistle in the air might also be the last thing you hear. The outlaw swung the ball over his head, aiming at Mitsov and the gang behind him and Sirma’s heart stopped. 

	She climbed onto the cart and pounced on the bandit with her entire weight, knocking him down and pushing him face first into the snow. The metal ball to ended up flying sideways into the forest. Suddenly, a fiery inferno was set ablaze among the trees. Everything alive crouched on the ground, as it shook beneath their feet and a shockwave toppled over the most unbalanced ones.

	Sirma was the first to look up, her ears ringing from the aftershock. A small flock of frightened crows flew over the white sky, away from the deadly blast. She hated crows. They produced the ugliest sounds of all the birds. And they always knew where death was present. Good thing she couldn’t hear them. The air had started to smell like burned gunpowder by the time everyone came back to their senses.

	She turned towards her bayraktar and shouted angrily, “Mitsov! How many times do I tell you? Don’t gather them in one place!”

	The outlaw she had pounced grabbed her from behind in a headlock. Sirma reached back and stuck her thumb in his eye. The man wailed in pain and his grip loosened. Sirma pulled out a knife with her free hand and stabbed him in the gut. She watched his face distort from up close as she twisted the knife inside him.

	He held on to her as he fell on his knees, a last attempt to do something, prove that he was still alive. As he fell limp in the snow, Sirma noticed his right wrist—it had a black cloth wrapped around it, supported by a golden thread, tied in a four-leaf-clover knot. She saw the same thing on the guy they had just interrogated.

	Sirma looked around, as the Haiduks attacked the outlaws viciously. All the outlaws had this curious item of clothing on their right wrist. A painful memory surfaced in her head. During a time when she was cowering behind a bush while one of her friends was being assaulted. There was a big hand that lifted up over and over, smacking her friend’s face. She would never forget this hand for as long as she lived. It had this same black cloth tied with a golden thread.

	Stop thinking. This wasn’t the time to stand around defenseless.

	She saw Lazar running face first against a gun with nothing but a knife in hand. He made a sharp turn to deceive the opponent, and with a swing, he cut the outlaw's throat as if it were butter. Upon his fall, Lazar took the gun from his hand and didn’t miss to flash him one of his smug grins. And, that was the end. 

	All the outlaws were dead. The Haiduks started soothing the weeping girls and searching the belongings of the corpses. Sirma could breathe easy again. The annoying ring in her ears was almost gone. Everyone was fine. No one seemed hurt, and the maidens were saved. Judging by their attire and the few words they managed to utter during the fight, these outlaws were Slavs as well.

	“Runaway!” Lazar yelled, drawing everyone’s attention.

	One outlaw they missed was running into the woods. Lazar tossed his knife in the air and grabbed the blade. He closed one eye and playfully aimed, like a little kid would. Then, violently threw the blade, and it thrust right into the hollow of the outlaw's knee. 

	He groaned in pain and fell in the snow. Lazar laughed at the sight. He didn’t actually expect to hit him at that distance. He was only playing. This was exactly the kind of attitude Sirma was trying to keep her gang from developing. The outlaw still managed to push himself up and miserably limp away from them.

	Lazar raised his newfound pistol and aimed.

	“Don’t waste the bullets.” Sirma said. “We’ll let this one live.”

	“Why?” Lazar asked confused.

	Sirma scowled, not pleased with his attitude.

	“One should live. This is our rule from now on. Also, I want to interrogate him.” 

	She had to know who gave them this order. If he uttered the name she expected to hear, then after ten long years, they were finally on the right track. She made her way to the limping outlaw, when suddenly Matei walked next to him, pressed a gun barrel to the outlaw’s temple and shot. Sirma shuddered at the unexpected noise. The crows sounded in the distance.

	The outlaw fell on his side in the snow and never moved again. Matei turned towards the voivode and spread his arms wide, while still holding the gun.

	“He’s a criminal, right? We kill criminals.”

	Should she blame herself for not speaking loud enough for him to hear? Where were they going to get information now? Who knew how long it would take to meet someone else with this distinctive mark. This was the worst time for Matei to be throwing a tantrum.

	Sirma walked up right into his face. Unlike in the beginning, the years had been generous to Matei, and he had grown taller than her. She wouldn’t be able to hold him over a cliff again.

	“Clear up the road from the corpses.” She ordered.

	Matei glared and walked past her without another word. Sirma looked down at the fallen outlaw. For someone who didn’t want to kill Slavs, Matei sure found it easy to kill one just to make a point. She wasn’t sure how to handle this. There were times when certain members of the gang were unhappy about things. 

	So far, she had managed to keep the peace and keep them together. But this felt like it might escalate into something unpleasant.

	As she watched the gang pick up the corpses and bury them in the forest, she closely watched Matei’s face. He was angry, but Lazar seemed to fix his mood with a few words. They were inseparable since the gang was formed. It reminded her how much she valued Plamen. Plamen was the only one who knew she was a woman, the only one she could open to completely.

	She and Matei weren’t that different after all. She used to be a lot angrier in the past too. If she could keep the anger under control, then he could as well. Once they were done with the corpses, Sirma stood in front of the younger Haiduk and placed a hand on his shoulder.

	“Good job.”

	His brows weren’t scowling anymore, it seemed like the rage had passed. He just nodded, not saying anything, still quite a bit of distaste apparent on his face. At least praise worked on him. Sirma never told her gang about Amza Bey, not even Plamen. She didn’t want to give them a goal when they had no leads. But maybe the time was coming.

	“Did you see what they had on their wrists?” she asked him.

	Matei scowled in wonder. “The black rags?”

	“It’s a mark. I suspect they’re working for an Albanian gang leader.”

	The younger Haiduk’s eyes shot wide open, as it finally dawned on him. He never even considered that Slavs might be in an Albanian gang. Quickly, from brethren, they turned into traitors in his eyes. This boy had quite an extreme view of these things, but maybe for now, this was enough to keep the peace within the gang.

	He placed a hand on Sirma’s shoulder too.

	“I’m sorry for doubting you, voivode.”

	Sirma smiled and gave him an encouraging smack at the side of his head. The air between them was breathable again. This was all she needed. In the meantime, some of the maidens forgot all modesty and were hugging their rescuers.

	“And that’s why you should tell everyone in your village that the Haiduks are heroes! Not criminals!” Mitsov was waving a finger at one of them like a teacher.

	“Leave her alone, old man.” Lazar wrapped an arm around the maiden. “Please, excuse him. He’s old and senile.”

	“Don’t badmouth me, brat!” Mitsov said in his thunderous voice. “I’m not taking this from someone shaved like a newborn! Grow a beard like a man!”

	Lazar snorted not at all impressed by his yelling.

	“Civilized men from the city”—he waved a finger at the maiden, just like Mitsov did just now—“shave. It’s known you'll die faster if people don’t like your face. Hair is supposed to be on your head, baldy.”

	Sirma barely kept a burst of laughter in.

	“When you’re my age, you’ll go bald too!”

	“Not me.” Lazar ran a hand through his chestnut colored hair. “Look at this lion’s mane!”

	“I like it,” the maiden said shyly.

	“See?” The young Haiduk’s arm slid from her shoulder to her waist, and even lower. “What else do you like?”

	“Hey, hey!” Mitsov tried to pull him off the girl. “Keep your hands to yourself!”

	Lazar hid behind her and whispered on her ear.

	“He's jealous, he can't get it up anymore.”

	And this was the last straw. Mitsov went after him, and young Lazar ran around. Everyone laughed. The old man reached for the first blunt instrument he could find—the one strapped on his back at all times. Now was the time for Sirma to intervene.

	“Mitsov, not with the flag!” She ordered.

	This put an effective stop to the chase. It wasn’t enough to stop the laughter though. Good. After all this, laughter was the only medicine for the heart, otherwise they would have broken long ago. Sirma then turned to the other trouble maker to make sure she doesn’t pick sides. 

	“Lazar, grow up.”

	The maidens were laughing too, which was good, considering the day they just had. It was time to send them home, so she appointed a few gang members to escort them. In the meantime, Mitsov pointed at the wagon where they finally revealed the hidden cargo—weapons taken from the Ottoman army: guns, rifles, daggers, cannonballs.

	“All of these are brand new,” he said. “It’s one thing selling Slavic maidens, but army weapons? These guys would have gotten a death sentence.”

	Matei suddenly sneezed loudly. His sneeze echoed throughout the vicinity and attracted everyone's attention. The gang chuckled merrily. It was an achievement to sneeze that loud. No. This was not something to be proud of. She quickly paced to the young Haiduk. 

	“You fool!” She smacked him on the head. “You’re not allowed to get sick! Got that?”

	Sirma had told everyone from the beginning to keep themselves healthy, especially in winter. If one got sick, the entire gang would weaken. Not only could a man not fight when sick, but in the middle of winter, it was difficult to find a healer.

	The gang took all the weapons from the cart and hurried to get back to their shelter in the closest village. The first group of Haiduks was already there. They were greeted by Plamen at the door, who looked at them with a grave expression. 

	“The Judge had passed away.”

	This house, or the House of the Judge, as they liked to call it, was the solid ground on which the gang put all of its strength. It offered safety, which wasn’t easy to find when you lived this kind of life. Warmth in winter. Little, but certain food. Also, there were very few people in this village, so they didn't have to be too careful when entering. Now, their host was gone.

	The funeral passed quickly.

	The Judge didn't have a family. He used to speak about his bachelor days with plenty of humor, but if they let him speak for too long, he eventually started talking about loneliness. Sirma heard him talk about his wasted youth and the stubbornness that ended up leaving him to grow old alone. It made her wonder whether it was usual for such people to become Haiduks.

	For the last few days the gang was mourning. Even today, they gathered around the fireplace and sat on the ground, staring at the fire in silence. It felt wrong to be there without their host.

	Sirma went in the inner room to see how her patient was doing. Unfortunately, Matei quickly fell with a fever and had been lying in bed since they came back. And this village had no healer. This was exactly why she put so much effort to make them understand how important it was to take care of their health. 

	Fortunately, Sirma still remembered what she had learned from her grandmother about various ailments. She found some dried herbs from one of the neighbors and made a quick potion that was said to bring down fever.

	Matei lifted himself from the bed, and Sirma stopped him.

	“Let me get up. I’m the only one lying around.” He said.

	“I told you not to get sick, didn’t I?” she said. “You see now why you should take care of yourself? You’re a burden now.”

	Sirma flinched at her own words. Every time she got angry, she blurted something she shouldn’t have. Certain things just shouldn’t be said to men if you valued long term peace and companionship. Men got angry every time they felt helpless and attacking their dignity was the worst thing to do. Good thing Matei was as weak as a newborn now, or this might have been like lighting a fuse. 

	She sighed.

	“The Judge is gone. If you want to be of help, get well. When you’re healthy, I’ll give you double the work if you want.”

	Matei flashed her a defying look, but then closed his eyes in surrender and lay back on the pillow.

	“Yes, I want double work.”

	Sirma took the wet rag from his forehead and left the room. She went through the big room, where the whole gang was seated on the floor around the fireplace in silence. This room was hot, and it seemed to contribute to the dire mood. Sirma gave them only a glance before she went outside.

	The village was quiet. There was smoke coming from each chimney, as everyone was home. Not a soul in sight. Sirma filled a bucket with snow and came back to Matei. He was watching the ceiling in silence. Sirma stepped to the bed and put a rag with snow on his forehead.

	“Where do you know this from, voivode? You wanted to be a healer?”

	“Once upon a time.”

	“You know about herbs, berries…” He looked at her. “You shoot so well. And you fight well. You noticed the mark of the gang. You kill without a flinch, yet you care for the burden.”

	“Matei, are you delirious? What are you saying?”

	“You have a big heart.”

	He was talking nonsense. Sirma decided to leave him to rest. Suddenly, he grabbed her wrist, and she startled. His grip was weak.

	“But I’m glad you’re my leader.”

	Slowly, Matei let go of her hand and turned his back to her. Somehow, Sirma was content with this. The biggest troublemaker in the group was important to her like any other. This was probably the best compliment she would get from him. A smile spread on her face, as she pulled the blanket to cover him better.

	Sirma stepped into the big living room and sat down in an empty part of the floor, joining the silence and the interest in the roaring fire. She stared at the flames and soon found it addictive. 

	“He died in his sleep,” someone said. “An easy death.”

	Sirma smiled. “Everyone should die like that.”

	She noticed a few pairs of eyes on her.

	“Not in a battle?”

	“Of course, not. You want the last thing you see to be the face of an enemy?” She said. “No. At home. At ninety-three. In a warm bed. Knowing that your life mattered.” 

	She noticed with the corner of her eyes a few nods of approval. The Judge might have thought his life meant nothing because he left no legacy, but that wasn’t true. He helped the gang by making weapons for a whole decade. Without him, they wouldn’t have been this successful. His life meant so much for this gang. She hoped he realized it in his final moments.

	Sirma sighed deeply and decided this was enough grieving. She turned to her gang.

	“We have new weapons, but we lost our weapon maker.” She said. “We need a new one.”

	“I know someone in Kichevo,” Lazar said.

	“Kichevo?” Plamen perked up.

	“Can we trust him?”

	“He’s my uncle. I saw him the last time I went there, and he said he would give us whatever we need.”

	Sirma went quiet and thought deeply about her plans for the future. For a while, all she wanted was to keep the villages safe from bandits. Create a group of people she could trust. She was proud of her gang. Maybe it was time to leave this region and look for her target somewhere else.

	“But Kichevo is full of Ottomans.” The discussion continued.

	“So, what? Not like they managed to prevent the Albanian gangs.”

	“What if they work together?”

	“Is that possible?”

	“Is it possible that the government is corrupt?” Lazar grinned sarcastically. “Not at all.”

	“We should go,” Sirma said, and everyone looked at her.

	“To Kichevo?” Plamen made sure he understood. “We’re going to Kichevo?”

	Sirma stood up on her feet. “First thing’s first—one of you should go make sure we can depend on the gun maker.”

	“I’ll go!” Plamen got up.

	“Why are you so eager?” Lazar asked. “You don’t even know the city.”

	“Because there’s a maiden in Kichevo,” Mitsov said, and everyone laughed.

	“Who gave you this?” Lazar pointed at the martenitsa on Plamen’s wrist. “It was Militsa, wasn’t it?”

	Plamen pulled his hand away protectively.

	“It’s for good health.”

	“Sure it is.” Lazar chuckled. “Let’s make one for Matei too! He’ll instantly get better!”

	Everyone laughed.
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	Plamen and Lazar went to Kichevo together before sunrise. Sirma pretended to be asleep. She decided not to get into Plamen’s newfound interest. She noticed last time the way he was looking at the maiden from Kichevo, and a part of her was relieved. Ruzha had occupied too much of his heart for the last ten years. He finally looked at someone else.

	Lazar didn’t miss to poke fun at him on the way out. He was still such a child. Once they were gone, Sirma kept thinking about all the things she had done in recent years. She already decided to move the gang to a new region, but what about this one? The mountain roads were safer than ten years ago, but it wasn’t enough.

	Would Tresonche be all right without them to protect it? Did Mitsov have any doubts about leaving the vicinity of Mogorche? For members like Lazar and Matei who came from Kichevo, it was a lot more comfortable to move closer to their hometown. Though, they were the type of people who never got homesick, so it didn’t matter much. 

	But, most of the Haiduks in the gang were from the neighboring villages. Leaving this region would be painful, even if they weren’t saying anything. Was it safe to trust her life and the life of the gang on people whose hearts longed to go back home? 

	Oh, what was she thinking? 

	She’d been in the same position since the very first day. She had not set foot in Tresonche during the last decade. She didn’t even dare to go close and see it from a distance. If she did, she didn’t trust herself to ever go back in the mountain. Her parents might’ve still been alive. She didn’t know for sure and was scared to find out. The village was never again attacked by outlaws. This was enough for her to know.

	Sirma got up before everyone and entered the empty kitchen. There was just enough bread leftover to feed everyone for breakfast. They would have to bake more for later. It wasn’t bad, the gang would take a day to rest anyway, so they had enough time while waiting for Plamen and Lazar to return with news. The Judge usually baked the bread for everyone. Now that he was gone, should she be the one to do it? 

	She doubted any of the men knew how to make food. They knew how to catch game and roast it on a spit when in the mountain, but that was it. Then again, was it wise to show off her kitchen skills? What if someone got suspicious? But the Judge was a baker, and no one was suspicious of him.

	Sirma still couldn’t believe she managed to keep the illusion of being a man for a whole decade. Was she that good at disguises, or were the men just slow? Whatever the reason, this lie had gone too far. No power in the world would convince her to tell them the truth anymore. And should they find out on their own… It was scary to even think about this possibility.

	There was a kettle on the stove. Sirma opened a cupboard, and just as she suspected, there were dried rosehips. She smiled without realizing and switched on the stove. In a few minutes, the house filled with the smell of tea. Just like home. Nothing else could make the winter months this cosy.

	It’d been a while since Sirma had the chance to do anything in a kitchen. It felt good to do something womanly for a change. She missed it.

	 “Voivode.”

	Sirma resisted the urge to jump on the spot as Georgi’s voice sounded behind her. She didn’t even notice him come in. If he was up, maybe the rest of the gang was waking up too. Probably because of the tea. The voivode turned around and was greeted by a sad expression. 

	“Can we talk?” he asked.

	For some reason, these words made her feel nostalgic. She nodded, without saying a word and turned off the stove, before walking out of the house with him. It was a sunny morning. No more white sky, like the last few days. The snow was blinding and didn’t even feel that cold. Spring was coming.

	“Allow me to leave the gang.” Georgi said, as his eyes looked downward.

	Sirma scowled. It was one thing to lose a gang member to death, but for the first time someone wanted to leave. Georgi’s been with her since the very beginning. He had a rough start and a huge burden weighed him down, but through the years, he seemed better and brighter. Even that twitch in his arm, which he hated, was gone. And lately, he seemed like a brand-new man.

	That's when it dawned on her.

	“Did you find a woman?”

	He looked at her, and she noticed the tiny bit of mischief in his eyes. So that's what it was. Sirma made sure she knew what was happening in the heads of her gang members, but most of the time, she gave them space. Mostly because she wished they would give her space as well. The “no women” rule was a technicality. A part of her knew they were doing things behind her back. She should have noticed this earlier.

	“When did you manage? I said no women.” She crossed her arms accusingly, at least trying to pretend it was an important rule. “How long has this been going?”

	“Since August.” He looked to the side slightly embarrassed, like a young boy with a first crush—quite charming for his age. “We decided to get married this spring. I was thinking of staying with the gang and protect her, but...”

	“No,” Sirma interrupted. “You're taking all your junk and moving with her to take care of your new family.”

	Georgi chuckled, expecting these words. The only other person Sirma had seen this happy at the thought of their loved one was Ruzha. Maybe, all lovers looked like this. She wondered if she would be in his shoes one day. Would she ever be given such a wonderful reason to leave the life she chose? Sadly, she couldn't see it happening.

	“I became a Haiduk to protect. This will never change.” He gave Sirma's hand a kiss, like a son would to his father. “This isn’t a goodbye. You can ask for help at any time.”

	“Yes, yes.” Sirma pulled her hand away. “Go already.”

	“Thank you!”

	She smiled.

	“I’m proud of you.”

	If this was the last time they saw each other, he had to know how valuable he was to her. It wasn't easy to watch him turn his back, but Sirma did anyway. It was a lot better to lose a comrade to love, instead of death. Friends parted, but families stayed together. This was life.

	Once she was alone, Sirma walked up the hill outside the village. Looking down, she could see the house of the Judge. Georgi was saying goodbye to everyone, and they all wished him a happy life. Why wouldn't it be happy? He would have a family, and he wouldn't have to be constantly worried about their safety. 

	After all, the gang protected the villages, so the ordinary people could have a chance to live safe and happy. And now, one of these protectors was able to enjoy the paradise he helped create. This was such a happy thing, yet Sirma still couldn’t shake off the sadness.

	Footsteps in the snow. Sirma knew who it was. After all this time, she learned to recognize the gait of all her comrades, or at least those who were with her from the start. Mitsov took a seat next to her and handed her a cup.

	“Someone made tea.” He said with a knowing grin.

	Sirma decided not to comment. Few things could compare to having tea on a snowy sunny morning in the mountain. Most people agreed with that.

	“I’m happy for him,” Mitsov said as he watched the others below. “Georgi was born again since he met that woman. She's a widow. She was alone. He was alone. They talked and talked, and they didn't ever stop talking.”

	Sirma scowled at her bayraktar.

	“And, you didn’t tell me?”

	“He asked me not to tell you.” Mitsov shrugged. “One Matei is enough.”

	They both looked down, where Matei had just taken his first steps out of the house since the last few days. He looked like a newborn baby deer, still helpless and an easy prey for all the predators. Several people came up to congratulate him on getting rid of the disease.

	“I don’t like this kid.” He snapped his fingers. “His kind could easily stab you in the back.”

	“You worry too much.” Sirma smiled and was about to take a sip of tea but then met his serious stare. “If I suspect Matei, should I suspect everyone?”

	“Maybe.”

	Sirma sighed.

	“And, where would that take us?” She looked in the distance, where the unmistakable figure of Georgi was walking away. “Everyone is here for a reason, and once that reason becomes meaningless, they leave.”

	“Do you know why Matei and Lazar came here? Out of boredom! That’s it! How can you trust someone like this?”

	“You became a Haiduk for revenge. Plamen was the same. And Georgi... as well as most of us.” Sirma looked at her reflection in the tea. “But Matei and Lazar aren’t here for revenge. They genuinely desire to protect. Revenge gives a boost, but not strength. Beliefs give strength.”

	“Voivode…” Mitsov’s eyes saddened. “You're too much of an idealist. I feel like we'll disappoint you.”

	Sirma smiled at him.

	“If I don’t trust you, whom should I trust? Someone must set an example. I choose to trust the brothers who swore to fight with me.”

	The bayraktar looked to the side. Mitsov always talked to her like a parent would to a child. She adored that about him and after so much time, she couldn’t imagine her life in the mountain without a trusted friend like him. Like everyone else, he had his secrets, and she respected his privacy, but if any of them were torturing him, she would want to help him with it. 

	“When the previous Haiduk gang was gone, the one your brother joined,” Mitsov said, “I was told that my brother, Georgi’s father, was the main reason. Apparently, he didn’t like waiting for outlaws to become a threat, he looked for them. And, if he couldn’t find them, he ambushed and robbed travelling merchants. Killed them too. He carelessly made the hideout obvious, and in the end, the Albanian gang killed them off.”

	For the first time Sirma saw her bayraktar opening up about a painful memory from his past. He usually only talked about funny situations and made fun of things, but now, he finally trusted her to tell her this.

	“I never told Georgi about it. I didn’t believe it at first either,” he continued. “But it wasn’t that hard to believe. Outside of civilization, there are no rules. No one will see your crime, no one will punish you. If you believe you’re strong, you can do whatever you want. It’s in every man’s nature. And even without experiencing it, I understood.”

	Mitsov’s eyes changed in an instant, and Sirma felt goosebumps over her back. This wasn’t her bayraktar anymore. It was the monster he was describing. It was inside him and he let her have a peek at it. As generous as that was, she wished she didn’t see it.

	A moment later, the air around him changed back to the man she knew.

	“You managed to keep a gang of men, with nothing to lose, from becoming beasts. For a whole decade.” He smiled. “That’s incredible.”

	The praise was more than welcome, but Sirma didn’t believe it was all because of her leadership. There has to be something good in a person to be able to bring it out. If there isn’t, no leader can prevent anything. She was blessed with the companionship of comrades with good hearts. And, she was proud of them. 

	“Unlike Georgi, I have nothing to return to,” Mitsov said. “This gang means everything to me, and I’ll do whatever it takes to keep it alive and united. No matter where we go and no matter who we fight.”

	Sirma smiled widely. Most of the gang members didn’t let out their emotions so easily, but Mitsov knew how to lift the spirits when needed. He lifted the tea cup, like one would for a toast.

	“Here’s to at least another decade of Haiduk adventures.” 

	“At least another decade!” She chuckled.

	Their cups chimed as much as wooden cups were capable of, and Sirma finally took a sip of the tea she made today. She flinched when the burning taste of spirit assaulted her mouth and resisted the urge to spit it out. She swallowed reluctantly and looked at her bayraktar’s mischievous grin.

	“You found the Judge’s hidden rakia stash, didn’t you?” she asked.

	Mitsov shrugged.

	“He would want us to have it.”
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	Plamen and Lazar entered Kichevo around noon. They hid their weapons well, so they didn’t look suspicious. It was the first time for Plamen to visit a city.

	The houses were positioned one next to the other with narrow alleys between them. He wondered if the people living there could hear their neighbors talking in the other house. The road under his feet was hard, made of stone. The snow was shoveled to the side, so carts could drive effortlessly.

	There were craft workshops everywhere: jewelers, blacksmiths, tanners. More than a few bakeries were working nearby, and there was the constant smell of freshly baked bread. And the market was huge. A lot of people went about and all of them seemed in a hurry. 

	Kichevo was a city mostly populated by Slavs, but he recognized the Albanian traditional attire on a lot of men and women. He never saw so many people in one place. It’s been awhile since he got submerged in the common everyday life. Unlike the villages he’d seen, there were Ottoman soldiers walking around. Their uniforms were so easily distinguishable, and he knew he should keep as far from them as possible.

	Still, this place was a wonder for the eyes. Plamen couldn’t help but feel he had missed a lot of life by being raised in an isolated village like Tresonche. Lazar pulled his attention back to their mission, and they entered a blacksmith’s workshop. There was no one inside, though it seemed like someone had left amid their work.

	“Don’t move!”

	The sudden voice made them freeze. No one appeared in front of them, though it sounded like the voice came from the nearby stairs. There was a clicking sound. Someone had taken aim at them. They quickly lifted their hands up in surrender.

	“It’s me, Lazar.”

	There was silence, then hurried footsteps came down the stairs, and an old bearded man with a rifle in hand looked at them wide eyed.

	“Stupid nephew!” the man spat as he pulled young Lazar in a crushing bear hug. “What are you doing here in the midst of winter? Are you all right?”

	“We’re fine, but what about you? What’s with the gun?”

	“There’ve been a lot of thieves around here, so I don’t take my chances with strangers. Do you know scoundrels tried to sell our Militsa to outlanders? But she came back and said the Haiduks saved her. It was your gang, wasn’t it?”

	Lazar straightened his back proudly.

	“It might have been us.”

	“I told them!” The old man laughed loudly and patted them both. “Many times, I told those stupid gossipers—the Haiduks are heroes!”

	“Does she live close by?” Plamen asked all of a sudden. “Militsa, I mean.”

	“Near the market.”

	He barely said it, and Plamen ran out the door and dashed through the city. This was why he came here. He was going to find her. Last time, he left Militsa with no hope for the future at all. He himself didn’t believe there was anything to be hopeful for, but since their passionate first meeting, he couldn’t stop thinking about her. He had to tell her he would be close by. 

	She would be pleased to hear it. She would smile. The image of her smiling face was warming him up inside, making him run faster.

	The noise from the crowd assaulted his ears. Speech in a few different languages was mixing together, making it difficult to see where the Ottoman guards were. He had to be extremely careful. Everyone was working. Everyone hurried to get somewhere. The merchants yelled about the products they were selling.

	Ottoman guards looked over the market along with Slavs and Albanians. He could even hear a Slav raise their voice if he was wealthy. Then the closest guard would glare at him, and the Slav would shrink under his gaze. Poor people’s voices were never heard though.

	And there she was.

	Militsa was easily standing out in the market. The sun blazed in her blond hair, neatly braided, flowing down to her lower back, where it shined along with the golden basket hanging on her elbow. The people walked around her, stood in her way, but she still managed to get to her target. She bought something and while leaving, someone pushed her.

	“Stop pushing!” she yelled, the anger in her voice betraying her outward gentleness. “The market won’t go away!”

	“Sorry!” someone yelled back.

	Plamen snickered. He suddenly adored how loud her voice could get. She had nothing in common with Ruzha, who kept silent most of the time. His heart skipped a beat. Why did he just compare them? Ruzha was gone. For a whole decade, he told himself he was going to find her, but he accepted it long ago—she was lost to him forever. Even if by some miracle they saw each other, she wouldn’t be the same person. 

	He noticed two men near the market looking at Militsa with a greedy sparkle in their eyes. Plamen knew this look so well. He glared at them, waiting to see if they would try something, but they didn’t. They just sat there on a pair of tiny chairs and looked. So, scoundrels were a lot more restrained in the city.

	He was so engrossed in his thoughts that he didn’t realize Militsa had stopped halfway and was looking at him. He froze on the spot. Militsa didn’t make any sudden moves, possibly because she didn’t want to attract any attention. Without another word, she continued past him, pretending like she didn’t know him. Then she threw a glance at him over her shoulder.

	She wanted him to follow her.

	Plamen looked around, making sure no one was paying attention to him, and soon followed. He kept a respectful distance but didn't lose sight of her. Militsa entered an alleyway and turned the first corner. His step hastened so he wouldn’t get left behind, but once he turned the corner, he ran right into her open arms.

	Without delay, Militsa kissed his lips, and he melted. Plamen pushed her back against the wall and devoured her hungrily. She ran her fingers through his hair, desperate to touch more of him, just like the first time they were together. A breathy moan escaped her lips when she had the chance to breathe.

	The memory of the forest surfaced in his head again. The cold air, the snow, the touch of her eager body was right here, and he could take her just like last time. She would let him. Probably. Maybe, not. Unfortunately, this wasn’t the forest. A big city like this one offered too many distractions and too many rules.

	Plamen pulled away from her, just a little, to calm down the passion. He kept holding her face in his palms, as she kept her arms wrapped around his neck. The small patch of air between their lips was so much hotter than the winter air around them.

	They looked at each other’s eyes for a moment, and then two silly smiles spread on their faces. They snickered at their own impatience.

	“I thought I'd never see you again,” she whispered.

	“We’ll be close by from now on.”

	Militsa gently caressed his face, gazing up at him from up close, as if she wanted to memorize each line on his face. Her eyes were full of passion, even more than last time. Just for this look, Plamen loved her twice as much now. Maybe, next time it would be three times.

	“I’m being married this week.”

	Plamen’s world stuttered at the sudden revelation. Heavy silence dropped between them. He waited to hear something else. Anything that would make these last words lose their meaning. Nothing else came. He slowly pulled farther away from her. Militsa lost her smile. They both shivered from the merciless chill between them.

	“I was promised to a neighbor, before we met…” 

	She continued talking about the time before she was stolen by the outlaws. Her parents had been arranging her wedding for a while, and she had no other choice. And whatever else she was saying, Plamen couldn’t hear it. Her voice melted in the distance with each second.

	Suddenly, she grabbed his face and turned it back to her. 

	“Take me away.”

	“What are you saying?” Plamen pulled her hands off himself. “You want me to steal you like those scoundrels did?”

	“It’s not stealing when I want to come with you.” She said full of hope.

	“There’s nowhere I can take you.”

	“I don’t care.” Militsa said desperately. “I’ll be a Haiduk like you.” 

	Plamen grabbed her by the shoulders and pushed her off. “No!”

