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Chapter 1

	Snow and Silence

	 

	A light snow was falling. Arben stood at the edge of the valley just outside Gjakova, hands buried deep in his coat pockets, the cold biting through the fabric like it had been waiting for him. The sky was low and gray, thick with clouds that looked heavy enough to drop right into the hills. The field in front of him was quiet. Not peaceful; just quiet. A stretch of frozen earth, scattered with old tree stumps, blackened and broken. Some leaned, others looked like they’d been split by fire or forgotten by time. Snow had started to gather in the cracks, softening their jagged edges. From where he stood, they looked almost like headstones. He didn’t speak at first. Then, under his breath, he said, “Is this a cemetery… or something worse?” The sound of his own voice startled him. It felt too loud out here. He shifted his stance. The ground beneath his boots was hard and uneven. There was no mistaking what kind of place this was. Some parts of the land carry their memories close to the surface. This was one of them.

	 

	Behind him, the hills sloped gently back toward Gjakova. He could just make out the edge of the town, rooftops dusted in white, smoke curling from chimneys. Somewhere down there, people were waking up. Making coffee. Turning on radios. Getting on with things. But up here, time held its breath. A crow landed on a branch a few meters away, shaking snow from the limbs. It tilted its head toward him, curious, or maybe just hungry. Arben watched it for a moment, then pulled his coat tighter.

	 

	It had been years since he last stood on this ground. Back then he had come with a notebook and questions, certain that if he listened carefully enough, the truth would come. He had sat in small kitchens and quiet courtyards, taking notes while people poured him tea and searched for words they’d never meant to say out loud. He had written about what was found here. What wasn’t. He had written about the things people buried and the silence that always followed. And now, the silence was back. But it felt different this time; like it was waiting for him to speak first. His book had been published. It had been read. And then, like everything else, it had been forgotten. He reached out, tracing the charred surface of one of the stumps with his gloved fingers. The wood was cold, the texture rough beneath his touch. Fire had touched this place once. Fire and something else; something older, something more patient than flames. A vibration in his pocket pulled him from his thoughts. He frowned, reaching for his phone. The screen glowed against the pale light of the afternoon.

	“Come. I need you”.

	No name, just those four words. But he knew who it was. Blerta. Arben hesitated, his thumb hovering over the screen. He hadn’t spoken to her in years. Not since she had left everything behind, not since she had abandoned the city for the quiet solitude of Peja. The last time they had seen each other, she had been thinner, her voice quieter, her eyes somewhere else. She had spoken of leaving, of cutting ties, of disappearing into a place where no one would know her name. And now, after all this time; this message.

	He turned back to the field. The crow cawed once, its cry a fractured mirror slicing the silence.

	“What could have happened?”

	He exhaled slowly, slipping the phone back into his coat. He knew he had no choice. He turned toward the road. Arben took one last look at the field before turning away. 

	 

	The snow had begun to fall more steadily, softening the harsh lines of the blackened stumps, coating them in a layer of false innocence. But he knew better. Snow was not forgiveness. It did not erase, only conceal. He stepped carefully along the uneven path, his boots crunching over frozen dirt. Each step carried a quiet weight, as though the land beneath him held its breath. The trees on either side of the road were bare, their skeletal branches tangled against the grey sky. A few crows lingered in their heights, shifting restlessly, as if waiting for something. The road into Gjakova was emptier than usual. Winter had a way of draining the streets of movement, of sound. The city, wrapped in its cold slumber, felt smaller, its history pressing in from all sides.

	 

	Arben walked toward his car, parked on the shoulder where the asphalt met the dirt road. It was an old Fiat, stubborn in the cold, its windshield crusted with frost. He scraped at the glass with the edge of his glove, his breath misting against the frozen surface. He hesitated before getting inside. “Come. I need you.” Blerta’s words sat heavy in his mind. She had never been the type to ask for help. The last time they spoke; really spoke, she had been standing in the doorway of a small café in Pristina, her arms crossed against the autumn wind. She had said she needed to leave the city. That everything in her life had turned to noise, that she had to find silence before the overwhelming clamour swallowed her whole. He had watched her go, believing it was just another temporary retreat. A month, maybe two, before she returned. But months turned to years, and the silence she had sought had stretched between them. And now, without explanation, she had reached out.

