
The Pastor and the Butcher

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: book icon.png]

[image: dady.png]

Edition: May 2026

© Author: Dear Onuoha

© Layout and Design: Jesse Onuoha

www.dearonuoha.com

dearorji@gmail.com

All rights reserved. The author must give express written permission to reproduce, scan, or distribute any part of this work in any form or by any means, through any channel, unless the law permits it. The author accepts no responsibility for any misunderstanding, misinterpretation, or misuse of the content of this book.

Legal Notice and Copyright Disclaimer

This book is a work of fiction, carefully crafted by the author. All names, characters, places, events, and situations portrayed here are the product of the author’s imagination or fictitious.

Any resemblance to real persons, living or deceased, actual locations, or historical events is purely coincidental. The author assumes no responsibility for the interpretation or misuse of the content by the reader.

In remembrance of the following people:

To my late brother, King N.A. Onuoha, alias Shakuma Ubaka

To my mother, Queen Olanma Onuoha, who has passed away, and my late friend, Imo Agu, alias Detective Teddy Lipski

Acknowledgments

To my beloved brother, Engineer Igwe Onuoha

My dear sister, Princess Ugo Fidel Onwura Okoye. I dedicate this to you: Aurelia Obidiya Onuoha, my wife, and my children, Jesse Onuoha, Emmanuel Orji Onuoha, Nieves Onuoha, Trinity Kelechi Onuoha, Esteban Agwu Gonzalez, and Anita Onuoha Nduka.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue 
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The church stood out brighter at night. Its glass walls caught the moon and threw it back over Dallas like a promise. Inside, thousands came to kneel, to weep, to be touched, to be healed. They called Bishop Ethan Osborne a man of God. They said miracles lived in his hands.

But beneath the hymns, money moved.

It crossed borders under the names of orphanages that had no children, clinics that had no patients, and missions that had no mercy. Men in expensive suits shook hands in private rooms. Pastors blessed what they should have buried. Blood dried where prayer should have risen.

Jennifer Slaughter saw the numbers first.

She followed them from the church accounts to South America, then back to Dallas with a truth too large to hold and too dangerous to speak. Mrs Slaughter believed the bishop would thank her. She believed the house of God still belonged to God.

By the time she understood her mistake, the doors had already closed.

And somewhere in the dark, men who called themselves powerful prepared to teach one woman what happened when she touched the altar and found blood.
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Chapter One: The Wedding Before the Storm
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At six o’clock that evening, the men stepped out of the getaway SUV as if they were attending a wedding, not to ruin it. They crossed the parking lot near the Garland Event Centre with the serene confidence of men who knew panic had not yet learned their names. Their weapons stayed hidden inside dark bags that swung lightly at their sides.

Garland, twenty miles northeast of downtown Dallas, carried on around them with its usual Friday-evening restlessness. Traffic hummed along the wide suburban roads. Brake lights glowed red beneath the fading Texas sun. Strip malls spilled warm light onto the pavement, grocery carts rattled across asphalt, and families moved between restaurants, churches, reception halls, and late errands without looking twice at the men walking past them.

The city had always lived in Dallas’s shadow, close enough to borrow its noise, its ambition, and its danger. In recent years, Garland’s streets had worn two faces: one of prayer and polished respectability, the other of sirens, crime reports, and neighbourhood whispers. New churches and sprawling worship centres had risen across the metroplex like modern cathedrals, their glass doors open wide, their parking lots full, their promises painted in gold. Yet even beneath the glow of sanctuary lights, fear could still find a doorway.

That evening, the Garland Event Centre had just opened its doors for a wedding reception. Inside, laughter rose above the music. Guests adjusted their jackets, women smoothed bright dresses, and children chased one another between decorated tables. Outside, the city breathed in ordinary rhythms. Cars rolled in. Shoppers hurried for last-minute groceries. A warm August breeze dragged dust and exhaust through the parking lot.

Nothing seemed unusual. That was the cruel genius of it.

The sun dipped lower, laying a honeyed glow over the buildings, softening every hard edge, turning danger into shadow. Behind the men’s calm faces, no one noticed the storm brewing. No one noticed how their eyes measured the exits. No one heard the first tick of the clock.

By the time anyone understood what had entered Garland that evening, the night would already have teeth.