	Militsa’s wide eyes looked at him for a long while, waiting for him to change his mind. But this was his final word. There was no way he would let her live in these conditions. She glared at the ground, her eyes glazed over. 

	“Why are you here then?” Her voice was shaking slightly.

	He had no answer. He had forgotten why he was so happy to be here. Love was so wonderful when you were drowning in bliss to the point where you forgot the important question of “What now?” Plamen wished he could be the man for her, but he had nothing to support himself, much less to support a future family.

	The best thing he could do was let someone else, someone more suitable, make her happy. The very thought of her being with someone else was making his heart clench.

	There was this one time when a few people they saved from an ambush had started a nasty rumor about the Haiduk gang. He was so pissed, and so were many others. Back then, Sirma had told them to accept gratitude, but not seek it as a reward. Even if the one whose life you had saved was not grateful, this did not make your deed any less worthy.

	Now that the gang was going to settle around Kichevo, Plamen wondered if he'd be able to protect Militsa and watch as she lived her life as someone else's wife.

	Coming to Kichevo might have been the worst.

	Plamen looked around—he was standing like a scarecrow in the middle of the square in the very center. They weren’t in the alley anymore, and Militsa was gone. He had forgotten how he got here. Did he even say goodbye to her? His mind felt empty, but his heart was still hurting. People walked around him, unsuspecting of who he was. 

	He hurried to hide as unsuspiciously as possible. He stood behind a corner and took deep breaths. A hand grabbed his shoulder, and his heart almost burst out of his chest. He immediately grabbed his hidden pistol and pointed it at the person behind him, who turned out to be Lazar.

	The younger Haiduk pushed his gun away. Plamen didn’t pull the trigger, but he was close. Good thing both of them had fast reflexes. Lazar burst out laughing at his reaction, while Plamen inhaled and exhaled deeply to get rid of the shock.

	“I almost killed you!”

	Suddenly, the young Haiduk’s smile vanished as his eyes focused over Plamen’s shoulder. 

	“A guard!”

	Plamen hid the gun and turned around to see an empty alley. Lazar burst out laughing once again. This brat could be such a villain sometimes. Plamen grabbed Lazar by the collar.

	“Are you trying to kill me?”

	“No. You’re trying to kill yourself.” Lazar said and released himself from his grasp. “What are you trying to do circling a city you don’t know?”

	Plamen looked away. He didn’t want to answer, in fact, he didn’t want to talk to anyone for the rest of his life. Lazar continued.

	“My uncle said he’ll help us. You can watch Militsa as long as you want now.”

	“I don’t want to.”

	There was a brief silence, and they heard heavy footsteps approaching. The two Haiduks quickly took cover behind another corner as an Ottoman guard passed close by. It was so easy to recognize the confident walk of the Ottomans. As if the world belonged to them. Maybe it did.

	“Let’s go back to the gang,” Plamen whispered.
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	One day before the wedding, Militsa did not feel anything. At this time, she would usually be at the market, but not today. Today, she had to be prepared to be a beautiful bride, like everyone expected.

	Militsa’s family wasn't well off. Since she had become a woman, her parents talked about marrying her to someone rich. There was a man in the past she had had the chance to marry, but it was only her parents making promises to his parents. She got to see him only once, and from that first sight, she realized he had no interest in her.

	She didn't have any interest in him either, but the rejection still hurt. The marriage plans failed. That was years ago, yet the look of disappointment in her parents’ eyes was still a vivid memory. She wasn't young anymore either, she was twenty-one years old. Each passing day as a maiden was a burden.

	Once she got married to that rich neighbor, her parents would be happy. She would be happy. Why was everything so gray then?

	“Come on, Militsa, smile!” her mother said.

	“You better not pout like this tomorrow,” her aunt added. “And don’t talk about when they stole you. Good thing the neighbor believes you’re still pure.”

	Militsa had to admire how well she managed to lie about that one. No one in her family suspected it. She stood on the stool while the old women measured and adjusted the apparel on her frame. She smiled like they demanded, but the women still weren't pleased with her expression. Too bad, it was all she could muster.

	Something told her to look at the open window, so she did. Someone immediately hid from view. Someone who'd been peeking inside. It took a second to realize it, but she was certain she saw Plamen's face.

	Could this be happening?

	Militsa took off the unfinished attire and ignored her relatives yelling after her as she ran out of the house. The yard was empty. Was she imagining it? She swung open the fence door and noticed movement through the hedge.

	She ran out of the yard just as someone turned a corner. Why was he making her chase him? Well, it was better than what was awaiting. She ran after the figure and looked around carefully. The secretive figure hid around another corner. The figure was covered with a large beige cloak and held a bag over the shoulder.

	The more she chased him, the more she realized it wasn't Plamen. The movements were different. The air around this mysterious Haiduk was unfamiliar too. But she was so certain she saw him at her house. Wasn't Plamen there? Was he having second thoughts? Did he want to confess his true feelings?

	Once she was out of the city and in the forest, she slowed down. The forest was always such a scary territory to walk through. She continued forward, but carefully, looking around. The figure appeared in front of her, and she jumped on the spot.

	The cloak of the Haiduk hid his eyes. The bag on his shoulder produced sounds of clanking metal. He was definitely carrying something heavy. Whoever this was, he was trying to look intimidating, but Militsa knew better.

	The figure answered by lifting his free hand, uncovering a pistol and aiming right at her. Now, Militsa knew she had foolishly walked into trouble. The figure waved the pistol to the side, gesturing her to go away. But this only made her stubbornly stand her ground.

	The Haiduks weren't scary. They just pretended they were. This Haiduk threatened her with a gun because they were outdoors. They apparently needed some stocks and had to return the woods as soon as possible. There were a lot of Ottoman guards in Kichevo. Of course, they wouldn't trust some unknown girl from the city to keep quiet.

	After seeing there was no getting rid of her, the figure put away the gun and pulled off the cloak, uncovering the voivode’s face. She seemed calm and just slightly annoyed.

	“You shouldn't do this. Maidens should stay at home where it’s safe.” 

	A low male voice spoke from the voivode's gentle face. It was so out of place. It didn't suit her. The Haiduk stepped towards her in a threatening manner. Militsa was tempted to step back but stood her ground.

	“Do you know what happens to women who wander in the woods alone?”

	“What right do you have to forbid me? The forest is not yours!” Militsa raised her voice. “God made the forest for everyone!”

	This caught the voivode off guard, and she laughed. This time the feminine voice came out. That sounded so much better. This woman seemed in a way relieved. Who knew how long she had been alone in the forest with all these gruff men with no other woman to talk to?

	“You like the forest?”

	“Of course, I do.” Militsa said. “Was Plamen at my house just now?”

	“I don't know.” The voivode shrugged. “I can't keep an eye on everyone.”

	Militsa scowled. Her words didn't say it, but her face did—it was Plamen she saw on the window. She must have lost him on the way. What kind of things had gone through his head to make him come here? Did he come to steal Militsa, but reconsidered at the last moment? Did this mean he loved her? Even if he did, it wasn't enough for him do it, so they could be together.

	Militsa shook her head in disappointment. She didn't want to think about this anymore.

	“Did you get out on your own?”

	A question she wanted to ask the voivode the very first time she laid eyes on her. What kind of things had to happen in the life of a Slavic maiden for her to forsake her home and become a mountain criminal? If they had the time, she could tell Militsa so many stories. Militsa doubted there would be another chance to get to know her, so it had to be now.

	The voivode smiled.

	“I had to learn a few things before going out.” The voivode said and her face sunk. “I wasn’t patient. But I admire those who are, those who keep quiet and carry the burden with a smile. You know, a maiden’s smile brings hope to the entire community. Especially when it’s the hardest to smile.”

	Militsa chuckled. She hated when her mother and aunt told her to smile, but maybe they knew better. 

	“I guess, you don’t want me to tell anyone about you?”

	“Please, don’t.”

	It felt like something she could use for blackmail, but there wasn't anything Militsa wanted from the Haiduks. Even if there was, most people would call her mad. A woman Haiduk was amazing enough as a concept, but when the story came from another woman’s mouth, no one would take it seriously.

	Militsa stepped as close to the voivode as she deemed necessary.

	“When the scoundrels took me, they said the name Amza Bey a lot. It’s the name of their gang leader.”

	It seemed like the voivode knew this name. Malice and excitement sparked in her eyes in a way Militsa has never seen from another woman, not even from another man. This must be what you needed to possess in you in order to become a Haiduk. Militsa wasn’t cut out for their life, but nevertheless, she was going to be useful.

	“They can be recognized by the black cloth with a golden thread on their right wrist—it’s their gang mark. It is said their hideout is north from Kichevo, but I can’t say for sure. Seek advice from the blacksmith on the main street. He’s very knowledgeable.” 

	The voivode smiled and nodded. “Thank you.”

	Militsa gave her a courageous smile and went back to her house with her head up high.
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	Kichevo turned out to be more of a convenient place than Sirma expected. The city had a large market where the gang could find plenty of provisions when in need. Lazar proved to have been born for bargaining. Thanks to him, the gang equipped themselves with ropes, wire and wolf traps, which were ideal for the woods in case someone went looking for the Haiduk gang.

	Kichevo and the surrounding villages also enriched the group with more members. Once word was out that there may be a Haiduk gang in the vicinity, more than a few young and brave men expressed the desire to join. In no time, the gang counted over forty members. Sirma found it a little intimidating to manage so many people, so she made sure to keep most of them in the city and villages as informants and nothing more. She also didn't trust everyone with the plans they had for the future, just her few closest members.

	Today, she entered the city to have a long talk with one of the newest informants.

	“The signature of Amza Bey. Yes, it is known.” The blacksmith said and leaned back on the chair. “He’s been here in Kichevo several times. I’ve heard he’s been collecting taxes from many villages in exchange for protection.”

	The workshop seemed well insulated from the outside, but still, Sirma wasn’t sure who might be eavesdropping, so she kept her voice low.

	“Do you know where his hideout is?”

	“They say it’s somewhere north, but I don’t know for sure. Why do you need him?”

	“His followers have caused a great deal of pain to me and many of my people. I want him to take responsibility.”

	“Are you sure it was by his orders?” 

	Sirma blinked confused at the unexpected question. Of course, it must have been by his orders. Why else would they be doing all those atrocities? But the more she repeated this question in her head, the less she was certain. 

	It wasn’t easy for a single person to control a whole crowd. She knew this better than everyone. She was intimidated by the number of forty people, and Amza Bey’s gang might be even more. No matter how strict their code of laws, if someone decided to do something awful, she wouldn’t be able to stop them.

	“Amza Bey never does anything without a reason.” The blacksmith said. “I suggest you leave him be.”

	“I’m not looking for revenge.” Sirma insisted. “But I won’t let anyone else feel the same pain I felt. That’s why we’re here.”

	The old man looked at her for a while, then checked all the windows to make sure no one from outside was standing too close.

	“He has connections with the Ottoman government.” He paused to let this information sink in. “Lazar told me you’re not targeting Ottoman soldiers.”

	Sirma shook her head.

	“They’re not our enemy.” 

	“They will be if you go after Amza Bey.” 

	Sirma snorted.

	“The Ottomans already hate all of us. Me, because I’m a Haiduk. Him, because he’s an Albanian gang leader. You, because you’re an infidel in their eyes.”

	She had heard terrible stories from the center of the Empire. The Ottoman government had sent people to forcefully convert the Christian population to the Muslim faith. And when the villages declined, slaughter after slaughter followed. Some had cracked under the threats and accepted the faith of the Ottomans to stay alive. 

	 This kind of thing never reached Sirma’s village, or this region. Maybe it was because they were close to the border of the Empire and the guards didn’t take their jobs as seriously as in the capital. Was this fortunate? Sirma had no idea. Every time she heard a strange story like this, she wondered if it wasn’t made up. 

	If it wasn’t, then she knew so little about the world, it was depressingly disappointing.

	“Crime, justice, religion… they seem like good reasons to hate someone, but in the end, the driving force is money.” The blacksmith waved his hands on the table to visualize his explanations. “The Pasha5 spreads his forces only in the cities. He ignores the secluded villages, because the mountain roads are inhospitable, and it takes a lot of money and resources to position guards there. So, it helps a lot when someone else already keeps the peace.” 

	Sirma burst out laughing.

	“Amza Bey keeps the peace?” She leaned closer, her eyes burning. “Want me to tell you stories about all the things they did?”

	“Stories from villages? No one cares about the villages.” 

	Sirma shook her head frantically. What kind of answer was that? No one cared about the villages? People lived in those villages. Slavic infidel population, but still part of the Empire. Shouldn’t justice be their main goal? Grandpa used to say the Ottomans didn’t care about them, but for the first time, Sirma was getting angry at this fact.

	“The Empire has enough political problems as it is. The Slavic villages are their last concern. The point is, right now the government benefits from Amza Bey. But it doesn’t benefit from you. If they must choose, justice will not be on your side.”

	Sirma sighed in disappointment. It was not like she expected any integrity from those who ruled but seeing the corruption this clear felt like she was enlightened only to see the darkness of this world.

	“Then the Ottoman government,” she said, “shouldn’t decide what is justice.”

	The blacksmith smiled widely at this.

	“I thought you said the Ottomans aren’t your enemy.”

	The voivode put on the hoodie and left the workshop. This blacksmith, Lazar’s uncle, was way too amused by the things she was saying. Since they moved to Kichevo, all the members of the gang were educated every day about something new. The city offered so much information, and a lot of it was coming from word of mouth alone.

	Since the very beginning, Sirma knew she wasn’t leading the only gang in the Ottoman Empire. There were others, but since she moved to Kichevo, she learned that a lot of the other Haiduk gangs were targeting the Ottoman soldiers alone. They were actively fighting against the governmental authority because of their awful treatment of the Slavic population.

	There were even rumors that the gangs were trying to organize an uprising against the Empire. It sounded like a story her Grandpa would tell at the dinner table. So farfetched. The very thought of ordering her gang to go against armed and trained soldiers felt like she would be sending her comrades to their execution.

	Sirma would never do that.

	She continued on the way through the city, walking calmly and not attracting any attention. She passed the market and noticed new merchants. One of them had a cart full of old books. Sirma stopped in her tracks and looked at it. Kichevo’s market offered so many educational materials. If only she could read.

	She gazed onward on her path again and saw Plamen was waiting for her. Sirma walked up to him calmly. It was unusual for him to greet her on her way back to the hideout.

	“We received word from Tresonche,” he said. “Nothing happened.”

	She wasn’t sure if he was making a joke, but… No, he wasn’t. He knew quite well she would prefer to hear it. It’d been over a year since the gang moved to Kichevo. Sirma had been worried almost all the time that someone would ambush Tresonche again in their absence. That was why Georgi promised to check the vicinity on a daily basis in case of an emergency.

	Every few months or so, Sirma sent someone to meet him and get the latest word from the region. So far, it’d been peaceful. So, maybe it was a good idea that the gang moved to a place that needed them more. 

	And, it wasn’t just that. It turned out that most of the informants who lived in the villages around Tresonche, kept communicating with each other and were still on the lookout for outlaws. A few of them even had to defend themselves against one of two outlaws. But, in general, the times were peaceful. For now.

	Sirma nodded in silence, and they continued on their way out of the city. It was a lot more dangerous in the city for the Haiduks. They wouldn’t ever feel safe in this environment.

	“Have you ever thought of going back home?” Plamen suddenly asked. “Even if just for a short while.”

	Sirma thought about this too often. Every night before going to sleep. She imagined how she went back home. She imagined her parents, the ones who always supported her no matter what choices she made. She wondered how they would react if she came home after such a long time. 

	Would they be hurt because of her sudden disappearance? Would they be happy to see her? Hug and kiss her through tears to the point where Sirma would never be able to gather the strength to come back to the mountain again? Such a warm and cozy thought.

	“All the time,” Sirma said. “But home is wherever you make it.”

	They passed close to Militsa’s new house, or rather, her husband’s house. Plamen stopped in his tracks when he spotted her outside. Sirma looked at his face. It was amazing how much it changed when he was looking at her, as if he forgot all his surroundings and saw only her. 

	Militsa was outside, sweeping the front yard. It had been a while since she appeared at the market. She didn't seem as energetic as before. 

	In fact, it seemed like the life had been drained from her. Her eyes seemed droopy and tired, her posture was hunched, and the carefree stride she had as a maiden was gone. Her loud voice was never heard again. From this distance, it was hard to notice, but there were blue bruises over her hands, which she desperately tried to cover with her long sleeves.

	Her husband walked out of the house. He was maybe twenty years older than her and constantly scowled as if the world was black. The moment he looked at her, she shivered, as if her body tried to make itself even smaller under his gaze. As he opened the door, they could hear a baby’s cry from inside the house. 

	“Make them shut up!” he yelled in her face.

	Militsa hurried inside.

	Plamen used to say he didn't want to hear anything about her, so the gang was respectful enough not to mention her. But Sirma knew he occasionally walked around the area to get a glimpse of her new life. She hoped he would say something, so she gave him all the space he needed. But now that the wedding had passed and Militsa had her own family, it was high time for Sirma to make him talk about this.

	“You’re not thinking of teaching him a lesson, right?” she asked.

	This question had been plaguing her for a while. It wasn’t a secret that Militsa was mistreated by her husband. A long time ago, Sirma remembered how the men from her village would get together and beat up an abusive husband. But that never made any difference. Not when the woman kept sharing his bed and dinner table. If Plamen took up the habit of their village, he was only going to cause a riot in a city full of Ottomans.

	“That's not how you treat a wife.” He gritted his teeth.

	“Don't do anything stupid.”

	Plamen sighed. Sirma looked at him carefully, looking for traces of regret on his face. There were so many. Why didn't he act while he had the chance? As his leader, she would have advised him to fight for the one he loved, but not when Militsa had children. Sirma would never encourage anyone to break a family, no matter how bad it was.

	“Why did her parents marry her to him?”

	“Parents choose the best for their child.”

	“How is this the best?”

	“Apparently everything else is worse.” Sirma gave her childhood friend a long hard look. “I would have pardoned you if you decided to steal her. There's nothing shameful in admitting you're in love. We're all people. As people, we're not meant to live in the mountain like animals.”

	There was something else she was about to say but cut her speech short when she saw the way Plamen was glaring at her with unexpected malice.

	“I dedicated my life to this gang. Our cause is bigger than my happiness.” He stepped forward, and for a moment, Sirma had the urge to take a step back. “You wouldn’t understand, would you?”

	For the first time in all these years as a gang leader, Plamen looked at her as less of a man. He looked at her as a woman—a naive, love-driven, weak woman.

	But, why was this such a bad thing in his eyes? She still remembered Georgi’s happy face as he left the gang to be with the one he loved. Ruzha looked like the happiest woman in the world when she last saw her. And Militsa would have done anything for Plamen if he had just taken a risk. 

	Why did Plamen deny himself this happiness?

	Suddenly, Sirma realized he was disappointed in her. This wasn't how a leader should be. A leader should understand the importance of a cause, the idea that a man's word was everything and not even a woman's love could change it. Yes, this definitely was something a man would understand, but a woman wouldn’t.

	“Would you pardon yourself if you were in my shoes?” He asked.

	He already knew the answer. Sirma had been dreaming of the day she would find love. She couldn’t help it. She craved it with all her being, despite the way of life she chose. But she quickly rejected it because at the same time, she remembered the clothes she was wearing, the short dirty hair she'd had for years, the roughness of her skin and all the faded femininity she used to possess. 

	It hurt.

	Sirma would never be in Plamen's shoes. It didn't matter anyway because she gave her word—it was a man's word. She chose to lead a fight for everybody else's happiness. This was how it should be. Sirma smiled and placed a hand on his chest.

	“This would never happen.” She looked him in the eyes with the same strength he was shooting at her. “Our cause is important, but it can't love you back.”

	On the way back to the hideout, a fellow Haiduk met them in the woods. Apparently, the gang received a peculiar visitor today. Someone who came to look for them and managed to avoid all the traps they laid in the vicinity. 

	Plamen and Sirma came to a clearing farther into the forest, where everyone had gathered around a man they didn't know. He didn't seem from around here. The first thing he did was nod respectfully.

	“Tell the voivode everything you told us,” one of the Haiduks said.

	Sirma's eyes came back on the outsider and watched him as he carefully stepped in front of her. He was tall, much like most of the Haiduks, possibly around Sirma's age, maybe slightly older. He had a strong build, and his hands looked like they'd seen some hard labor, yet his face wasn't as beat down from life like most villagers.

	“My name is Velko Spirov. I’m coming from Krushevo.” The outsider said. “Yesterday, Albanian outlaws on horseback arrived in the city, fifteen in total. They introduced themselves as relatives to the Albanian households and invited themselves into their homes.”

	Sirma looked at Lazar, who was most often guarding the path to Krushevo.

	“I haven’t seen them from my post,” he answered the silent question. “They must have entered from the other end.”

	Sirma’s eyes came back to the outsider, letting him continue.

	“They’re nobody’s relatives, but the hosts don’t dare to send them away because they’re armed. They haven’t killed anyone yet, but they drink and devastate the neighborhood. The Ottomans do nothing about it. The whole city is on edge.”

	It didn’t feel like he was lying, but Sirma could never be too careful with outsiders. She turned around and made a sign for him to follow her. The two sat facing each other while the rest of the gang gathered around them curiously.

	“What do the people of Krushevo say about our Haiduk gang?” she asked.

	The man paused. This wasn’t just a curious question. He knew he should carefully choose his wording. A common citizen was alone in the woods in the presence of a Haiduk gang. They’d killed numerous people in the last decade, and he might be next. He obviously wasn’t someone concerned about his safety, but there were some things to consider when someone was asking for a favor. 

	“They say you’re dirty scoundrels.” He answered directly.

	Sirma chuckled at the honesty, and the rest of the gang followed suit. 

	“So, you came to ask the scoundrels for help?” 

	“I would go after them myself, but there’s only one of me.”

	The laughter quieted down. Velko Spirov watched the voivode with unshaken determination. Several of Sirma’s comrades nodded in satisfaction at this. That was how a proud Slav should be thinking. If this was what he intended, he succeeded. The group already liked him. Sirma should be careful not to make hasty decisions.

	“You ask for help, but what exactly worries you?” She straightened her back, seeming like she lost interest. “Every man can drink and disturb the peace. It doesn’t mean he is an outlaw.”

	Velko leaned closer.

	“They have a black cloth with a golden ring on the right wrist: the stamp of Amza Bey.”

	Everyone went quiet and stared at Velko with wide eyes. The name Amza Bey had been in her head since the first time Sirma had heard it. The rest of the gang had locked him as a target the moment they realized he was behind the attempted trade with the Slavic maidens a year ago. She didn’t even have to tell them about the friends she lost because of them. 

	They already hated his name.

	It’d been a while since the gang crossed paths with any of his underlings. They were hard to find. They didn’t make too much noise and kept their work in the shadows. She didn’t even know about their ultimate goals. With this, Sirma wondered, would she finally be able to do something that would make a long-term difference?

	Her eyes looked up at Mitsov, who nodded in silence. She looked at Plamen, who seemed to trust this outsider as well. And, everyone else, no matter if they trusted him or not, wanted to meet the gang of Amza Bey. All of them wanted another chance to show them that they couldn’t do whatever they pleased.

	Sirma gave Velko a stick and evened the dust between them with a foot.

	“Draw a map of Krushevo and show me where they’re staying.”

	Velko spent half an hour explaining everything he had seen. He painted the main road and the location of the houses. He showed where all of the fifteen Albanian cavalry men were staying with great detail. They stayed in five next-door houses and didn't try to keep it a secret either. Velko said they would recognize it by the drunken laughter.

	“We’ll go in undercover,” Sirma said. “I need fifteen volunteers.”

	She didn't even have to ask. The whole group stepped forward, ready to prove themselves, especially the newest additions. Still, Sirma preferred not to throw them in such a complicated mission yet. She chose fifteen veterans to accompany her.

	“Are we killing?” someone asked.

	“You can kill,” she said. “But we need at least one alive to get information.”

	She turned back towards the outsider.

	“Tie him up.”

	Velko didn’t have time to react. Two of the newest Haiduk members grabbed him from both sides, and in seconds, his face hit the dirt. They tied his hands behind his back. He looked up at the voivode, spitting dirt and asking what the meaning of this was. 

	“No man ever asked us for help.” Sirma turned towards her gang. “You all realize, he might be leading us to a trap, right?”

	“It’s worth the risk!” someone said.

	“In the off chance he’s telling the truth, this is why we’re here,” Mitsov said, and everyone approved. “Trap or not, we can get closer to Amza Bey.”

	Sirma didn’t need to hear anything more. She turned towards the members that were staying behind.

	“We’ll leave in the early morning. I’ll try to make this quick, and no matter the cost, at least one of us will come back to inform you of what happened. If no one comes back in the next two days, then it was a trap.” Her eyes came back to Velko. “And, you’re holding a valuable hostage. Use him for ransom if worse comes to worse.”

	“What if they don’t care about him?” one of the newbies asked.

	“Then, one traitor less.”

	“What if none of you come back simply because you failed?” Velko’s voice sounded from the ground and everyone fell silent.

	Sirma looked at his defiant face, then back at her comrades.

	“What do you say to this, gang?”

	“At least one more decade!” everyone yelled in unison.
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	The way to Krushevo was the farthest distance Sirma had to walk in a single day. By the time they could see the city in the distance, it was midafternoon. Everyone was tired and hungry, so they took a much-needed rest. 

	It was still the Shar mountain, yet she couldn’t help but notice a difference. The air, the trees, even the birds sounded in a way that wasn’t in the least bit familiar. Maybe because it was the farthest place from home she’d ever been. Or maybe, it was something in the city. Even from a distance, Krushevo was giving off an unpleasant feeling.

	Shortly before sunset, Sirma and Mitsov entered the city undercover. At first glance, Krushevo reminded her a lot of Kichevo. It was a city with stone pathways, many workshops and a huge market. But unlike Kichevo, it was a lot quieter. There were people on the streets, but they were all looking at their feet, as they hurried to get in the closest house. Some of them looked around cautiously. All windows and doors were closed.

	 There were horses harnessed to a few houses, the same houses the outsider had pointed to in his drawing. So, he didn’t lie about that.

	One of the newest members of the gang in the last year had come from Krushevo. Sirma didn’t have to think twice before she appointed him as an informant. She had asked all of the informants to keep what they were doing a secret of the other city and village dwellers, for their own good. If anyone could shed better light on the situation, it was him.

	“Velko Spirov is not a traitor!” he said. “What he told you is true.”

	Sirma nodded. So, this outsider was an ally, like many others. And she treated him like a traitor and left him in the forest tied up. Sirma owed him an apology when she returned. But still, what man in their right mind asked the Haiduks for help? 

	“The Ottomans are supposed to keep the peace,” the informant continued. “But when Amza Bey’s underlings are here, they turn a blind eye. You see this cart?” He pointed at a wagon attached to a pair of horses near the targeted houses. “It’s full of money. Taxes they’ve gathered from the neighbouring villages. Some of it is jewellery, or whatever else they took instead of money.”

	Sirma’s fists clenched at the thought. So, did this mean his gang had moved to do the same to other villages? Or maybe, they’d always operated in this region. They’d been robbing the poor peasants and offering a false safety. She wasn’t going to leave this. All those collected taxes would be going back to their owners.

	“Get in touch with the home owners in these five houses.” Sirma ordered. 

	As night fell, the gang split in groups of three and waited close to their targets. After a certain hour, the only houses whose windows were still lit were the ones where the Albanian outlaws were staying. There were drunken shouts and laughter coming from them too. The only noisy place in the whole city.

	The informant did as Sirma told him and warned the hosts in the five houses that tonight was the night to get rid of the outlaws. All five families were instructed to wait until their guests were asleep. Then they should quietly leave their houses and leave the doors unlocked. The informant would wait for them outside and offer them shelter in his own house.

	This was the plan, but that dreadful anxiety that something would go wrong was still present in Sirma’s mind. It’d been there ever since she first set foot in this city. She wanted to finish their mission and leave as fast as possible.

	Once the city was quiet and the last window was dark, the Haiduks patiently waited for the families to leave first. Working in the cities and villages was always hard when they had to take the civilians into account. It was so much easier in the mountain when it was only them and their enemies. 

	Though, at this time, the silence in Krushevo was even more ominous than the cold nights in the mountainous wilderness. No sound. Just the occasional whistle of the wind in the closest allies. The stillness of the night was disrupted only by the pacing steps of the Ottoman guards. Every time Sirma heard them, her body froze. Even as they passed, it was hard to keep calm.

	Finally, a door opened. The first family walked out as quietly as they could. They didn’t even close the door for fear of waking up Amza Bey’s underlings. Sirma made a sign for the first group to enter. Fast too, as the draft was about to slam the door. But the Haiduks soundlessly held it open and drowned in the darkness of the entrance hallway before the door handle clicked softly at closing. 

	Soon after, another door opened. One by one, the families of the rest of the houses left. The informant waved at them to follow him and they did. The civilians were cooperating. With each emptying house, another weight fell off Sirma’s chest. In no time, all houses were empty. 

	All but one. 

	Why were they taking so long? She gave the order to the other groups to enter the empty houses, while she made a sign for Plamen and Matei to follow her and see what was happening. They must be having some difficulty. Or maybe the outlaws in this house were still not asleep. But the windows were dark.

	Sirma’s group stepped quietly towards the front door, and she tried to look through the cracks of the wooden window flap. Complete darkness. Suddenly, the door opened, and the host stood before the Haiduks, frowning.

	“We’re not leaving. Go away!” he whispered angrily.

	For some reason, Sirma did not feel all that surprised at this. She didn’t have to turn around to notice the enraged faces of the two Haiduks behind her.

	“We’re here to help you,” Plamen said calmly. “And we already started.”

	“You can’t help us. You can only make things worse,” the host snarled. “Our guests did nothing wrong.”

	“Not to you.”

	The man pointed forward and stopped whispering.

	“Go away, scoundrels! Don't come back here!”

	Matei took out his gun.

	“Who do you think you are?!”

	Sirma’s whole body shivered at the shocking sight. Since when had she allowed her gang members to aim a weapon at an innocent? Was Matei out of his mind? The shadows behind the host moved. The outlaws were awake. The host had trembled at the sight of the gun and stepped back, leaning on the large human figure behind him. He looked back at him, then pointed at Sirma and the others.

	“Haiduks!”

	The shadow pulled him roughly out of the way and came forward with a drawn pistol. As he stepped out of the shadow and the moonlight uncovered his face, Sirma recognized him: the one who assaulted Yana all those years ago. The last remaining face that stayed engraved in Sirma’s memory. Years ago, she would have ripped his throat with her bare hands.

	But not tonight.

	A quick turn of the hand and Sirma shoved the outlaw inside the house and against the wall.  His hand dropped the gun and as it fell, it shot the ceiling. A yelp followed from inside and more people shuffled. Plamen and Matei entered the house and locked the door. The other two outlaws attacked with a vicious roar and the two Haiduks knocked them unconscious.

	They made too much noise. There was going to be a commotion soon. But it didn’t matter because Sirma had the one she needed. Hopefully, the gang had better luck in the other houses. The outlaw she was holding tried to free himself, but Sirma grabbed him by the hair and shoved his face against the wall several times until he stopped struggling. 