	 

	Arben climbed into the car, rubbing his hands together before starting the engine. It sputtered, coughing against the cold before reluctantly coming to life. The headlights flared against the whitened road, casting long shadows over the skeletal trees. As he pulled onto the main road, Gjakova unfurled before him, its familiar streets dusted in frost. The old stone bridge stood silent over the river; its arches thick with ice. Smoke curled from the chimneys of scattered homes, the scent of burning wood curling through the air.

	The past was here, everywhere, woven into the fabric of the city. It clung to the alleyways, to the bricks, to the quiet spaces between footsteps. Arben had spent years trying to write it down, trying to make sense of what could never be fully understood. But some things resisted language. Some wounds refused to close. He drove past the old mosque, its minaret standing against the sky like a sentinel. Further down, the market square lay quiet, the stalls abandoned for the season. The city felt like a place waiting for something; waiting for the thaw, waiting for the weight of memory to loosen its grip. As he reached the outskirts, the road stretched long and empty before him. The journey to Peja would take just over an hour. He pressed his foot to the accelerator. The road climbed into the mountains, winding through steep passes where the snow thickened, where the world narrowed to the pale glow of his headlights against the dark. Here, the silence was heavier. Deeper. The further he drove, the more he felt it. A kind of gravity. An absence that pressed against him. He thought of Blerta, of her hands. He thought of the message, of the years between them and of the fact that, despite everything, he was going to her. Because some silences needed to be answered. Because some distances were not meant to last forever. Because something in the snow, in the stillness, told him; this time, it was different. The road twisted downward, the lights of Peja flickering in the valley below. Arben, without knowing why, felt like he was driving toward something he had long been meant to find. The road coiled through the mountains like an old wound, cutting through dense forests of oak and pine. Snow had thickened along the edges, the drifts piling high against the steep rock faces. The air inside the car was cold despite the heater’s protest, the smell of melting frost and old leather lingering. Arben kept his hands firm on the wheel, his mind restless with the weight of the past. Blerta. How many years had it been since he last saw her? He could remember the moment clearly; not because it was dramatic, not because it had ended in argument or finality, but because it had been unfinished. A conversation paused. A thread left loose. She had stood by the café’s entrance that day in Pristina, the wind curling around her dark hair, her fingers tucked into the sleeves of her coat. There had been something unreadable in her eyes. "I can’t stay here," she had said. "I need silence." "Silence?" he had asked, trying to understand. She had exhaled; her breath visible in the autumn air. "There’s too much noise in my head. I can’t hear myself anymore." Arben had nodded, not knowing what to say. Then she had gone. Just like that. At first, he thought she would come back. A few months, a year at most. But she had not. And now, after all that time, she had reached out. “Come. I need you”. Nothing more. The car jolted slightly as he hit a patch of ice, snapping him back to the present. He tightened his grip on the wheel, slowing as the road curved sharply around the ridge. Below, the valley of Peja stretched out in the distance, its rooftops blanketed in white. Lights flickered in the windows of scattered houses, warm against the cold. Something about this drive felt inevitable. As if, all this time, he had been meant to return. By the time he reached Peja, the snow had thickened into a quiet storm, swirling around the streetlights in slow, drifting spirals.

	 

	The hospital was a squat, grey building on the outskirts of town, its windows dark except for the emergency ward. A few cars were parked outside, their windshields coated in fresh frost. Arben pulled in and killed the engine. The silence that followed was heavier than he expected. He sat there for a moment, staring at the entrance, feeling the weight of time pressing down on him. Then, finally, he stepped out into the cold. The wind bit against his face, his breath misting in the air. He shoved his hands into his coat pockets and walked toward the doors. Inside, the hospital smelled of disinfectant and something older; something stale, as if the air itself had absorbed years of quiet suffering. The fluorescent lights cast everything in a pale, sterile glow. A nurse sat behind the reception desk, her face unreadable.

	"I’m looking for Blerta Hoxha," Arben said. 

	His voice felt foreign to his own ears. The nurse glanced at him, then at the clipboard in front of her. She nodded toward the hallway. 

	"Third floor. Room 307." 