Two shooters lingered near the counter, unnoticed beneath the soft shimmer of chandeliers and the careless laughter of guests. The ushers moved briskly around them, straightening chairs, guiding late arrivals, and whispering instructions into one another’s ears. No one questioned the two men standing too still beside the polished marble counter. No one saw how their eyes moved without moving their heads.

Four others had already dissolved into the crowd.

They loitered among the invitees with the patience of wolves wearing perfume and tailored cloth. One held a glass of champagne; he never drank. Another smiled whenever someone looked his way. The third kept close to the entrance, and the fourth drifted near the rear of the hall, where shadows pooled beneath the folds of ivory drapery. Together, they became part of the celebration’s glittering skin.

At the centre of the hall, the newlyweds sat radiant beneath a canopy of white roses and gold-threaded fabric. Their table rose above the others like a throne prepared for royalty. On either side sat their parents, two powerful families joined that night by vows, wealth, and a history no one dared mention too loudly. The bride glowed in a custom gown that caught the light with every breath she took, its lace hand-sewn, its train spilling behind her like moonlight over marble. Diamonds burned at her cleavage and wrists. Her earrings trembled whenever she laughed, sending sharp, brief flashes across the faces turned toward her.

The groom looked carved from confidence. His tuxedo bore the quiet arrogance of old money—perfect cut, flawless black, silk lapels smooth as still water. A platinum watch gleamed beneath his cuff. His mother wore emeralds heavy enough to pull secrets from the grave, while the bride’s father sat in a dark designer suit, one hand around his champagne flute, the other resting on the table as if he owned not only the hall, but everyone breathing inside it.

Jazz floated through the room, slow and velvet-rich. A saxophone curled its notes around the laughter, the clinking glasses, the scrape of silver cutlery against porcelain plates. Servers moved between tables with bottles of champagne beaded with ice. Platters of delicacies arrived and vanished: lobster glazed in butter, lamb cut so tender it yielded beneath a fork, caviar resting on crystal spoons, pastries dusted with gold leaf, and sauces poured with the ceremony of holy oil.

It was the sort of wedding people remembered even before anything went wrong.

Everyone knew the marriage had not come easily. Twice, they postponed the ceremony, though officials offered different official reasons based on the storyteller. Some blamed logistics. Others blamed family pride. But the sharper tongues, the ones that did their work behind lifted glasses and painted smiles, spoke of the bride’s former boyfriend and the feud his family had refused to bury. Old promises had cracked. Accusations had flown. Men who once shook hands had stopped sitting in the same room. The settlement, when it finally came, had not healed the wound. It had only covered it with money.

And money, in Garland that evening, covered everything. It covered the bruised egos and the whispered insults. It covered the fear sitting quietly beneath the music. The guests ate, drank, laughed, and admired one another’s jewels while the past stood at the edge of the room, patient and armed.

Near the counter, one shooter adjusted the strap of his bag.

The saxophone rose to a higher note. The bride leaned toward her groom and smiled.

No one heard the storm draw its first breath.

..  ..  ..  ..

Weeks earlier, the mega-church pastor had stepped into the quarrel like a man trying to stop a house from burning with his bare hands.

For weeks, Brenda had carried her fear into his office in small, trembling pieces. She spoke of Charlie Brooks in a voice that tried not to break. The shouting, the stalking, and the sudden appearances outside her workplace were all part of what she spoke of, along with the midnight messages that arrived like stones thrown against a window. She no longer wanted to keep loving a man who treated love like ownership. She wanted out. Peace was what she desired. She desired to marry Ben Sawyer without constant fear or looking back.

Charlie Brooks did not hear her fear. He heard an insult.

To him, Brenda had not escaped a toxic relationship. She had betrayed him in front of God, family, and witnesses. Worse still, the church mediation team had listened to her. They had nodded with grave faces, asked careful questions, reviewed the complaints, and finally approved her marriage to Ben Sawyer. Their decision fell across the room like a judge’s gavel.

Charlie sat stiffly beside his father, Joseph Brooks, a man whose name travelled through Dallas in whispers. Joseph did not shout. Men like him rarely needed to. He wore silence the way other men wore weapons, and when the bishop announced the mediation team’s conclusion, his jaw hardened by a fraction. Only a fraction. But everyone in that room felt the temperature change.

Brenda’s family exhaled first. Ben’s mother pressed a hand to her chest. Ben lowered his head, not in victory, but in relief. Brenda did not smile. She simply closed her eyes, as if she had been holding her breath for months and had only just remembered how to breathe.