	“Where is Amza Bey’s hideout?” she asked, trying not to lose any more time. “Tell me, where can I find your leader?”

	Sirma pressed her gun against his back, so he would understand what awaited him if he kept silent. Soon enough, they heard the ruckus outside. Plamen carefully looked cracked open the wooden window flap to look outside.

	“Ottomans. We must go!”

	Sirma waited just a little bit more, hoping to hear a quick answer, but the scoundrel didn’t seem like he cared about his own life. He even snickered mockingly. She groaned impatiently and put her gun away before pulling him along.

	“This one's coming with us.”

	As she pulled him off the wall, the bandit fell on his knees, unable to walk. Or maybe he was doing it on purpose. Then again, those blows to the head might have been too much. Sirma tried to pull him to his feet, but it was futile. He was babbling something incomprehensible.

	“Beasts!” the host yelled, as he sat in the corner of the entrance. “You’re all beasts!”

	He attempted to unlock the front door, but Matei pulled him back, shoving him on the hardwood floor. The man groaned in pain and tried to crawl away from the young Haiduk. But Matei kept walking after him threateningly.

	“I-I’ll call the guards!” the host stuttered. “Help! Help!”

	“Shut up!”

	Sirma turned back, only to see the horror. Matei held the host at gunpoint. The poor man was waving his hands helplessly, pleading for him to stop. Meanwhile, the hostess was curled up in the kitchen, tightly hugging a little boy. She didn't even notice them until their quiet cries were heard.

	What were the Haiduks doing here?

	The outlaw Sirma was holding regained his strength, broke free of her grip, and aimed a pistol at Matei. The young Haiduk was quick to act. He raised the homeowner in front of him, using his body as a shield. Sirma shot the outlaw right in the head to stop him, but it was too late. The homeowner was dead.

	“Matei, what did you do?!” she yelled.

	He let the corpse of the host fall to the side.

	“What? Should I have let him kill me?”

	This was not how this mission was supposed to unfold. The city guards were trying to break down the door by now. Plamen was barely holding one of the windows closed as they were trying to get in from there as well. Sirma had to get everyone out of Krushevo. The gang had no chance against the Ottomans. Hopefully, by now the rest of the gang was in the process of escaping.

	“Shut up! Shut up!” cried Matei to the woman in the corner. He put his gun to her head and shouted in her face.

	“Matei, stop it!” Sirma stood between him and the woman.

	“Are you defending these… these...” He pointed at the hostess with his gun, and Sirma pushed his hand away.

	“Innocent people! You swore to protect the innocent, remember?!”

	Matei fell silent, but the anger in his eyes remained. Sirma did not want to see this in her people. Did he still not understand his mission?

	“There’s no time!”

	Plamen grabbed them both by the arm and led them to the back door. Scary noises rose from the front of the houses. Not on their side, but it should come if they don’t run away. Shouting and deafening gunshots. She was used to this by now, but this time, she couldn’t focus. Good thing Plamen was coolheaded enough to lead everyone to safety. Sirma would go after them, but out of the corner of her eye she saw someone she knew lying on the ground.

	She stopped.

	Slowly, her head turned to see who it was. This was right outside of the neighboring house. There were no guards here yet, the alley was strangely devoid of people, with the exception of the limp figure on the grass. The wind dropped a few degrees in seconds, as Sirma blinked slowly, trying to focus what she was seeing.

	There was no way to mistake this figure. Even in the twilight of the early morning, she would always recognize her trustworthy bayraktar. Sirma marched towards the fallen comrade. With each step, she paced faster, yet never fast enough. She finally got to him and fell on her knees. 

	“Mitsov!” she gasped out of breath. 

	He was still breathing. And his eyes looked at her. Their gazes locked on each other for a silent moment, and Sirma knew this was a parting gift. She was allowed to see him for the last time. She shook her head off this grim realization.

	This couldn’t be the last time!

	The grass behind him was covered in red, it seemed like he had tried to drag himself out of the neighboring house. The window was opened, but there wasn’t anyone inside the house. Still, the darkness was taunting, like someone would come out at any moment. 

	Sirma had to get her bayraktar out of here. She put his arm around her neck and pulled his entire body up. He was heavier than anything she ever dared to pick up. 

	He leaned in a little, and she slowly pushed his weight up with her knees. She was going to make it. One step at a time. Her bayraktar was not dying here. She would find him a healer, and once he could stand on his two feet again, they would come back stronger than before.

	Sirma managed to put some distance between them and the houses, but then Mitsov pulled away and collapsed behind her.

	“I’ll slow you down, voivode.”

	Sirma growled angrily. She was almost at the forest. Just a few more steps and they’d be on their own territory, where they could hide better. Why was he doing this? Just like Ruzha did before. Giving up when the hardest part was over, when she got used to the weight and was hopeful that they'd make it. Sirma’s eyes welled with tears. She wasn’t losing another one at the very end. Not this time! 

	She attempted to pick him up again, when Mitsov grabbed her face and looked her straight in the eyes.

	“Don’t ever stop, girl.”

	Sirma’s train of thought stopped. Time stopped. There were no more gunshots. Just memories of all the times she spent alone with her bayraktar. The words of wisdom he told her. The way he looked at her, the knowing smiles he gave her. And, the look he was giving her right now.

	Since when did he know?

	Mitsov’s body was shaking violently, looking into her eyes until his final moment. He chose not to fight anymore. And now, she felt obliged to watch him leave this world. Finally, Mitsov closed his eyes and his body went limp on the grass.

	Sirma was back in the same dreadful city, with the same dreadful noise. She opened her mouth to ask him to come back, but no order came out. He would never hear her orders anymore. Sirma was alone. She kept looking at him, searching for an order, but she couldn’t think of any. Tears slid down her cheeks, as she shook him, somewhat hoping he would wake up and give her advice like always.

	“Mitsov…” she called. “Tell me what to do…”

	Suddenly a bullet went straight through her back. Drops of blood danced in front of her gaze. The voivode was silenced.
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	Velko Spirov sighed wearily, trying to fit more comfortably within the ropes. He spent the entire night tied to a tree. The Haiduks lighted a fire and spent a nice evening chatting and laughing. At some point, they even sang a few songs. Velko was kept away from everyone, tortured by the smell of baked sausage. 

	Before going to sleep, the voivode was considerate enough to cover him with a random blanket. The nights were cold in the mountain, despite being summer.

	“Thank you.” He said.

	He decided to be polite despite his predicament. The voivode wrapped the blanket securely around him, so it didn’t fall in his lap during the night. From this close, even in the dark, Velko noticed interest in his eyes. Strangely, he stared back at the face of the Haiduk leader, looking for something he wasn’t sure what.

	The voivode stood up and turned his back.

	“Please, help those families.”

	Velko wanted to say these words for a while. The solitude made his mind wander back to his hometown. Though now, a part of him just wanted to say something, anything to make the voivode stay here a bit longer. The Haiduk leader stopped in his tracks for a second before silently walking away.

	After that, Velko tried to talk with the captor who watched him, hoping to strike a conversation, and with some luck reason with him, but ended up being ignored. At some point, he drifted to sleep. He awoke in the morning and saw the voivode gather everyone for their mission. They left early. It seemed like they were taking this mission seriously. 

	That was all Velko wanted. He wished he wasn’t regarded as an enemy and tied up like this. Maybe, coming in the middle of nowhere alone and looking for a Haiduk gang was actually a terrible idea. At least he was still alive.

	He could swallow this misunderstanding. They didn't know him after all, but the new watchman they put here to guard him, did. An old childhood friend from Krushevo, and after the long separation, Velko just glared at him. The Haiduk looked away uncomfortable, then brought a cup of water to his lips. This was good, Velko was thirsty. He drank almost the entire cup, but the last sip he saved to spit right into his friend’s face.

	“Why didn’t you tell them you know me?!” he yelled angrily.

	A few eyes turned to look at them, but eventually ignored. The Haiduk wiped his face and sighed. 

	“Please, don’t...”

	“Don’t what? Do I look like a traitor to you?”

	“I don’t know. I haven’t seen you in years.”

	“Months!” Velko struggled with the ropes, getting restless. “Untie me! I have to help them.”

	“I only do what the voivode tells me.”

	Velko calmed down and looked him with annoyance.

	“Your mother sends her love.”

	“She does?”

	“No. She curses you all day.”

	The Haiduk nodded.

	“That sounds... more like her...”

	“She said she wants you to go back because she wants grandkids.”

	“Shut up!” The Haiduk grabbed a knife and looked around. “I’ll untie you, but you have to be careful the others don’t catch you.”

	Once the ropes were off, all his annoyance evaporated. It was amazing how easily the loss of pain could put a man in a good mood. Velko got up on his feet and stretched nicely. His friend looked around to make sure no one else was looking at them.

	“Who gave you this blanket?” he asked.

	Velko looked down at the soft cloth that kept him warm through the entire night. Strange, a part of him wanted to take it. It felt like a gift. The voivode ordered for him to be tied to a tree for the whole night, but because of this blanket, he couldn’t look at the Haiduk leader with any distaste.

	“I don’t know.” He said.

	For some reason, it felt amusing to keep this a secret. His friend scowled at the blanket in confusion before he looked back at him.

	“Is it dangerous in Krushevo?”

	Velko just now saw the concern on his face. He must have hated having to stay here when his hometown was in danger. Not only that, but he also released a hostage. Velko better prove he’s not a traitor, for both their sakes. He patted his friend’s shoulder.

	“Everything will be fine.” He assured.

	He wasn’t one to give an overly optimistic forecast, but pessimism was everyone's worst enemy. Velko lived among severely pessimistic people and ended up seeing so many lives break, or stagnate, simply because the person was too pessimistic to do something about it. So, whatever he decided to do, he would be a firm believer in his success.

	It took some time to leave the Haiduk territory without being seen. Then, raced to Krushevo as fast as he could. Night had fallen by the time he entered the city. He headed straight to the houses he told the Haiduks to target. It was so quiet outside. Dreadful silence. It made his stomach queasy.

	He came close to the first house and tried to eavesdrop through the back door. The door opened. Darkness and silence. And, suddenly, a gunshot from the neighboring house!

	Velko jumped on his spot. This was bad, the Ottoman guards must have heard this. Soon, there would be complete chaos outside. In the darkness of the interior, he saw a single male figure with a flag on his back. There was no way to mistake him: it was the bayraktar of the Haiduk gang.

	The old man stood firmly and quickly opened the bedroom door. Inside were two of the outlaws, awake with guns in hand.

	At the last moment, the bayraktar took cover behind the door and avoided the bullets. He took off the flag from his back and placed it down. The first outlaw tripped and fell on his face. His rifle slipped on the floor, and Velko set foot on it. Quickly, he picked it up and smacked the fallen unconscious with the handle. In the meantime, Mitsov dealt with the other.

	“How did you get out?” the bayraktar asked.

	Velko smirked.

	“You can’t hold me with ropes. I’m too mighty.”

	“We know you’re not a traitor,” the old man said. “Sorry about that.”

	Finally, they acknowledged him. But, no time to think about this. The Ottomans were going to invade the house at any moment. Velko and Mitsov hurried to escape through the backdoor. This house was on the outskirts of the city. All they had to do was exit and gather with the rest of the gang somewhere in the woods.

	There was a crash at the front door, and the Ottomans invaded the house. Velko could hear the running footsteps behind him. His heart was about to burst, as a gunshot aimed right at his back. But then, the old bayraktar covered him with his body. Velko looked back only to see Mitsov lean on his shoulder.

	He had no time to react. His body moved on its own. The younger man turned around, supporting his savior with one arm, balanced his rifle over Mitsov's shoulder, and shot the guard without as much as a blink. The guard fell down and didn’t get up anymore.

	Velko held the old man tightly in his arms and pulled him out the door. Mitsov was a bulky fellow, so he carefully placed him on the soft grass. He could feel the blood pouring on top of him, staining his clothes. This bullet was meant for him.

	Mitsov groaned and shoved the Haiduk flag in Velko's arms.

	“Bring it back to the voivode. Don't let them take it, you hear?”

	The old man was going to die here. Velko looked at the flag in his hands. It was nothing more than a wooden stick with an old rag wrapped around it. But the Haiduk flag must never be taken by the enemies. It was better to have it destroyed by the gang than to let an enemy take it. This is what the stories used to say. Stories he heard as a child. Now, he was in one of them.

	“Go!” the old bayraktar yelled.

	Velko turned his back to Mitsov and ran away from the commotion. This chaos wasn't there just for the Haiduks. He just killed an Ottoman guard. A man he knew for less than an hour had saved his life. Velko Spirov didn't feel like a part of his own city anymore.

	Without any warning, an Ottoman guard appeared in front of him. The young man screamed at the top of his lungs and swung the flag at his head. Despite the commotion, he was close enough to hear the sickening sound of his skull cracking.

	“Velko?” 

	The guard was looking up at him. Of course, he would recognize him. All the guards knew the dwellers in Krushevo. Everyone knew him since he was a kid. 

	“Velko Spirov?!”

	His voice raised. Velko had to kill him. But he wasn’t going to draw any more attention to himself with another gunshot. He moved behind the guard and choked him with the handle of the flag. His victim tried to struggle, but it was helpless. His face turned blue from the lack of air, and he eventually went limp.

	Suddenly, the handle of the flag broke.

	Velko finally relaxed his arms and let the dead man fall. A second kill. He felt lightheaded, his body swayed for a moment, but he kept his footing on the ground. This wasn’t the time to collapse. The flag was broken, but it was better to bring a broken flag than let it stay in the hands of enemies. There was no turning back anymore.

	Velko had to find the voivode. 
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	Time stood still and so did Sirma's body. There was no pain, but all other sensation was gone too. And yet, she knew death was lurking behind her. A single lucky Ottoman guard took advantage of the one time she let herself be vulnerable. He was closing in. Each of his steps resonated in the ground.

	Sirma looked down—the left side of her white shirt was stained red. She should feel pain. But she didn’t. There was only an unsettling heaviness. Faded gunshots sounded in her ears. A slight look over her shoulder and she saw him, slowly pacing towards her, rifle in hand, but not aiming. No point in wasting another bullet, right?

	She had to get out of here. 

	But she couldn’t move. Mitsov’s forever sleeping form was still in her lap. There wasn’t a single drop of strength in her body. The footsteps were getting closer. She was done for, but something inside screamed at her to move. Sirma looked down at her free hand. It didn’t feel like her own anymore, but she asked it to move regardless. 

	Slowly, but surely the hand lifted from Mitsov’s forehead and reached towards her shoulder. Once it was there, she jabbed a finger deep into her wound.

	Shooting pain rocked her whole body. Muscles lived again, nerves lit up, and she cried hoarsely. Time wasn't still anymore. The noise behind her was louder than ever. She pulled a pistol out with her uninjured arm, and gritting her teeth through the pain, she twisted her body to get a clear shot at the Ottoman. 

	A loud bang followed, and he dropped on the ground. It wasn't her that shot him.

	Velko Spirov, the outsider with her gang's flag on his back, stepped in front of Sirma. He grabbed the voivode by the arm and pulled her up, letting Mitsov’s dead boy slide from her grasp. Sirma casted on last glance at her fallen bayraktar. By the time she paid attention to where she was stepping, Velko pushed her forward into a nearby gorge. 

	She quickly lost her footing and ended up rolling to the bottom. The forest was starting here, only trees and soil surrounded her. A part of her felt at ease in the familiar surroundings. She looked up. Velko was still at the top, reloading his rifle and firing once more before following her down.

	Sirma held on her gushing wound and forced herself to stand up on her feet. Velko grabbed her good arm and pulled her into a run. She tried to keep up with his speed, but every movement was agony. A river of weakness was flowing through her veins, starting from the wound and spreading everywhere. Sirma gritted her teeth and forced her legs to run with all their might.

	She could hear their pursuers shouting in the distance behind them. A gunshot and a bullet ricocheted in a tree bark no more than a palm’s distance from her head. 

	Sirma yelped at the close call. Velko changed direction sharply in an attempt to lose them and she had nothing else to do but follow. On the way, she looked at the back of the civilian who was risking his life for her. Why was he helping her anyway? He opened fire at the Ottomans. He was an outcast now because of this. And, if she slowed him down, he would most probably receive a death sentence. No. She wasn't letting this happen. 

	Velko was holding the flag. Mitsov must have given it to him. Mitsov was dead. She abandoned her bayraktar at a battlefield. Unforgivable. This was all her fault. Why did she expect the hosts to be on their side? Of course, nobody wanted murder in their own house. Now, they left an innocent family without a father. She should have had a better plan.

	“Jump!”

	Sirma came back from her thoughts as Velko rushed them both over a deep abyss. At the last moment, they leaped together over the chasm. While in the air, the flag on her savior's back loosed and waved over them. The rising sun lit up Velko's frame. It was like this flag was made for him.

	They landed on the other side. But then suddenly, Sirma’s legs gave out. She fell on her knees and her head spun. Her body never felt this heavy. She couldn’t continue anymore. Her white shirt was soaked with blood. She could smell it.

	It was hard to keep her eyes open. The sky swung to the bottom of her vision, and Velko Spirov appeared from above. He held her in his arms, before her head hit the ground, and gently laid her down on her back. His eyes were blue, she just now noticed. He looked up at the incoming threat. The gunshots were still audible in the distance.

	“Run,” she whispered.

	No point for both of them to die. For a second, Velko Spirov debated with himself what to do. If he wanted to live, his best bet was to run as far away from his hometown as he could. Maybe go back to the hideout and give the flag to the remaining members of the gang. They probably still thought he was a traitor. She couldn’t vouch for him and neither could Mitsov. No one else saw him help. She hoped the gang was merciful.

	“Hold on.” He said as he finally reached a decision.

	He opened her shirt to take care of the wound. In any other time, she would struggle, but what would be the point now? Everything was getting dark. She was going to die here, and no one would know who she really was. Her family didn’t know what she was doing, and her comrades knew nothing about her. 

	At least someone was about to find out her big secret.

	She felt the cool morning air over her exposed bloody chest, just as everything sunk into oblivion. This was so unfair. She wanted to see Velko Spirov’s surprised face as he realizes she was a woman. It would have been amusing. 

	An eternity felt like a single moment. Or maybe it was the other way around. Either way, Sirma’s sense of time had dissolved. After a while, there was fire. Creaking noises beneath her. She tried to escape the flames, but a set of hands pushed her back in the heat. A sudden coldness licked her face. 

	The sound of the Haiduk flag handle tapped on the ground close by. She could never mistake this sound, it was a part of her life for the last decade. Mitsov was here. She could see him, holding it proudly, like he always did. Smiling warmly and with a hint of mischief. He could be so childish for his age, sometimes even reckless.

	“Don’t gather them all in one place,” she heard herself say.

	Her eyes blinked several times, trying to clear the fog from her sight. Her hand weakly reached for him. She couldn’t quite make out the figure who held the flag, but it had to be him. Only he had the right to hold it. Mitsov laced his fingers in hers, and Sirma's heart calmed down.

	“Don’t ever stop, girl.” His voice sounded in the distance.

	The bayraktar of the Haiduk gang knew about her, possibly this entire time. He didn’t tell anyone and for that she was forever grateful. He didn’t hate her for it either. Too bad he kept quiet. Maybe, she could have talked honestly with him, just like she talked with Plamen. 

	“I’ll never stop,” she said and drowned in the hellish flames.

	 

	***

	 

	Sirma awoke and focused on the wooden ceiling above her head. She was alone in a dark room. The window from one side was closed, but the moon light was getting in through the cracks of the wooden flap. She was still alive. Her mind was a lot clearer now, so she remembered what had happened.

	Krushevo was the source of her worst defeat so far. Mitsov was dead. Tears welled in her eyes at the last words he spoke. How did that stupid and kind old man know? He protected her all these years, and she also wasn't sure who else... Her heart pounded.

	Who else was dead?

	Someone was talking. There wasn't even a door separating this room from the other, just a thin curtain. The soft glow of candles was casting light on her bed. It was the remnants of her gang. She recognized some of the voices, but the others she couldn’t hear. She prayed they were there, just keeping silent.

	The commotion from the other room turned into a quiet laughter as someone recalled a happy memory with their bayraktar. Mitsov’s death was a huge blow for everyone, but least the rest of the gang wasn't in broken spirits. Sirma needed to get a hold of herself too. She had to be strong for everyone's sake. 

	The flag was here next to her bed.

	Sharp pain shot through her shoulder. Her shirt was dirty with sweat and blood. The smell was making her nauseous, though at the same time her stomach was growling. For how long was she unconscious?

	Sirma lifted herself up on her elbows until she was able to sit up. This room wasn’t familiar at all. The gang had managed to regroup while she was unconscious and gathered in a safe place. She was proud her comrades were just as well organized without her. 

	Sirma opened the shirt to look at her wound. The bleeding had stopped, and the wound has been bandaged. It must have been done by a healer judging by how neat it looked.

	The light flickered, and Sirma looked up to see Matei standing on the door frame, looking at her petrified. It took Sirma a few seconds to realize she had exposed her chest at the door. She quickly covered herself, but Matei paced through the room and forcefully opened her shirt to stare at her well-rounded breasts. He was about to touch when Sirma smacked his hand away.

	“Get off.”

	She forgot to speak in the low voice, so this came out so feminine that Matei flinched. He wasn’t used to her real voice. His face twisted with anger.

	“You are...”

	Matei wasn’t looking at his voivode anymore. His eyes changed. Betrayal and rage crawled on his face and Sirma was overcome with a startling need to flee. Suddenly, the younger Haiduk grabbed her by the throat and shoved his leader down on the bed.

	“You witch!”

	Sirma grabbed on his wrists. In her weakened state, his hands were like two unmoving pillars. The air was cut from her lungs, and she felt her throat distorting between his palms. She looked up in horror at the face she couldn’t recognize anymore. Tears blurred her vision, and the life drained out of her once again. 

	Suddenly, someone pulled Matei off her, and Sirma was allowed to breathe. She coughed violently, her body curling in on itself defensively. Plamen pushed Matei out of the room. The younger boy struggled and cursed him as he was thrown on the floor.

	“It was a woman!” Matei shouted. “All this time, a woman!”

	Plamen’s body stood on the door frame, blocking anyone else from entering. The other room went silent. Matei’s voice was the only one she could hear. The angry Haiduk tried to force his way back through Plamen.

	“Banish her! Now!” he yelled, as her childhood friend pushed him back.

	This was exactly what Sirma had feared all this time. The commotion was getting too loud, and she didn't want to lie in bed when she was the source of the problem. Slowly, she got on her feet. It took a great deal of effort not to wobble. 

	Her throat was sore in a way she never felt before. For the first time in her life she was choked. She never thought it could be so terrifying. Even after he was gone, Matei’s rough fingers felt like they were still there. They wrapped almost to the back of her neck and she could still feel his nails biting into her skin. After all this, she was dreadfully aware of her own breathing. 

	Sirma slowly walked to the door and placed a hand on Plamen's shoulder. Her childhood friend looked back at her with concern. Exchanging one look was enough, and he let her pass. The voivode entered the room where her gang waited in silence, her head held up high with a look of stone confidence. First thing’s first, Sirma counted the survivors of the last mission.

	“Six of you are missing,” she said calmly.

	“Five were killed,” one of the Haiduks said, looking down. “One stayed behind to scout.”

	“We thought this would be your first order when you wake up,” Plamen said.

	Sirma nodded weakly. He was right. This was a good call. Her gang knew how to sustain itself without her.

	“Are you people deaf?” Matei shouted again. “She’s a dirty wench! Kick her out!”

	He lunged at her once again. Plamen stood between them and pushed him away. Sirma shivered and the ghostly palms over her neck became even more noticeable. Her knees wanted to buckle from the shock, but she wouldn’t let them. Not when in front of her gang.

	“You all chose this wench.” She said with a clear feminine voice. “She fought alongside with you, she hated the ones you hate, and loved the ones you love. And never betrayed you once.”

	“Matei, what have you done?” 

	Suddenly, the gang circled on the young Haiduk and mercilessly stared at him with their accusing eyes. Matei looked around angry and confused. Sirma was just as confused. Why wasn’t anyone else betraying her? Her mind drifted to Mitsov’s last words before he left this world forever. And then she realized it—they all knew about her. Apparently, the fact that she was a woman was news only for Matei. 

	Sirma looked at Plamen.

	“Did you tell them?”

	“No, but…” he shrugged. “We’re not stupid. You're not exactly manly.”

	Sirma had no words to say to this. The support she was sensing was overwhelming. The one thing that’d been keeping her anxious all these years, and in the end, she didn’t have to worry? No one talked about her gender. She thought it was because no one even thought about questioning it. But maybe the fact that she never grew a beard for ten years was the biggest giveaway.

	“I didn’t approve at first,” one said. “But Mitsov told me to keep it a secret.”

	“He asked me the same when I realized it,” another said. “He said you are an Ottoman slayer, and they’re searching for you, so you had to hide your identity.”

	“When I realized it,” another Haiduk spoke. “Mitsov said that we are led by the one woman who hates the outlaws more than anyone and only by following her, can we bring peace.”

	“To me, he said you were graced by God, and that's why you're so strong. But we should never talk about it because we’ll jinx the good luck.”

	“And, I just thought it was cool.” Lazar shrugged.

	Sirma chuckled silently. It was so typical of Mitsov to think up these ridiculous statements to keep everyone on their best behavior. She missed her bayraktar so much. Even from beyond the grave, he made her smile.

	“She put a spell on all of you.” 

	Matei’s voice went silent and ironically made everyone give him more attention than when he was yelling. Sirma shivered at the way he was looking at her. It was one thing to deal with an aggressive man, but this was making her heart pound with fear.

	“A lying bitch was commanding you for years, and you just accept it.” He chuckled. “I knew something wasn’t right from the very beginning.”

	“Hey, we chose her,” someone said.

	“No.” Matei shook his head. “She bewitched us all in order to choose her. That’s what women do.” 

	The young Haiduk kept looking at her, his eyes unblinking, glittering with desire of vengeance. Sirma kept wondering what caused this, but a part of her must have known. Why else were cold shivers trickling down her spine? 

	“You always looked down on me,” he snarled.

	“I never did,” Sirma murmured defensively, unable to look away from his eyes, though she searched in her memories, wondering if maybe she did.

	Matei took out his gun and aimed at her. The corners of Sirma’s eyes noticed how the whole room stood on edge, while she couldn’t even move. Plamen attempted to pull her out of the way. Matei pulled the trigger with all the hatred he had inside, and for a moment, Sirma wished he would release himself from it with this one shot.

	Lazar pounced on his childhood friend and pushed Matei’s arm up. The gun shot the ceiling and then there was silence.

	“What are you doing?” Lazar whispered horrified. Matei was about to say something, but Lazar yelled in his face. “What are you doing?!”

	Sirma didn't want to believe this had happened. The whole gang was petrified, and Lazar seemed more betrayed than everyone. This was it, Sirma was completely helpless.

	“Enough of this.” Plamen stepped forward. “We have a traitor here. What was the punishment for traitors?”

	“Death,” someone spoke.

	“Death!” everyone chanted.

	Why had it come to this? Sirma made these rules in order to prevent such things. She never wanted to enforce them. But if she didn’t, she would be breaking her own rules. A leader must bear the burden, that’s why they’re a leader. Not to mention if she let him go, he might expose all the gang's hideouts to the Ottomans.

	Matei has turned into an enemy of the gang.

	Quickly, he was disarmed. Two of the Haiduks grabbed him from both sides and pushed him down on his knees. Lazar stepped in front of his friend with a darkened face. He grasped his hair and roughly pulled his head up, exposing his neck, while pressing a knife to his throat.

	“Lazar, stop!” Sirma ordered.

	Her feminine voice echoed in the empty room causing everyone to stand still. Including Lazar’s blade just before it was about to slice. Lazar was so diligent in his Haiduk duties. He murdered enough enemies during his stay in the mountain, but this was too much for him. Matei looked around wide-eyed and afraid, unable to make a sound. 

	“You’re not going to spill the blood of a friend,” she said. “Give me the knife.”

	“He’s not my friend.” Lazar’s face was stone cold.

	Sirma stepped behind him and raised her hand in expectation.

	“Lazar.”

	Her voice was gentle. Nobody had heard the voivode speak this way. With each second, Lazar found it more difficult to keep his hand from shaking. This wasn’t his job. He stepped aside and gave the knife to his leader.

	“Wait, wait. I...” Matei stuttered.

	Sirma waited. She would allow him last words. Matei opened his mouth but nothing came out. His anger had just cooled down, and he finally saw the consequences of his actions. He was still a child. He closed his mouth and then his eyes. Sirma give him a few more seconds to think, but since no words were spoken, her hand swung sharply and cut his throat. 

	Matei left this world in silence with all his comrades bearing witness to his execution. His body was carried out to get buried, leaving a bloody trail on the hardwood floor. Sirma turned to the rest of the gang.

	“As soon as the scout returns, I’ll decide how to attack the remaining outlaws in Krushevo,” she said coldly. “This mission is not over.”

	She saw approval from everyone, though the shock of what just happened was still on their faces. Plamen escorted Sirma back into the room. She threw a last glance at Lazar, who was silently staring at the floor. He might have just realized what had been done. He lost his childhood friend. This night was going to stay with him for the rest of his life.

	Velko Spirov was sitting in the corner. He was still here.

	Sirma couldn’t spare him more than a glance, as she entered the inner room. The moment Plamen pulled the curtain, she fell to her knees. She’s been battling the pain and weakness through these eternally long minutes. She gritted her teeth and made sure not to make a single sound. No one was going to see her helpless. Plamen carefully picked her up and laid her on the bed.

	“This could have gone worse…” he said.

	“Would you have protected me if it was worse?” Sirma asked through the pain.

	“Of course.” He smiled sadly. “You’re all I have left from home.” 

	Hearing this was soothing. Sirma smiled back at him. He eyes were closing. She wasn’t sure where they found this soft bed and pillow, but this was certainly the most comfortable bed she’s ever been on. 

	“I don't think you can fight tomorrow,” Plamen said, looking at her with concern. “You better wait until you're healed.”

	“If we wait, we might lose them. And all of this would have been for nothing. We didn’t lose five people for nothing. I…” Her eyes filled with tears. “I didn’t kill a comrade for nothing.”

	Plamen gently caressed her forehead.

	“Then, get well tonight.” He covered her with the blanket. “And, don't worry. This gang will follow you everywhere.”

	She wished to believe that so much. Doubt has been a part of her life since she could remember, but this time it wanted to cripple her. She wouldn’t let it win. She would keep the confidence high, otherwise everything would fall apart. Sirma drifted to sleep.
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	Sunrise had not come yet when Sirma got out of bed and changed into new clothes by herself. There was a cup of water next to her bed, and she drank it in one gulp. Her shoulder still ached, but now she had a lot more strength to stand on her own two feet. She opened the window and spent a lovely minute gazing at the sunrise.

	She killed a comrade yesterday.

	And after a good night sleep, she didn't feel any different. Matei had been an important part of her life for the last ten years, and just like that, he wasn't anymore. He wasn't the first person she killed, and he wouldn’t be the last. But he was different than all the other people that had died by her hand—he was the first victim she still remembered the next morning.

