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For my mother, Shqiponja
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Bjeshkët e Namuna

(The Accursed Mountains)

Despite the heavy rain and large hailstones pounding down from the dark sky, the refugees pushed deeper into the forest. They followed narrow goat tracks and climbed steep, slippery rocks, desperate to remain out of sight of the Serbian police and the Yugoslav Army.

A thin sheet of ice covered the path. The mountain wind froze their soaked clothes, yet they kept moving. The will to live drove them forward.

Suddenly, a shrill scream tore through the darkness, chilling their hearts. An elderly woman had slipped and rolled several feet down the hillside.

That day, many of them had already faced death and survived. Now that a faint ray of hope had appeared, to die in such a way seemed unbearable.

Three men left the caravan and carefully climbed down to reach her. Fortunately, she was not seriously hurt—only bruised on her face and arms.

As they struggled through the unforgiving terrain, a question lingered in their minds: Why were these mountains called cursed? And who had given them that name?

One legend told of women dressed in mourning black who cursed the mountains after their men were killed in war.

In the legend of Muji and Halili, Ajkuna curses the mountains after the death of her son Omer.

Another well-known tale speaks of a woman who fled to these mountains with her two sons after the Ottomans killed her husband and burned their home to the ground.

Now it seemed that they were the new victims.

This time, the men had been killed by Serbs, and their houses had been set on fire.

Yet no one cursed the mountains.

The Accursed Mountains had become their salvation, hiding them from Serbian troops, police, and militias.

The wailing of a child added to the refugees’ growing anxiety. A young mother unbuttoned her dress and tried to feed her baby, unsure whether she had any milk left.

Nearby, another woman struggled forward, her battered umbrella pushing her ahead rather than shielding her from the rain and hail.

In the capital, Prishtina, and in other cities, thousands of people had rushed to railway stations, hoping to catch trains that would take them across the border into Macedonia.

More than 40,000 Yugoslav Army troops, Serbian gendarmerie, and militias had spread throughout Kosovo, driving Albanians from their towns and villages in response to NATO’s bombing of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia.

Nearly a thousand NATO aircraft were operating from air bases in Germany and Italy. The aircraft carrier “Theodore Roosevelt” had just arrived in the Adriatic Sea.

The bombing of Belgrade was being used by Serbia as a pretext to finish a campaign that had begun long before—to drive the Albanian population out of Kosovo.

At this point, only God knew what would come next.
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Someone was banging loudly on the outside gate with what sounded like the butt of a gun.

Ermal Bllaca threw off his blankets and jumped out of bed. He hurried into the corridor toward his parents’ room, hesitated, then slowly pushed the door open a little.

Both his parents were sitting up in bed. His father, Adem, rubbed his eyes, while his mother, Marigona, stared anxiously toward the window. The blinds blocked any view of the outside.

His older sister, Tana, and his younger sister, Trëndelina, rushed out of the bedroom next door. Two-year-old Dodona, who shared the room with them, started crying in her bed.

Adem put on his jacket and stepped out of the bedroom in his pyjamas. He opened the front door to go outside, but Marigona ran after him and grabbed his arm to stop him.

He squeezed her hand.

“Don’t worry,” he said, then crossed the yard toward the gate.

Ermal couldn’t wait. He ran after his father as fast as he could and reached him just as he opened the outside gate.

Three local policemen stood outside, facing them.

Ermal sensed the tension in his father’s face, even though Adem tried to appear calm. All three policemen had guns slung over their shoulders. They were all Serbs.

The tallest one looked familiar. It was Dragan Spasić, his friend Nenad’s father. They lived a few houses away in their neighborhood of Qerim. Nenad had a sister, Slavica, whom Ermal secretly liked.

Ermal caught a whiff of alcohol from the policemen. He stepped back as Dragan Spasić moved a step forward. His eyes burned like those of a wolf—though Ermal had never actually seen a wolf. There was hatred in those small flames, something frightening.

“Çfarë ka ndodhur?” Adem asked in Albanian.

He already knew the answer. The Kosovar Serbs were taking revenge on their Albanian neighbors for the NATO bombing of the former Yugoslavia. The two communities had lived side by side for generations, but now everything had changed.

Dragan gave a thin smile.

“We’re going door to door to let people know that they don’t have to leave their homes,” he said in an icy voice, speaking in Serbian. “Nothing is going to happen to them.”

Adem knew it was a lie—perhaps even the opposite of what Dragan truly felt about Albanians. If it were up to him, Adem thought, he would send them straight to hell. Many Albanians had already been driven from their homes.

Operation Potkovica—also known as *The Horseshoe*—was underway with the support of the Yugoslav army.

“Hvala,” Adem Bllaca muttered in Serbian. “Thank you.”

Dragan squinted at them. He pulled a piece of chalk from his breast pocket and marked the Bllaca gate with a large white cross.

