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      “Knight to G 5,” Aleksandr said.

      The radio had cut out, so it only let through every other syllable and sounded like “-ight -o -e -ive.” However, Pharaoh didn’t have to hear it. He already knew what his opponent was going to say. It was only a matter of time before Aleksandr would attempt a Fried Liver Attack, his favorite chess opening. Pharaoh made the move on his own board and leaned his head closer to the radio so he could confirm his next one. He could have made a pithy comment about Aleksandr’s play, but he didn’t. Instead, he relayed his move and looked through his rangefinder.

      Pharaoh was on the balcony of his sixth-floor apartment. The chess set was on the table to his left, and his Zastava M48 was on a tripod mount to his right. The weapon was aimed at the window of Aleksandr’s fourth-floor apartment across the way. The mountains in Dajti National Park were visible behind Aleksandr’s building, the lone building among some empty lots. It didn’t stick out, but it starkly contrasted with the mountain range behind it. Through the eyepiece, Pharaoh watched Aleksandr study the board. Aleksandr checked his watch.

      “Can we pick this back up in a few hours?” Aleksandr asked.

      “Flutura stopping by?”

      “Yes.”

      “OK. How’s 1400?”

      “Sounds good.”

      Pharaoh watched Aleksandr stand and stretch. The man had a pale complexion and hadn’t shaved in a few days. Too much artificial light had given him a wan look. However, leaving the confines of the apartment was out of the question.

      It was almost noon, and Magic would be visiting soon anyway. Pharaoh continued to look through the scope and watched Aleksandr answer his front door. Flutura entered the apartment and hugged Aleksandr. Even though she had weathered hardship and gotten older, she still looked beautiful. She’d kept her hair long, down to her waist, but it never seemed to tangle. Pharaoh wondered how much time she would spend on it in the morning before she left the house or whether it was impervious to the elements. He debated whether she would have suggested her hair was auburn or brown. She wasn’t vain, but anyone who had hair like that would take pride in it. He briefly thought of what it would be like to run his hands through that hair, then quickly admonished himself for indulging the fantasy and drove the thought from his head.

      He watched them break apart and move farther into the room. Initially, Pharaoh had felt like a voyeur watching these moments, but after a while, it no longer fazed him. It had been almost a year since Pharaoh had invoked the blood feud of the tradition of Kanun, and now every day was the same. He’d gotten used to it, and he no longer felt odd watching these intimate moments between siblings.

      Eventually, Pharaoh went inside and brewed some tea. Magic arrived soon after, and since the weather was nice, the two of them settled on the balcony. When Magic saw the rifle, he immediately began to ask questions. Pharaoh filled him in on the basics of Kanun: an Albanian custom of an honorable blood feud, only males were vulnerable, and the home was considered a sanctuary.

      “So, he’s safe as long as he doesn’t leave?” Magic said and twisted the end of his beard. Magic was not his given name, but a nom de guerre he had selected when he joined the French Foreign Legion. Magic and Pharaoh had become friends when they were both in Kosovo. Magic had had a supernatural ability to emerge unscathed from situations in which the rest of his group had been killed. His version of events would be the ones recorded in the history books, and the name fit. Pharaoh picked his name because it sounded ominous. He wanted to inspire fear. Magic had done so organically. Rumors spread quickly about Magic’s perceived immortality. Pharaoh never knew whether he commanded the same respect or if he simply rode Magic’s coattails. In the end, it didn’t really matter. It was good to see his friend now, especially without having to worry about someone taking a shot at them.

      He doubted Aleksandr would mount an offensive.

      Pharaoh filled Magic in on the rest of the edicts of Kanun. He sat silently and glanced toward the building across the way. He sipped his tea. When Magic asked about the cause, why the initiation of the ritual, Pharaoh stayed silent. Truthfully, Pharaoh had forgotten the true reason, but he had presented it as if trying to remember it was too painful.

      “The second he leaves his apartment, it’s fair game,” Pharaoh said.

      Magic paused before asking the next question as if he were digesting the answer.

      “How long do these feuds usually last?”

      “It depends.”