	The healer offered her some help with changing her bandage. She felt stronger than yesterday. Walking was easier, and she was already aching to run. She decided not to rely on the damaged arm, but that didn't break her resolve. Her dominant arm was fine, and all she needed today was to aim a gun in the right direction. Pulling a trigger wasn’t a hard thing to do. 

	Sirma bowed her head respectfully to the healer.

	“Thank you.”

	She entered the other room. The gang was already awake and ready. She noticed the determination in their eyes and also searched for something else. Doubt that they might not be following the right leader. Or maybe, hate for having to watch a comrade be killed by the one they swore to follow. After one betrayal, a part of Sirma was expecting more. But there were no signs of that, so she pushed away the bad thought.

	The informant had come back during the night. He had managed to listen to the survival outlaws about their plans. This morning, they were heading to another village, north from Krushevo to collect more taxes. Apparently, an ambush like that didn’t break their resolve to do their job. 

	“We can’t let them reach the village,” Sirma said. “We have to strike before they involve other innocent people.”

	“So, on the road,” Plamen said.

	“Yes.” Sirma turned to Velko. “Do you know the way?”

	The outsider nodded.

	“I know it.”

	This part of the mountain was unknown to her and most of the Haiduks. Having someone from the region proved to be helpful. There was only one road that connected Krushevo and the targeted village, and the gang took a shortcut to get to it before the cart. Velko Spirov confidently lead the group, consisting of the surviving Haiduks from the last mission. 

	Eight people in total. Well… nine with him. 

	The sun was already high in the sky when they went through the northern plane. After that was a forest, where they used the landscape as a cover and navigation. Once they reached a comfortable place to cover and prepare for an attack, they waited. It didn’t take long, and they heard the wheels of a cart coming from the nearest road.

	“Take aim!” the voivode ordered.

	Pistols and rifles aimed forward. Velko Spirov aimed as well. No one made a sound. Everyone waited for Sirma’s signal as she made sure this was the cart they were waiting for. Once it appeared on the road, she recognized the cart, covered with the same blanket she saw in Krushevo in broad daylight. 

	Eight outlaws had survived, one wagoner and seven horseback riders. Two from both sides, two in the back and two in front, protecting the cart. They were galloping, wanting to get to the village as fast as possible. If she didn’t know any better, Sirma would think they were worried about their safety.

	She smirked at the thought. She hoped they were.

	They were moving fast, the Haiduks had to do something quickly. Sirma’s shoulder tingled, reminding her it still hurts. While aiming, she raised her damaged arm to give the signal. Her body tensed from the shooting pain, as everyone but her shot at their enemies. 

	No one hit. The bullets hit the cargo in the cart, hitting metal. Some shot at the ground, spooking the horses, but the riders quickly took control. The outlaws then took out their own firearms and responded to the shooting. The Haiduks covered behind the trees as the cart hurried on its way even faster than before. 

	“Forward!” Sirma ordered.

	The Haiduks from both sides of the road ran in the direction the cart was going. Sirma outran everyone and climbed a tree that was spreading its branches over the road. Her injured shoulder hurt, but she kept going, until she was firmly in place, while trying not to use the left arm too much. She crawled on the thickest branch that was protruding over the road, standing in plain sight of the outlaws.

	She didn’t give any order, but the gang knew to keep shooting, taking the enemy’s attention off her, while she settled comfortably. Someone managed to shoot the rider in the front. Sirma aimed at the second one on the front. He was distracted, looking to the side. The moment he turned to look at her, Sirma shot him right between the eyes.  

	He fell off the horse, and the first line of defense was gone.

	The wagoner aimed his rifle at her, but Sirma jumped on top of him. The rifle shot to the side, barely missing her. She held the weapon firmly with both her hands, not letting him point it anywhere. The two riders from the side took aim at her, but the Haiduks kept spooking their horses. 

	Eventually, the horse that pulled the cart whinnied and changed direction. The cart continued off the road. Branches smacked Sirma’s and the wagoner’s face, as they kept fighting for the rifle. Sirma finally smacked her forehead in his nose. Blood dripped from his face, but he kept holding on.

	The cart left the wood and continued through an open field. The wheels went through a rocky surface and Sirma lost her footing. She could only watch in awe as her head almost hit the gravel at high speed. It lasted only for a second. Sirma yelled in pain, as most of her body weight was now kept slightly off the stony ground thanks to holding on the rifle.

	With the corner of her eyes, she kept seeing more and more gravel, as the cart kept speeding up. Her eyes then met the smirking face of the wagoner once more. Just looking at his face, she knew what he was about to do. He dropped the rifle. Sacrificing a weapon to kill the enemy sounded good. 

	Except, the voivode did not fall. 

	Sirma was still here. She had wrapped her legs around the side of the cart and held herself barely above the ground entirely on her legs. The outlaw gaped as she threw the rifle away, letting it disappear behind them. She then used her good arm to pull out her other gun. The outlaw was too stunned to even move. 

	After one shot, his body fell from the wagon.

	Sirma had a brand-new appreciation for her healthy legs. It wasn’t even hard to hold herself like this. She put the gun back in her belt grabbed on the edge and pulled herself up on the wagoner’s place. She pulled back the reigns and the horse whined loudly. The cart stopped just as the front two wheels dug into softer ground.

	Sirma took a deep breath and looked around. She was separated from the gang. Still, she had the enemy’s cart, they could not collect taxes now. Her work was done here.

	It was dreadfully silent. She didn’t like this. Her shoulder ached, but it could wait. Slowly, the voivode looked over her shoulder to the covered cargo. There was something in there, calling to her. She took a hold of the closest corner of the beige blanket, but before she had the chance to raise it, she heard and incoming horse.

	A single outlaw riding a horse straight at her aiming a rifle. She took cover behind the cart. The bullet hit the horse and the poor animal dropped heavily on the ground. Sirma hurried to reload. When the rider appeared on one side, Sirma shot his horse. The outlaw fired again, but then the horse fell on its side and clamped his legs under its weight.

	The outlaw was down, but the rifle was still in his hands. He couldn’t free himself. That’s when Velko stepped behind him and smacked the butt of a rifle in his head. The outlaw lost consciousness. Velko took the rifle from his hands, then rummaged through his saddlebags. Sirma peeked behind the cart and couldn’t help but smile at the sight.

	“You fit right in.” She said.

	He smirked back at her and pulled out a heavy gold chain. The Haiduks never kept the Oriental trinkets they found on their victims. They usually sold them in the city, but it was fascinating to hold them for a while.

	Suddenly, a bullet grazed Velko's earlobe. He gasped in pain and looked back as more outlaws were coming right at them. Sirma and Velko hid behind the cart as they opened fire. She hurried to reload once more but her hands were shaking. Velko placed a hand over her pistol and lowered it down. No need for Sirma to do anything, the gang finally caught up.

	The outlaws scattered as her trusty comrades opened a violent shootout. Only a few enemies were left and the Haiduks took care of the last ones. 

	In the meantime, Sirma noticed one of the outlaws had managed to sneak through the woods. He was taking aim at her and Velko. No time to reload, Sirma took out her knife and ran at him with a ferocious roar. The oldest tactic of scaring the enemy. He had a pointed gun, yet he didn’t dare to shoot. It wasn’t always helpful, but sometimes you make your own luck. 

	By the time the outlaw realized what was happening, Sirma’s knife sunk in his abdomen. She lunged her entire body weight forward until both of them flew backward.

	Her entire world turned upside down as she realized there was a trench twice the human size in height behind him. The bottom was covered with stones and she was heading right at them. She grabbed on whatever she could, an exposed tree root. Thousands of needles pierced her shoulder when her entire weight hung on her injured arm.

	A sickening sound startled her, and she saw the bloodied, broken body of the stabbed outlaw from below. Her knife was still sticking out of his torso. Even without it, he was done for falling from such a height. This was almost her.

	The voivode took a deep breath and helplessly tried to pull up some of her weight with her other limbs to ease the tension in her injured arm. Her face flushed with pain. Running footsteps came close. If this was another one of them, she was done for. But it was Lazar. The young Haiduk came as close as he could to the edge, grabbed a hold of a tree branch, and extended a helping hand toward her.

	Sirma scooped the dirt with her good arm, desperately reaching for him. They were so close. She could almost feel the warmth of his hand. But then, it vanished. Lazar's fingers slowly retracted away from hers. The rest of him followed suit. Sirma's arm kept trying to reach him, only to be met with empty air, growing increasingly colder.

	She looked into his eyes and her blood froze. The young, humorous Haiduk stared her down with judgmental malice. He just kneeled there in silence, patiently waiting for her strength to drip away, so she would plummet to her death. Vengeance was so easy to read on people's faces.

	Sirma's eyes watered. She couldn't even feel the pain in her arm anymore, the clenching in her heart took away all sensation. Eventually, she flew downward, but this lasted only for a second. The hand, she never stopped reaching with was caught by a familiar one—a hand she was certain she held yesterday when Mitsov appeared in her feverish dream.

	Velko Spirov pulled her up, and Sirma leaned in his embrace, catching her breath. Sensation slowly came back to her body. She looked at the young man from up close. He looked at her as well, caught in a moment that had no place here. 

	Sirma looked to the side—Lazar was nowhere to be seen.

	They came out the woods just in time for the rest of the gang to gather up, to witness their victorious cry. None of the Haiduks were dead. Being on horseback was convenient. After the cart separated from the group, the other riders hurried to catch up to it, so the Haiduks had a hard time to stop them. But eventually they managed. A few of the horses ran off, but the Haiduks managed to keep one for the cart.

	Sirma closed her eyes, her head swirling. The shoulder pain and fatigue were bringing her down with each second. Just when she was about to fall on her knees, Plamen held her up from one side, and Velko from the other.

	She wasn't going to faint yet. She hurried towards the wagon and pulled the sheet off. There was silver cutlery, figurines and other exquisite ornaments, along with lots of golden coins.

	“We’ll bring this back to the villages,” she said.

	There were no objections. Just then, Sirma noticed something else—a black bag among all the gifts. It wasn’t just one though. Five in total. She looked at the closest one and realized it smelled of blood. All of them had a small bloody puddle forming under them. 

	She slowly reached and untied the closest one. Then, swiftly pulled it down and as she did, it revealed the face of her trusty bayraktar. Sirma gasped and stumbled backwards. Her stomach turned and before she knew it, her breakfast poured on the ground.

	Mitsov and the rest of her fallen comrades were reduced to nothing more than a trophy. The rest of their bodies had most likely been dumped somewhere to be eaten by stray animals. Sirma's fingers dug in the soil as a painful cry of rage ripped from her lungs.

	 

	***

	 

	The closest village was no more than an hour away. The village priest was eager to organize a proper funeral for the fallen Haiduks, especially after he was told how they stopped the Albanian gang from coming to collect the tax once again. 

	There wasn't a time when Sirma hated the Albanian gangs this much. But she was going to keep all the hatred in and release it only when the time was right. Only when the person responsible for all these atrocities was before her eyes.

	While the Haiduks paid their last respects to the graves, Sirma noticed Lazar has been keeping his distance from everyone. She had thought he ran away. But he was back now. She slowly walked toward him and stood at a safe distance before the young Haiduk. 

	His face was unreadable.

	“I'm leaving,” he said.

	Sirma expected this. Lazar had changed so much for the last ten years. He had become taller than her, stronger too. And despite staining his hands with blood so many times, the one thing that changed his eyes forever was what she did last night.

	“Do you hate me?” she asked.

	Silence. Stupid question. Of course, he did. Sirma knew how hatred felt. That was why she took the burden away. That was why she didn't let him do the deed, otherwise he would be hating himself instead. 

	“You know why I killed Matei.”

	“I know.” Lazar said. “It doesn't make it any less painful.”

	Sirma nodded.

	“I'm not going to give away your hideouts. My heart will always be with this gang. But if I stay”—his voice broke—“I don't know what I'll do to you.”

	Sirma gave him another minute to see if he was going to say something else, but this was all. She lifted her head up high.

	“I trust you, Lazar. Go home.”

	She turned around and felt his predatory gaze on her. Slowly, she walked to the gang, giving him enough time to stab her back if he wanted. This was fair. If she was ready to kill a comrade, she should be ready to be killed by a comrade. The feel of Lazar's gaze vanished, and she heard him running away. He was never coming back. In three days, Sirma lost so many valuable members of the gang. She needed to be strong for this.

	“Where's Lazar?” someone asked.

	“Gone.”

	Sirma then stepped in front of Velko with the flag in hand.

	“I owe you my life. Forgive me for suspecting you. You’ve won the trust of this whole gang. Most importantly, Mitsov entrusted you with our flag.” She said and lifted the flag to him. “You’re free to do whatever you want. But, if your heart leads you to the mountain, I see no one worthier than you to hold this flag.”

	Velko took it.

	“He was a good man.” He said.

	“Mitsov didn’t let the flag get taken. I expect no less from you.” Sirma took out her knife and gave it to him. “Now, Velko Spirov, swear that you’ll never use your strength for personal gain, or against helpless people. You will devote your life to righteousness until death rips you from this world.”

	Velko raised the knife in the air, then put it on his heart.

	“I swear.”

	He lifted the flag heroically, and it broke in his hand. Everyone gaped. Sirma stared at the flag in bewilderment. The symbol of their gang had a broken handle. She knew Mitsov used it as a weapon regularly, but this was ridiculous. Or maybe, it was just right. The flag might have been broken, but it was still here, just like this gang. 

	She laughed. The others laughed as well. Velko looked around embarrassed and shared in their amusement, hoping he wasn’t in trouble. Then, in all seriousness, Sirma placed a hand on his shoulder to get his undivided attention.

	“Repair the damn flag,” she ordered.
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	Velko awoke and stared at the sunny bright sky in between the three crowns. For the last month, he had woken up in the woods. It was still difficult to adjust. The first minute of every morning was dedicated to wondering where he was. Strangely, he was never afraid.

	He was a Haiduk.

	This tranquility outside the city proved addictive. There was no order here. If he wanted something to happen, he had to make it happen himself. Too quiet? Sing a song. Bored? Take a walk. Hungry? Find dinner or starve to death. He wasn't sure if this was what he wanted, or if this was better than city life, but it was different and therefore, worthy of exploration.

	He found a flat rock near the river and sat beside it. He took out pen, paper, and an ink jar and began to write a letter.

	“You’re literate?”

	Velko jumped on the spot. The voivode had the bad habit of sneaking up behind him. Just then, the wind blew off his sheet of paper. He groaned and chased it. He didn't have to turn around to know that his leader was watching him in amusement.

	It had been a month living here, and he was still not accustomed to someone coming up behind him at any time. Velko caught his paper and folded it in several layers. Then he closed the ink jar and put all his stuff back in his bag. The voivode waited patiently before speaking again.

	“What if I was an enemy?”

	Velko looked at her helplessly. He wanted to laugh, but that may not have been appropriate. Making light of losing another bayraktar might have killed her mood for the entire day. And he didn't want to think about his own death. 

	Sirma walked past him and gestured to follow her.

	“I have a few more things to tell you.”

	Velko followed, like he did every morning. The voivode was more caring than he expected. She taught the newest additions of all the hideouts and the secret places they had living supplies and ammunition. She was especially firm when she told him to keep himself healthy. It seemed like she had bad experience with this, but he decided not to ask. The gang had experienced loss of members through the years, but many were pardoned from their oath because they found a wife.

	Such a strange reason.

	But why not? Of course, a woman leader would see this as a serious matter. Velko noticed how loyal everyone was to the voivode. It was fascinating. He quickly made friends with everyone, but rarely spoke. His mouth could spit a lot of nonsense that could enrage some people, so he decided to speak only when needed. For now.

	“Be careful when lighting fires,” Sirma said. “They give out your position during the day and night. Avoid them unless very necessary.”

	“How do you keep yourself warm?”

	“Mostly movement.” She pointed at a few strategic hideouts. “There are blankets and warm clothes in different places of the forest if you want to sleep. Though, we spend the winters in the villages. I'll soon introduce you to the people who host us.”

	Velko nodded as they walked among the trees, the sun rays making their way between the leaves. It was beautiful. So far, there was no need to worry about surviving. It was summer after all. Although his head has been entertaining some ideas of keeping warm with the voivode.

	No, stop!

	This wasn't an appropriate thing to be thinking about his leader. But how could he not? His head was filling with ideas by just looking at her. Sure, she did not look like all the other maidens he was used to. She didn't wear a snow-white gown with a colorful apron, and she didn't have long braided hair.

	Wondering what could be hidden underneath those dusty male clothes secretly made him excited. If he could have his way, he would love to peel them off her body layer by layer until there was nothing left. Then, he would wash the dirt from her face and hands, to reveal the real beauty underneath. If she let him. Well, he did see some of what was underneath.

	No one else from the gang did. He knew it by just looking at them. Knowing this brought him a great deal of satisfaction.

	Sirma was still talking, looking ahead. Her tone of voice was particularly serious, a voice that demanded to be heard. He didn't listen to a word she was saying. Velko was more concerned about how the tiny part of her bare neck appeared above her collar and under her criminally short hair.

	Why was this place enticing him so much? All the maidens he had seen so far had long hair, so the nape was always hidden. Now that he was able to see it, he had the feeling that all his life he had missed something important about women.

	“Come to think of it.” Sirma stopped and turned to him questionably. “How exactly did the flag break?”

	It'd been a while, but he knew this question would come up. How did the flag break indeed? What was he supposed to say? He panicked from all the death he witnessed in Krushevo and used the first solid thing he had his hands on to protect himself? Surely, it wasn’t a crime to admit it. Then again, the flag was extremely important to all Haiduk gangs. It was their identity. It was how the simple peasants distinguished them from the other mountain outlaws and knew not to be afraid of them.

	“I definitely did not use it as a weapon.” He said.

	Why was he so nervous to admit his embarrassing moments in front of her? It took him a few seconds to look her in the eyes again, but when he did, the voivode was silent, staring at him like a statue next to a church. Her eyes were full of longing and nostalgia. And, a little sadness. She was seeing someone else, not him.

	The moment passed, and she continued on her way.

	“You shouldn't carry unnecessary things.” She pointed at the bag, where Velko kept his writing materials.

	“It’s light. It won’t slow me down.” He said.

	“Your burden to bear.”

	At one point the talk stopped being about survival and more about stories of their experience. Now this was something Velko was interested in hearing. He'd been looking at the Haiduk gangs with a romantic eye since he could remember. Sirma also made sure to brag about their successes, rather than explain their losses.

	Maybe to motivate him further, but there was no need. He already had the best reason to stay. 

	Velko noticed some of the gang members nearby were watching him with a critical eye. They accepted him as a Haiduk, but it was much different when they looked at him as a man. Especially a newcomer. He was certain he sensed some jealousy for the attention he had from their leader. It wasn't hard to believe that more than one of these men had a strong attachment to the only woman they saw in these woods.

	But no one crossed a certain line with her. Only one who dared, and Velko had a clear view of his execution. She was out of reach for all of them, and they had made peace with this fact. But this was only if no one else tried to have her. If someone tried, they would punish him away from her eyes. He could easily imagine himself doing the same to anyone who dared to touch the voivode inappropriately.

	However, Velko was different than all of them. His feelings were much stronger than theirs. What a dangerous thought.

	“They're not bad people.” Sirma said.

	She noticed he had been staring at the gang members. It didn’t help that some of the old ones didn’t even try to hide their hostility. This won’t do. No point to worry his leader with small matters. He’ll handle whatever troublesome blunder comes his way.

	“They used to live in villages like everyone else.” She continued. “Workers and craftsmen, all of them. As far as I know, none of them was a criminal.”

	“How are you so sure?” he asked.

	Sirma paused for a moment, then smiled.

	“I won't say there's nothing bad in them because it's in all of us.” Her eyes gleamed dangerously. “But I like to look at this gang as a chance for a new life. Even if they were criminals, they are devoted to our cause now.”

	“The cause of righteousness you made me swear?”

	“Exactly.” She said and turned to the rest. “So, don’t worry. They’ll get used to you soon. Of course,” She peeked over her shoulder. “as long as you don’t do anything stupid.”

	Velko smirked at the last bit. There was no way this woman didn't know she was the center of attention here. He could see it in the tiny twinkle in her eyes—she was relishing it. He wanted her attention so badly right now.

	“Is this what you think about out here?” he asked with a challenging tone. “Whether you're good or bad? Why does it matter?”

	Sirma looked away for a short while, seriously thinking about this. Velko couldn't help but be proud that he managed to make the voivode consider his words so carefully. She finally looked at him and smiled. 

	“It gives me strength,” she said. “Doing something simply because you can or doing something because you wholeheartedly believe it's the right thing—one of these will be your doom. Which one do you think it is?”

	Velko smiled.

	“Doing something because you can.”

	“And why is that?”

	“There's no passion in it.”

	Sirma's smile widened.

	“Freedom is good, but too much freedom makes us animals. We have conscience for this very purpose.”

	Velko felt like such a child in front of her. This was what she was thinking about in her spare time. She was purposefully burdening herself with thoughts that no one wanted upon their heads. Fighting for a cause was giving strength and motivation to fight and survive not only to her, but to all the Haiduks in this gang. 

	The Haiduks didn't live like normal people and were persecuted by the Ottoman authorities. They were free people in an enslaved land who rebelled against the powerful oppressors. That was why legends loved their victories. In reality, whoever hiked the mountain became an outlaw who oppressed the people. It was inevitable.

	But she not only set goals and rules for their life of freedom. She also kept her gang from becoming too rotten. She gathered the ones who had nothing left, who would have become murderers of the innocent, and directed their anger towards other outlaws. And once these people found a way to go back to civilization, she let them go.

	Legends never spoke about this.

	“How do you know to read and write?” She asked.

	Her attention was right here, on something only Velko out of an entire gang possessed. He wasn’t the only one interested in her. She was interested in him too. Why else was she spending so much time with him this past month? To teach him things? He wasn’t the only newbie in the gang, and she didn’t pay so much attention to the others. Why did it take him a whole month to realize it?

	Velko cleared his voice and straightened his back.

	“My uncle is a teacher. He’s been trying to make a Slavic school, but the Ottomans won’t let him. Still, he managed to teach a few boys in secret. Me included.”

	“Just boys? No girls?”

	He paused, he never actually thought about it.

	“I think… not…” 

	Sirma waited for a better answer. This seemed like it disappointed her, though he wasn’t sure why. In the end, she smiled and stepped closer.

	“Teach me to read and write.”

	Velko flinched at the way she invaded his personal space. Maidens never did that. Usually. So, she was interested in reading and writing. He looked at her adventurous smiling face in disbelief. Her eyes glittered with a childlike spark. Well, if teaching her literacy would keep her this close, then no point to ponder on her strange motivations.

	“All right.”

	The lesson started on that same day. Sirma and Velko spent a lot of time in a secluded part of the forest while he taught her the Cyrillic alphabet, made her write each letter, and later had her write different words.

	Velko had never been in the role of teacher, and he just now realized why his uncle was so insistent on building a school. Seeing a student eager to learn brought pure happiness. Wide-eyed, thoughtful expression, and so much curiosity streamed from his voivode.

	After a while, Sirma asked her whole gang to follow her example and learn to read and write. It wasn't a surprise that no one was interested. They were all men from villages who never had the need to be literate, so they didn't see a reason to waste their time. She never asked them again, but Velko noticed the slight pout she had on her face through that whole day.

	She was adorable.

	One morning, Velko waited for her on their usual spot, but this time he had laid a single Iris flower on top of her writing paper. He had encountered it on his usual morning walk. It’s been raining a lot those past few days, so the forest was lusher than ever. There was one flower bigger than most and it also had an exceptionally bright purple color. Naturally, he had to give it to his hardworking student.

	Sirma’s face when she saw it, was priceless. It didn’t seem like she was used to this. She told him not to get distracted from his environment, or to distract her. A light scolding, but she couldn’t fool him. She loved being treated like a maiden again. His leader said nothing else and continued her lesson as always. This time, she avoided eye contact and Velko was certain he noticed a light blush on her cheeks.

	And at the end, she took the flower with her. He wished to see her put it behind her ear, but there was no way she would allow her gang to see her like that.

	Velko hated that.

	In a few months, the voivode was able to read smoothly and hold the pen comfortably. Velko needed about a year to reach that level. Then again, he never took reading seriously. That had angered his uncle frequently. If only he could tell him what he was doing now. He would laugh and pity the poor student who got stuck with Velko Spirov as a teacher. 

	Well, still better than no teacher.

	“You have good progress, but you'll forget everything if you don't exercise,” he said.

	She looked up at him and smiled charmingly.

	“So, you're saying we should keep doing this all year?”

	There was something suggestive in these words. The voivode enjoyed his company and was comfortable spending time alone with him. Her smile was so inviting, almost teasing him in some bizarre way. He nodded.

	“This is how you keep the knowledge.” He cleared his voice. “You should read and write every day. Too bad all the books you can find are in Greek.”

	Sirma was troubled at this fact, as she went back to writing. Velko hated it when her eyes pulled away from him. How stupid to be jealous of a piece of paper… He loved spending this quality time with her, but it wasn't enough. He put his elbows on the trunk and leaned closer until his voivode looked up at him again.

	“I was told there is a book in Slavic about our history. Before the Empire.”

	Sirma eyes opened wide.

	“You mean we really had a kingdom here?”

	And her attention was back to him. He knew she’d be interested. Though, what was he saying? It was true he heard about this book, but he also heard all kinds of other gossipy nonsense. This might as well have been a lie, and he just fed his leader false hope. But he wasn't even sorry.

	“I want to read it!” She said.

	“I only heard about this book, I don't know where to find it.” Velko said. “But we might find something else on the market. I’m going to Krushevo next week for ammunition. Come with me.”

	“If you’re away, I have to be with the gang. We can’t both be absent.”

	“They’re grown men. They can manage a day or two by themselves.”

	She looked to the side with a skeptical look on her face. She must have never left them alone for a whole day. A responsible leader. But now he wanted to be selfish. Just for a single day he wanted her all to himself.

	“All right.” Sirma said.

	Victory.
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	A week later, Sirma and Velko arrived in Krushevo in the early morning. Unlike the last time she was there, the city was full of life. The center was full of people. There was yelling about the market and laughter. Children were running around, and it reminded her of her own childhood.

	People were speaking in different languages. There were foreigners from the neighboring countries, and also there were some completely unfamiliar languages.

	She had heard Krushevo was a cross point for travelers from the entire Empire, and even from outside. Curiosity made her eyes wander around, and she wished she could strike up a conversation with the foreigners, ask them about their lands and way of life.

	“Eyes forward,” Velko said when he noticed her getting distracted.

	The Bayraktar led her through narrow alleys between the houses until they reached their destination: a craftsman's shop with a big sign over the door saying “blacksmith”. In Kichevo there were many signs over the doors, but they never meant anything to her until now. Now, she could read them all. A whole new part of the world revealed itself to her.

	Velko opened the door and a bell rang. They walked inside, and the wooden floor creaked beneath their feet. There was no one inside, but soon a sturdy-looking man appeared from the inner room. He looked them over from head to toe, then he smiled widely.

	“The prodigal son has returned.”

	They embraced. Once the craftsman turned his eyes to her, she switched on her male charm: a proud stance, yet not unapproachable, smiling and respectful. She could tell he liked her from the very first second.

	“It's an honor to be of help to the Haiduks,” he said, bowing his head. “Thank you for saving us from those scoundrels. Now, come.” He invited them to the inner room. “Let me show you what I have for you today.”

	They walked inside in a room with dropped curtains and a tightly locked back door. It had several tables, all covered in knives, daggers, scissors, and just about anything with a blade—no doubt personally made by him. The last table was occupied by his secret side hobby: pistols and bullets. Sirma's eyes lit up at this whole arsenal. The man straightened his back proudly when he noticed her reaction.

	“Is my uncle still trying to start a school?” Velko asked.

	“He’s trying, but it’s all in vain.” The craftsman said. “Not like the kids want a school either...”

	“Of course, the kids want it!” Sirma interrupted. “Where can we find books?”

	“At the market, but they’re all in Greek.”

	Velko was right when he said Slavic books were hard to find. This was disappointing. Just then, loud bagpipe music sounded from the street. Sirma and Velko looked at each other in wonder and walked out the inner room to see what was happening. Groups of people were gathering after the bagpiper, joining hands in a long row and dancing a fast horo6.

	“A wedding?” Sirma asked.

	“Yes,” said the blacksmith. “Yesterday, the newlyweds drew around the entire city with chalk. And today, they urged everyone to follow the chalk while dancing. They pleaded the Ottomans all week to let them do that.”

	“And they let them?”

	“Of course, after they bribed them with a few golden trinkets.”

	Sirma had not seen so many people holding hands. The dance twisted through the streets like a snake, following the newlyweds’ imaginative directions. All the townsfolk could follow them without a problem. Everyone enjoyed it and laughed.

	“Leave it to the younglings to think up these crazy things.” The craftsman said, but Sirma couldn’t pay attention to him.

	Velko leaned in and whispered in her ear, “You want to get on the horo?”

	She shivered at the closeness and looked at him in surprise. Velko’s eyes were so confident and interested—interested in her. Her heart fluttered for a moment. When was the last time anyone looked at her like that? This wasn’t right, she straightened her back.

	“No.”

	“Don’t you know how to dance?” He cocked an eyebrow.

	Oh no, he didn’t just say that. Sirma scowled at him and noticed the playful spark in his eyes. He was teasing her. Or maybe, he just wanted to slack off. Maybe both. But come to think of it, when would Sirma have another chance to dance again? She let the thought sit in her head for another second, then placed a hand on her waist challengingly.

	“Let me tell you that back in my village, I used to out-dance everyone!” She said proudly.

	Velko grinned.

	“Show me.”

	They left the bags with the weapons in the workshop, ran out on the street and joined hands with everyone. Sirma looked at her feet and noticed the pink chalk everyone was following. A long pink line snaked its way through alleys, sometimes twice or even three times in the same one.

	The leader of the dance was the twelve-year-old sister of the bride. She was holding the hand of her grandmother, and so followed half the city. Sirma could see their destination—the hilltop where the newlyweds waited for their guests and the long picnic table charged with food and wine.

	From what she saw, most of the people on the horo were hungry, and the moment Sirma thought they were finally headed to the hill, the leader leads them into yet another alley. Some of them booed, but also laughed. Several times they even needed to jump over a stone pot with flowers. And no one hesitated to do so, both young and old.

	Ottomans were walking around too. Sirma's heart skipped a beat for a moment, but then she realized they didn't pay attention to who was dancing. They just walked aimlessly or sat, arms folded. One of the guards had his head back, mouth open and snoring, with cotton plugs in his ears, so even the bagpipes couldn’t wake him.

	One guard actually tried to mimic the steps of the horo and succeeded. He didn't want to get on the dance with everyone, but he could dance. He even stared proudly at his colleagues, but they just waved him off in annoyance.

	Sirma sank in the wave of the rhythm. When the pavement finally ended, the dance left the city and the trail continued through grass and wildflowers. The musicians walked along with the dancers, as they climbed uphill, where everyone was presented with the wedding feast.

	The newlyweds sat alone in the middle, waiting for the guests to arrive. And when the dance went around them, the two smiled broadly, pleased that so many people had honored their idea for the celebration. The horo finally stopped and everyone clapped. Friends and family embraced each other.

	Sirma smiled at her bayraktar out of breath. It was tiring, but it’d been a long while since she had had so much fun.