	Arben swallowed. 

	"What happened to her?"

	 The nurse hesitated, studying him for a moment. 

	"You should ask her yourself."

	He nodded, exhaling slowly.

	 

	The elevator doors yawned open, empty and waiting. He stepped inside, pressing the button for the third floor. The old machinery groaned as it carried him upward, the hum filling the silence. Then the doors slid open. The hallway was dim, the overhead lights flickering faintly. The walls were lined with old paintings; landscapes of Kosovo’s mountains and rivers, their colors faded with time. The air was thick with the scent of medicine, of sleep, of quiet conversations left unfinished. Arben walked slowly, his footsteps muffled by the linoleum floor.307. He stopped. The door was slightly ajar. Inside, the lights were low. He pushed it open. Blerta was there, lying in the hospital bed, her right hand bandaged, the tips of her fingers exposed; stitched back together, bloodied. Her eyes were closed. For a moment, he thought she was asleep. Then, slowly, she turned her head. And when she saw him, she smiled. Faint, but real.

	"You came," she whispered. 

	Arben exhaled, stepping inside, feeling something inside him shift. Something old, something unfinished; finally pulling itself back together. And outside, the snow kept falling. Arben stepped inside, shutting the door behind him. The scent of antiseptic and something metallic; blood, perhaps, lingered in the air. The room was dimly lit, the only light coming from a flickering bedside lamp and the cold glow of the snowfall outside the window. The radiator in the corner clicked and hummed, filling the silence with a steady warmth. Blerta lay on the hospital bed, her frame thinner than he remembered, her face pale against the sterile white of the sheets. Her dark hair was unkempt, her breathing steady but shallow. She turned her head slightly as he entered, eyes dark and watchful, as if she had been waiting. For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

	“You came” she finally said, her voice rough, almost disbelieving.

	“You told me to.”

	A tired, almost imperceptible smile touched her lips. 

	“I wasn’t sure you would.”

	Arben hesitated before sitting down in the chair beside her bed. He took in the details; the IV drip snaking into her arm, the bandages wrapped tightly around her ribs beneath the loose hospital gown. His stomach tightened at the sight.

	“What happened?” Blerta exhaled softly, tilting her head slightly, looking past him toward the window. Outside, the snow drifted in slow spirals, the wind pressing lightly against the glass. “I fell,” she said after a moment.

	Arben frowned. “Fell?” She gave a short, dry laugh.

	“Tumbled down a staircase. Twelve steps, maybe more. Broke two ribs. Bruised half       my body.” 

	Arben’s hands clenched: “Was it an accident?” he asked carefully. 

	Blerta’s eyes flickered toward him, something unreadable in her gaze: “Does it       matter?”

	The words hung in the air between them, and Arben knew better than to push. Instead, he exhaled and sat back, running a hand through his hair.

	“Why now, Blerta? After all this time?”

	Blerta looked hard at him, then looked down at her hands resting lightly on the blanket.

	“I don’t know,” she admitted: “Maybe because I didn’t want to be alone. Maybe       because I knew you’d come.”

	Her voice was quieter now, almost vulnerable. Arben wasn’t used to seeing her like this. Blerta had always been strong; resilient in a way that made her seem untouchable. To see her here, fragile and injured, unsettled something inside him. A long silence stretched between them. Arben glanced at the bandages wrapped around her ribs again.

	“Are you in pain?”

	She gave a slight shrug, wincing as the movement sent a ripple of discomfort through her body. 

	“They gave me something for the pain, but I can still feel it.”

	Arben nodded, unsure what to say. Blerta turned her head fully toward him now, her gaze sharp despite her exhaustion. 

	“It’s strange,” she murmured: “Lying here, feeling my body broken like this, I keep       thinking about the people you wrote about.” 

	Arben stiffened. He knew exactly what she meant. The stories in his book; the people who had been beaten, tortured, left to die in the dark corners of history. The testimonies he had gathered, the wounds carved into their flesh, into their memory. 

	“I think about how much it must have hurt them,” Blerta continued, her voice barely       above a whisper: “How much they endured before it was over.” 

	Arben swallowed, his throat dry: “You don’t have to”

	“Yes, I do.” Her voice was firmer now. 