Across the table, Charlie stared at her as though she had become a stranger wearing a familiar face.

“So that’s it?” he said, his voice low, almost polite. “You bless this?”

The pastor folded his hands. “We are not here to bless violence, Charlie. We are here to protect life, dignity, and truth.”

Charlie’s mouth twitched. Not quite a smile. Not yet a threat.

Joseph Brooks rose first. His chair scraped against the floor, a thin, ugly sound that made one of the junior pastors flinch. He buttoned his suit jacket with slow precision and looked at the mediation panel as though memorising each face for later.

“Church people,” Joseph said softly, “always think prayer ends a matter.”

No one answered him.

Charlie stood up after his father. His eyes never left Brenda. In them lay humiliation sharpened into something darker. The room had stripped him of control. Men from the church had spoken over him. His former girlfriend had accused him. Another man could marry her. And his father—the feared Joseph Brooks—had to sit through it all beneath a cross, surrounded by pastors, elders, and polite condemnation.

For the Brooks family, the decision did not feel like mediation. It felt like public disgrace.

They walked out of the church without shaking hands. Their shoes struck the polished floor in hard, measured beats. Behind them, the sanctuary lights glowed warm and forgiving, but forgiveness did not follow them outside. The evening air met them at the steps, thick with heat, exhaust, and the far-off drone of traffic. Charlie paused beneath the church’s towering glass entrance, his face half-lit by the golden spill from the lobby.

“They think they can hand her over,” he muttered.

Joseph looked toward the parking lot, where his men waited beside dark vehicles with tinted windows.

“They handed us an answer,” he said. “Now we give them one.”

Charlie swallowed hard. Humiliation burned through him, not as shame, but as hunger. He had loved Brenda in the way a locked room loves the person trapped inside it. Now the door had opened, and the whole church had watched her walk out.

By the time the Brooks family left the church grounds, the decision had already rotted into revenge.

The plan took shape in whispers, behind closed doors and blacked-out windows. It had no room for mercy, no space for second thoughts. The gunmen would enter the wedding reception like ordinary guests. They would obstruct the celebration, kill Ben Sawyer and Jenniffer Slaughter, the church’s accountant, and disappear before the first police cruiser screamed into the lot.

Simple. Brutal. Final.

But plans built from rage often carried cracks no one could see. A frightened guest might run the wrong way. A weapon could jam, and the bride could fight harder than expected. Ben Sawyer could refuse to die quickly. And somewhere between the church’s failed peace and the wedding’s golden lights, fate had already begun moving its own pieces across the board.

Charlie Brooks wanted Brenda back. What he did not know was that the night had prepared more than one reckoning.
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Chapter Two: When the Music Broke
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By seven-thirty, the wedding had bloomed into its brightest hour.

The bride and groom stood in the centre of the hall, turning slowly beneath the chandelier’s golden rain. Brenda’s dress moved around her like a white flame, its beaded train catching every flicker of light. Ben held her with careful pride, one hand firm at her waist, the other clasping hers as if the entire world had narrowed to the warmth of her palm.

A slower rhythm emerged from the jazz band. The saxophone sighed. The piano answered. Around them, guests clapped, cheered, lifted champagne flutes, and called out blessings that rose above the music like birds startled into flight.

For one fragile moment, the past seemed far away.

Brenda laughed as Ben spun her gently. Her diamonds flashed at her cleavage. His smile widened, boyish and unguarded, and their parents watched from the head table with the satisfied glow of people who believed wealth, influence, and prayer had finally carried them across troubled waters.

Then one man raised his hand toward the ceiling. Two shots cracked through the hall. The sound tore the music apart.

Above the dancers, the chandelier shuddered. For a heartbeat, it hung there like a doomed star, its crystals trembling, its light splintering across terrified faces. Then the chain gave way.

The chandelier came crashing down.

Glass exploded across the floor. Guests screamed and stumbled back. The band fell silent in a clatter of dropped instruments and overturned chairs. Champagne flutes shattered. A child began crying somewhere near the far tables, the small sound swallowed almost instantly by the thunder of panic.

Smoke curled near the ceiling.

The gunmen stepped out of the crowd.

One of them climbed onto a chair, his weapon raised, his face cold with command. The celebration froze around him—silk gowns, black tuxedos, spilled wine, broken flowers, all trapped in the same dreadful breath.

“The mission is simple,” he announced. His voice cut cleanly through the screams. “We are taking over.”