	She looked back at Krushevo from up high. So, this was Velko's birthplace. This city was so much different than the other villages she had seen. She had noticed it in Kichevo too, but Krushevo was so much more vibrant. The women were different. She was so used to the silent village maidens, who always stared at the ground and smiled shyly when someone paid them attention.

	The maidens here talked a lot. Not just that, but their voices were heard so loudly. They laughed a lot too. Loudly. Sirma loved this.

	“Velko?!” a maiden yelled and ran at them with a big goofy smile. “Is that you, Velko? I heard you’ve become a Haiduk!”

	Sirma and Velko turned white. Slowly they turned towards the cheerful squeaky voice that had just exposed them to everyone. She kept going, repeating the one word that shouldn't be shouted in front of so many people. The voivode and the bayraktar simultaneously grabbed the girl, shutting her mouth with a hand.

	They looked at the other guests, but no one was paying attention to them. They mostly focused on the table with the food. The Haiduks let out a sigh of relief. They let go of the maiden, and Velko glared at his childhood friend, trying to be as gentle as possible with his explanation.

	“You don’t scream these things for the whole city to hear.”

	“Sorry,” she whispered guiltily. “But tell! What are you doing?”

	“Whatever God told me to do.”

	“You got married?”

	“What? No!”

	The girl looked at Sirma. Her eyes changed. She scowled just a little, but it seemed like she was figuring out something. Sirma froze. She knew this look. Women usually recognized she was a woman on the very first minute. Did she need to shut her mouth again? 

	Velko held the maiden’s chin and slowly turned her head toward him.

	“Don’t look at him like that, or he’ll steal you.” He looked up at Sirma in expectation, and she made a threatening pose this time. “He's a wolf.”

	The maiden shivered a little scared. Sirma almost burst out laughing at this reaction. Did she really believe this? Well, not like she couldn’t understand. Then again, at her age, Sirma didn’t take any man seriously. Not until that wake-up call. She wondered if this maiden had a similar experience, or if she was just being cautious.

	“So, what was that about me being married?” Velko asked.

	“There's gossip about you that you married in secret, or that you eloped with a maiden from another village, or that an outlandish rich lady took you in her castle to be her concubine. Because, you know, outlandish ladies are so, um, broad-minded.”

	“Who thinks up these stories?”

	“Your mother.”

	Velko opened his mouth to say something, but it remained gaping. Velko an only child and all he had was his mother. He said so himself. Unfortunately, all his mother had was him too. By joining the gang, he had left her alone. A part of Sirma felt guilty about this. Then again, he was a wanted criminal. Thanks to the gang, he had a place to go now. She wondered if his mother understood this. 

	The maiden looked around and leaned on his ear.

	“On purpose. She said it’s better the Ottomans don’t know what you do.”

	Ruthless word of mouth could shatter a person. By starting the gossip herself and making it as strange as possible, his mother was taking control. It was like food for vultures. Velko pulled a folded piece of paper out his clothes and gave it to his friend.

	“Will you give this to her?”

	Sirma carefully looked at Velko's face. He was usually cheerful and optimistic but keeping away from home was hard. She knew. Most of the Haiduk gang was in the same predicament. Despite wanting to hike the mountain and protect the villages, the nostalgia of the birthplace would never completely go away. If he delivered the letter himself, he might not return to the gang.

	The maiden took the letter and smiled bravely as if this was some kind of adventure.

	“You can count on me.”

	Sirma watched as the maiden discreetly put the letter in the girdle of her dress. She seemed so cheerful, happy. Her hands had seen some work, but her eyes sparkled with energy. 

	Was it because of Velko? Even Sirma noticed that there was a certain air around her new bayraktar that made everyone feel at ease. There was something about his presence that made people trust him. It was the same with the gang—it took so little time for everyone to like him.

	It was the same with her.

	Velko and Sirma headed back to Krushevo. They returned to the blacksmith to get their bags and headed to the market. The market was full of junk. Most of the reading materials were damaged, but there was always someone to buy them. Sirma found many paper products: newspapers in strange languages and even old bound books. 

	All of them in Greek.

	Despite the crowd and the instinct to be careful when around large groups of people, Sirma was mesmerized by all the things she could find. Many were trinkets one could never find inside the Empire. Some things made no sense to her, and she had no idea what they were used for.

	While walking through the market, Sirma realized Velko disappeared. They must have lost each other in the crowd. She quickly got on higher ground to look. She stepped on a box and lifted herself up, only to be yelled at by a merchant and pushed off.

	This was problematic. She didn't like having to push her way in the market, not to mention the people turned into a source of anxiety she never had before. She used to be in crowds at home when she came back from the field and had no problem back then. But those people she knew. These here were all strangers.

	She hated this. She wanted to push everyone away from her personal space, but what right did she have? Everyone wanted to be here. She wanted to scream and run away. Her mind was too overwhelmed to function, and there was tension in her chest that wanted to burst out.

	She bumped into another person, and when he turned around, she realized it was Velko. Thank God she found him. He looked at her with slight concern, grabbed her hand, and pulled her out of the crowd. Sirma could finally breathe easy.

	“I found something in Slavic.” He said and gave her a heavy black book.

	It was hard and rough to the touch, not to mention worn out. It must have been at least a hundred years old. Maybe more. She carefully opened it and immediately recognized the text—it was a Bible. She opened it on a random page and frowned at the strange font.

	“But it’s in a very old dialect. It’s hard to read.” He explained.

	“Thank you!” Sirma smiled brightly.

	It took them a minute to notice they were being watched. The kids in the city weren't exactly stealthy and giggled frequently. Sirma remembered one time she was also among those children who thought that they could surprise the Haiduks. How naive she was back then.

	The sun had set by the time they left Krushevo. They got delayed, but Sirma wasn't sorry for getting on that horo. It felt like she was fasting for the last ten years. There were so many things about civilized life she missed. The different people, the neat houses, even the gossipy neighbors could make her smile by just being there.

	Now it was back in the mountain.

	The moon and the stars lit up the sky as the two Haiduks slowly walked through the darkness. They took a pathway instead of going through the forest, so they could see where they were going. The moonlight offered only this much guidance. Crickets chirped around them and from time to time, their way was additionally lit by fireflies.

	“Did you have fun today?” Velko disturbed the silence first.

	“I did,” Sirma said. “This is what we fight for.” 

	“This is the peace we’re talking about in the vow,” Velko said. “We might fight, kill and get killed ourselves. But everything that leads to a happy day like this is worth it.”

	She stopped in her tracks.

	“Exactly.”

	There were times when Sirma was filled with doubt for what the Haiduks were doing. The mountain sometimes offered a little too much solitude when it was peaceful. She had many opportunities to think a little too much and ultimately lose confidence.

	As a leader, she had no right to be doubtful herself. But hearing Velko say these words of encouragement filled her with the security she needed.

	Sirma couldn't properly see her bayraktar in the dark, but she sensed something greedy in his eyes. For the first time in her life, being looked like that caused pleasant shivers to run down her spine. Something hot burned inside her and she couldn’t help but take a big intake of air. The moment she exhaled, her shoulders relaxed visibly.

	Velko stepped into her personal space, and she instinctively moved back until her back leaned against a tree. He was so close, she could feel his hot breath against her face. Sirma dropped the bag of ammunition that was weighing in her hands, eliminating the last barrier that separated their bodies. 

	She melted into their first kiss.

	There was no fear, no duty, no worry for the future. Sirma’s fingertips eagerly explored the outlines of her handsome bayraktar’s frame. He picked her up in his strong arms and entered the complete darkness of the forest, where the soft grassy bed welcomed their heated bodies. They peeled each other’s clothes off one by one until there was nothing in the way of bliss.

	 

	***

	 

	Sirma watched through the openings in the tree crowns as the deep dark blue sky was lightened into what would soon be sunrise. The grass was comfortable, and so was Velko's warm embrace. As the passion faded, none of them wanted to get up and they ended up listening to each other's breathing for hours. Sirma wished to stay like this forever. 

	All these years she spent fighting in the mountain, and this was the first time she allowed herself to have a taste of it. The peace she was fighting for. If everyone else were as happy as her, then everything was worth it. She noticed Velko was looking at her for a long time.

	“What?”

	“You’re pretty when you’re happy.” He said.

	She couldn’t remember the last time someone called her pretty. She wasn’t sure what to say to that. Was she supposed to return the compliment? It might be rude if she didn’t. She must have made a strange face while pondering this, because Velko’s grin was getting wider. He was so close to snickering out loud. Sirma hid her face behind her palms in embarrassment. She was thirty years old already, not a child. And yet, she was so inexperienced. 

	Velko rolled on top of her again.

	“Let’s see if I can make you happier.”

	“Wait…”

	Sirma’s senses lighted up as his hand sneaked between her naked thighs. She instinctively threw her head back, exposing her neck only to have it devoured by her lover. This wasn’t good. She was going to lose herself again. But the sun would be up in the sky soon. They could see each other in great detail. Scandalous! 

	She quickly lost her train of thought, as her mind once again sank in an ocean of overwhelming pleasure. The world disappeared around her and all that was left was Velko. She didn’t mind living in this world forever. Soon, her back arched as another burst of pure ecstasy rocked her body from head to toe.

	“Only I know this side of you.” Velko whispered, as he carefully observed her face.

	Sirma opened her eyes and noticed the sky was orange. Velko’s words reminded her of something important. As pleasant as this was, the voivode of the Haiduk gang should be held to certain standards. Now that her lover let her think again, she had to take a regretful decision.

	“We should keep this a secret from the gang,” she whispered.

	Velko’s expression changed. He didn’t seem pleased about this. His hand moved away from her nether regions, but stayed on top of her, effectively trapping her beneath him. Sirma didn’t like the look on his face.

	“Leave them,” he said.

	Sirma opened her mount to spit out whatever was on the tip of her tongue, but out of all the frantic thoughts, none had anything to do with what he just said. 

	“Run away with me,” he elaborated.

	“And do what?”

	Velko shrugged and looked around aimlessly.

	“Build a house, get married, have children…”

	Sirma could feel the heat coming out of her own face.

	“Y-you want what?”

	“I want you for myself.” His eyes could bore holes into her. “I'm never leaving you after this.” 

	Sirma had wished to hear these words for so long. She thought she would never be blessed with this kind of happiness, and now it was here. But it felt so wrong to just take it. Her eyes were soon to fill with tears, and she swallowed a lump in her throat. The voivode lifted herself up on her elbows and looked into her bayraktar’s deep blue eyes.

	“I’m not leaving my cause. It’s for life.”

	“You let other Haiduks go home for this exact reason!” He said, raising his voice without even realizing. “Do it for yourself now!”

	“Not while Amza Bey is still out there.” Her tone was calm and composed. “No one will live peacefully while he’s still around. You know it too.”

	Velko looked away glaring in the distance. He knew she was right. He had seen what Amza Bey’s underlings did. He hated them as much as the gang did. Someone had to stop them. And he knew full well there wasn’t anyone else up for the task. He shouldn’t try to selfishly take away the leader of the Haiduk gang.

	“All right.” Velko relaxed his forehead on her shoulder. “I’ll protect you while you do your duty.”

	Sirma’s heart was about to burst. She just rejected him, but he was still here. Quickly, she wrapped her arms around him tightly, not wanting to ever let him go. She had found the most irreplaceable man in the world. And, she wasn’t even looking for him, he came to her. They would fight together and possibly die together. They would go to Hell when the time came, and she would never regret anything.

	Velko looked her in the eyes and smiled.

	“That’s the bayraktar’s job, isn’t it?” 

	“The bayraktar’s job is to be second in command,” she said with a goofy smile.

	“I think it’s to please my leader.” His hand sneaked between her legs again, and Sirma smacked him. “Fine, fine. I’ll be second in command in my spare time.”
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	“Of course, he wants you to leave.”

	Plamen pulled as far as the rubber band allowed. His eyes squinted in concentration, and he finally let go of the pebble, sending it flying at the primitive targets of pebbles. It had been a while since they played with slingshots. Sirma thought it would be a nice way to pass the time when it was peaceful.

	Pistols and rifles had been the dominant weapons for them for years, so they thought they would have lost their accuracy with the children's toy. But that wasn't the case.

	“Don’t accept it just like that.” Sirma scowled through this entire talk. “He’s our bayraktar. He shouldn’t want for the gang to break.”

	Plamen snickered.

	“You think the gang will break without you?” He paused to think. “Maybe, it will.”

	How did this happen? Sirma adored every single second she spent with her new bayraktar. He made her fell fulfilled like no one else in the world could. But at the same time, Velko’s affection was accompanied with conditions that might soon force her to choose. Love or the cause?

	“What would you have done?” Sirma pulled back and aimed carefully before letting go. One by one the row of targets fell with each new shot. No pebble went to waste.

	“Choose the cause, of course,” Plamen said. “Just like I did.”

	It had been many months since Sirma started a secret relationship with her bayraktar. At least she hoped it was still a secret. If Plamen managed to figure out what she was doing behind everyone's back, maybe others had found out too. She felt awful for keeping another big secret from her gang, but a part of her found excitement in all this hiding. Too much excitement.

	There was a certain tension sometimes with her gang. She wasn't sure whether or not that was the reason, but she tried to be as discreet as she could. She didn't shy away from scolding Velko when he got too haughty, nor did she take his side when there was an argument and he was obviously in the wrong. Maybe that was what kept everyone's trust, and why no one talked about it.

	Still, Velko never missed the chance to give it back to her at night, away from everyone. She didn't mind it. In fact, a devilish part of her wanted to provoke him more just to see how far he would go. She knew she shouldn't take advantage of her power like this.

	“Well, you didn't abandon us, so I don't mind that you chose the life of a whore.” Plamen shot accurately once again, despite the outraged look Sirma gave him. “But playing with a man's heart is just another secret weighing you down.”

	“I'm not playing with him,” she said. “And I'm not a whore. I love him!”

	“Then marry him.” Sirma looked down scowling at her feet. “I don't know what you see in him. Is it because he can read?” Plamen grimaced. “How is that useful?”

	Sirma and Velko often scouted the market in Krushevo for books, unfortunately only old books in Greek made it to the market stalls. They paid some attention to those as well, but the language was so strange it was impossible to understand anything without a teacher. But the Greek teachers required very expensive payment.

	There were also western books.

	A lost diary of a wandering traveler, or once there was even a document from some knowledgeable diplomat. Sirma had met westerners a few times. They spoke a strange mixture of languages, imitated dialects from the center of the Empire. Most of them were literate. If she was a little more educated, the world would become so much clearer.

	“It's not about being useful, it's about...”

	Sirma thought deeply about it. What did she see in Velko really? She refused to say it was all about the lust, despite there being an abundance of it. 

	No, if anything, it was probably because she never felt this accepted by anyone else. As a maiden in her village, she had to be pretty, hardworking, graceful and all other standards that were assigned to her from birth. As a voivode, she had to be strong, just, ruthless and merciful at the right moments. But, with Velko it didn’t matter that she didn’t look like a maiden, and it didn’t matter that she wasn’t the strong man a voivode should be. He was drawn to her, not the expectation of what she should be.

	“What did you see in Militsa?” She asked.

	Plamen sighed, trying to keep the bitterness from appearing on his face.

	“You promised not to talk about her.”

	“If it still hurts, you still love her.” Sirma looked forward at the fallen targets. “She was ready to leave her whole life behind for you, and you still didn't take her. What else is there to do?”

	“I don't want a woman to leave her life behind for me. I don't want to turn into her disappointment later.” Plamen looked deeply in her eyes. “That's why it's so easy to choose you.”

	In a way, Sirma started to understand. Everyone had someone who accepted them the way they were. 

	A sudden noise broke the tension. Sirma and Plamen immediately sat up. They noticed two outlaws creeping between the trees. Scouts. Without a single sound, the two Haiduks hid behind the closest tree. They hadn’t been noticed yet. These men had a black cloth on their wrists—finally, the men of Amza Bey had moved. Sirma had been expecting this for a long time.

	She squatted silently to get a pebble, stretched the rubber of her slingshot, and shot it into the bushes. The scouts immediately drew their attention to the noise and carefully creped towards the bushes. Before they reached the source, they both stepped on two wolf traps the Haiduks had strategically put there. They cried out and collapsed to the ground. Sirma and Plamen came out of their hiding places and stood before the outlaws.

	“Good job.” She said. “You found the Haiduk gang.”

	The rest of the gang arrived not long after, tied their hostages, and moved them deeper into the woods. It’s been a while since her comrades had to interrogate someone. At dusk, the two scouts found themselves tied to a tree. The place was well guarded by all sides, so everyone could relax in their own domain.

	Not only that, but they brought lots of food today. For a while, it was entertaining to eat in front of their guests without giving them anything. A few of the newest additions of the gang didn’t miss to tease them with it.

	“Where's Amza Bey's hideout?” someone asked, but the scouts just glared in silence. “I'm afraid they're mute, voivode.”

	“Or they don't understand.”

	“They understand. They're just acting like ladies.”

	“Treat them like ladies then.”

	Everyone laughed. Sirma loved these moments of power. She loved hearing her gang laughing. But she didn’t like how silent their hostages were. It was as if the threats did not reach them. She stood up, pulled out the knife, and pressed it into the first one's neck.

	“Tell us where Amza Bey is, and we’ll go to him together.”

	Still no response. Sirma pressed the knife deeper, letting some blood to flow down his neck. There was fear—she could smell it. The hostage was shivering, breathing deeply, and sweating all over, but he didn't make a sound.

	She moved the knife away and then rested it at the base of his ear. Not even putting pressure on it, but the feel of the blade on such a sensitive spot made her hostage’s eyes pop out in panic. Sirma waited. She wasn’t going to repeat herself, but she gave him a few more seconds to change his mind and simply talk.

	It wasn’t a hard question after all.

	The outlaw squeezed his eyes shut, awaiting her torture. He wasn’t going to talk. No, she saw it on her face—he accepted what was coming. Sirma gritted her teeth in anger and pressed hard with her knife, until his ear fell in his lap. The forest echoed with his screams. The voivode muffled her victim's mouth with a hand while turning her attention to the other hostage.

	“See what could have been avoided?”

	She pulled away from him and kicked the man in the temples, effectively knocking him unconscious. Then she made herself comfortable next the other scout and put the flat side of the bloody blade on his cheek.

	“Do you want this to happen to you?”

	She stroked his cheek with the flat part of the blade but made sure he could feel the rough edges of the sides. The man was already shaking in fear, yet still silent. Sirma was annoyed. These two were probably trained not to talk if they were captured.

	She stood up and turned to the others.

	“We won't get anything. Kill them.”

	Two Haiduks immediately set out to take them away from everyone’s eyes and kill them quietly. Meanwhile Sirma cleaned her hands and knife from the blood. This was a new for her—having so much trouble to get information. Torture was disgusting. 

	It touched some of those old sadistic feelings she had when she first became a Haiduk. But pleasure from violence comes when it helps you survive. She wasn’t in any mortal danger here. The hostages were harmless, yet tough. Torture wasn’t going to get them anywhere. She had to think of another way to get to Amza Bey.

	“If the scouts don't return, they’ll send new ones.” Velko said.

	“Let them.” She said. “One is bound to talk.” 

	She glared at the darkness in the distance. Let them send as many of them as they wanted. She would eventually get to their leader. And once she did, nothing in this world was going to stop her from slitting his throat. She looked at her bayraktar, unable to remove the hateful glare from her face. 

	“What kind of people are these, Velko? Letting me torture them, accepting death, just so they don't betray their leader? Why? What did Amza Bey do to earn such loyalty?”

	Sirma lost her best friends because of them. They attacked whole villages and drove their population to hide in the mountain caves like bats. They cut her comrades’ heads off. Sirma lived with the idea that strong belief in a high cause was the best motivator for any person to do great things. But what could motivate their savagery? 

	“It’s power.” Velko said.

	He didn’t need to say anything else. She knew exactly what he meant. Power came from numbers. But large numbers were chaotic. A good leader must bring order. Amza Bey did for years before she was born. In order to fight him, she had to be better.

	“Our cause is absolute.” Sirma said. “Nothing comes before it. Not pain, not torture, not your life, or the life of your loved ones.”

	To achieve anything, one must sacrifice something. It was a natural law. She couldn’t follow a dangerous path like this if she was not ready to make sacrifices. It would make everything she did so far meaningless. Velko looked at her in silence. He seemed hurt. Without realizing, she just told him that she would always choose the Haiduk duty over him.

	“This is an order.” She spoke firmly. “This is why we chose to be Haiduks. Am I clear?” 

	Velko looked into her eyes for a while longer. His expression was blank. She didn’t want to go mellow over this. A man wouldn’t. However she looked at it, she was going to hurt the one she loved. Maybe she would hurt him more each time. The corners of his mouth curved upward in a smile that appeared to be the hardest thing he has ever done in his life. 

	“Yes, voivode.” 

	The next few weeks passed quickly. A second pair of spies came to seek the Haiduk gang. They were wearing the black cloth on their wrists, so Sirma and Velko disarmed them together. As they waited for the rest of the gang to come pick them up, their hostages cried like babies. Completely different than the previous ones who kept their composure.

	She was going to get information from them this time. She knew it. But, when they started talking, they just begged for mercy and said something about money and getting paid. They knew nothing. That’s when Sirma realized what was happening.

	“Velko, these people are peasants.”

	The bandits from Amza Bey's gang had their own air around them. They had killed people and pillaged small villages. Their hearts had hardened, and they were completely insensitive. These people weren’t like that. So, the bandits masked civilians as outlaws and led them in the forest. Paid them to be bait. 

	Where there was bait, there were hunters.

	Sirma looked around. The trees rustled and disoriented her view. Velko attempted to stand back to back with her, but before he could manage, an outlaw jumped from a tree on to the bayraktar. Sirma reached for her weapons, but someone wrapped an arm around her neck, cutting off the air in her lungs.

	Velko grabbed a handful of dirt and threw it in the eyes of his attacker. He managed to ram his elbow in the attacker's solar plexus, but just as he was free, two more attacked.

	Watching her bayraktar get overpowered while the world around her was getting dark was the worst way to go. Sirma pushed her legs as far back as she could, attempting to make her attacker lose balance. The outlaw also stepped back as Sirma used a tree trunk to push her legs with all her strength until he finally lost his footing and fell into the gorge behind them.

	They rolled down, and Sirma used the momentum to break free of his suffocating grip. She immediately reached for her weapons, but they were no longer on her girdle. She saw them up on the slope and hurried to take them. The outlaw grabbed her legs and pulled her back before she could manage.

	More were coming.

	There was no getting her weapons back. Sirma kicked the outlaw in the face several times until she freed herself and broke into a run.

	Each step took her farther from Velko, who was still fighting alone. She left him. She left her bayraktar and the man she loved just like she left her friends all those years ago. No! Think reasonably! She would be useless if she stayed. She couldn't fight so many men unarmed. There was a hideout close by where she had hidden weapons in reserve.

	She had to get to her weapons. Looking back, she saw four people chasing her. Wait. They had weapons but did not shoot her. So, they wanted to capture her alive. This was her advantage.

	Keeping her alive would be their biggest mistake.

	Sirma made a sharp turn, and a new outlaw emerged in front of her. He cried out threateningly, and she kicked him between the legs. He fell to the ground, and she continued to run. Looking back, she saw him pointing the others in her direction.

	So, they were all scattered throughout the forest. What if they knew about their hiding places? They might have taken the weapons. Did it make sense to go there now? Even so, arming herself was her only hope right now. She couldn't run forever. She was going to tire at some point. She had to bet everything on the hope that they didn’t take her weapons.

	Damn it all! She continued running with all her strength. Leaping over bushes and stumps, she maneuvered through the trees like a wildcat.

	At the last moment she noticed a very thin cord pulled between two big trees. Unable to stop in time, it stabbed her right in the stomach. She rolled and fell on her back. Not only did her whole world turn around, but it felt like her body got sliced in two. Her blood circulation might as well have been cut from the abdomen down.

	In a few seconds, sensitivity returned to her lower body, but two of her chasers stood above her. They grabbed her from both sides and lifted her up on her feet.

	Then, a colossal outlaw towered before her. His face was stone cold, emotionless. He punched her in the jaw. It was like someone had thrown a boulder at her head. The world spun around, pain pooled in her head and she tasted blood in her mouth. Still no reason to make a sound. The voivode turned back to her attacker and spat a tooth in his face.

	As luck would have it, the tooth shot right in the colossus' open mouth and he choked. His eyes shot wide open as he grabbed on his throat and tried to breathe. Sirma burst out laughing. It was true that every cloud had a silver lining. Before she could finish laughing, another outlaw punched her in the face and this time she lost consciousness.
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	Velko could see death. A strong arm wrapped around his neck while another one was holding his head in place. He tried to reach over and grab on his face, poke his eye maybe, but his arm couldn’t reach. He tried to elbow the outlaw in the gun, but behind him was nothing but a wall of muscle. Not even a flinch at his weak attempts.

	Whoever this person was, Velko was no match for him. The way he was holding his head, it would have been so much easier to just snap his neck and be done with it. But no, he was choking him, slowly draining his strength. His rifle was strapped around his shoulder, trapped between his back and the mountain of muscle behind him. He cursed himself for not carrying a knife. 

	And, where was the damn flag?

	The bayraktar waved a hand forward as if he expected it to appear out of thin air. His eyes darted through the landscape of the forest as the sky and the greenery darkened little by little. And all he thought about was how much he missed that damn piece of wood. Then it dawned on him, he didn’t take it today. It was still in the camp.

	What an idiot.

	He was ready to drown in the dark embrace of death when the sound of a gunshot brought him back to the light. The huge attacker loosened his grip and his body collapsed heavily on the ground with a bullet hole in his head.

	Velko fell on his knees, trying to catch his breath, as the other two outlaws turned towards the source of the gunshot and were only met with the forest. They were at a complete disadvantage when out in the open. Another two shots and they followed the same example. 

	Soon after, Plamen appeared in plain view. He looked at the two crying hostages, who had kept their eyes closed in fear until now.

	“They have nothing to do with this,” Velko said.

	The bayraktar hurried to cut their bindings. It made no sense to keep the bait here. The two men crawled away from the Haiduks before getting up and running away. Plamen in the meantime looked over the three dead outlaws. They had the black cloth on their wrists.

	“Where’s Sirma?” Plamen asked.

	Velko lead Plamen in the direction he last saw the voivode. On the way, he picked up Sirma’s pistols. She was unarmed, and he was certain he saw a lot more outlaws chasing after her.  So far, the Haiduk gang was the one to ambush Amza Bey’s underlings. Sirma knew how to use the element of surprise. For the first time, they were the ones to attack, and the Haiduks were dreadfully unprepared.

	Velko and Plamen did not have to catch up much. As soon as they reached another hill, they watched the scene unfolding.

	Sirma fell.

	Surrounded by outlaws, she struggled to the very end before they managed to take her down. Velko's world went blank. He was knocked unconscious and fell limp in their dirty hands. They opened her shirt to expose her flesh to the world. As if making sure this was the people they were looking for. Plamen immediately took aim at them, but Velko placed a hand on his gun.

	“What are you doing?”

	Good question. A good bayraktar would immediately attack when he sees enemies overpowering his leader. His free hand fisted tightly to the point where his nails broke his skin.  But something Sirma said a while ago was playing on a repeat in his head. The cause came first. If he was ever forced to choose between the cause and a loved one, he had to choose the cause. Those were her words. Something fragile broke inside him, but the priorities were clear.

	“Why aren’t they killing her?” Velko asked out of nowhere.

	Plamen scowled in confusion and looked at the sight again. The big outlaw pushed the others away, since they were getting too handsy, and threw the voivode over his shoulder. Then pointed at the rest a general direction and they followed him.

	“They’re taking her to Amza Bey.” Plamen concluded.

	Velko gestured to Plamen to follow them, and the two Haiduks quietly sneaked after the outlaws. A cart was waiting for them by the road. They threw the voivode inside it and tied her hands behind her back. Finally, they covered her with a blanket. A few other outlaws that have been scattered in the forest also came by. No need to look around anymore, since they had their target. 

	“Amza Bey knows she's a woman,” Velko said. “Why else would he want her alive? If they thought she was a man, they'd have killed her.” 

	Which begged the question, how did they find out? Could they have had other scouts in the vicinity that the Haiduks didn’t notice? Maybe they overheard things in the cities? Gossip was everywhere, and there always was a bit of truth among the ridiculous assumptions of the crowd. There was also the possibility for a traitor among the Haiduks, or the informants.

	He couldn’t think about this now. The woman he loved was being taken away in front of him. The cart was soon going to disappear behind the horizon. 

	“A woman voivode,” Velko murmured. “Who wouldn't want to see that?”

	He hated how easy it was to put himself in the shoes of the outlaws. If he was a dirty scoundrel like them, of course he would want to see this extraordinary woman voivode. Plamen grimaced unpleasantly at his comment.

	Velko took a deep breath and tried to gather his thoughts.

	“If we track them, we can find the hideout.”

	That’s right, stick to a plan. A plan the voivode would like. A plan that would further their cause. Use this small defeat as an opportunity to get information. This was their best bet to find Amza Bey. They never would have had this chance if she was a man. Let those scoundrels choke on their own curiosity when the Haiduk gang ambushes their hideout. 

	This was what Sirma had been wanting this whole time. Velko imagined her pleased face that he was smart enough to use this opportunity. Unfortunately, the thought was making him sick to his stomach.

	“You’re actually letting her get there?” Plamen asked judgmentally. “They’re curious now, but once they’re done with her, they’ll…”

	“You think I don’t know?” Velko snapped suddenly. “The cause comes first. Her words, not mine.”

	Plamen looked down guiltily, as if it was his fault she ordered that. Velko knew how far Sirma was ready to go. Even now, she would be leading a battle, alone and scared in the dark. Even if the worst fate that could befall a woman dropped on her shoulders, she would keep fighting until her last breath. He admired her for that. He was hurting because of that. 

	But still, he would honor that.

	“Follow the cart,” Velko ordered.

	Plamen nodded, and the two Haiduks followed.

	Velko had never felt so lightheaded. He walked carefully after the outlaws, hiding in plain sight and resisting the urge to shoot them and take the love of his life back into his arms. Instead, she was lying on the hardwood, tied and blindfolded, like an animal for slaughter.

	He had to bear with it just a little more. A part of him wished some divine force would let his thoughts reach her somehow. Let her know that she wasn’t alone. Help would be on its way as fast as possible, so she just must be strong and endure.

	It took hours of walking through the mountain roads, but the cart finally arrived at their destination: a large fortress. At least it used to be a fortress. The base was made of stone, but the rest was renovated with wood. It was big enough to house a whole platoon of people.

	The windows were dimmed by colorful glass, the type that could be seen in churches. There were rich people inside, no doubt about it. Then again, considering how well it was hidden away from the road, he doubted many rich people would like to come this deep in the woods. Sentries scouted the area for intruders. The cart stopped, and the captors took their hostage inside.

	“Do you remember the way?” Velko asked.

	“Yes.”

	“Gather everyone.” Plamen was about to go when Velko grabbed him by the arm to get his attention back. “Not just everyone on camp. Call every informant and ally you trust, even those that retired.”

	“It will take longer,” Plamen said. “You think she’ll be alive by then?”