	There was no room for argument. A heavy silence settled between them. Arben turned his gaze to the window, watching the snow coat the city in its quiet hush.

	“What do you want from me, Blerta?” he asked finally. 

	She hesitated, her fingers curling slightly against the sheets.

	“The trees,” she said at last.

	Arben’s heart skipped. He knew exactly what she was talking about.

	“The project,” she continued. 

	“The one we planned all those years ago. The black trees. The ink.”

	Arben shook his head slightly, his brow furrowing. 

	“Blerta, that was just an idea. We never”

	“No,” she interrupted: “It wasn’t just an idea.”

	Her eyes locked onto his, unwavering. He let out a slow breath. Then, softly, she asked,

	 “Will you help me finish it?”

	 

	Outside, the snow thickened, and deep inside him, something long-buried; something he thought he had left behind, began to stir. Arben stared at her, searching her face for something; an explanation, an urgency he could understand. But Blerta’s expression remained still, patient, as if she had already decided that his answer didn’t matter. She would do it with or without him. He exhaled, rubbing his hands together, trying to push away the cold that seemed to settle in his bones.

	“You still believe in it?” he asked.

	Blerta didn’t look away: “I never stopped.”

	Arben leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. 

	“That was years ago, Blerta. We were different people then.”

	She tilted her head slightly, eyes narrowing: “Were we?”

	He opened his mouth to respond but hesitated. The truth was; he wasn’t sure.

	 

	They had spoken about the project long ago, back when everything had seemed more possible, before time had weathered them down. They had imagined a field filled with tall, blackened trees; charred, inked, stripped bare, standing like silent witnesses against the sky. A way to remember those who had been lost, those whose names had never made it into history books. It had been an idea, nothing more. But now, looking at her, he could see that for her, it had always been something real. Blerta shifted slightly in the bed, wincing as she adjusted her bandaged ribs. 

	“I’ve already started,” she said. Arben frowned. 

	“Started?”

	She nodded: “Before the accident. I found the land. I gathered the wood.”

	Arben let out a slow breath, shaking his head. 

	“Blerta, why didn’t you tell me?”

	Blerta gave him a tired smile. 

	“Would you have come?”

	He didn’t answer. She was right. He wouldn’t have. Not then. Blerta turned her gaze to the window, watching the snowfall thicken, her breath slowing. For a long time, she didn’t speak. Arben thought maybe she had fallen asleep, her body finally succumbing to exhaustion, but then:

	“I need to know it’s still possible,” she murmured. 

	“That something can still be finished.”

	 

	Arben looked at her, his chest tightening. She had always been like this; quiet, steady, always moving toward something unseen. And he had always been the one to hesitate, the one to weigh consequences, to find reasons to wait. But as he sat there in the dim hospital room, listening to the hum of the radiator, the slow rhythm of her breathing, he realized something. She wasn’t asking for permission. She was asking for him. A long silence stretched between them. Then Arben exhaled and leaned back in his chair. 

	“Tell me what you need.”

	Blerta smiled, just barely. Outside, the snow kept falling, silent and endless. Blerta’s smile was brief, flickering like a candle in the dark, but Arben caught it. It was the first real moment of warmth in a room filled with too many unspoken things. She exhaled softly, adjusting against the pillows, moving carefully as if testing the limits of her body’s pain. The bandages around her ribs shifted slightly under the thin hospital gown. He could tell she was trying not to show how much it hurt.

	“The land is outside Peja,” she said, her voice quieter now, as though the weight of the conversation had settled over her. 

	“An old field abandoned for years. No one goes there anymore.” 

	Arben folded his arms, his brow furrowing: “And the wood?”

	“I started collecting it months ago. Some of it from the forests near Deçan, some from old, fallen structures.” She let out a breath, as if suddenly aware of how much effort it had       taken: “It’s enough. More than enough.”

	He sat back, rubbing his jaw.

	“And what exactly do you expect me to do?”

	Blerta’s lips twitched slightly, a trace of the old sharpness he remembered from years ago.

	“What you’re good at,” she said simply. “Building something out of nothing.”

	Arben looked away, focusing on a crack in the hospital wall. It had been a long time since he had built anything that lasted.