For a second, no one moved.

Then instinct broke the room open.

A man near the rear doors shoved back his chair. A woman grabbed a child by the wrist. Several guests surged toward the exits, desperate to outrun what their minds had not yet understood.

They did not get far.

Another attacker turned and fired into the fleeing crowd.

The first wave collapsed into chaos. People ducked beneath tables, crawled behind toppled chairs, dragged loved ones by the arms, or stood stunned in place as if terror had nailed their feet to the floor. The hall changed in an instant from a palace of celebration into a cage of noise, smoke, and splintered light.

An usher, young and broad-shouldered, rushed forward with more courage than sense. He had spent the evening guiding guests to their seats, smiling politely, adjusting place cards, and carrying out instructions from the wedding planner. Now he lifted both hands and tried to block one of the armed men from moving closer to the couple.

“Please,” he said, his voice cracking. “You don’t have to—”

The gunman answered before he had finished the sentence.

The usher dropped where he stood. Blood formed a puddle around his body.

A scream rose from the woman nearest him, raw enough to tear the air. Three ladies in glittering gowns, already halfway toward the side exit, froze at the sight. One clutched her purse to her chest. Another turned back, searching for a safer path. The third whispered a prayer no one could hear.

The attacker fired again.

They fell without warning, without reason, without even the mercy of being spoken to first.

Now panic lost its last human shape.

Guests trampled flowers and broken glass. Tables overturned. Plates of untouched delicacies slid to the floor, lobster and lamb scattered among rose petals and blood-dark wine. Champagne soaked the white linen. The jazz band’s instruments lay abandoned beneath the stage lights, the saxophone gleaming silently on its side like a throat cut mid-song.

At the centre of it all, Brenda stood frozen.

Ben pulled her behind him, his face drained of colour but not of resolve. He searched the room, counting gunmen, exits, distances—anything that might become a chance. His father shouted his name from the head table, but the shout drowned beneath the roar of terror.

The man on the chair smiled. He had not come for the money. He had not come for the jewels. His eyes fixed on Brenda, and in that instant she understood.

The assailants didn’t attack the wedding for cash. They claimed it.

Jennifer Slaughter disappeared down the hallway.

The gunman turned his weapon toward Ben Sawyer.

For one suspended second, Ben saw nothing but the black mouth of the barrel. The hall fell away from him—the screams, the broken chandelier, the overturned tables, even Brenda’s hand tightening around his wrist. Managing estates worth millions, he had negotiated land disputes with men who smiled while sharpening knives behind their backs, and solved problems that would have broken less patient minds. He knew contracts, property maps, investments, and the quiet language of wealth.

He was unfamiliar with guns.

Violence had never been something he loved. He had never carried a weapon, never learned to make his hands cruel. His intelligence belonged in boardrooms, building sites, family offices, and the long arithmetic of land and legacy. Now all that knowledge abandoned him. It could not shield his chest. It could not slow the bullet.

The gunman fired.

A young girl standing just beside Ben jerked backward as if an invisible hand had snatched her from the world. Her champagne flute slipped from her fingers and burst against the floor. For an instant, her face held surprise instead of pain, as though death had arrived too rudely for her to recognise it. Then she fell among the spilled flowers.

Ben froze. Brenda did not.

She dragged him hard by the arm, her bridal train sweeping through broken glass and wine. “Move!” she hissed, and the command in her voice cut through his shock like a blade.

Ben stumbled after her. Another shot cracked over their heads. Guests screamed under the tables. Someone cried out for her mother. Someone else kept repeating the Lord’s Prayer in a frantic whisper, the words tumbling over one another like stones down a hill.

Brenda pulled Ben beneath the massive buffet table, a grand, polished structure that had carried the wedding feast only minutes earlier. Now it became their trench. Silver trays hung crooked from its edges. Bowls of jollof rice, roasted vegetables, sauces, salads, and carved meats lay overturned across the marble floor. Red wine, gravy, oil, and blood turned the tiles slick beneath crawling hands and panicked feet. A tower of crystal dessert cups had collapsed nearby, its shards glittering like ice in a slaughterhouse.

Ben crouched under the table, shaking so violently his cufflinks knocked against the wood.

“Brenda,” he whispered.

She did not answer.

Her breathing had changed. The frightened bride had vanished, or perhaps she had never existed in the way people thought. Beneath the lace and diamonds, beneath the soft veil and ceremonial smile, something harder had been waiting.