	Velko tried not to flinch as he said, “She did her part. We found the hideout. It’s not about her anymore.”

	Plamen gave him a long pause as he processed what he just said. Slowly, he pulled his arm out of the bayraktar’s grasp and hurried on his way back. Velko was left alone with his thoughts.
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	The unpleasant smell of stale cloth invaded her nose for far too long, forcefully bringing Sirma to consciousness. She awoke in darkness. The moist bag around her head was sticking against her face. Her hands were tied behind her back. She was lying on a hard surface and was on the move. The sound of cart wheels rustled from bellow.

	So, the outlaws had stunned her and taken her away like some helpless maiden. She was being taken to their leader.

	After all these years of searching, she would finally meet Amza Bey. The one who was responsible for all the suffering in the region. The one who thought he deserved a tax by every village for not letting his underlings attack like savages, and not even honoring his end of the bargain. The one because of whom Sirma lost her best friends. 

	Her heart was going burst out of her chest just thinking about this. For now, she needed to keep quiet and calm down. There should be a plan somewhere in her head. She didn’t know what time of day it was, nor the direction they were going. It must have been far from the places her gang was guarding, so they probably didn't know where to look for her.

	Sirma was alone.

	Her mind started imagining their destination. A den deep in the forest, guarded by vicious, snarling wolves. A cold and dark place where no sunlight reached, fog and a constant light drizzle with no signs of life around, be it animal or plant. And in the middle—a fat slobbering caricature of a man sitting on a throne surrounded by his many lackeys.

	Sirma let out a long exhale, trying to shake off the unreasonable imagination. So childish. Reality usually was much worse. 

	Her mind must have been delirious from the lack of fresh air. How long had she been breathing into this dirty bag? In the end, she might suffocate and die before they even reached their destination. She needed to save her strength. A sober mind would find the opportunity to do something, whatever that was.

	After what seemed like an eternity, the cart stopped. The weight of the blanket covering her was lifted from her body, and she felt a cold wave. Her sweat had made the clothes stick to her body, but there was a particular cold feeling around her breasts—she was exposed.

	A single hand effortlessly lifted her from the cart. Once Sirma stepped onto the grass, she was roughly pushed forward. She stumbled but managed to stand on her feet before someone held her elbow and led her forward. She obeyed for now, as she was taken indoors. The floor beneath her feet wasn't stone, not wood but soft carpet.

	Sirma had seen a lot of soft carpets on the market in Krushevo. Only from a distance, of course. They were too expensive even to be looked at. They were very quickly being bought by Ottomans and other rich people who could afford them. She wasn't interested in luxuries, but it would have been a lie if she said they hadn't caught her eye.

	She had the pleasure to touch a carpet once and wondered what it would be to own one. People who had them in their own homes seemed so proud. Once she was even tempted to steal one. She resisted, of course. After all, she condemned stealing. But she understood what prompted thieves to steal for purposes other than survival.

	They finally stopped, and the black bag was removed from her head. Sirma's face was all sweaty, but calm, confidently keeping her chin up high.

	That muscular giant was still here. Too bad, she had hoped he had choked to death on her tooth. It would have been hilarious. He did not seem pleased when looking at her face. Maybe he could read her thoughts. Sometimes, she was too transparent. He didn't kill her, probably because he was following orders, but he could have crushed her head right here.

	The outlaw pulled a rag from a bucket of water, grabbed Sirma hair to keep it in one place, and began roughly cleaning her face from the dried blood. He wiped down her neck and over her exposed chest, slowing down to get a better feel of it. Sirma didn’t miss the twinkle in his eyes as he did so. He looked up to see her expression twisted in a disgusted mock of a semi-smile.

	He suddenly swung his gigantic hand, ready to slap her across the face. She could feel the wind the colossal arm caused around her, but then it stopped. Smart. He would have to clean her all over again if he did that. The outlaw tied the lace in her shirt well enough to cover her up to the neck, then pulled her into a hallway.

	She carefully looked around and saw the other rooms with open doors housing bandits inside. They were all looking at her. She was their trophy after all. Others were walking up behind them, curious of what would happen to their hostage.

	Sirma was right in their lair.

	They reached the end of the corridor and stopped in front of a closed door. The colossus opened it, and Sirma was introduced to a richly furnished room with a beautiful Persian rug.

	In the corner was a large bed with a shiny bedspread and pillows in a velvety color she had never seen before. From the four corners of the bed rose wooden columns from which hung curtains with a beautiful thick fringe.

	Next to the bed was a large cabinet with glass doors through which she could see beautiful ceramic and porcelain dishes lined in a row in perfect order. Maybe if she provoked them to push her into the glass, she could use the broken pieces to cut the ropes.

	The large window was illuminating the room, and just below it was a table with two chairs. On one of them sat an elderly, wrinkled man. His face was frozen in a constant scowl. Large mustaches covered his upper lip. His clothes were typical for rich Ottoman landowners. He sat on the table chewing loudly, and his skinny hands scooped the last sauce from his dish. 

	It smelled delicious.

	The big outlaw pushed Sirma forward and forced her to kneel. She didn't resist. There was no point showing intolerance now. The poison her eyes said it all.

	Nothing good could come out of this meeting. She would probably die here. The question was how? Should she fight with all her might until her fire was extinguished? Should she look for a way to give a signal to her gang about this place’s whereabouts? Hopefully, they would find this place and attack after she was gone from this world. She could always use her body to get close to Amza Bey and kill him before the others killed her. Every possibility ended with her death.

	The old man put his empty dishes away, and a servant removed them from the table. He then looked towards the big guy and motioned towards the door with distaste. Without even exchanging a word, the colossal outlaw motioned to all their audience at the door to go away before he closed it. It was only the three of them in the room now, drowning in complete silence.

	Amza Bey was still sitting on the chair, but this time his full attention was on her. Their eyes locked together for a few moments and Sirma forgot all about her inevitable doom.

	“Congratulations, Amza Bey!” She grinned mockingly. “You needed a dozen men to capture a single woman.”

	One side of his mouth curled up as he kept watching her. It didn't look like he was offended, nor that he held any hatred towards her, which was a big contrast to the murdering gaze stabbing her back. 

	“What’s your name, voivode?” the leader asked.

	Sirma blinked, not exactly sure why he was asking her this. He addressed her with her position, almost like he respected her. The colossus grabbed her by the hair and straightened her back.

	“Answer, bitch.”

	She bit down a groan at the uncomfortable position. She was forced to look at Amza Bey’s composed state. He watched her as someone would regard a fly. It would be so easy for Sirma to snap at him, but anger would only be to his benefit. The colossus let go of her hair, and she hunched forward, taking deep breaths.

	“I want to know how to call you,” Amza Bey said. “Unless, you want your name to be forgotten. Women’s names generally don’t matter, but maybe yours…”

	“It’s Sirma!” she spat.

	“Sirma voivode.” He nodded. “Tell me, what are you doing?”

	 “I protect my people from your disease.”

	Amza Bey remained silent for a while. It seemed like this answer disappointed him. He looked away, as if wondering how to continue this conversation.

	“So, your gang is how many? Seventy-two?” 

	He looked up at the colossal outlaw, who nodded in confirmation. Sirma tensed at this revelation. Even she lost count of her gang at some point, especially since most of them were situated in the villages and away from the mountain most of the time. But it wasn’t just that. He also knew about her being a woman even before she had come here. How did he know all of this?

	The Albanian gang leader grinned at her expression.

	“You’re not the only one with informants. I’ve been in this much longer than you. So…” he continued. “Do all these seventy-two people also wish the same?”

	“Yes! When you hurt people, you hurt all their loved ones!” Sirma’s voice raised again. “My gang is full of people whose lives you’ve ruined! Thanks to me, they’re united against you!”

	It’d been such a long time since the day she hiked the mountain. She wanted to tell him these words since she learned about Amza Bey’s existence. This greedy old man had to know that the villages would not take this anymore. No one would stand down in the face of injustice.

	But words were cheap. No matter what she told him, it felt like petals in the wind. With her hands tied, with the colossal outlaw not letting her out of his sight, and while she was on her knees all alone in the enemy’s lair words meant nothing. 

	Amza Bey leaned his chin in his hand.

	“And after you remove me, what’s next?”

	“We’ll keep protecting the villages until we die,” Sirma said. “The Haiduk cause is for life. We are a family.”

	He smirked.

	“We are too.”

	Amza Bey got up from his chair and walked towards the window. He gazed outside for a long while. Sirma saw something familiar in his eyes. She didn’t know how, but she was certain he was thinking about the future. And whatever he was seeing was burdening him.

	“People have a need to strive for something,” he said after a long pause. “So, I gave them a cause. Work for me. And now they’re loyal. You did the same to yours.”

	Sirma’s face skewed in disgust.

	“Don’t compare my gang to your degenerates.”

	“And how are you not degenerates?” He looked at her over his shoulder. “After your savage ambush in Krushevo, the Pasha has ordered me to hunt you down and slaughter every single one of you.”

	Savage ambush? How dare he call it that! Thanks to her gang’s intervention, the city became lively again. There was a wedding that started a horo through the whole city. His gang was the savage one. It was so hard to keep the wave of anger from spilling out of her mouth. It would only make her situation worse.

	“But that’s the Ottomans. That’s all they know. Giving orders like they’re the top of the world.” Amza Bey kneeled in front of her. “They have no idea what it means to crawl out from the mud and strive to make a place for yourself.” 

	His bony fingers lightly brushed her cheek, and Sirma flinched at the new type of attention directed to her. 

	“They’re not like us.” He whispered.

	She had no idea what to say. This old man had the icy stare of every single outlaw she met in her life. But he was speaking to her. Come to think of it, this was the first time Sirma talked with an outlaw. So far, all of them were like animals. They growled and attacked. Now, she was talking to one of them and she was confused.

	 “I’ve heard of women Haiduks, but never thought I’d meet one in my lifetime,” he continued. “It’s like a gift.”

	The last part was almost a whisper and an unpleasant shiver crawled over Sirma’s back. She pulled her head away to put some distance between them.

	“I’m not your gift.”

	He chuckled amused.

	“Your path was even harder, wasn’t it? How long did you have to hide that you’re a woman from the people you’re calling a family? How did they take the news you’ve been lying to them for years?”

	“Why don’t you ask them yourself?” Sirma smirked. “You separated us because you’re afraid to face us head on.”

	“I separated you to see if they’ll fall apart without their leader.”

	Sirma chuckled. “You’re in for a surprise.”

	“And to negotiate a truce.”

	Sirma’s train of thought stopped. She must have heard it wrong. Amza Bey’s face was focused on her, looking for any trace of a negative reaction, just like she was searching for any sign of lying. She wanted to curse him for trying to deceive her, but something told her he wasn’t. Why was it so easy to read his face?

	He took a deep breath.

	“Why do you think the Ottomans let us do whatever we want? We work for them. The incompetent authority depends on us to keep the Haiduks away from the cities. They don’t care how. They just want it done. But if you put on my mark”—he showed his right wrist—“then, I’m responsible for you, and you’ll never be their aim.”

	Sirma shook her head. The colossus behind her was confused as well. He kept quiet, but it didn’t seem like he approved of this. 

	“Why do you care about us?” she asked.

	“Why shouldn’t I?” Amza Bey rose to his feet. “What’s the point of causing more bloodshed, when we can simply join forces and stop being each other’s problem? It’s easy to live in an Empire that is your friend. I can find a place for everyone because that’s all everyone wants. You know it too.” He smirked. “Let’s join our families.”

	All that was left was for him to offer her his hand like some kind of saint. Maybe he would have if she didn’t have her hands tied behind her back. Amza Bey knew how to use words to sway people. In a place where almost no one was educated or literate, this type of person was the one to organize a whole army. 

	Maybe this was his goal. Gathering people with nowhere else to go and turning them into loyal pawns. Whatever could an old man like that want with an army? It didn’t matter now because Sirma wasn’t going to be swayed so easily.

	“Join with you?” Sirma said lowly, the hatred slowly seeping through her teeth. “You want me to convince my gang—the people who had to fight your vermin off from their villages. The people who saved young maidens from being sold like cattle. The ones whose comrades you beheaded. You want me to convince them to walk side by side with you?”

	Amza Bey’s smirk slowly disappeared.

	“We are nothing alike. I decline.” Sirma glared. “You should have thought about a truce before you killed my two best friends.”

	Amza Bey smirked again.

	“Is one of these friends called Ruzha?”

	Sirma’s whole world froze in a single moment when he uttered this name. The very sound of it being said by his voice made her heart stop for a second. Just a few minutes ago, this old man said that women’s names are usually forgotten by time. And yet, he knew Ruzha’s name.

	If this was a trick, she would never forgive it.

	“She was stolen from your village at the age of seventeen.” Amza Bey sat back on his chair, “She was supposed to be sold outside the Empire. But in the end, she married one of ours.”

	Sirma shook her head in disbelief.

	“What?”

	“They fell in love.” For the first time the old man’s eyebrows lifted from the constant scowl. “He protected her and was kind to her, and she married him. They're living in a village north from here.”

	Saying it like it was the simplest thing in the world. Sirma was certain Ruzha was either dead or living with a cruel fate. But in the end, her childhood friend was alive and happy?

	“I don’t believe you.”

	“You don’t believe in love?” he asked challengingly. “Love is everyone’s salvation. No exceptions.”

	Sirma glared at him. He was looking down at her since she entered this room, but now he was treating her like a fool. Sirma understood love. She knew it better than him and anyone else in this place. Amza Bey was a true fiend, telling her exactly what she needed to hear and playing with her feelings. As if she would believe this easily. She wasn’t a child.

	“I can take you to see her.” Sirma looked up at him wide-eyed, and he smirked at her enthusiastic reaction. “But only if you promise to be good.”

	Sirma looked away, cursing her own curiosity. She had heard no word about Ruzha since the last time they played hide-and-seek in the forest of her home village. All this time, Sirma assumed the worst. That was why she let time bury her friend with all her childhood memories. But assuming the worst was so typical for everyone. Maybe Ruzha actually had a happy life now. It wasn’t impossible, no matter how unbelievable these circumstances sounded.

	This was a cruel deception, she was sure of it. But at the same time, Sirma doubted she would have a peaceful minute until she was certain it wasn’t true.

	“I won't resist. You have my word,” she said. “Take me to see Ruzha.”

	They cut the ropes around her hands. Finally, she was allowed to stand up. He even offered a hand to help her up. For now, Sirma accepted. Once she was up on eye-level with him, she searched for lying signs on his face. There were none, though she wondered how old he was. 

	Amza Bey seemed like he was even older than her grandfather the last time she saw him. And yet he was so full of energy. His figure was scrawny, but there was so much strength in it. A part of her found it admirable. Someone with such a rich life behind them must have learned how to lie convincingly.

	Nevertheless, this was a temporary truce. Amza Bey agreed to take her to the village under the condition that they just looked at the household and didn't talk to anyone. She agreed. One glance was all she needed anyway. 

	The two of them, along with two of his underlings, got on horseback and galloped towards a village. It was sunset by the time they arrived and got close enough to where Sirma could see a woman wearing a white gown and a bright colorful apron. Clothes Sirma would wear if she had not been a Haiduk all her adult life.

	Next to the woman was a man. They were working together in the backyard, chopping wood for the upcoming winter. They were speaking to each other while doing it. She couldn’t quite catch what they were saying, but from time to time Sirma could catch a smile on one of them. When one smiled, the other followed suit. 

	A beautiful sight. It reminded Sirma of her own parents, long ago when she was still a child before she lost a brother. Why did this happiness seem so far away? As if protected by a bubble that would never let her inside.

	“Ru...” Sirma called out to the woman but Amza Bey muffled her mouth with his hand.

	“You promised,” he said.

	Both their gazes came back to the scene in front of them, admiring it from a distance for just a little while. Sirma finally found her missing friend. So, this was how Ruzha looked like after all these years. Strange, Sirma thought she would look slightly different. Or maybe she was too different. It was hard to reach a conclusion at this distance. 

	But she was smiling. This was most important. 

	“Everyone is looking for their place under the sun,” Amza Bey said. “You don’t have to be among your own to feel at home. Home is where you make it. And among the peasants in this land, there isn't a safer place than in my gang under my protection.”

	Sirma kept looking at the woman’s face and the more she looked, the more foreign she seemed. She knew that even if Ruzha was alive, she would never be the same person. Sirma wasn’t the same person after she left Tresonche either. There was more than a decade of life experience they didn’t share.

	The Ruzha she knew was gone.

	“Is it her?” Sirma asked.

	Amza Bey looked at her in mock confusion.

	“Don’t you recognize your own friend?”

	“I’m asking you,” Sirma said, keeping her eyes on the woman. “I can’t tell if it’s her. So, I’m asking if you’re lying to me.”

	Silence. Of course, there would be silence. He had no idea what she was talking about. Amza Bey had information about her gang. Maybe enough information to manipulate her to do his bidding. He must be used to doing this to people. But not to Sirma voivode.

	“It’s true. I became a Haiduk because of her,” she said. “But I’ve made peace with her loss. If this is her, or if it isn’t her, she’s not the reason I’m here. I’m a Haiduk, so I won’t let anyone else feel the pain of losing someone they love.”

	Sirma could feel the air next to her filling with malice. Like a burst of black flames that instead of heat emitted coldness. Liars were never capable of keeping this inside.

	“You can’t sway my heart with this, Amza Bey.” She looked him in the eyes. “You ask for a truce, but all you promise is protection for us from the Empire. While you will continue to tax the villages and do your atrocities. The Haiduks don’t live for themselves. We live for the people. There will be no truce.”

	The scowl was back on his face, and this time there wasn’t even a tiny glimmer of amusement like before. The leader of the Albanian gang wasn’t happy. He looked at the colossus, but before he could grab her, Sirma broke into a run. She went around the house and looked back at the other lackey chasing her.  

	An unexpected obstacle tripped her feet. Sirma collapsed heavily on the ground and looked up at the Ruzha look-alike. The woman lifted a bludgeon above her head, and in a flash, Sirma lost consciousness.
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	Velko scouted the area. He never visited this part of the mountain, so it was relatively new for him. The day was sunny. One of the last days of summer. It felt wrong for the weather to be so pleasant when Sirma was a hostage. Not only that, but she was taken somewhere else not long ago. Her hands weren’t tied, and it seemed like she agreed to whatever they were doing. 

	There was an old man with her, to whom the other outlaws seemed quite submissive. Velko had never seen Amza Bey, not even from a distance. Just speaking his name in certain parts of Krushevo was followed by an uncomfortable silence. Because of this, he imagined someone vicious and strong, not any different than that giant that almost killed him earlier today. 

	The last thing he expected to see was a frail old man. Then again, no one would expect a woman to lead a Haiduk gang either. 

	Why were they taking so long? The sun had started to set, and Velko already feared they have taken her to a completely different place to kill her. Just as he was thinking it, the horses came back. Sirma was brought unconscious. Velko moved closer while keeping himself hidden enough.

	A colossal outlaw threw her over his shoulder, like he would a bag of potatoes.

	“It’s a pity,” Amza Bey said. “I truly wanted her.”

	“Why can’t I just kill her?” the colossus spoke in distaste.

	“In due time.” The old man gave the horses to a servant. “First, I want to see what I can use her for.” 

	“I know exactly what to use her for.”

	Velko shivered with disgust at the way he said this. He’d been exercising restraint all day, and a lot of negativity had piled up inside him. If he wasn’t careful, he might lash out and ruin the entire plan.

	“Not yet,” Amza Bey warned. “Bring her to the cell for now.”

	The colossus chuckled in self-satisfaction and entered through the gate. In the meantime, a servant came to announce to Amza Bey that he had guests. 

	Velko noticed an unexpected visitor had come by while they were away. Not just anyone, but the local Pasha. There were rumors that Amza Bey had close connections to the government, but to personally see the Pasha—the one responsible for the region that included Krushevo—was filling him with brand new disgust for the Empire.

	Everyone went inside. As far as he knew, Velko was the only person outside now. So, maybe it would be safe enough to inspect closer. It might help for later when the gang attacks. While he circled through the woods, he noticed one of the colorful glass windows at the first floor was open.

	In order to get to the window, he had to leave the comfortable hiding spot in the woods and cross the open space. Velko took a deep breath and broke into a run. He reached the side and slid down the wall, hiding directly under the opened window. Someone was pacing in the room, moving chairs around. Then the door opened and someone new entered.

	“Good evening, Amza Bey,” the Pasha said.

	There was nothing but a wall separating the bayraktar and the leader of the Albanian gang. And now, the face of the corrupt authority was here too. Velko rarely saw the Pasha out on the street. He was more interested in personal pleasures. That’s what people said about him. Some of these remarks were said as a good thing too. The people in Krushevo had a special appeal to those who lived in luxury, even if undeserved. Velko would never understand this.

	“My people don’t like that I’m coming here.” The Pasha said.

	“Who’s asking you to come?” 

	Interesting, Velko had expected to hear a warmer greeting. There was a definite tension in that room. Maybe, partners in crime didn’t exactly mean close friends.

	“My people are worthless.” There was anger in the Pasha’s voice. “So, I have no choice but to ask you for help.”

	Amza Bey chuckled amused and took a seat on the other chair.

	“You seem on edge.”

	“I am,” he growled. “If we weren’t on the ass of the Empire, there would have been order here.”

	“Weren't you put here to make order?” Velko could practically feel the Pasha's glare. “But you don’t know how, do you?”

	“Are you going to teach me?” This sounded more like a warning than a question.

	“Of course, not.” Amza Bey smirked. “I’m in no position to teach someone as great as you how to do their job. I just keep my people under control for you.”

	“Spare me.” The Pasha sighed. “Your people are just like the Haiduks. Only difference is they’re easier to punish.”

	“All you know is punishment. Punishment doesn’t keep people from rebelling. But you don’t care, do you? You want everything to work. But, how does it work? Why is it working? You don’t want to know. And, in the end”—the gang leader leaned back on his chair like a king—“you come to my house for help. Uninvited.”

	There was a short silence after this. Velko could easily hear the discomfort of the Pasha. The Ottomans were very strict about visiting an esteemed man’s place. They believed in courtesy and good manners above all. And now, a government official was being lectured by a lowly criminal. This must’ve hurt his pride.

	“I was told you captured the voivode.” The Pasha came to the point.

	“It’s true.” Overwhelming pride filled the air in the room. “The Haiduk gang you couldn’t stop for over a decade, and now on my first attempt, I captured their leader.”

	Two eager hands slammed on the table.

	“Where is he?”

	“Not here. At a secure place, completely disarmed.”

	“I want his head!”

	“What will you give me for it?”

	“Don’t be greedy, old man.” The Pasha snarled. “You and your lot will have my permission to continue living in this dump. It’s more than you deserve.”

	Silence. The charismatic host had no clever remarks this time. He was still working for the Pasha, and the wellbeing of his entire gang depended on his decisions. In the end, he was just as helpless in front of the government as the Haiduks.

	The Pasha headed towards the door.

	“Send me his head by tomorrow evening, or I’m arresting all of you and tearing this place to the ground.”

	“Her head.” The steps stopped at the door. “The voivode is a woman.”

	The Pasha paused a little bit more to digest this information. He had nothing else to add, so he left the room without being seen out. It didn't seem like he was welcome here. He was given his position without fighting for it, and yet by the sound of his strides, it felt like he owned this place.

	Amza Bey clearly lied to him.

	He didn't want to hand Sirma over to the Ottomans. At least, not yet. Did that mean he had plans for her? No, whatever they were, if he wanted to stay in power, he would prioritize his gang’s wellbeing. Which meant Velko had to work fast to get Sirma out of here.

	The room was quiet again. Now, what would stop Velko from simply going through the window and slitting Amza Bey's throat? It would be so easy. He sounded like someone with a lot of charisma for his age, but he was still a frail old man. He might not even make a sound.

	The wind brought a familiar voice to his ears. A voice that felt like he missed for days. Sirma shouted in pain.

	Velko dropped everything and followed the voice. He had to turn a corner at the most unattractive side of the fortress. No doors or windows here, just a stone wall. There was only a barred window at the very bottom of the wall leading to a basement. 

	Sirma groaned, her voice resonated in the empty room, and collapsed on the stone floor. A metal door from inside closed and a metal key locked it. The low voice of that colossal outlaw sounded with a quiet chuckle as his footsteps gradually disappeared. Now, all Velko could hear from the small window was his leader’s heavy breathing. 

	He looked around and quietly bent down on his knees. Cold breeze coming from the opening. Velko couldn't see much in the dark, so he simply lay on his stomach so his face could align with the window. Quietly, he tapped along one iron bar with a fingernail. It produced enough noise to be heard from the inside, but not enough to bring guards his way. 

	“Sirma,” he whispered.

	The heavy breathing paused, and sudden shuffling followed. The prisoner climbed on the wall just a bit. Two familiar hands grabbed on the bars. One of them was red and dirty, almost smashed. The prisoner pulled herself up, popping her face in behind the bars. Velko wanted to smile, but the look of Sirma’s beaten face made him freeze. There were blue and black spots and her lip was cut.

	“Velko…” Her voice broke, ready to cry. “How did you find me?”

	“Have some more trust in your second in command,” he said cheerfully, hoping to make her smile. He succeeded. “We know Amza Bey is here. Help is coming. We’ll attack once everyone are here.” 

	Sirma didn’t seem like she wanted to hear this right now. She nodded anyway. He reached a hand through the metal bars to touch her face. She leaned into his touch and let out a small sigh of relief. The more he looked at her, the more the thoughts of revenge became increasingly hard to push away. 

	“What did they do to you?” he asked.

	“Nothing,” she whispered, then looked at her red fingers. “He stepped on my hand to wake me up. I don’t think this guy likes me very much.” She chuckled, desperately searching for any kind of humor in her situation.

	Velko grabbed her head with both hands and pushed her face against the bars, so he could kiss her lips. It was uncomfortable, but she eagerly kissed him back. He could feel it so well, her desire to get out of here and forget all of this happened. He would take her away and hide her from all the bad things from this world. She fought enough.

	“I won't let you die here,” Velko said. “We’ll get you out, so wait a bit more.”

	He passed one of her guns to her through the bars. Sirma took it in her hand and a tiny bit of hope came back to her face.

	“Everything’s in your hands now.” She said. “Lead the gang and put an end to Amza Bey’s tyranny. He is your priority, not me.”

	Velko froze at the last bit. 

	“You’re still on that?”

	Sirma smiled with a dreadful expression of acceptance.

	“I’ll meet my end here, whether you succeed or not. Make sure you succeed.” Her voice broke as tears filled her eyes. “And if you don’t, run away. I don’t care if it’s cowardly. Run away and live.”

	A few days ago, the voivode told him to sacrifice her. It broke his heart back then. But he did anyway. She was so selfish. Asking him to sacrifice her like a good Haiduk would, but not ordering him to die in battle? She couldn’t do it. A part of him was happy, but on the other side what did that make him? None of it mattered anymore. Sirma had already accepted death. 

	“Do you have any idea what you’re doing to me?” he whispered.

	“I’m sorry.” She whispered with tears in her eyes. 

	He kissed her red fingers that barely had any feeling left in them.

	“Don’t give up.” He ordered.

	After one last look into her eyes, Velko parted ways with Sirma. He returned to his hiding spot, waiting for the gang, praying to everything that was holy that the Haiduks would come for their leader. He hated the Haiduk cause so much. It had pushed him to meet the love of his life and was now trying to take her away. He wouldn’t let that happen. 

	Failure wasn’t an option.
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	The sun hid behind the horizon and no more light entered through the small window. Sirma kept looking at it as crickets started chirping. Once her eyes were used to the darkness, she could distinguish a few glittering stars in the night sky. If she was lucky, the moon might pass by the window. It wouldn’t be a full moon, but any light was welcome.

	It was pitch black behind her, so she didn’t bother to turn around. The cell was completely empty with nothing but a barred metal door from one side and a long hallway from outside that was just as empty. There was a smell of human waste coming from the corners. It also carried the indistinguishable residue of death, possibly left by the previous occupants. 

	A light cold breeze brought chills down her spine. She was used to solitude, but the more she waited for her demise, the more she became aware of how much she wanted to live.

	There was a man who loved her outside of this cage. And yet, she chose to die here. Velko would mourn and her heart was breaking just thinking about it. She ordered him to run if they failed, because she couldn’t bear the thought of him dying here too. Hopefully, her bayraktar would find happiness somewhere else. 

	She held the gun he gave her close her chest. It was loaded, but she had no other bullets on her. No powder horn, no knife, just the clothes on her back. She was glad she still had them. There was only one reason why Amza Bey hadn’t killed her yet. The voivode of the Haiduk gang was going to entertain his underlings’ lowly desires before she died. Possibly until she died. 

	In that case, a single bullet was enough.

	The door at the end of the hallway opened. A warm glow filled the corridor and silent footsteps echoed closer. Sirma shivered and her hands clenched the pistol tightly.

	She took a deep breath as the light of the torch appeared behind her, throwing a barred shadow on the wall. Whoever was behind her stood still and waited in silence. Sirma slowly turned her head to peek over her shoulder.

	A child was looking at her. She hid the gun under her clothes and slowly turned to face her visitor. It was a boy at ten or twelve years of age. He just stood there, holding a lighted torch and looking at her. It didn’t seem like he wanted to open the door, and she doubted he had a key. The thought of Amza Bey having children in his lair made her hate him more.

	“I came to see if you killed yourself.” The boy said.

	The voivode recognized his accent from her village region. It’s been awhile since she heard someone other than Plamen speak it. It was nostalgic, and yet the words this boy uttered could shatter stone.

	“They told me women of your kind take their own life when imprisoned,” he said.

	Sirma scowled.

	“My kind? You’re a Slavic child, just like me.”

	The boy looked down for a moment, his face stone-cold, before lifting up his eyes to meet hers again.

	“I’m from Mogorche.” His voice sounded like a gentle bell chime as it echoed in the empty hallway. “My mother told me that if it wasn’t for you, I would have died the night I was born.”

	Sirma remembered him. That young woman in the rain, her happy tearful face, the first proof Sirma had in her life that she was walking the right path, all presented in the image of a newborn baby that survived a terrible storm. He was this baby.

	“What are you doing here?” Sirma whispered in horror.

	“I live here. This is my home.”

	“Your home is Mogorche.”

	“Home is where you make it.”

	No, no, he can’t use these wise words in this kind of manner. It was wrong. The image of that baby was supposed to be symbolic of the Haiduk cause. Something must have happened when the Haiduks left Mogorche.

	“Did they attack again?” she asked. “Is your mother…”

	“She died of sickness,” the boy said. “I was left alone.”

	Sirma’s world shattered at these words. This was way too familiar. She knew quite well what it meant to be alone and not know what to do. It was in the midst of this realization that she became a Haiduk. Only in his case, someone took advantage.

	The Haiduks carefully observed Mogorche and the nearby villages. Nothing bad had happened. No one attacked. No one tried to rob or murder anyone. Of course, there were always outside visitors through the year. But none of them seemed dangerous or suspicious.

	So, instead of using brute force, the outlaws crawled under the skin of the young generation. Had they been doing this in all the villages? Sirma felt nauseous.

	“If you know what they did to your village…” she started.