	“You always thought this mattered more than I did,” he admitted after a pause.

	Blerta nodded slightly: “Maybe. But I think you knew it mattered too.”

	He let out a slow breath. The wind outside howled softly against the window, rattling the glass. The sound of it sent a strange unease through him, as if the world itself was listening to their conversation.

	 

	Arben had spent years chasing stories, writing about history, trying to pin down truth before it disappeared. But this; this wasn’t just a story. This was a wound that had never fully healed. He glanced back at Blerta 

	“Why now?” he asked.

	Blerta was silent for a long moment. When she finally spoke, her voice was low, almost hesitant.

	“Because if we don’t do this now,” she said, “it’ll never be done.”

	Something in her tone sent a chill through him, something final. Arben studied her carefully: “You’re not telling me everything.”

	Blerta didn’t flinch, but her gaze dropped slightly, her fingers tightening around the edge of the blanket.

	“I don’t need to,” she said.

	Another silence. Arben ran a hand through his hair, letting out a slow sigh. He could feel himself being pulled into something he wasn’t sure he could walk away from.

	“Alright,” he said at last. “I’ll go see it.”

	Blerta’s eyes flicked up to meet his. For a brief second, he saw something there; relief, maybe. Or gratitude.

	“Tomorrow?” she asked.

	He hesitated, then nodded: “Tomorrow.”

	Blerta relaxed slightly against the pillows, her body sinking into the weight of exhaustion.

	Arben stood, pushing the chair back slightly, 

	“I’ll come back in the morning,” he said. 

	Blerta didn’t respond, but he saw the small nod, the way her fingers finally loosened around the fabric. He turned and walked to the door, pausing for a moment before stepping into the dimly lit hallway.

	

	As he left, he realized something. For the first time in a long time, he wasn’t just moving through the past. He was stepping toward something. And outside, the snow kept falling. The hospital hallway stretched out before him, quiet and dim, the overhead fluorescent lights flickering intermittently. Arben walked slowly, his footsteps muffled by the linoleum floor. The air smelled of antiseptic and something stale, as though time had settled into the walls like dust. At the end of the corridor, a small waiting area sat empty, save for an old man slumped in a chair, his hands clasped tightly over his stomach, staring blankly at the floor. The soft hum of the radiator filled the silence. Outside, the snowfall thickened, the wind pressing against the windows like a restless spirit. Arben stopped at the hospital entrance, hesitating for a moment before pushing through the heavy glass doors. The cold hit him instantly, sharp and biting, creeping under his coat and into his bones. The night stretched out before him, vast and silent, the streetlights casting long, golden streaks over the icy pavement. He took a deep breath, exhaling slowly, watching his breath curl into the frozen air. Blerta’s words echoed in his mind. "Because if we don’t do this now, it’ll never be done." There had been something in her voice; something quiet but urgent, like a thread pulling tighter, threatening to snap. Arben made his way to his car, brushing the snow from the windshield with his sleeve. The cold metal of the door handle burned against his fingers as he pulled it open. He slid into the driver’s seat, turning the key in the ignition. The engine rumbled to life, the old Fiat shuddering against the cold. For a moment, he simply sat there, hands resting on the wheel, watching the snowfall blur the edges of the world outside.

	 

	He wasn’t sure what unsettled him more; the fact that Blerta had reached out to him after all these years, or the feeling that she was holding something back. The project. The black trees. It had been a conversation, an idea whispered between them long ago, before life had scattered them in different directions. But she had held onto it. She had made it real. And now, somehow, it had become his again. Arben sighed, running a hand through his hair. His body felt heavy, exhausted in a way that had nothing to do with the drive, the cold, or the late hour. He had spent years writing about the past, chasing ghosts through ink and paper. But this; this was something different. This was stepping into the story itself. With one last glance at the hospital entrance, he shifted the car into gear and pulled out onto the empty road.

	 

	The city lay quiet around him, the snow absorbing all sound. The headlights carved a narrow path through the darkness, illuminating the falling flakes as they drifted down like whispers. As he drove, a strange certainty settled over him. Tomorrow, he would go to the field. Tomorrow, he would see what Blerta had started. And tomorrow, whether he was ready or not, he would step into something he could no longer turn away from. Above him, the sky hung low and heavy, thick with snow. And ahead, unseen beyond the road and the silence, something was waiting.