Brenda reached beneath the layers of her wedding gown. Ben stared at her, confused and breathless.

Her hand moved along her thigh and found the strap hidden there. A second later, she pulled out a pistol.

Ben’s face went blank. For the first time that night, terror gave way to disbelief.

“Brenda...” he breathed.

She lifted the gun with both hands.

The shooter who fired at Ben stepped closer, scanning the wreckage, searching for the groom someone had ordered him to kill. Brenda rose just enough from behind the buffet table, her veil torn, her diamonds flashing through smoke, her white gown stained with sauce, dust, and red splashes that were not all hers.

She aimed. Fired. The shot missed.

The gunman flinched, rage and surprise flashing across his face. He sprang from his position and dropped behind a side wall near the service corridor. Brenda fired twice more. The bullets struck the plaster, throwing pale dust into the air. Guests screamed again, but this time the sound carried something different—not only fear, but shock.

The bride had answered. For a heartbeat, the attackers lost the rhythm of their own ambush.

The hall looked like a castle under siege. Tables formed barricades. Chairs lay like broken shields. The fallen chandelier burned with scattered light across the floor, its crystals spread like shattered jewels from a conquered crown. Smoke drifted in grey ribbons beneath the ceiling. The bandstand stood abandoned; the saxophone silent, the piano stool overturned. The wedding flowers, once arranged in proud white towers, sagged beneath dust and blood.

And at the centre of the ruin, Brenda crouched over Ben like a queen defending the last gate.

The gunmen shouted to one another.

“Don’t hit her!” one yelled.

“She’s covering him!”

“Move around!”

Their orders had been clear. Kill Ben Sawyer. Kill Jennifer Slaughter. Split before the police came.

But Brenda had turned herself into a shield.

She pressed Ben down with one hand and kept the pistol raised with the other. Her bridal veil clung to her face. Sweat rolled down her temples. Her arm trembled, but her eyes did not. She knew they wanted her breathing. That gave her one thin thread of power in a room where every other thread had snapped.

Ben looked up at her, pale and stricken. He had married beauty, grace, and stubborn kindness. He had not known he had married a woman prepared for war.

“Stay down,” she said.

Her voice had no softness left.

From behind the wall, the gunman she had missed cursed under his breath. Another attacker began circling from the far side of the room, stepping over broken plates and bodies, trying to find a simple line to Ben. Brenda saw the movement through the forest of chair legs and torn linen.

Her finger tightened around the trigger. More shots.

Somewhere outside, beyond the sealed doors and screaming hall, the first siren wailed into the Garland evening.

The sound was faint. Too faint. The gunmen heard it too. And suddenly, time became more dangerous than bullets.

One attacker swung toward the buffet table, his weapon rising, his eyes locked on the place where Ben crouched beneath Brenda’s body. Brenda saw the barrel find its line. She knew, with a coldness that stripped all prayer from her, that this time she would not be fast enough.

Then the rear doors burst open. Marvin came through like thunder wearing flesh.

At forty-two, Brenda’s brother still carried the hard architecture of war in his body. Six feet tall, broad-shouldered, African American, with a soldier’s eyes and the grim calm of a man who had learned long ago that fear could scream all it wanted and still obey discipline. Minutes earlier, he had been outside, speaking with his wife near the back of the building, half-listening to the music swelling from the reception hall. Then the first gunshot cracked through the evening.

He knew that sound. No fireworks. It was not a slammed door. No celebration noise.

A rifle report had a language of its own, and Marvin had heard it in places where men did not get second chances.

He had run to his truck, pulled the rifle from behind the seat, and returned through the rear entrance with only one thought burning through him.

His sister. Brenda.

Now he saw her beneath the wrecked feast, white gown stained and torn, her body thrown over Ben like a living wall. He saw the attacker taking aim.

Marvin fired first.

The gunman’s head snapped back, and he dropped before his finger could finish its work.

For a heartbeat, even the panic seemed to stop breathing.

Then the hall erupted. Multiple shots.

“Get down!” Marvin roared.

His voice rolled across the room with the force of command, and people obeyed before they understood him. Guests flattened themselves under the tables. Ushers dragged children behind toppled chairs. Someone sobbed into a tablecloth soaked with wine.

Marvin moved forward through the ruin, low and fast, his rifle braced against him, his gaze cutting through smoke, lights, bodies, shadows. He did not waste a movement. He did not shout threats. War had burned the theatrics out of him years ago. He came like a man answering a debt written in blood.