	“It wasn’t by Amza Bey’s orders,” the boy interrupted. “And the gang members have always been my friends. So, he took me as his apprentice.”

	“To teach you what?” Sirma exploded. “Continue his legacy of tyranny after he dies?!”

	She couldn’t keep her cool. Her lungs hurt from this single outburst. And yet, the boy didn’t even flinch. He kept looking at her, he was going to remember every word she said and every gesture she made. Just like Amza Bey.

	“You saved me once, so I wanted to see you,” the boy said. “You left your village, just like I did.”

	“I did it so people like you could live in peace.” Sirma tried so hard not to cry. “Why did you go looking for evil on your own?”

	“You do the same.” 

	“I fight for you!” She shouted.

	“Why don’t you want a truce then?” 

	Sirma looked deeply into the boy’s eyes. There was no doubt he was sent to persuade her. The leader couldn’t trick her with her vanished childhood friend, so now he was expecting her to crack under the pressure of the little boy’s judgement. 

	No, it wasn’t just that. This boy had a personal desire to be here. He was searching for answers. And Sirma couldn’t convince him she was a friend.

	“If you leave the cage, you’ll try to kill Amza Bey.” The boy concluded, and hatred gathered in his eyes. “My only family.”

	Sirma shook her head in silence, though this was a lie. Her whole life for the last decade was devoted to finding the leader of the Albanian gang and giving him what he deserves. Nothing changed just because this little boy was looking at her.

	“You’ll die tomorrow,” the boy said. “But before that, several of my friends will have their way with you.”

	Sirma’s face scrunched in disgust after hearing these words come from the mouth of a child. So calmly said too, as if this was the most normal thing in the world.

	“I’ve watched them do it.” Each new word he said was more painful than the previous. “The women would always threaten they’d kill themselves. But none of them ever did. So, I don’t know why there are so many stories about this.”

	The flame on the torch flickered, and the shadows on the boy’s face showed the expression of every outlaw she has ever seen through her life. Only for a moment, but it was there. They’d turned this boy into one of them. He was going to grow up and become an outlaw who would live off the suffering of others.

	“Would you do it?” He asked curiously.

	He was going to watch. She knew it by just looking at his face. Slowly, the boy moved away from the door and walked down the corridor. The light from the torch disappeared, and Sirma was left alone in the darkness. She squeezed the gun under her clothes even tighter. As soon as the gate closed, she let out a loud cry and fell on his knees.

	She had no idea what she was fighting for anymore.

	The night was long, yet at the same time, the impending doom made the hours slip so quickly through her fingers. After a while, she could see the moon through the small window. It shined directly onto her in the span of two merciful hours. Then, it shifted to the side. Sirma shifted with it, until she leaned on the wall and waited for the last bit of light to completely disappear from the cage.

	It was quiet. Everyone must have been sleeping. She didn’t even hear anyone pacing outside. Was that smart? There should be at least a few sentries guarding the hideout. At least, if it was hers, she would appoint someone on guard duty at all time. One person for each side. Shifts would be every six hours. 

	She chuckled at the strange things her mind got occupied with.

	The voivode wondered if her parents were still thinking about her. Who was going to tell them about what had happened to their daughter? Would there be a nightly visitor, like that time they were informed their son had died? She couldn’t even imagine the feeling of having this talk a second time.

	And what about the people of Tresonche? After all this time, did they even remember that there used to be a young girl named Sirma living among them?

	So many people had been a part of her gang though the years. Were there really seventy-two? How did Amza Bey even count them? She was glad to fight alongside so many brave men. It wasn’t easy living in the mountain. Some couldn’t take the conditions, others found their happiness someone else, and others allowed the worst in them to surface.

	It wasn’t always good, but she never regretted her decision to become a Haiduk. She did something with her life. She fought for what she believed it. 

	And most importantly, she wasn’t alone.

	Her head hurt, on the spot where that woman bludgeoned her out of consciousness. If only this really was Ruzha. Sirma would be so happy to know that her childhood friend was alive and well. Happy even. The real Ruzha might have been dead for years. Or maybe she was a slave somewhere outside of the Empire. 

	Who knew? She might have been saved by someone who fell in love with her. Amza Bey was right about one thing. Love was everyone’s salvation.

	But if that was true, then how could the Haiduks save people? They fought. All their life was about fighting. It was easy to look at them from the side and glare at their merciless nature. Most villagers did that.

	From that young boy’s viewpoint, Sirma was a villain. It was so easy to hate. So easy to meet hate with violence. So easy to answer to violence with more violence. This circle would never end. How did she expect to put a stop to it like this?

	Well, this was a concern of her gang now, not her.

	Would the gang even continue after she was gone? Maybe, they would disband. Or they’d keep going, but little by little, they would turn into outlaws themselves. Start attacking peasants and travelling merchants. Rob and murder innocent people until the hand of the Ottoman law executed them. 

	Or maybe not. Maybe they’d continue her legacy and be even braver and self-sacrificing than they were now. Maybe, they’d turn society’s opinion about them and be praised by history as true heroes. This is what they deserve.

	Words possessed power. Sirma had known this from the moment she learned how to read and write. The people in the villages had no need to be good with words. Being uneducated was a lot better for many simply because they didn't know any better.

	But words could be weapons.

	Dawn was approaching. Soon the pastel blue sky painted with a tint of orange, and Sirma curled into a ball in the corner of the cell. This fiery image must be what awaited her on the other side. She never managed to read that Bible Velko gave her, but she knew only Hell awaited murderers. Today, she was going to meet all her victims from the last decade. 

	Strangely, the thought was making her excited.

	The outside gate opened, and several pairs of feet walked over to the metal cage door. Sirma shivered and pulled herself on her feet while holding onto the wall, like a cornered animal. She counted six heads outside the cell. That little boy wasn’t here.

	They unlocked the cage and the first one who entered was the colossus, who’d been holding back since the moment he laid eyes on her. His face didn’t show any carnal want like the others. Only hatred and a sadistic desire to hurt. Today he had permission to do whatever he wanted. The ones behind him, all of them a head shorter than him, grinned similarly as they would await their turn.

	Sirma hated that such an ugly picture would be the last she saw from this world. She closed her eyes and pressed the barrel of her grandfather’s gun against her temple.

	Suddenly, gunshots. Chaotic bangs, shouts and ricochets. Hard smacks of skin against the stone walls and heavy bodies hitting the ground, all among the heavy smell of gun powder filling the enclosed space of her cage. Then, someone pulled the hand away from her temple, and Sirma opened her eyes. Velko stood in front of her.

	She was still here. 

	Sirma inhaled sharply and threw herself into her bayraktar’s embrace. Velko held her in his strong arms tightly as she let out a desperate cry. Her whole body shook. She was alive. Over his shoulder she saw all her enemies dead on the ground. The colossus apparently needed five bullets before he was down. Velko pulled away once she relaxed.

	“I didn’t give you the gun for this,” he scolded her, though his eyes betrayed his happiness that he got here in time.

	And, she was unbelievably happy too. Without thinking anymore, the voivode crushed their lips together, and her body filled with energy from her very core to the tips of her limbs. She had him back and she could do anything.

	“Hurry up.” 

	A familiar and slightly annoyed voice sounded from the door. Sirma knew him. She turned towards the door to see an old friend she thought she won’t see ever again.

	“Georgi, what are you doing here?”

	The retired comrade gave her an all-knowing grin. 

	“What do you mean, voivode? I’m a Haiduk.”

	“We gathered everyone,” Velko informed her.

	The Haiduks hurried to get out of this basement. The front door was letting in the morning light and Sirma inhaled the fresh air from outside. It was only a night of captivity, but her body was shaking with the desire to feel freedom again. Just before she stepped outside, Sirma stopped dead in her tracks. Another familiar face was guarding the outside gate.

	“Lazar...”

	Sirma’s heart skipped a beat as the young Haiduk looked her in the eyes. The one whose childhood friend she killed not so long ago. The one who was so shaken with pain and desire for revenge he almost let her die, was now here helping with her liberation from the clutches of the enemy.

	Lazar wasn't watching her with the contempt she expected. He wasn’t smiling either. His face was unreadable, illuminated by the warm glow of dawn. Maybe, he didn’t need to say anything. Just him being here gave Sirma hope. 

	“This way!” Velko pulled everyone to a more secure spot.

	There’d been a shootout for a while. The Haiduks took cover and prepared their weapons as Sirma listened to the gunshots coming from so many different places. People ran and scattered around the hideout and into the forest. It wasn’t just a clash between two groups of people. It was a battlefield.

	A horse whinnied nearby. Sirma saw how three of the outlaws got on horseback and galloped as fast as they could. The one in the middle was Amza Bey. He was running away. Sirma glared at his distancing back with disgust. That man had the audacity to compare himself to her. He was no leader. And she had nothing to do with him.

	Velko shot.

	He ended up shooting the horse and cursed under his breath. The poor animal whined in the distance and fell with its rider. The two other outlaws saw their leader collapse but did nothing. They kept riding forward until they were out of harm’s way.

	“Cover me,” Sirma ordered.

	The voivode emerged from her hiding place right in the middle of the cross fire and ran after her main victim. Velko, Lazar, Georgi, and every other Haiduk who saw her reckless impulsiveness, immediately attacked all enemies who took aim at her.

	Bullets whirled past Sirma.

	One managed to graze her shoulder. Pathetic. They couldn’t stop her like this. She sped across the field and reached the dead horse. Amza Bey had run into the forest and Sirma followed. The sound of gunshots concentrated in a certain direction, and she spotted her prey running the other way. Sirma felt a slight tremor in her hand that held the gun.

	Amza Bay slowly delayed his run and eventually fell on his knees, trying to catch his breath. Sirma didn’t even need to run anymore to catch up to him. The excitement of the chase was gone once the prey was too exhausted. She slowly stepped behind him and lifted the gun to the back of his head. Her last bullet was meant for him. 

	“Did you decide what to do after you remove me?” the old man asked, then chuckled and straightened his back. “You will lead the next gang that dominates the region. A tax on the villages would be good financial support…”

	“You want these to be your last words?” Sirma asked coldly.

	The old man sighed. He didn’t seem all that upset for someone who was about to die. He might have been expecting it for a long while. Sirma was the same. Since she became a Haiduk, she was ready to be killed every morning she woke up. Death never came for her for more than a decade, and for him…

	“What do you want to hear, Sirma?” he asked.

	She shivered at the way he said her name. Not even Velko called her by her name, he got used to everyone else calling her the neutral “voivode”. There was something pleasant in hearing her name again, but she hated how it came from his mouth.

	It was hard to look at this frail old man and think about all the atrocities he caused. He was a human being, like her, like Velko and everyone else she knew in her life. He was capable of achieving tremendous things and could be as helpless as a newborn fawn. 

	A single man like him could never be the only cause of the darkness in this world. There was more and Sirma doubter she would be able to fight it.

	“You told me that women’s names don’t matter,” She said. “But you remembered Ruzha’s name. No informant could tell you about her. But your underlings brought her to you all those years ago. You still remember her.” 

	There was no other connection he could have made between Ruzha and Sirma. They came from the same village and they were the same age. Even for a shot in the dark, he was sure to touch at least a memory.

	“What happened to Ruzha?” Sirma asked one last time.

	“What do you think happens when a woman is brought here?”

	This was all he had to say. Brand-new anger bubbled from the depth of Sirma’s soul. Things she thought she overcame long ago appeared to torment her one more time. Without another thought, she pulled the trigger, and the old man was no more. His limp body collapsed on the ground, and the soil thirstily soaked his blood.

	Amza Bey was dead.

	Sirma took a deep breath trying to calm herself. It didn’t feel like she achieved anything. All these years, she expected to meet a demon. But there were no demons. Just power-hungry people.

	There was someone behind her. The forest was full of Haiduks and outlaws, and she had no more bullets. If an outlaw stalked her, she was as good as dead. Nothing was happening. But if it was a Haiduk, he would have said something. 

	Sirma turned around and saw the Slavic boy from last night staring at her deed. He was empty handed with only the clothes on his back, silently tearing up as he stared at the corpse of the man he called family. In a bit, the boy locked eyes with Sirma and every emotion left his face. He was empty for one dreadful moment, before the hollowness inside him filled with hatred. Without a word, the boy ran away. 

	And Sirma was exhausted.
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	Sirma awoke with a start and found herself in a moving cart. The gang was going back to the hideout. The same cart she was brought in as a hostage was now a convenient transport. Sirma closed her eyes for just a moment and she must have dozed off. Well, she did spend the whole night staring into nothing and thinking about death. A part of her still couldn’t believe she was alive.

	Velko’s arms wrapped around her frame and gently pulled he back to lean on his chest. She relaxed in her bayraktar’s embrace and let her mind rest. 

	And that was when she wondered if anyone found it strange that they were cuddling like lovers. Seventy-two people came to her aid last night. The number itself was astounding, but not all of them knew she was a woman. Only the closest twenty she trusted the most. But it didn’t seem like anyone paid any attention. The ones who did looked away politely.

	It was past the afternoon already. The day was sunny. She briefly remembered the quick report she was given after the battle was over.

	“We infiltrated the hideout before sunrise,” Plamen said as he drove the cart. “There were four sentries outside. It was easy to deal with those, but we got spotted by the shift change. So, four more additionally, but we managed to get past those without alarming anyone.”

	Sirma gave herself some time to process that. Several Haiduks lost their lives in the final shootout. The outlaws fought, but most of them just scattered in the forest. In the end, death was the biggest motivator. No one wanted to die. Not even a powerful man in the end of his life.

	The gang walked around the cart, and Lazar was right next to her. Sirma pulled herself from Velko and leaned on the railing.

	“You came.”

	She didn't even attempt to mask her voice anymore. It had been almost two years since she last saw Lazar's face. He hadn’t changed much, but she noticed a certain maturity in the way he looked at her. There wasn’t any hate on it like last time. His eyes were soft and accepting.

	“They told me you found Amza Bey.” He said and smirked like the little adventurer he was. “It was my duty to help the gang.”

	Sirma chuckled and let out a sigh of relief.

	 “They came after me because they found out I am a woman. If this was all it was going to take, I shouldn't have hidden it for so long.”

	Sirma felt a glare on her back coming from Velko. She turned over her shoulder to look at him. Her lover didn’t seem pleased with what she was saying. The bayraktar pulled her back in his arms in a much more demanding manner.

	“Do you enjoy this?” he asked.

	“Enjoy what?” Sirma blinked confused.

	“You ran into crossfire.” He started. “You were ready to kill yourself in the cell. And now you say you wished to have done it sooner?”

	The voivode of the Haiduk gang was a reckless woman. She knew it. But for the first time in a while someone seemed hurt from her actions to the point where she felt guilty. The last time she experienced this kind of feeling was when she was little, and her mother scolded her for roaming the forest.

	“He’s right, voivode.” Georgi said from the other side of the cart. “Don’t give in to death so easily. Whatever they do, you have to fight and survive.”

	“Choose life,” Plamen added while staring into the distance.

	“What are we going to do without you, voivode?” another Haiduk asked.

	Many other grunted in approval and followed up with similar words of encouragement. Sirma was certain her cheeks were red in embarrassment. Never before did so many people say they wanted her to stay alive. She knew her position mattered to them, but knowing they cared about her as a person brought a brand-new appreciation for her own life.

	“Do you remember what you told me yesterday?” Velko whispered on her ear, so the others don’t hear. “If there is no hope, you asked me to run away and live. Why can’t you do this for yourself too?”

	“I don’t know,” she whispered back.

	Velko kept scowling at her before looking into the distance, disappointed. Sirma couldn’t think about this right now. She was so tired. Lazar kept looking at her. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking. It was strange how despite spending a decade with him surviving in the mountain, he had learned to give the most unreadable expression she has ever seen on another person. 

	The young Haiduk looked to the ground bitterly.

	“Forgive me for what I did, voivode.” 

	What was he saying? Did he mean that time two years ago when he almost let her fall to her death? She was certain she had made him into an enemy back then. How could she not? She had murdered his best friend in front of his eyes.

	Sirma leaned closer to him.

	“There’s nothing to forgive.”

	“Matei betrayed you.” He said. “This is the truth. It was your duty, and it wasn’t easy for you either. I don't hate you anymore.”

	“Don’t excuse my crimes.” Sirma smiled at him. “It’s human to love deeply and hate deeply.”

	Lazar looked into her eyes for a long time.

	“It's also human to forgive.”

	As the cart went forward, fewer comrades stayed with it. Everyone was going back to the places where they had retired years ago. No more than fifteen made it to their hideout in the Krushevo region. Fifteen was the number she had started with so many years ago.

	They buried their fallen comrades with respect. By the time everything was over, the sun had set behind the horizon. The cold autumn breeze made Sirma shiver all over. She thought about everything she had achieved, everything she had done since leaving Tresonche, the people she had met, and especially the fall of Amza Bey.

	It was hard to believe they destroyed the biggest threat in the vicinity. There was something about the Albanian gang leader’s last words that kept her thinking about him. He was in a hurry to end their talk about Ruzha. It seemed like he was hiding something. Something personal and bitter he didn’t want to expose to anyone. Much less his enemy.

	If Sirma was more patient, she might have forced him to tell her. But it was too late now. He was gone forever. 

	Sirma was so tired, but she didn’t want to sleep.

	She went for a walk through the woods near the hideout. The day had rolled by quickly and most of the Haiduks went to sleep early, while a few stayed up to watch for enemies. Though at closer inspection, they were nodding off too.

	Sirma reached the nearby lake and made herself comfortable on the ground. The water surface was so smooth, it resembled glass. Not soon after, the moon appeared behind the clouds and reflected into the lake. This was the kind of solitude she was used to. She adored it, but at the same time it seemed so empty.

	Footsteps approached from behind. Sirma didn’t have to turn around to know who it was. Velko sat down beside her and already she felt warmer. For a long time, they did not speak a word. Sirma wanted to tell him so many things, but she didn't know where to start. She wasn’t sure if she should tell him anything though. Her words always found a way to hurt him.

	“Were you really going to kill yourself?” he spoke first.

	Sirma chuckled at the unexpected question.

	“You prefer that I got raped?”

	“Yes.” He didn’t even think about it, he was amazed how she didn’t realize it herself. “It would hurt but losing you would hurt more.”

	His words warmed up her heart, and at the same time she hated herself so much for not seeing things his way. Sirma scooted closer, and he silently wrapped an arm around her.

	“Amza Bey wanted to assimilate the Haiduks among his gang to protect us from the Ottomans. He even tried to trick me into agreeing,” she said while staring at the moon’s reflection in the lake. “Did I do the right thing by declining?”

	“Honestly, I don’t care.” 

	Sirma scowled. It was so typical to hear him say this. She wasn’t ever surprise. But right now, this wasn’t the kind of thing she wanted to hear from her second in command. He pulled his arms away and leaned back on the grass, staring into the sky.

	“Whether we’re a Haiduk gang, or we put those black cloths on our wrists, I’m here because of you.” He said. “I go wherever you go.”

	“Is this why you’re a Haiduk?” 

	“What better reason is there?”

	Sirma wasn’t certain if she should be sad or angry. Mitsov would never have said this. What kind of bayraktar chooses this kind of life for love? She used to have a similar talk with Mitsov once. The reason one became a Haiduk should be fueled by passion and desire for something good. Never revenge. And never hatred. Velko was either the most devoted Haiduk, or the most frivolous. 

	“So,” Sirma leaned in with a happy smile. “you’re saying that if I had joined them, you’d still follow me?”

	“Hey.” He sounded insulted this time. “I trust your judgement. You’re the most remarkable woman I know. If you change that, I won’t love you anymore. And if I don’t love you, I’ll stop following.”

	Sirma leaned on his chest.

	“And you’re the most remarkable man I know.”

	The world around them was silent. They were finally alone without metal bars between them. She closed her eyes and listened to his heart as he petted her head. Exhaustion creeped behind her eyelids again, but she still didn’t want to sleep. She wanted to extend this moment as much as possible.

	“How did it feel leading the gang?” She asked.

	Velko slowly lifted his head to look at her.

	“Awful. Everyone bickered and constantly questioned my decisions. Some even argued with me. Like it wasn’t hard enough already.” Sirma burst out laughing. “But I love these people.”

	“You do?”

	“They helped me get you out of there.”

	Would there be anything he said that wouldn’t make her ridiculously happy? Her bayraktar executed the role of a leader quite brilliantly, leading a battalion of seventy-two people and ensured the death of the Haiduk’s main target. Sirma's death was most probable in any scenario, but he didn’t let this happen.

	“How did I do?” Velko asked as he playfully touched her cheek. “Was I a worthy substitute for the voivode?”

	He was fishing for praise now. Sirma snickered. He could be so adorable sometimes. She didn’t know how to handle this sometimes. Being a voivode and constantly having to keep a proud, serious stature was becoming harder and harder with him around.

	She placed a loving kiss on his lips.

	“You were perfect.”

	He smiled gently, then slowly his smile vanished. Sirma watched how in seconds his expression darkened.

	“I don’t want to do this again,” he whispered.

	Sirma’s heart was flying in the clouds just mere seconds ago, and now it dropped painfully. She didn’t want to see this expression on him. She knew full well what he meant. No one should put their loved one through this. 

	“I don’t want to see you get kidnapped again,” he continued. “I don’t want to be forced to think about someone I hate, instead of how to save you.”

	“I’m sorry,” she whispered back and smiled helplessly. “I understand this. When I told you to run away and live, I wasn’t thinking about the cause either. Just you.”

	No self-respecting voivode would tell their second in command to turn tail and flee. This was a disgrace for every Haiduk who ever lived. But at the same time, Sirma didn’t care. She stood by her words even now. She would never sacrifice Velko for the cause. Just like he would never sacrifice her. Surely, it must be allowed to be selfish like this.

	Velko pushed himself up on his elbows and looked Sirma in the eyes.

	“Then why are we still here?” He gently caressed her cheek. “Let’s go away.”

	Sirma expected this. It’d been on her mind since the very first time he suggested they leave the gang. It felt selfish but not wrong. It was the same now. Amza Bey was dead, but the responsibility she burdened herself with was far from over. Sirma leaned into his touch and cupped his hand with her own.

	“Not yet.” 

	Velko sighed and hung his head back, gazing into the stars with disappointment. 

	“Stay with me some more.”

	This was both an order from his voivode and a request from his lover. Sirma needed this man with her until the day she died. She was never letting him go.
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	The mountain roads were quiet after the downfall of Amza Bey’s gang. The nearby villages didn't see one large scale ambush, like the ones Plamen had seen years ago. There were a few scattered scoundrels ambushing traveling merchants. It was hard to get rid of those.

	Cities and villages bore tales of the Haiduk gang—some heroic, others a merciless slander, some completely false and strange. Most of the slander came from the cities. Since the Ottoman authority was there, people weren't brave enough to speak praises about an enemy of the Empire, even if they wanted to.

	It took some time, but Plamen finally understood the different positions of the people he was protecting. Despite their bad words, he didn't see any of it as a reason to stop what he was doing. Sirma's ideal felt easier each year. The gang had started with no more than fifteen untrained peasants, reached a peak of seventy-two loyal companions at Amza Bey's lair, only to go back to fifteen.

	Every year on St. George's Day, Plamen met with Georgi from Mogorche to discuss the happenings in his part of the Empire.

	Georgi had changed a lot since the last time he had seen him. There were patches of white hair around his ears, and his hairline was receding. He also used a walking stick. He wasn't limping, but it seemed like walking the long way was tiring him out. They had a ten-year difference, but still, Plamen hoped he was in better shape when he got to that age.

	“I have something for you.”

	Georgi pulled out a flat metal box. It was clean and shiny with an engraved picture of a sun. Inside was a thick brown cigarette. No, it wasn't a cigarette. Plamen did not remember how they called these things, but he had seen them around the markets, usually lost by foreigners. It was a wealthy commodity too. They were quite expensive.

	“How did you afford this?” Plamen asked.

	“I know a guy.”

	“Did you try them? Are they good?”

	“I wouldn’t say good, but outlandish!”

	Plamen picked up his present and sniffed it. If it had a specific aroma, it was mostly gone, which made him wonder how old this thing was. He had seen foreigners sniff it before lighting, so he was under the impression that they were fragrant.

	Georgi took out a match, and Plamen hesitated. He couldn't imagine how smoking would be pleasurable in any way, but when would he ever have the chance to try something this rare again?

	He let Georgi light the outlandish cigarette. He had smoked years ago, so this wasn't his first time, yet he had to put some effort in keeping himself from coughing. Personally, he didn't see a difference from a conventional cigarette.

	“It’s good, right?”

	“Oh, yes! Great!”

	Another drag and Plamen got used to the smoke in his lungs. With each new dose came a sense of satisfaction, and he wasn't sure why. Maybe it wasn't just the cigarette, but the solitude in the mountain as well. It used to be serene before, but now there were so few things that weighed on his shoulders.

	“This is the twenty-fourth summer,” he recalled and grinned at his old friend. “The Haiduk gang started on this day, twenty-four years ago.”

	“Why don't you retire already?” Georgi asked.

	Plamen didn’t want to answer that. He was going to hate his own words when he hears them out loud. The thought or retiring has been on his mind for a while now. And it wasn't just him. Most of the gang members with years behind their backs felt the same. Plamen refused to call himself old, but he admitted some things weren't as interesting or meaningful as they used to be anymore. But even so, normal peasant life was even less meaningful when he had nowhere to return to.

	Georgi looked back the way he came from.

	“The Ottomans have been on edge lately. Be careful.”

	It was being talked about everywhere in recent years, and it sparked an array of different opinions. People were rising against the Ottoman Empire. The rest of the world was too. Or so they said. Plamen had difficulty grasping the scale of the idea, so he preferred not to discuss it. The world could do whatever it wanted. None of it was going to affect him anymore. None of it affected him for a while.

	“You're bored, aren't you?” Georgi said. “It’s better to be bored at home.”

	They soon had to separate. On the way back, Plamen looked out over the city he was about to pass—Kichevo. This city provided the home of a very important person to him. She still was very important. Even now, he could sense some invisible force pulling him towards it.

	He stopped.

	Sirma had asked him to return by sunset. If he made a detour, he might have to walk back after dark. His fingers rubbed over his wrist, getting a feel of the string of yarn that used to be a martenitsa years ago. It was worn out by now and the color dulled, but the memory in his head was still fresh.

	Plamen walked into town. Carefully keeping out of sight form the Ottoman guards, he found his way to Militsa's house. It had been years since he had last seen her face. He decided not to show himself to her, he was just going to look. One look would be enough.

	The city seemed even more lively than before. The bustling market, the busy streets, people walking at a brisk pace back and forth. The smell of freshly baked bread invaded his nose, like it did every time he went there.

	And, there was Militsa's house. The outer walls were crying for a new paint job, but other than that, it looked well maintained. The front was neatly swept, two pots of flowers at the windows. Plamen had the painful notion that he doesn't belong here. Not in this house and not in this city. Come to think of it, it would be better if he didn't see her.

	He turned to leave, and there she was.

	Militsa was returning from the market. Afternoon. At the same time every day, the same routine repeated. Plamen's heart skipped a beat. She had changed. From up close, Militsa's face presented the traces of years gone by in all their glory. Her hands were calloused from work. She was looking at him blankly.

	“Who are you?” she asked.

	Plamen's world darkened in an instant. Curse his optimistic mind. He was still such a child on the inside. Of course, she has forgotten him. It's been over a decade. Without another word, he turned around to leave. No point to ever set foot in this town again.

	“Plamen, come back.” She called out to him before he did.

	Her tone changed so drastically that the old Haiduk was on the verge of falling to the ground. She was giving him a smug smile, a single eyebrow raised playfully. Oh, she could be cruel. Somehow, it made him laugh. It seemed like the years had worn her down, but not enough to change her attitude. People's voices become louder and more direct as they aged. 

	“Your husband is dead?”

	They found a secluded spot on a bench. It was far from the center, but anyone who passed close by would be able to see them. A few people saw them sitting alone. Even from a distance, Plamen knew how to recognize the gossipers. There was something in the way they looked, as if every small thing was a performance made especially for them. 

	“I was a wife for no more than two years,” Militsa said. “There was a roof leak, so he climbed up to fix it, fell down and broke his neck.” She paused. “Death comes at any time.”

	“How do you provide for yourself?”

	Militsa smiled.

	“I’m a seamstress, like my mother. And I inherited his wealth. That’s why I was married to him after all, so I didn’t have to live in poverty. Now my little one is studying trade.”

	“You have a son?”

	“And a daughter. Twins.”

	Plamen smiled. He wanted to tell her something about himself, maybe brag a little, but everything he came up with seemed so insignificant. Compared to her, his life did not leave anything behind. It was grandiose while in the heat of a battle or a spying mission, but once it was over, it was empty and unappealing.

	“I’m boring, aren’t I?” Militsa laughed. “By now you’ve had so many adventures.”

	“Are you serious?”

	“Isn’t this why you become Haiduks? To be free from this day-to-day life?”

	“The voivode says it is to protect the weak.”

	“She’s still alive?” She seemed happy at the news. “Here in Kichevo, everyone will say something different about the Haiduks. I think you’re all good people. When I saw your voivode, I told myself if she can, so can I. But I figured eventually that my place wasn’t in the mountain.”

	“This is good. Could you imagine if everyone hiked the mountain?” They laughed. “Some of us have to live like people. If I stayed in my village, I would have been a good for nothing.”

	“I don't believe that.”

	“It's true.” He said. “I never told you this, but I've been grieving too long for something that was lost over two decades ago. I've decided my life is worthless. So, I dedicated everything I have left to protect others instead. So, they can have a good life. But after so much time, the grieving lightens, and the mountain becomes tiring.”

	Militsa placed a hand on his own.

	“My doors are always open for you to rest.”

	Plamen looked her in the eyes. Those were the kindest words he had heard in years. The gentleness of her hand made his heart pound. Things like this were going to become the center of gossip here in the city, but it didn't seem like she cared. The sun was shining brighter than ever today.

	“So...” Militsa said. “Should I tell you who is the real father of my children?”

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	27

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Sirma lost count of the pleasant calm summers that followed. The woods weren't completely empty of scoundrels, but sometimes all it took was a stern warning from the Haiduks and they just walked away. Eventually, the roads were mostly used by travelers and merchants, even foreigners. The youngest Haiduks were especially interested in people from outside the Empire.

	Recently, all she had done was sit on the side and listen to the newest members of the gang. Today she sat beside the fireplace, where thy roasted a couple of skinned rabbits. The voices of the new additions were so loud and confident. The most talkative one was Boyan, twenty years old, and an amazing shooter.

	“The Ottomans are trying to convert the Christian villages to the Muslim faith.”

	Boyan laughed out loud.

	“And what do they gain from that? The peasants care only about bread.” He pointed at the sky. “Take the bread away, and no one cares who's watching from up there.”

	All of the new ones were interested in such topics, something Sirma had barely cared about at their age. She tried not to meddle in their discussions because she didn't feel educated enough, but from time to time, she had to make her opinion known.

	“Don't talk about the villagers like they're animals.” She made the laughter die down. “Faith keeps up the spirit and brings hope. It comforts the weak and urges the strong to keep fighting for a better tomorrow. Without faith, no one would have the strength to make bread.”

	The gang members kept quiet when she was talking.