He hoisted his automatic rifle back onto his shoulder and turned to leave. But Adem kept staring at him.

“Šta je?” Dragan asked. “What’s the matter?”

“Zašto si pisao na moja vrata?” Adem replied. “Why did you write on my door?”

“Hoću da znam ko je ovde Šiptar!” Dragan snapped.

“We want to know who is Albanian here!”

The answer left Adem speechless.

“You know who I am,” he finally said. “I am your neighbor, bre!”

“We have to identify all the Albanians in Gjakova,” Dragan said, waving a hand toward the neighborhood.

He stared at Adem as if he wanted to devour him alive, then signaled to his companions to move to the next house.

Adem clenched his teeth to keep from saying anything more.

Just then, a military truck groaned down the street and came to a stop. A crowd of Serbian neighbors gathered around it, watching with excitement. Two Serbian workers from the post office and three soldiers unloaded rifles from the back of the truck and began handing them out to the crowd.

It wasn’t the first time the Serbian army and police had armed Serbian civilians.

Father and son exchanged a glance.

The police patrol left their gate and stopped next door. That morning, every Albanian home was marked one after another. The unmarked houses belonged to Serbs.

Adem followed the policemen with his eyes. Then he grabbed Ermal’s arm and pulled him back behind the gate.

“Babi,” Ermal asked, “why are they marking our doors with chalk?”

Adem didn’t answer. Instead, he motioned for him to go inside.

In the kitchen, Ermal’s mother sat at the table with a forced smile that could not hide her anxiety. Tana stood beside her, gripping the back of a chair. Trëndelina shivered next to her sister, holding her hand.

Marigona waited for her husband to speak.

“Why are you all here? Go back to sleep,” Adem told the children.

None of them moved.

“What did the policemen say?” Marigona asked. “What did they want so early in the morning?”

“They said not to worry and not to leave our homes.”

He walked into the living room.

He did not tell her the most important detail—that their house had been marked with chalk.

No one in Europe had forgotten the time of the Nazis, or the recent atrocities in Bosnia.

Ermal stayed quiet. He sensed that Babi didn’t want to create panic.

Adem stood by the fireplace, pushing the burning logs deeper into the fire with a pair of tongs. Sparks flew up the chimney.

Ermal’s sisters obeyed their father and returned to their room.

Ermal grabbed his soccer ball from under the sofa and bounced it a few times on the floor. He stopped when his parents gave him stern looks.

He still didn’t understand why the police had marked their door. Nothing could happen to them, he thought. Their family had nothing to do with the KLA—the Kosovo Liberation Army.

They were just an ordinary Albanian family trying to survive.

“Babi, can I go play soccer?” Ermal asked.

He immediately noticed the concern in his father’s face.

“Not right now,” Adem said. “Maybe later this afternoon. Eat your breakfast first.”

He ruffled the boy’s hair.

From the kitchen table Marigona spoke up.

“I don’t trust a word they say. We should pack everything and leave. That’s what they want—to keep us here so they can slaughter us.”

“Let’s wait and see,” Adem replied.

He went to the window as the first rays of morning sunlight slipped through the blinds.

—-
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Later that afternoon, Ermal went to play soccer with his Serbian friend Nenad. Adem had decided it was safe enough.

Nenad had the ball at his feet while Ermal stood in front of the net. Nenad kicked hard toward the corner. Ermal dove, stretching out his hands. He barely touched the ball with his fingertips before hitting the ground.

The ball rolled into the net.

Nenad laughed and brushed dust off his pants.

Then he noticed where Ermal was staring.

Nenad’s father, the tall policeman Dragan Spasić, stood at the far end of the field watching them. He had probably been there for several minutes, and he looked furious.

Dragan marched across the grass, his boots stomping as if trying to grind the ground beneath him.

“Koliko puta sam ti rekao da ne igraš sa Šiptarima?” he shouted.

How many times have I told you not to play with Shiptars?

“Šiptar” was the word many Serbs used for Albanians. Albanians called themselves *Shqiptarë*, but the Serbian pronunciation made the word sound insulting.

“Dođi kući. Sada je mrak!” Dragan barked.

Come home. It’s getting dark.

He grabbed Nenad by the arm and pulled him away, throwing a harsh glance at Ermal.

Nenad waved weakly before following his father, his head down.

They had been close friends.

When they played soccer, Nenad’s sister Slavica often came along. She would watch Ermal with her blue eyes.

Nenad and Slavica couldn’t speak Albanian, but that was never a problem. Albanians were forced to learn Serbian in elementary school.

Ermal often dreamed about her face—her blue eyes full of warmth, her curly hair blowing in the wind.

Slavica had become his dream girl.

But he tried to hide those feelings deep inside. He told himself he was too young and that it was shameful to think about such things.