	 

	The drive back to his rented flat in Peja was slow, the roads slick with ice. The city had settled into a hush, the snowfall muting the usual late-night sounds; no distant music from cafés, no cars humming through the narrow streets. It was as if the whole world had been wrapped in silence. Arben drove without the radio on, his thoughts too tangled to let in any other noise. His mind kept circling back to Blerta’s face, the way she had looked at him; not just with expectation, but with something else, something heavier. He had seen that look before. In survivors. In the people he had interviewed for his book. The ones who spoke of things they had buried deep inside them, things they carried in silence because no one wanted to hear them. But Blerta had never been one of them. Had she?

	 

	A memory surfaced; years ago, late one night in Pristina, when they had been walking back from a bar, both of them half-drunk, their voices low against the quiet city streets. They had stopped by the river, the streetlights reflecting off the dark water, and she had said, “Some things should never be spoken. Because once you say them, they become real.” At the time, he had thought she was talking about his work, about the stories he was digging up, the truths no one wanted to hear. But what if she had been talking about herself? Arben tightened his grip on the wheel. He didn’t want to overthink it. Blerta had fallen. That was all.

	 

	It had nothing to do with the past. Had nothing to do with. The horn behind him blared, jolting him out of his thoughts. He had drifted slightly over the lane, his tires skidding on the ice as he corrected himself. The driver overtook him aggressively, disappearing down the road in a spray of slush. He took a slow breath. Focus. By the time he reached his flat, his hands were stiff from the cold, his body aching from exhaustion. The building was an old, Soviet-style block, the concrete worn and stained from decades of weather. He parked the car, stepping out onto the icy pavement, his breath hanging in the air like smoke. The hallway smelled of damp concrete and stale cigarette smoke. He climbed the stairs two at a time, eager to shake off the lingering weight of the night.

	 

	Inside, the flat was cold, the radiator barely managing to keep the chill out. The single-room space was sparsely furnished; a bed pushed up against the wall, a wooden desk littered with books and papers, an old stove that took forever to heat up.

	Arben peeled off his coat, tossing it over the chair before lighting the small gas heater in the corner. The flame flickered to life, its soft glow casting shifting shadows on the walls.

	He sat down heavily on the bed, rubbing his hands together for warmth. The silence pressed in. He should sleep. Tomorrow, he would drive out to the field, see what Blerta had built. Tomorrow, he would understand why this mattered so much to her. He didn’t move. Instead, his gaze drifted to the bookshelf above the desk, where a single copy of his book sat, half-buried beneath scattered notes and old photographs. He reached for it without thinking, his fingers brushing the worn cover. He hadn’t opened it in years. But tonight, for some reason, he did. The pages were lined with the voices of the dead. Stories of people who had vanished without graves, whose names had been erased from records, whose families still waited for answers that would never come. He had written their truths. But had he really understood them? Arben let the book rest on his lap, staring down at the familiar words, the weight of them suddenly different.

	 

	Outside, the wind howled softly through the cracks in the window, and in the dim glow of the heater, as the snow thickened beyond the glass, he realized something unsettling. Blerta wasn’t just asking him to help finish something. She was asking him to stand beside her in the place where silence had taken root. Tomorrow, he would go. And tomorrow, everything would change.

	 

	Arben didn’t sleep that night. He lay on the small bed in his flat, staring at the ceiling, listening to the faint hum of the radiator as it struggled against the cold. The snowfall outside had thickened, blanketing the city in a deep, unsettling quiet. He had always found snow to be deceptive. It gave the illusion of peace, of purity, of something untouched. But beneath it, everything remained. The ground was the same. The scars of the earth, the forgotten places; nothing was erased, only hidden. Just like history. Just like the stories he had spent years writing, trying to bring buried truths back into the light. Blerta’s voice still echoed in his head. "Because if we don’t do this now, it’ll never be done." He turned onto his side, staring at the outline of the bookshelf in the dim light. The book he had written sat there, untouched for years. The book that had nearly consumed him. He had once believed that telling the truth would be enough; that if he wrote it down, if he preserved the memories, the world would listen. But time had moved on. The names he had written had faded from conversations, their tragedies reduced to a few pages buried in a library somewhere. The dead did not return, and the living had learned to forget. But Blerta hadn’t. Neither had he. He sighed, sitting up, rubbing his hands over his face.