Brenda saw him and almost broke.

“Marvin!”

“Move,” he snapped.

That was all. No questions. No room for relief.

He reached the buffet table as another gunman opened fire from near the collapsed chandelier. Bullets tore into the wall behind them. Crystal fragments jumped across the floor. Ben flinched, his hands over his head, his face ashen.

Marvin grabbed him by the collar and hauled him backward.

Brenda crawled after them, still clutching the pistol she had pulled from beneath her gown. Her veil caught on a broken chair, and she ripped free with a sound like tearing skin. Marvin shoved both of them toward the service corridor.

“Back door,” he said. “Now.”

The gunmen understood what was happening. Their prize was slipping away. Their mission was bleeding out on the floor.

One of them charged from the left, firing wildly. Marvin turned into the noise and answered with a short, brutal burst. The attacker slammed into a row of chairs and went down hard, dragging white roses with him as he fell.

Another appeared near the bar, half-hidden behind the counter where the nightmare had first waited in plain sight. He fired at Marvin, and the bottles above the counter exploded in a rain of glass and liquor. The sharp stench of whiskey filled the air. Marvin ducked behind a pillar, waited half a breath, then leaned out and fired. The man vanished behind the counter and did not rise again.

“Keep moving!” Marvin barked.

Brenda pulled Ben along the corridor. The tiles beneath them had become treacherous with spilled sauce, blood, and water from overturned silver buckets. Ben slipped once, crashing against the wall. Brenda hauled him up with a strength that seemed to come from some hidden chamber inside her.

Behind them, the wedding hall had become a battlefield dressed in silk.

The chandelier lay in pieces. Smoke curled through the golden light. Guests prayed, screamed, crawled, and clung to one another.

Marvin backed into the corridor after Brenda and Ben, firing only when shadows became a threat.

The sixth attacker rushed the passage, desperate now, reckless now. His face twisted with the terror of a man who had come to kill and had discovered death waiting for him too. He raised his gun toward Brenda.

Marvin stepped between them.

The corridor thundered.

The attacker staggered, hit the wall, and slid down beneath a framed photograph of smiling couples who had once celebrated there without blood on the floor.

For one second, only the sirens spoke.

They were closer now.

Still not close enough.

Marvin reached the back door and kicked it open into the bruised evening. The parking lot behind the building sat half in shadow, half in the red pulse of distant emergency lights. His truck waited where he had left it, engine still warm, door hanging open like it too had been holding its breath.

“Inside,” he ordered.

Ben climbed in first, trembling so badly he could barely grip the handle. Brenda followed, her gown bunching around her knees, diamonds flashing through dust and smoke. Marvin turned once more toward the rear entrance.

Inside, the last screams rolled through the hall.

No more attackers came. Only then did Marvin climb behind the wheel. The truck roared to life.

As police sirens finally tore into the lot, Marvin swung the vehicle away from the building, tires shrieking against the asphalt. Brenda looked back through the rear window and saw the Garland Event Centre receding behind them—its doors open, its lights blazing, its beautiful wedding flowers crushed beneath the weight of the night.

Ben sat beside her, alive but shattered. Brenda still held the pistol in her lap. And Marvin drove into the dark with his jaw clenched, knowing the men inside that hall had not been the storm. They were only its first rain.
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Chapter Three: The Floor of Broken Light
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The first Garland police cruiser tore into the event centre parking lot with its siren screaming and its tyres biting hard into the asphalt.

Detective Bryan came in behind it, swinging his unmarked sedan across the entrance lane with a screech that made several fleeing guests flinch and drop lower to the ground. The car rocked once as he braked. Red and blue lights washed over his windshield, over his lined face, over the old scar beneath his left eye that always seemed deeper under emergency lights.

Bryan had worn the Garland badge for two decades. Twenty years of domestic calls, robberies, drug raids, homicides, church disputes that turned ugly, and family feuds that left bodies cooling before anyone remembered God. He knew the city’s moods. He knew when a neighbourhood had only panicked and when it had suffered wounds. As he stepped from the car, one hand on his sidearm and the other lifting his radio, he felt it at once.

This was not disorder. Someone ruined this.