He picked up the soccer ball and headed home, glancing back a few times toward the Spasić house to see if Slavica might be watching from behind the curtains.

He didn’t see her.

As Ermal approached his house, he noticed something strange.

The neighborhood was unusually quiet. The streets were empty.

Then, with a sudden roar, a long convoy of army trucks and police cars appeared up the road.

Ermal ran to his gate and knocked quickly.

He heard his mother’s footsteps on the other side, accompanied by lighter steps and the cheerful laughter of a child—like a small melody.

When his mother opened the gate, little Trëndelina jumped into his arms.

His mother stroked his hair and kissed him on the cheek.

Ermal stepped inside, feeling relieved—though he didn’t know exactly why.
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It was eight in the evening when Adem, sitting in the living room, heard the sound of wolves howling somewhere in the darkness outside.

He jumped up from his chair and went to the window to look. He saw nothing. Milos Gilica Street was deserted.

Marigona stood frozen in place, holding a basket filled with slices of homemade bread. Tana hurried over and stood behind Adem, stretching her neck to see what was happening.

Dodona woke up and began to cry in her cradle.

Adem went over to her and lifted her into his arms. He kissed the baby on the forehead and sat down with the others to eat, holding her in his lap.

Marigona’s hands were shaking as she placed the basket of bread on the table.

The entire house was filled with the scent of freshly baked bread.

“I heard wolves howling,” Marigona whispered.

She picked up a slice of bread, still warm from the oven, spread it with butter, and handed it to Ermal.

Still holding the youngest daughter in his arms, Adem stood up and turned off the lights. Only the dim glow from the fireplace remained.

Ermal couldn’t sleep that night because of the wolves’ howling.

Winter had not ended yet, and the air was still bitterly cold. The Accursed Mountains were still white, their slopes covered in frozen snow. The thick layer on the ground had not yet begun to melt.

The hungry wolves, it seemed, were leaving the forests and wandering into the cities and villages of Kosovo with empty stomachs, ready to attack anything.

Ermal had never heard of wolves coming near houses in search of food.

Even though he didn’t really know how to pray properly, he closed his eyes and whispered:

Dear God, you probably have eyes and ears to listen to my prayers. Please save us from this approaching disaster. Tomorrow might be too late, so please listen to my prayers today.

He got out of bed and quietly opened his door.

He crept toward his parents’ room and sat down beside the door. It was slightly open.

Through the narrow crack he could see Babi’s face, dark and unreadable. His mother’s face looked frozen, like a statue.

He heard their urgent whispers.

Albanians often said that even the walls had ears. That was why people spoke about important matters in low voices.

“What should we do?” Marigona asked Adem. “We can’t stay here pretending nothing is happening. They will storm our door and cut us into a thousand pieces.”

“I’ll do something,” Adem said reassuringly as he got up from the bed.

He opened the door—and found Ermal standing right there.

The boy felt ashamed at being caught listening.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Babi asked, trying to sound angry.

But it didn’t work.

He hugged Ermal and kissed him on the forehead.

“Go to sleep, son.”

“I can’t.”

Marigona got out of bed and joined them, looking toward the front door.

“What are you going to do?” she asked Adem.

“I’m going to park the car in front of the gate,” he replied.

He opened the front door and stepped into the yard.

The gate was about ten meters away.

Ermal tiptoed after him, trying to stay quiet.

Adem loosened the heavy chain from the gate and looked outside. His Golf was parked farther up the road.

He checked both directions and saw no one.

Adem got into the car, started the engine, and slowly moved it in front of the house, blocking the gate. Then he got out and stood there for several minutes.

Still wary, he pressed a finger to his lips, signaling Ermal to stay silent.

Then he walked along the inside perimeter of the brick wall surrounding the house. Ermal followed, this time much closer.

The wall was made of red brick and nearly two meters high.

When they reached the backyard, Adem noticed a man standing on the roof of the neighboring house. It belonged to his cousin, Arben Morina.

Adem pretended not to see him at first, but the shadow on the roof waved.

Adem pulled Ermal closer to him, as though shielding his son from something dangerous. Finally, he spoke.

“What are you doing up there?” Adem asked.

“I’ve been watching the army howling like wolves,” Arben replied. “This is the end, my friend!”

“Those must be real wolves,” Adem said, nodding toward Ermal.

Arben glanced at the boy and understood the message.

“You’re damn right,” Arben said. “Humans behaving like wolves—and wolves behaving like humans.”

“What did they look like?” Adem asked.

“They had the same snouts as beasts. The same claws. Even their ears looked long and hairy—just like wolves. Their bodies were covered in hair.”

“Are you serious?”

“You think I’m joking?”

“Did they speak like humans?”

“They were giving military orders—in Serbian.”

“Did they have tails?”

“Maybe. I was too far away to see everything. They probably hid them inside their pants.”

Arben paused.