	 

	Outside, the wind howled through the cracks in the window. He had to be up early. He had promised Blerta he would see the land. Something in his gut told him that, after tomorrow, nothing would be the same. By morning, the snowfall had slowed, though the sky remained the same colorless grey. Arben stood by his car, scraping ice from the windshield, his breath misting in the air. The streets were nearly empty, save for a few people huddled against the cold, their heads down, their steps hurried.

	 

	Peja always felt smaller in the winter. The mountains loomed closer, their peaks hidden in the mist, the roads narrowing between them like veins. He had spent time here before, years ago, interviewing people for his book. He had walked through the old bazaar, spoken to men who still remembered the war, women who had lost sons, fathers, husbands. The past lingered here, woven into the stones, into the silence.

	 

	He slid into the driver’s seat, glancing at his phone. No new messages. For a second, he almost wished Blerta had sent another. Something more. A confirmation that this was real. But no. She had given him what she needed to. The rest was up to him.  The road out of Peja was narrow, winding into the countryside, the snow piled high along the edges. The further he drove, the emptier the landscape became. Clusters of houses disappeared, replaced by open fields, skeletal trees lining the horizon.  Blerta had said the land was abandoned. As he neared the location she had given him, he could see why. It was vast, untouched, the snow lying thick over the earth. In the distance, a few crumbling structures remained; old farmhouses, their roofs half-collapsed, their windows gaping like empty eyes. The car rolled to a stop. For a long moment, Arben didn’t move. This place; this stretch of silent, frozen earth, it felt familiar. Not because he had been here before. But because he had written about places like this. Places where things had happened. Where people had disappeared, where the past had been buried, not in memory, but in the soil itself. He stepped out of the car, the snow crunching beneath his boots. The wind cut through the open land, whistling against the bare trees. Somewhere nearby, a single crow cawed. He pulled his coat tighter around himself and walked forward. The land stretched before him, empty and waiting, and for the first time since Blerta had sent that message, he understood. She had chosen this place for a reason. This wasn’t just about art. This was about remembrance. This was about the past refusing to stay buried. And now, standing in the silence, Arben knew; he was part of it.

	 

	The air smelled of frost and damp earth, a scent that belonged to untouched places; places where time had folded over itself and remained still. Arben walked further into the field, his boots breaking the delicate surface of the snow, leaving a trail of uneven footprints behind him. He could see the remnants of something unfinished. Near the center of the land, pieces of wood lay scattered, half-buried beneath the snow; logs, beams, darkened planks. Some had been arranged in stacks, others lay where they had fallen, their edges sharpened by the cold. It looked like the beginnings of something; an outline of an idea, waiting for hands to shape it. Blerta had been here. She had worked in this emptiness, among the ruins of old farmhouses and forgotten trees. She had started without him, without waiting for permission. Arben ran a gloved hand over one of the logs, brushing away the snow. The wood beneath was dark, almost blackened, as if burned. He recognized the texture; the ink-stained surfaces, the method they had once discussed. It was real. She hadn’t just talked about it. She had begun.

	

	A gust of wind rushed through the field, whipping up the snow in restless spirals. The silence that followed was deeper, heavier. Arben turned in a slow circle, scanning the horizon. The land stretched outward, bordered by thin clusters of trees, their bare branches tangled against the pale sky. Beyond them, the mountains loomed, their peaks hidden in mist. The place felt… untouched, yet full. As if something still lived here beneath the frozen earth. This was not just a field. This was a graveyard of memory. He exhaled sharply, shoving his hands into his coat pockets.

	 

	For years, he had written about places like this. He had listened to the voices of the past, trying to capture them in words. But standing here, surrounded by the cold, by the weight of something unseen, he realized; some things could not be written. Some things had to be built. A sound carried through the air; the distant crunch of snow, footsteps approaching. Arben turned. Blerta stood at the edge of the field. She was wrapped in a long coat, her scarf pulled up over her chin, her hands buried deep in her pockets. Her posture was careful, protective, as if her body still ached beneath the bandages. For a long moment, they just looked at each other. Then, slowly, she walked toward him, her steps deliberate, steady. When she finally stopped a few feet away, she followed his gaze over the land, her expression unreadable.