Guests poured from the event centre in torn gowns, loosened ties, bare feet, and faces stripped of colour. They came stumbling through the front doors in waves, some dragging relatives, some carrying children, some with blood on their hands and no idea whose blood it was. A woman in a silver dress collapsed beside a flowerbed and kept screaming that she could not find her daughter. Two men carried an injured guest between them, his shoes scraping uselessly across the pavement. Someone shouted that the shooters were dead. Someone else shouted that there were more inside.

No one knew what to believe. That was always how terror behaved. It multiplied itself in every mouth.

“Clear the doors!” Bryan barked.

Uniformed officers rushed past him, weapons drawn, spreading into formation as they pushed toward the entrance. Others held back the frantic crowd, shouting instructions, forcing people away from the line of fire that might still exist inside. The event centre glowed behind them, too bright, too elegant, too obscene. Music no longer played, but the broken hall still seemed to hum with ghosts.

Bryan entered through the back door with two officers beside him.

The smell struck first.

Gunpowder. Spilled liquor. Hot-wiring from shattered lights. Blood. Perfume. Food gone cold on polished tile.

Then the scene opened before him.

The reception hall looked as if a war had passed through wearing a tuxedo. The chandelier lay smashed across the floor, its crystals scattered in a glittering field of broken light. Tables had overturned. White roses floated in blood and sauce. Plates of expensive delicacies lay crushed beneath footprints. Chairs formed crooked barricades where guests had crawled for cover. Napkins, jewellery, handbags, shoes, and glass fragments littered the ground.

And among them lay the silhouettes of the fallen.

Some bodies had already become still shapes beneath tablecloths and shadows. Others moved faintly, hands twitching, lips whispering prayers, eyes staring at ceilings that offered nothing back. Bullet casings dotted the floor like brass seeds planted by violence. They glinted beneath the emergency lights as officers swept the room, each casing a small, hard sentence in the story the investigators would later have to read.

“Police!” one officer shouted. “Garland P.D.! Show me your hands!”

No answer came from the gunmen.

Only groans. Sobs. The distant wail of more sirens.

Near the side corridor, one attacker lay folded against the wall. Another sprawled by the bar among shattered bottles and whiskey fumes. A third lay near the rows of chairs, tangled in fallen roses. The fourth remained closer to the buffet table, where overturned bowls of rice, meat, and sauce had turned the marble slick and treacherous. The rest sprawled in the hallway. Each body told Bryan the same thing before forensics ever arrived.

Someone had fought back. Not randomly. Not wildly. With training.

Bryan crouched near the nearest weapon but did not touch it. “Secure every firearm,” he said. “Photograph before collection. Nobody moves a casing unless the crime scene clears it.”

Outside, ambulances screamed into the lot. Paramedics rushed in with stretchers and trauma bags. A doctor who had been among the guests knelt beside an elderly couple near the far wall. The old man sat rigid with his back against a pillar, his bow tie hanging loose, his hands trembling in his lap. His wife clutched his sleeve and stared at the wreckage as if her mind had locked itself inside the moment the chandelier fell.

“You’re safe now,” the doctor told them, checking the old woman’s pulse. “Look at me. Breathe with me. Slowly.”

But they did not look safe.

No one did. They looked like survivors of a door that should never have opened.

Bryan moved deeper into the hall while officers began separating witnesses from the wounded. That task always looked cruel from a distance—questions pressed against people who could barely stand—but the first hour after a shooting often held the only clean truth. After that, memory bent. Rumour entered. Fear rearranged faces.

A young usher sat on the floor near the entrance, shaking so badly an officer had to hold his shoulders.

“How many shooters did you see?” the officer asked.

“Six,” the usher whispered. “Maybe six. Two by the counter. Four inside. I don’t know. I don’t know.”

“Did they say anything?”

The usher swallowed. “One said they were taking over.”

Another officer spoke with a woman whose dress glittered with glass dust.

“They came for the bride,” she said, her voice nearly gone. “Not the money. Not the jewellery. Her. They kept shouting the order.” “Do not shoot her.”

Bryan’s head turned at that.

The bride.

He scanned the wreckage again, his mind already building lines between the dead attackers, the missing bride, the missing groom, and the path of shell casings leading toward the rear corridor.

“Where are Brenda Sawyer and Ben Sawyer?” he asked.

No one answered quickly enough.

That troubled him more than the silence.

At the far end of the room, crime-scene officers began photographing the attackers’ bodies. One investigator called Bryan over with a tilt of his chin. He wore gloves and held a wallet open beneath the beam of a flashlight.