      Pharaoh went on to suggest sometimes things ended pretty quickly—if the target was eliminated, or the wronged party compensated. Of course, Pharaoh had also heard of examples that had lasted for over a decade. He went on to explain how the various laws of Kanun overruled Albania’s legislature. The practice had fallen off during the rise of Communism but was revived after the regime had been ousted a few years ago.

      If Aleksandr left the confines of his home, he could be killed. However, people could visit him and bring him supplies. They would be safe. Flutura came by twice a week.

      The conversation stalled as both men sipped their tea. Magic, fascinated, asked if he could look through the scope into the target’s apartment. As he looked through the rangefinder, he continued to ask questions.

      “What if he leaves through the back?”

      “I’d know. I have a motion-activated camera back there.”

      Magic stared at Pharaoh.

      “What about you?” Magic said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you ever leave?”

      “Of course.”

      Pharaoh tried to sound like the question had been ridiculous, but the truth was, except for necessary trips, he rarely left. He even had his food delivered from the grocery store. Magic stood up again and stretched. This time, he noticed the chessboard resting against the side of the balcony and gestured to it.

      “It passes the time,” Pharaoh said.

      Pharaoh had forgotten whether it had been he or Aleksandr who had suggested playing. Both of them had boards and pieces. They could speak on the radio and keep track of each other’s moves. They never kept a running tally, so Pharaoh didn’t know who had won more games, and over time, it just became part of his everyday routine. Soon, the conversation with Magic drifted to another topic, and they asked each other about some of their former comrades. Pharaoh had lost touch with most of them; Magic had been steadfast in keeping contact. Magic revealed what he knew about their inner circle. They spoke for another twenty minutes or so until Magic said he had to leave, but they would stay in touch. They wished each other well.

      When Pharaoh sat down again, it was almost 14:00. He checked the rangefinder and saw Aleksandr was alone, sitting at the table in front of the chessboard. Pharaoh pressed the button on the radio and watched as Aleksandr reacted.

      “You ready to continue?” Pharaoh said.
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      “A rolling stone gathers no moss” was attributed to Publilius Syrus, a former Roman slave who became a writer. Other proverbs said to be coined by Syrus included: “Ignorance is bliss” and “The end justifies the means.” Walter knew of the different sayings but only had the first one inscribed in his commonplace book. He’d forgotten where he had been when he learned about a commonplace book. Throughout history, people would keep books in which they inscribed quotations, maxims, and aphorisms. Walter liked the idea, so during a previous excursion, he found a dog-eared copy of The Collected Essays of Henry David Thoreau, and he wrote in the margins. He didn’t have an extensive list, but he would read what he had, and they would provide him a sense of solace amidst the chaos of everyday life. His personal favorite was something Rodney Dangerfield once said: “Always look out for number one. Be careful not to step in number two.” Before the servers went down and the internet disappeared, he was able to discover it was a line from a movie titled Back to School. Unfortunately, he would never get the opportunity to watch the film and hear the line the way it was meant to be delivered, but ultimately, that was fine. Walter rarely focused on the negative aspects of his situation. He wasn’t an eternal optimist, but he found he could analyze any situation and naturally discover the silver linings.

      Out in the open space, he felt free. Of course, it was a limited type of freedom. Still, he preferred being out here rather than in a city or stronghold. Once those were breached, there was no escape. Walter carried everything he needed with him. His sleeping bag and backpack didn’t weigh much, and his staff—his main weapon—he used as a walking stick. A hefty, battle-tested piece of oak that he’d drilled and lined with steel at the bottom for some extra heft. Out here, he needed something with reach. Firearms would be the most practical, but the sound would attract anything within a five-mile radius. He could’ve probably found a suppressor to fit an automatic weapon, but then ammunition would become a concern. He could generate enough force to separate someone from their senses, break bones, and deposit the undead back on the ground. He’d also soldered a razor blade at one end, and he had the precision striking to take the petals off of flowers. He was typically moving quickly after he attacked, so he never knew how much damage he’d inflicted. Some would want to stay to finish the job, like Holloway, who kept a tally of how many of the undead he’d decapitated.
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