	"You see it now, don’t you?" she said. Arben swallowed, nodding. Blerta exhaled, the tension in her shoulders easing just slightly. She turned her head toward him. 

	"Then let’s finish it."

	And with that, the silence between them was no longer empty. It was the beginning of something. Something they could no longer walk away from.

	 

	Arben let his gaze sweep across the field one more time. Now that Blerta was standing beside him, the place felt different; less like an abandoned idea and more like something waiting to be shaped. The wind had picked up again, sending loose snow swirling around their feet. Blerta tucked her scarf higher, shifting her weight as if standing too long in one place was painful.

	“How long have you been coming here?” Arben asked.

	She hesitated. “Months.”

	“Alone?”

	Blerta nodded; her gaze fixed on the horizon. 

	“I didn’t want to wait anymore.”

	

	There was something in her voice; something that made Arben’s stomach tighten. She had always been the one to move forward, to keep going when others stopped. But this time, it wasn’t just determination he heard. It was urgency. As if this wasn’t just a project for her. As if it was something more. Something personal. Blerta took a step closer to the unfinished work, nudging a plank of wood with her boot. 

	“I brought most of the materials here myself,” she said. 

	“I started arranging them. Testing ideas. But after” She cut herself off, exhaling sharply. 

	“After the fall, I couldn’t do anything. And I realized I needed you.”

	Arben frowned. 

	“Why me?”

	Blerta finally looked at him, the weight of her gaze pressing into him.

	“Because you know what this place is,” she said simply.

	 

	Arben’s chest tightened. She was right. He didn’t want to say it out loud, but he knew. This wasn’t just some random field. This land had history; one that had been erased, ignored. One that had been swallowed by silence. Blerta turned back to the scattered wood, her fingers tightening into fists at her sides.

	“This is the only way to bring them back,” she murmured. 

	“Not with words. Not with       stories. But with something people can’t turn away       from.”

	 

	Arben felt the cold settle deeper into his bones. She wasn’t just trying to build something. She was trying to resurrect something. He looked at her, at the exhaustion in her face, the determination still burning in her eyes. He knew there was no turning back. Arben exhaled, rubbing his hands together for warmth.

	“We’ll need more than just the two of us,” he said.

	Blerta smirked, just slightly. “I thought you’d say that.”

	She reached into her pocket, pulled out a folded piece of paper, and handed it to him. He opened it. A list. Names. Contacts. People she had already reached out to. People who had been waiting. Arben felt something shift inside him; something that had been dormant for too long. Blerta was right. This wasn’t just an idea anymore. It was already happening, and he was part of it. He folded the paper, slipping it into his pocket.

	“When do we start?” he asked.

	Blerta’s smirk faded, replaced by something quieter: 

	“We already have.”

	 

	She turned back toward the field, toward the waiting wood, the dark sky, the frozen earth. And as the first rays of pale winter sun broke through the clouds, Arben realized something. The silence was no longer empty. It was filled with the voices of the past. And soon, the world would hear them, too.
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Some truths refuse to stay buried.
Others were never even named.

In the stillness of a valley once silenced by con-
flict, an archive rises—one name at time THE
SILENCE THAT REMAINS is a haunting novel

about memory, justice, and the voices we

fail to heat until it's too late.

Years after the war has ended, Arben, Blerta,
and Afrim find themselves at the heart of a
national reckoning; Together, they build the
Echoes Foundation; a sanctuary for lost stories
and unfinished truths. But when a mysterious
message appears inside the archive, it threatens
to unravel everything they thought was complete.

As testimonies surface and forgotten names are
spoken, the past begins to breathe again—
uneven, defiant, and filled with hope.

With lyrical precision and emotional force, FALAH
MOUSA offers a story that is both a recckoning
and a tribute. This is a novel for anyone who
believes me the past—but
about the kin, make from it.
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Some truths stay silent
until someone chooses to listen.

FALAH MOUSA