	“The Ottomans know this,” she continued. “It makes sense to take away our faith and our right of literacy. Keeping us in the dark, so we'd be easy to rule over. But things are changing now.”

	Sirma was certain she was witnessing some sort of enlightenment. Each new generation seemed better, smarter, more open to the world than the last. It made her happy. It gave her hope. But at the same time, there was the unpleasant feeling that she was falling behind.

	Her life had so many ups and downs, yet it all felt like just a bit more noise in the outskirts of the Ottoman Empire. Noise waiting to be forgotten on a single piece from the world.

	Sirma looked to the side, as her sharp senses caught oncoming danger. The others didn't sense anything, but they had been around long enough to know that when the voivode suddenly perked up, it was for a painfully good reason.

	Sirma then saw it—the tiny gleam of a weapon in the bushes, aiming straight at young Boyan. Immediately, she threw herself at the young man, knocking him to the ground. An arrow penetrated the tree trunk right above their heads.

	Everyone aimed their guns at the bush, and shot repeatedly, but it didn't seem like they hit anyone. Whoever was hiding to ambush them used the terrain to run away.

	“An arrow? What century are these from?” said Boyan.

	“Arrows don’t make a sound.” Sirma said as she got up. “You two, go around the lower path! You, climb up and see if there’s more of them! Boyan, with me!”

	The gang chased the runner. This might’ve been some remnant from Amza Bey's gang. It'd been a while since someone like that had showed up. Sirma was getting older, yet they kept appearing.

	Boyan ran ahead. Sirma's train of thought ceased as she looked at the back of the young Haiduk. He stepped farther away from her with each new stride. There was no way to catch up to him.

	After a spirited chase through the woods, Boyan managed to catch up to the scoundrel. The young Haiduk pushed him to the ground, took away his crossbow, and with the help of a few others, managed to tie him up. Sirma caught her breath and watched patiently as her gang secured their assailant.

	“How many of you are there?” she asked their hostage threateningly.

	“It's just me, you whore!” the outlaw spat angrily at her. 

	Sirma recognized the voice. Through the years there had been a few survivors from Amza Bey’s gang who attacked the Haiduks for revenge. They were disorganized and easy to deal with. But this one Sirma remembered from the cell. He was a little boy back then. She still remembered the look he gave her when he saw her kill his gang leader. She expected to see him again.

	“The Pasha offers a prize for your head!” the young bandit grinned mockingly. “A lot of people from Mogorche are looking for Haiduks to kill. For money!”

	This was news for everyone. It was common knowledge that the Ottomans enforced severe punishments, which often included a death sentence. They did not tolerate criminals, no matter the ethnicity. But hearing that simple peasants were helping was too much.

	“If not me, someone else will chop your head off!”

	His laughter was getting even louder, and the other Haiduks were starting to get annoyed. The bandit didn't seem to have any pent-up rage against the other Haiduks though. After he received a punch in the face by Boyan in order to shut him up, Sirma kneeled in front of him.

	“I beg for your forgiveness.”

	The young bandit looked at her in confusion. The rest of the Haiduks stared at her with eyes wide open.

	“I destroyed your home, so you’ve come to me for revenge. I won't let you have it. But I'm also putting a stop to this cycle of violence.” She rose on her feet. “I won't kill you. And I ask that you find it in your heart to forgive me.”

	The young bandit was dumbstruck. Sirma gave her gang a silent order, and they pulled the intruder up on his feet. They searched the young bandit, disarming him of everything he had on him while he kept looking at her in total disbelief.

	“This is your only chance,” she warned. “If you come back and try to kill any of us again, I’ll end your life.”

	Finally, the intruder was escorted to the nearest pathway. He walked away in silence while stealing glances at her from time to time. Sirma was left alone for a short while as she thought over this whole event. Despite this, it felt like better times were coming. 

	There was news flying around about a rebellion against the Ottoman authority. The people were starting to mobilize their forces in order to liberate their land. Others were inspired by a scripture about their historic roots. Sirma couldn't help but notice that her gang was quite bored in the mountain.

	They yearned to do something more.

	She went for a walk through the forest. No direction in particular, but even without thinking, her legs drove her to Velko’s post. He was sitting comfortably on the ground, leaning against a tree, his arms folded and looking at the nearby road, deep in thought.

	Sirma could see the first white patches of hair near his temples. They made him even more handsome. He caught eye of her approaching and slowly extended a hand towards her, urging her to come closer. She did, so he grabbed her hand and pulled his leader onto his lap. Sirma wrapped her arms around his neck. She couldn’t care less if anyone was watching.

	“Have I become slow?” she asked.

	For some reason this was still on her mind. Velko gave her a puzzled look and she pouted like child. 

	“Boyan outran me.”

	“You're not slow.” Velko said. “Boyan's just faster.” 

	Sirma scowled at this. 

	“It’s annoying, isn’t it? All the new ones are better than us at everything.”

	“That’s how it should be.”

	“I guess…”

	It made sense, especially when she considered how much they talked about politics. Most of them came from cities too. The Haiduk gang was evolving so quickly, Sirma couldn’t keep up with the progress. And it wasn’t just that. Thinking about the days that would come wasn’t exciting for her anymore.

	“I'm going to settle down in Prilep.” Velko said and the forest cooled down in an instant. The sound of trees rustling in the wind from two decades ago made itself known in Sirma's mind.

	She looked at her bayraktar’s blue eyes.

	“You’re leaving the gang.”

	“I recently found out I inherited a house from my uncle. It’s empty now, and all mine.” 

	He seemed proud and happy when telling her this. Velko wanted this for a while. He just never had the chance to settle anywhere. Now, he did. Sirma shuffled to get up from his lap, but he held her back. 

	“Come with me.” He whispered.

	Sirma has been thinking about the opportunity to live a normal life, ever since Velko insolently asked her to leave the gang ten years ago. She thought about it and felt guilty for being so selfish. After all, a cause as grand as theirs required all their devotion. Even thinking about abandoning it was a sin. 

	“Please.” Velko’s voice was a sweet nectar for her ears. “I don’t want to live alone in that house.”

	Sirma’s heart was already melting for forcing him to say these words. No. She had to be firm at a time like this. It didn’t matter how heart-wrenchingly charming he was. She never promised him that they would spend their life together. But she did give her word that she would be a Haiduk for the rest of her life. The word of a Haiduk was unbreakable. 

	“Your duty is over. It’s been over for a while,” he continued, and Sirma looked away, only to have him tilt her head back to look at him. “Say yes.”

	There never was a way back. At least, she thought so. The only way her life could end was in battle. But it didn’t end with battle. She had no idea where this was going. Could it be a test? If she yielded, would that mean she lost to temptation?

	“I’ll pester you until you say yes.”

	Velko was starting to lose his patience and Sirma couldn’t help but chuckle. She looked up at the sky and pondered on the time she spent in this mountain. The gang helped so many people and did so much, she could spend the rest of her life telling stories about it.

	And now, there was nothing else to do here. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to dare and think about selfish ideas. Like what it felt like to sleep in a comfortable bed under a roof and not be afraid of being devoured by wild animals. Eating on a table. Bathing every day. Cooking. Real cooking. In a kitchen. Kneading dough and baking it in an oven until the house filled with the sweet smell of bread.

	“Do you want me to steal you?!”

	“Yes!” Sirma grinned widely and pressed her forehead on his. “Let’s go to Prilep.”

	She didn’t want to think anymore. Thinking always involved denying herself happiness. Twenty-four years ago, she followed her heart to come here. Today, she was going to follow it again and leave forever. After all the people she murdered, she was certain Hell awaited. But before that, she was going to steal a few happy years.

	Velko went silent after finally receiving the word he waited for over a decade. He finally smiled. Velko had the most beautiful smile when he was happy. She made him smile like this. He stood up from his spot while still holding her and placed Sirma to lie on the grass, before kissing her lips passionately. Sirma melted.

	Once they pulled away to catch their breath, she wondered.

	“By the way, the old Haiduks want to resign,” Velko said.

	“What?”

	“They told me.”

	Sirma lifted herself on her elbows and scowled in outrage.

	“Why did they tell you and not me?”

	“They’re afraid to talk to you about it. You’re always so serious.” Velko snickered. “Don’t blame them. People become Haiduks because they expect to die in battle. But with you, they survived for so long, they got bored.”

	Well, she should have expected this. It was exactly how she felt recently, the others were the same. In a perfect world, all of them would have a place to return to. But unfortunately, not everyone had the luxury she was given. Having someone to love and a place to love them in after two decades of fighting. 

	Sirma was tired, but so happy. She imagined herself in a wedding gown, dancing a horo with all her friends and family. There would be a rich dinner table with so much food that not even an entire village would be able to finish. Wine and rakia for everyone, that not even the secret stash of the Old Judge would be able to compare. 

	She could get so greedy when she started daydreaming. 

	The voivode left her lover on his post for the rest of the day. The gang was seated in a circle, eating salad with sausages, talking about something and laughing loudly. 

	Plamen was sitting on a high tree branch, away from everyone. He’s been more silent than usual lately. So, the voivode climbed the tree and got comfortable on the same branch next to him. He didn’t even look at her. He wasn’t angry at her, only spaced out. Asking him what was going on might have been rude, so instead Sirma asked him something she was wondering for a while.

	“Are we old?”

	“Yes.” He said without even thinking.

	“How do you know? Your bones hurt? Are you ill? Does your hand shake when you aim a gun?”

	“I'm just bored.” He said and Sirma chuckled. “We walk around aimlessly and wait to shoot someone twice a year. I actually miss working on the field.”

	“Since when are you like this?”

	“Since I decided to live in Kichevo.” 

	Sirma’s mouth gaped. She knew it was something personal, but this was the last thing she expected. When did he have the time to even go to Kichevo lately? Well, if one truly cares, they always find the time. If Plamen decided this already, then Militsa was available again. Sirma looked for something else on her dear friend’s face. He still seemed troubled.

	“Am I a bad person for being glad that someone died?” he asked.

	Sirma shook her head. “Not at all.”

	“Don’t be easy on me. We’re all scoundrels.” He snickered. “You and I both left Tresonche because we hated standing in one place.”

	“As long as you didn't regret this decision, it's all right.”

	A smile slowly spread on Plamen's face. He didn't need to say it—their life was well lived. They gave themselves a moment of silence to drown in memories. After all this time, everything was in a fog. The faces of their relatives were gone, even the forest paths around Tresonche were bleak after they spent so much time walking far away from home.

	“When I avenged Ruzha, I was going to end my life.” Plamen said and Sirma looked at him horrified. “If it wasn’t for the gang... Thank you for leading us for so long, Sirma.”

	She didn’t need to hear anything else.

	“Go to Kichevo first thing tomorrow.” She said.

	“What about you?”

	“Me and Velko are going to get married in Prilep.”

	“Finally!”

	She chuckled.

	“Everyone’s invited to the wedding.”

	Suddenly, there was a loud crack and the branch on which they sat leaned downward. They quickly found better footing on other branches while the one beneath them broke and fell right next to the rest of the gang. The young Haiduks looked up at them.

	“I thought my bones were breaking.”

	Sirma and Plamen burst out laughing.

	 

	***

	 

	In the early morning, Sirma gathered the gang and purposefully pulled the old dogs behind her. She gave them the news straight and the new additions gaped at them aghast.

	“You can’t disband the gang, voivode!”

	They all frowned at her, some starting to mumble. For the next few seconds, she watched as the commotion got louder and louder. Velko intervened.

	“When was the last time you saw an enemy? Excluding yesterday?”

	“Last year.”

	“It was only one.”

	“He wasn’t even looking for us, we found him.”

	Velko grinned arrogantly, then pointed at himself, Sirma and the rest of the old dogs.

	“You’re welcome.”

	Boyan and the young Haiduks were silent, but they still looked betrayed. They weren't new to the woods and their duty, but they seemed lost. A gang was nothing without a leader. If a nobody like Sirma was capable of doing it, surely her successor would as well. She stepped in front of young Boyan.

	“Get up.” She ordered.

	The young Haiduk quickly rose. She took his arm and turned him around, so he faced the gang members. Most of them were still young, wishing to achieve something much more than just guarding the mountain roads. Considering how people were rising throughout the entire Ottoman Empire, there were going to be plenty of opportunities.

	“Look at them,” she said. “These are our comrades, with whom we shared ups and down, who always have our backs, and with whom we entrust our lives. Soon there will be a new battle, and you'll have to lead them forward.”

	Sirma gave him one last look with a proud smile before turning to the others.

	“I choose Boyan as your new voivode! If you disagree, you can race to determine your new leader.”

	She looked over each one of them, secretly hoping to see some challengers. And several of the young ones rose to the opportunity. Boyan didn't look like he wanted to give them the title he was bestowed either. This was more honorable. Sirma didn't like the idea of a leader who inherited their position anyway.

	It took a whole day of challenges, but in the end, Boyan defended his position. Sirma's choice was right after all. There were a few who were worried that such a young Haiduk was now a voivode, but she was even younger when she acquired this title. This was how it should be—the world belonged to the young.

	Finally, Velko gave the flag to the new voivode.

	“This flag is the symbol of our gang. We fight for it. We die for it. Pick your bayraktar well.”

	Boyan took it with extreme reverence until he saw the ripped cloth.

	“It’s ripped.”

	Sirma snickered.

	“Ripped, mended, broken, fixed...”

	“...used for a weapon,” Velko continued.

	Sirma placed her hand on the green cloth for the last time. 

	“If you are like me, you'll look at it and see a reason to keep going.”

	Boyan smiled and she could see it in his eyes—he was inspired. He held up the torn flag and punched his chest. The Haiduks behind him let out a laudatory cry. And just like that, a huge chapter of Sirma's life was closed. It was time to say goodbye.

	“We’ll be Haiduks until we die! Our doors are always open for you.” She turned towards the old Haiduks. “My brothers, it was an honor to fight alongside all of you.” She looked at the remaining. “Strong people protect. Never forget it.”

	The gang scattered with cheerful yells, long waving, and tears. Sirma and Velko started their walking trip towards Prilep, holding hands. It was at this moment that all doubt vanished from her mind. She was at peace.
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	Prilep was a beautiful place. And not far from Krushevo. It took only few hours to cross the distance between the two by foot. Sirma and Velko arrived late at night without anyone seeing them. The house was old but stable, like urban structures that were often seen in cities. Inside was dusty. There was a bed, a table, and two chairs. Sirma never thought she needed anything else anyway. The first night, they slept quietly without waking once.

	All the hard work started in the morning.

	It wasn't easy getting used to life after two decades in the woods, but a renovation was a good way to keep Sirma on the move. Once the house looked like a home, Sirma took a long bath. As she poured a bucket of sun-warm water over her skin, she was strangely aware of all the scars and bruises she had acquired over the years.

	She entered the bedroom wet and naked. There on the bed, a traditional white female attire with beautiful colorful apron was waiting for her. She had forgotten how it felt to wear such a garment. It had no belt for pistols, though her mind already concocted ways how to use the apron for that. It never hurt to be prepared.

	While putting it on, Sirma remembered the female figures with long braided hair, decorated with wildflowers, smiling, dancing, and running. She was going to become one of them once again. Beautiful, frail, filled with kindness and patience.

	Visually at least.

	There was a mirror here, a present from Velko’s relative. Sirma looked at her reflection for a long time. Is this what she looked like until now? The wrinkles, the sunburned skin and especially this perpetually scowling expression. The mountain made her like this. An old scar was showing from her right sleeve. She had to pull it down to hide it.

	At least her hair was growing. It already started tickling her shoulders. In a year or so, she would be able to make a small braid, like before. But even so, Sirma didn’t like her appearance.

	Velko probably expected that she would put on feminine clothes and turn into a fair maiden by magic. No, he wasn’t that naive. Sirma might have seemed desirable when in the mountain, but this was Prilep. He just had to look around and he’d find a much younger and more beautiful bride without ugly scars.

	Sirma shook her head. Appearance wasn't everything. If it was, their years together meant nothing. She trusted her bayraktar. She trusted her future husband. Still, she needed a pause before gathering the courage to leave the bedroom.

	Velko was putting a large bolt on the front door, an effective security measure against thieves. Then again, if anyone had the audacity to break the door, they would be met with a nasty surprise. After all, this wasn't the house of ordinary peasants. She grinned smugly imagining it.

	Velko turned around and Sirma froze. He was looking at her dressed like a woman for the first time. Did he like what he saw? Was he planning to run away already? Sirma was going to burst into tears if he didn’t say something soon. He was being so cruel.

	“You don’t like it. Back to the mountain!” She ran in the bedroom, but Velko hurried after her and pulled her in a hug from behind. 

	“You’re beautiful.” 

	The whisper put Sirma at easy in seconds. He called her beautiful and now her heart was pounding. He had said it before while they were in the mountain, but now it felt a lot more real. If they were in the forest, she would be looking around, checking if there was anyone creeping in the bushes, taking aim at them, but now there was no need. They were safe.

	“Can we talk?” 

	There was something that’d been on Sirma’s mind for a while. She turned around to look at his face.

	“I love you, and I will marry you. Nothing will make me happier than to spend the rest of my life with you… why are you smiling like that?”

	Velko looked like a greedy fox that just managed to steal a chicken from the chicken coop. Why did he always find a way to be annoying? It was new for her to bare her heart like this. He was doing it on purpose. Sirma must have been secretly in love with this quality.

	“No reason. Go on.” He said.

	She sighed and looked away.

	“We’ve lain together so many times, and I never conceived a child. I might not be able to at all, so...” Saying this was harder than she thought. “If you want”—her voice broke a little—“you can leave.”

	These words were rehearsed. She had been repeating them mentally, and they never moved her as much, but once they were said out loud, the pain was unbearable. This had never come up while they were in the mountains, but now that she was back in civilization, there was the notion of this horrible thing.

	Did she do it to herself? After twenty-four years living like a savage, did she cripple her body of its most important function? The silence was getting too long, so she finally gathered the courage to look at his face. Velko had cocked an eyebrow, like he just heard the most ridiculous thing in the world.

	“Sirma, you didn’t conceive because I protected you.”

	Interesting choice of words. Protected her. A child was a blessing, but their environment wasn’t a place for a newborn. Calling it “protection” might have actually been the most accurate word. But how would a man stop a miracle of nature? She just stared at him blankly. His eyes made a full circle of the room, before he explained.

	“I figured expecting a child in the mountain will be dangerous for you, so I”—his forehead wrinkled as he tried to find the right words—“didn’t plant the seed.”

	Sirma blinked once, twice, then it finally hit her.

	“Oh! So that’s why you...” She finally realized why a certain thing was a done every single time. “How do you know this?”

	Velko tried not to burst out laughing.

	“I’m just smart.”

	Sirma didn’t like feeling stupid. She knew she wasn’t educated, but some things were so obvious if only she noticed. Still, this was good news. She might not be broken after all. And here she was expecting to lose everything. She felt so silly she wanted to cry of embarrassment.

	“Also, I won’t leave if we have no children,” Velko said and leaned over. “But, are you saying you want one?”

	“W-well, maybe...” She stuttered.

	Velko’s all-knowing smile was up on his face again. She didn’t need to guess what he was thinking about. Without another word, her bayraktar closed the bedroom door.

	 

	***

	 

	“Dear mother,

	It took me twenty-four summers to gather the courage to write to you. I left home without saying goodbye. If I was literate then, I would have…”

	 

	Sirma crossed the last one and glared at the ugly ink squiggle. She then crushed the piece of paper between her hands and threw it away. Starting anew.

	 

	“I became a Haiduk, just like my brother. My gang chose me as a voivode. I met people, visited villages and cities. I was blessed with eternal friendship and had to overcome deadly treason.”

	 

	Now that she thought about it, maybe it wasn’t a good idea for her mother to imagine her daughter in the midst of a bloodthirsty battle. But what would be the point of softening the truth? She didn’t regret anything. People were alive and happy thanks to the deeds of her Haiduk gang.

	 

	“The world is tiny if you are not educated. Educated people are less cowardly. The Ottomans know this and don’t let us be educated. I hope the ones who come after us will know this lesson better.”

	 

	Her eyes teared.

	 

	“I love my home from the grass on the ground to the sun in the sky. I love the good people, so I fought for their safety. But I believe one day, people will protect without the need of violence, but through sheer love and thirst for knowledge. I will await this day until I die. In the meantime, I didn’t forget to smile. Just made sure there’s a good reason for it.”

	 

	“Who are you writing to?” Velko peeked over her shoulder.

	“No one. I’m just practicing.” She said and brushed away the tears that formed in her eyes.

	Velko looked at her in silence, probably wondering why she was crying. When she didn’t say anything, he just kept reading.

	“It’s well written.” He said. “You should send it.”

	“My mother can’t read.” She shook her head. “She might not be alive…”

	In the mountain, Sirma was often homesick, but her mind only drifted to static pictures of happiness from her memories. It didn’t want to dwell too much on thoughts about the life of her parents in her absence. The state of her house through the years. The places she used to spend her time as a child. 

	These things weighed too much. But now, she was thinking about Tresonche every night before going to sleep. She wanted to know what happened to her village and the people in it. She was interested if any of her childhood friends were still living there. And she would be so happy if her parents were alive and able to attend her wedding.

	“Let’s go to Tresonche.” Velko said and Sirma perked up. She turned around and stared at him wide-eyed at the proposal. “We need to stretch a little.” He added.

	Sirma practically leaped off the chair and hugged him tightly.

	“Thank you!”

	“Is it that surprising I keep following you?”

	Although Sirma was somewhat proud of her writing, it was much better to visit her home village instead of sending a letter. She had no idea if her parents were still alive. She wondered if she would be greeted with joy when she showed her face after twenty-four years of absence. Or if anyone would remember her at all. Next week, she was going to find out.

	The wedding was on hold for now.

	Prilep enjoyed a beautiful sunset today. The main street was lively, laughter reached their ears from all sides. But, Sirma and Velko also spotted a secretive figure walking among the crowd. Keeping away from the Ottoman guards and quickly hiding behind the closest corner. A Haiduk no doubt. They couldn’t see his face and since he wasn’t looking for their house, it might be someone they didn’t know.

	A Haiduk from a different gang. If that were the case, then it was true that there were numerous other gangs among the mountains. Fighting injustice and keeping the peaceful people safe in their homes. Sirma wanted to believe it. 

	Velko was looking at her for a while now. He was smiling. He didn’t have to say anything. They held hands and hurried after the mysterious Haiduk. They turned a corner and rushed past a neighbor lady who looked at them funny. It wasn’t the first time they were the strangest couple in this town, and Sirma doubted it would be the last.

	The unknown Haiduk turned another corner and just as the former voivode and bayraktar were about to pick up the pace, an Ottoman guard stopped them in their tracks.

	“Where are you running?” he asked suspiciously.

	Velko laughed in embarrassment and started explaining something in a friendly airheaded manner. He knew how to talk to the Ottomans. He was also a good actor. Sirma was none of that, so she left all the talking to him. In her newfound role as a housewife, she was expected to be quiet anyway. That was fine. She was tired of being loud.

	The guard let them go with a warning but ordered them to go back home immediately. Or else. The Ottomans liked to say this a lot. This one even shot Sirma a hateful glare, despite her quiet tame appearance. The years she spent as a Haiduk have left their mark on her. The things she had seen and done, the freedom she experienced – all of it was imprinted on her face and even if she wanted to, she couldn’t hide it.

	The Ottoman saw it and found it unpleasant without knowing why. 

	“We lost him.” Sirma pouted, on their way back home.

	In the end, the heart wants what the heart doesn’t have. It’s never satisfied. As long as it’s alive, it would thirst for more adventures. But that life was behind them now. A new adventure was awaiting. Velko wrapped a comforting arm around his future wife. 

	“Next time, we won’t.”

	Sirma smiled happily. In a time when their language and education were forbidden, they had managed to be freer than most Slavs were allowed to for centuries. And they lived to tell the tale.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Epilogue

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	It was raining. Sirma turned the corner and noticed one of today's famous faces. At least she thought it was famous because the local gossipers kept talking about him. It was Dimitar Miladinov, one of the scholars of the new time. She never thought she would see him of all people in Prilep.

	He must have had some important work here, but he seemed lost. He looked at his pocket watch and apparently didn't like the time. He had no umbrella, and he had just stepped ankle deep in a puddle. This was amusing to watch, at least until he let out a particularly colorful swear. Now, this was the last drop, so Sirma smacked his back side with her walking stick.

	“Don’t swear!” she spat through the few teeth left in her mouth. “Look at you! Such a handsome young man swearing like an old fart.”

	Dimitar Miladinov turned to look at her with the politest smile he could muster in his predicament. It seemed like it took a lot of effort to pull it too. Sirma was pleased. He respected his elders as well as he should. 

	Still though, despite the initial annoyance, his eyes went mellow. He was all alone here. Whatever work he had, he must have failed, and apparently, he had no idea where to go. In the end, even the company of a strange grandma was somehow uplifting. But his eyebrows knitted in curiosity at the sight of her, a look she was used to seeing only on intelligent faces.

	“Didn’t I see you yesterday in Krushevo, grandma?” he asked.

	She grinned, happy that he was willing to strike up a conversation.

	“Yes! Yes! I was visiting the kids. I walked back here at dawn.”

	The intelligent eyebrows raised up in wonder.

	“You walked all the way from Krushevo?”

	“Yes.”

	“Alone?”

	“Yes!”

	“I don't believe you.”

	What was that? A hint of a smile? Was he even aware of it? This was getting better and better. She laughed.

	“I could take the distance a lot faster before, but I’m old now.” She said and patted his back. “So, what brings you to Prilep, Dimitarcho?”

	“You know me?”

	“Who doesn’t know you? Come to my house, and I’ll make you a nice soup.”

	“No, no...”

	Before he could say more, grandma took his hand and led him to her home. On the way, he said she had an exceptionally strong grip for an old woman. Oh, it was so adorable when someone new got to know her. On the way, he stopped looking for excuses to leave, and eventually she managed to pull him into her house.

	The year was 1857. At this time, liberation from the Ottoman Empire did not sound like a dream, but something that could actually be accomplished. Haiduk gangs gathered and combined their strength against one common enemy. They weren't just gangs anymore, they were a true army.

	Sirma put her guest's shoes near the oven to dry, covered him with a warm blanket, and started making the soup she promised. It was amazing what warmth and hospitality could do to a man's mood. Once he was warm and dry, his brows didn't wrinkle his face anymore. He even smiled.

	“What's your name, grandma?” he asked.

	He didn't dare say a word while grandma was cooking, but as he was given the hot bowl of soup, he finally had her undivided attention. Sirma took a seat on the bed in front of the table, looked him straight in the eyes and smiled.

	“I'll tell you who I am.”

	Grandma had an interesting story to tell, a story she was dying to tell someone. Anyone. Since Velko died and left her a widow a few years ago, she had no one to talk to. And finally, someone was interested in the story of Sirma voivode and her seventy-two gang members. 

	By the time she finished, Dimitar got startled by the neighbor’s rooster. He didn't even notice it was sunrise. He spent the entire night listening to her story. There were many stories about women Haiduks, even women voivodes, but he never even dreamed he would be in the presence of one. 

	Much less someone at such an old age. Haiduks rarely lived so long to tell the tale.

	“This really happened?” he asked.

	Sirma lifted the pillow on her bed to reveal her two old pistols, loaded and still ready to fire at any time. Dimitar chuckled and rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. He was tired from the sleepless night, but he was too amused to desire any sleep. By this time his clothes and shoes were dry, so he had to go. 

	He left with a smile and grandma was alone again.

	The house was dark, even by day. At the same time, blinding light entered in through the opened window, yet it only created an unpleasant contrast. This whole house was suffocating. No wonder Sirma preferred to spend more time outside. She craved to go through the mountains again, but at this age, she didn’t trust her strength. Still, walking to the next city on straight roads was easy enough. 

	For the thousandth time since she retired, she decided to pay a visit to a friend, this time in the town of Varosh, north of Prilep. She put on her black cloak, took her walking stick in hand, and an old travel bag. Her very appearance was enough for her neighbors to know she is going somewhere again. 

	There was a newlywed couple that had just inherited the house next to hers. It’d been only a few months since they moved, and they already knew her travel schedule.

	“Are you going somewhere again, grandma?” the husband asked as he was leaning on the window. The wife came to see too. Gossipers, both of them.

	“Yes, I am,” Sirma said proudly.

	“Don't you get tired?” The wife asked. “Why don't you get on a cart this time?”

	“I still have legs!” she said loud enough for the whole street to hear.

	Today's weather was nice. Yesterday’s rain had cleared the sky of clouds. It was blue and vast, just like the sky was supposed to be. Sirma had learned to adore the gradually disappearing sound of the city behind her. It was her favorite part of her travels. Once she was out of the town, there was only silence and birds. 

	Sometimes, a merchant's cart would pass by. Just like this one coming from behind. It was different than all the other. Along with the horse's prattle, she heard it—the sound of cocking an old pistol. One look at the driver pointing the gun, and Sirma recognized the young bandit she begged forgiveness from long ago.

	He was old, his grey hair was shining in the sun. His skin was burned after years of work in the field. The grudge in his eyes was still there. He was born on the night of Sirma’s first mission as a Haiduk, and now he extinguished her life forever.

	With a single gunshot.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Afterword

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Sirma voivode is a real person that lived between 1776 and 1864 near the Western border of the then Ottoman Empire. The Haiduk movement during that period is a very interesting historical event in Eastern Europe. Most Haiduks were men, but there are also over fifty documented women, and more than half of them were leaders. 

	I got inspired to write about Sirma, in particular, because her story was one of the most successful ones. Haiduks, both men and women, don’t usually get to live a long life. Most die in battle, get executed by the Ottoman authority, fall victim to betrayal, or worse—become an enemy of the people. Later, the bravest ones would join the Ottoman liberation front, but that’s a story for another book. 

	This novel is a work of fiction, but I took the most important historical facts into account. 

	Sirma voivode was born in the village of Tresonche and became a Haiduk after losing her best friend Ruzha to Albanian outlaws. She pretended to be a man, lead 72 gang members for 24 years and married her bayraktar Velko Spirov in Prilep after retiring. Shortly before her death, she met Dimitar Miladinov—a poet and folklorist, part of the educational enlightenment of the time, and was later mentioned in one of his letters.

	The rest of the plot points are fabricated by me for the purpose of creating an engaging read. Also, despite my careful research, there might be a few lesser known facts about Sirma I missed. The main reason this book came to be is because I wholeheartedly believe this historical figure deserves to have her story told. 

	There also is a folk song about Sirma voivode you can find online.

	Huge thanks to my editor, cover and interior designers, and of course all my beta readers and critique partners for helping me bring this story to life.

	
Notes

		[←1]
	 Rakia – a spirit drink made from fermented fruit, usually plums, grapes, apricots, figs.




	[←2]
	 Voivode – leader of a military force, in this case, a Haiduk gang.




	[←3]
	 Bayraktar – flag bearer and second in command in a Haiduk gang.




	[←4]
	 Martenitsa – a bracelet made from woven red and white yarn, worn in the month of March. A good luck charm that brings the bearer good health.




	[←5]
	 Pasha - a governor of a region in the Ottoman Empire, serving both a military and a political role.




	[←6]
	 Horo – slavic folk dance involving a chain of people holding hands.
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