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      For Chinwe…Always.

      The wind beneath my wings.
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      Marriage was a comfort but also a torment. The woman’s smiling face filled the crosshairs of his scope, and his finger tightened on the trigger. The image in his scope, with some imagining, looked like the tattoo on his wrist—a skull caught within crosshairs. That was one connection he hadn’t made in a long time.

      He pushed the toothpick in his mouth from one side to the other and eased off on the trigger. Another opportunity was mere seconds or minutes away. One shot, one kill. He smelled victory. The outcome was a foregone conclusion.

      He had all night if he wanted it that way. This was not the Middle East or Eastern Europe, where escape could sometimes be an issue.

      Sometimes he liked his job, and other times he didn’t. In a way, it was like his marriage. Nobody had told him what the after-the-fact looked like. Nor let him in on the secret that two becoming one was as difficult to understand as God the father, the son, and the holy spirit being three persons in one.

      He’d learned on the job, especially about the enemy within. Maybe he would have been better off never picking up a sniper’s rifle or putting a ring on it. Becoming a sniper and getting married had both taken their toll on him.

      Movement in the window he was watching pulled him away from his thoughts. Satisfactory execution meant he needed to know what the elements were doing—the winds especially.

      His eyes drifted to the two buildings on each side of his target's home. The lights were off. They were unoccupied like the one he was in. The fireplace was asleep, and the owners were gone for Thanksgiving.

      The room he’d picked was a little boy’s. He had a Pikachu poster on the wall and a bookshelf with the Diary of a Wimpy Kid series.

      He focused on the chimney of the building he was watching. It was wide awake. A mixture of black, gray, and nearly white smoke spewed from it and glided in the inky-black, cloudless sky like Dementors as if New Jersey had gone Rowling.

      Should he have reconnoitered the property and gotten a little closer to figure out what glass the window was made of? Too late now, and dangerous, too. At least he had a bullet that penetrated most surfaces.

      To be doubly sure, he’d wait until his query got as close to the window as possible.

      Maybe he would have had a second sniper with instant follow-up shots like in the field. But this was no field assignment. This was him getting extra credit on his own.

      In his scope, the woman’s face once more filled the crosshairs. He shut his left eye and took a deep breath. He let it out slowly and pulled the trigger.

      “Veni, vidi, vici,—I came, I saw, I conquered.”
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      Vikki lay on the couch—knees bent, head resting on Ted’s thigh in his apartment, feeling melancholic. She was dressed in a warm cream sweater and blue jeans. She was well protected from the cold. It’d been twelve years since that fateful day when Vikki had joined the police academy after Alexis and her dad had been murdered in cold blood. Seven, since Bruce had died in the line of duty. She wasn’t there yet to forgive herself.

      She sipped her prized coffee, Americano, with French vanilla syrup. It hit the right taste buds. Bitter, sweet, sour, and everything in between—precisely how she felt. She took Ted’s hand and placed it on her chest.

      A documentary about the Pilgrims and their interaction with indigenous people worldwide and the birth of Thanksgiving was on TV. The deep, rich voice of the presenter penetrated the thoughts going on in her head.

      Ted ran a finger along her temple. “You look worried. Everything okay?”

      Vikki didn’t answer right away. She sat up and put her coffee on the table. “When things are going my way, I always look for ways to screw it up.”

      “That’s not true. Everyone has a lot of good days and one bad day thrown in. Talking can help.”

      Vikki inhaled and let it out with a sigh. “Today is my friend Alexis Devoe’s father's birthday. Thanksgiving is always a reminder. After she and her father were killed, my mind was set on finding and…murdering who’d slaughtered them. Then Levin convinced me to join the police. Two wrongs don’t make a right. I probably would have been dead or been imprisoned for multiple life sentences for murder.”

      “Okay, do you want to talk about it?” Ted said, his hand moving down to her arms. He massaged and kneaded her muscles.

      Vikki let out a satisfied moan.

      “I’d just come back from France, where I went to college. It was St. Patrick’s Day. I walked into the house and met Alexis and Uncle Mike. He was the uncle I never had. He was happy to see me. We exchanged pleasantries. Then he went back to join his guests. Later that night, I went out with friends. Alexis went to a bar. When I returned to the house later that night, police were everywhere. At first, they wouldn’t let me into the house until one of the cops recognized me as the girl in one of the family pictures. I vowed I was going to get revenge.”

      Ted took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “You’ve helped other people navigate their pain. It’s now your turn to help yourself.”

      Her phone rang, interrupting the conversation. It was now routine. The caller was her chief, Levin. Moments later, Ted’s phone rang. It only meant homicide.
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      Vikki drove up the windy road to number thirty-four Poole Road in her dependable Ford Explorer. Light shined through the windows of some of the homes she passed, with smoke curling out of their chimneys. Others only had the security lights on—nobody was home.

      Each house was on at least three to four acres of green lawn, undulating or flat, peppered with golden leaves. The neighborhood, she imagined, would be scenic during the day.

      Most of the other trees had shed their leaves apart from the evergreens. The bare branches under the glare of an unusually bright moon looked like overturned trees with their roots in the air.

      After Thanksgiving, most homes would have Christmas trees and lights on display. When snow blanketed the lawns by December, the whole of Poole Road would be postcard perfect.

      Vikki couldn’t help herself. She lowered her window and sniffed the air, hoping someone was burning wood in their fireplace. The odor and cold air reminded her of happier times in her childhood. Alexis, Santa, Christmas, and lots of presents, until they’d been taken from her.

      Strobe lights loomed in the distance, and Vikki’s countenance faded from good to bad. The crisp air she’d enjoyed moments ago lost its luster. She closed her window and focused on her destination and its surroundings.

      Vikki parked on the road, hung her shield on a lanyard around her neck, and got out of the car. The wind tore at her. She shivered
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