“We should leave as soon as possible,” he continued. “Take your family and hide somewhere. That’s what I’m going to do.”

Ermal didn’t believe Arben’s strange description, but the words still sent a chill through his bones.

Yet one thing felt true: they had to leave.

Arben jumped down from the roof and walked closer.

Now Ermal could see his face clearly. It was tight with anxiety.

“How are you, big boy?” Arben said, shaking Ermal’s hand as if he were already a grown man. “You’ve grown so fast!”

But the smile on his face looked forced.

Ermal said nothing.

Adem waved briefly to Arben and quickly guided Ermal back toward the house.

Arben returned to his own home next door.

Marigona was waiting impatiently for them.

“What do we do now?” she asked as they stepped inside.

Adem didn’t answer immediately.

“Why don’t you say anything, Adem?” she pressed. “What are we going to do?”

Adem turned toward her.

“I’m still thinking,” he said quietly. “I have to find a safe place for you and the children.”

He paused.

“We are not going anywhere tonight. The kids need to sleep. Tomorrow is another day. We’ll wait and see.”

Marigona shook her head in despair.

Her eyes were wide and her face pale.

Adem knew his answer had not reassured her.

But it was winter and bitterly cold outside. He had no idea where his wife and four children could go in the middle of the night.

There was no safe place for Albanians.

He sat beside the fire, staring into the flames as if hoping they might give him an answer.

After a while, Ermal noticed a small spark of hope appear in his father’s eyes.

“We will follow the other Albanian families,” Adem finally said. “The KLA and NATO will do something to protect us from these beasts.”

He stood up.

“We are not pieces of meat for them to devour. And we are not alone in our suffering.”

He paused again.

“We are just minding our own business. We should have left long ago.”

“Let’s go to sleep now. Tomorrow we will decide what to do.”

He went into his room.

But Adem still couldn’t sleep.

Outside, he could hear the soldier-wolves howling in the darkness.

He felt a deep sorrow for his family.

What the Serbian soldiers were doing was a disgrace to humanity.

Their drunken cries sometimes merged into laughter, and sometimes a lone howl pierced the night.

It sounded almost like a competition.

Finally, the howling stopped.

All four children were asleep. Marigona was still awake.

Adem rose from the bed and went to the window. He watched the road carefully, searching for any movement.

Nothing stirred.

He returned to bed.

Yet the silence frightened him even more than the howling.
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The next morning, a convoy of Serbian tanks entered the Qerim neighborhood, their heavy metal treads crushing the asphalt mercilessly.

Adem Bllaca peered through the living room window and watched the tanks rumbling past.

There were about twenty of them—M-84A tanks equipped with 125-millimeter cannons capable of firing eight shells per minute. Adem knew this well.

In the first tank, a soldier wearing a grotesque wolf mask scanned the street, his finger resting on the trigger of an automatic rifle. He swung the weapon from side to side, as if ready to shoot at anything that moved. An anti-aircraft gun sat mounted on top of the rotating turret.

As the tanks drew closer, Adem noticed that three soldiers were visible from each tank. In the lead vehicle, the stocky man on the right was likely the commander. To the left sat the sniper. Between them was the driver, constantly shifting gears as the tank advanced.

Even as he trembled, Adem continued staring.

To him, the soldiers seemed like wolves.

They looked different from one another. The one on the left appeared tall and grey, while the one on the right looked lean and foxlike—something like the ancient Cynodictis, sometimes called the “wolf of the dawn.” He had long arms and moved as though he might leap from the tank and climb a tree at any moment. The driver in the middle had reddish skin and a smaller build.

Adem Bllaca’s home stood at the entrance of the street—the first house in the line of destruction.

The leading tank rolled effortlessly over his Volkswagen Golf, crushing it beneath its iron tracks.

The convoy continued down the road, roaring forward and smashing everything in its path.

Adem slowly turned toward his family.

Marigona stood holding two-year-old Dodona in her arms. Surprisingly, the little girl was silent, as if she somehow understood that this was not the moment to cry.

Tana sat in her chair, weeping quietly, while Trëndelina trembled beside her, squeezing her sister’s hand for comfort.

Ermal stood still, his face dark with sadness.

They had been caught by surprise. Deep down they had never truly believed the day would come when they would have to abandon their home.

How many times had such things happened before?

This did not begin today.

Adem remembered his grandfather’s stories about how their ancestors had been forced to leave the Toplica region long ago, traveling in an ox-drawn cart in the middle of the night, carrying little more than blankets and clothes.

Now this was their only home.

Gjakova was his city—the place where he had been born. Kosovo was his homeland.

There was no way he would leave it forever.

They would hide somewhere for a while. For that, they needed to pack a few things.

It didn’t matter that the foundation of the house trembled from the passing tanks.

Adem looked at Marigona, who was still holding Dodona.

“Let’s pack only
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