“Detective,” he mumbled. “We’ve got IDs on two of them.”

Bryan looked down.

Mexican identification cards. Cash. Burner phones. One man carried a folded slip of paper with an address written in block letters. Another had tattoos half-hidden beneath his collar and cuffs—not proof of anything by themselves, but enough to make the investigators slow down and look harder. The men appeared to be Mexican nationals, though Bryan knew better than to build a case from appearance, language, or ink. Bodies could lie. Documents could lie. Gangs paid men to carry false names all the time.

“Bag everything,” Bryan said. “Phones, wallets, weapons, paper, jewellery, fibres. I want the prints run tonight. I want immigration status confirmed through proper channels. No guesses in my report.”

The investigator nodded. Bryan straightened and looked toward the rear corridor.

The trail continued there: smeared footprints, broken glass, spent casings, drag marks, blood drops spaced unevenly across the tile. Someone had retreated under fire and had covered that retreat. Someone had taken the bride and groom out the back before patrol units arrived.

That someone had either saved lives or carried the key to the total massacre.

Maybe both.

Outside, the parking lot had become a theatre of desperation. Officers guided witnesses into groups. Paramedics loaded the wounded victims. A mother argued with a policewoman, begging to be allowed back inside. A man in a bloodstained tuxedo kept saying, “My wife was behind me,” as if repeating it could bring her through the doors.

Detective Bryan stood in the ruined threshold between celebration and murder, listening to twenty voices tell twenty versions of the same nightmare.

The last attacker was down, and the bride and groom were gone. And the night, Bryan knew, had only spoken.

Bryan walked toward another cluster of survivors gathered near the edge of the parking lot. They stood beneath the hard pulse of police lights, wrapped in foil blankets, ruined silk, and stunned silence. A few clutched Bibles against their chests as if leather and scripture could hold their shaking bodies together.

This was supposed to have been a wedding among church people.

By every reasonable count, Christians had filled that hall more than anyone else—choir members, deacons, ushers, ministry leaders, families who knew one another by prayer request and Sunday pew. A massacre like this did not belong among God’s people, Bryan thought, unless wolves had learned how to bow their heads and say amen.

The thought left a bitter taste in his mouth.

He stopped before a couple in their mid-seventies, a younger lady standing apart from the others. The woman wore a torn blue gown and a string of pearls that had twisted sideways around her neck. Her husband kept one hand at her elbow, not quite comforting her, not quite restraining her.

Bryan showed his badge. “You worship in the same church?”

The woman nodded quickly. “No.”

“Same church as the bride?”

“No,” she said again, though this time her eyes shifted toward her husband. “We all—”

“Do you have any reason to believe any group inside the church could have orchestrated this carnage?” Bryan asked.

The woman’s mouth opened.

“She wouldn’t know,” the husband cut in.

The answer came too fast. Bryan looked at him.

The man gave a tight smile that held no warmth, then pulled his wife gently but firmly away. “We’ve told your officers what we know. My wife is still in shock. We need to go home.”

The woman did not protest. That troubled Bryan more than if she had argued. She lowered her eyes and allowed herself to be steered toward the line of vehicles parked near the side exit.

Bryan stood still for a moment, watching them.

Something about the exchange scratched at him. The man had not sounded protective. He sounded rehearsed. His hand on the woman’s elbow had not asked. It had commanded. And the woman’s unfinished sentence hung behind them like a thread waiting to be pulled.

One of the uniformed officers called from behind him, “Detective?”

Bryan raised a hand without turning.

He hesitated only long enough to decide whether instinct had any business dragging him away from the crucial scene. After twenty years, he had learned that instinct rarely shouted. It tapped once at the door and left if ignored.

He followed.

The couple moved quickly across the lot, passing between ambulances, patrol cars, and knots of witnesses wrapped in emergency blankets. The woman glanced back once. When she saw Bryan, fear crossed her face so plainly that the detective felt the case shift beneath his feet.

The husband saw it too. His grip tightened. Bryan quickened his pace.

“Sir,” he called.

The man did not stop.

“Sir,” Bryan said again, louder this time.

They reached a dark sedan parked beneath a failing security light. The husband fumbled for his keys, his shoulders stiff, his body angled between Bryan and the woman as if she were evidence he intended to remove from the scene.

Bryan came up behind them, one hand resting near his holster.

“I didn’t release you,” he said.

The man turned slowly. “Are we under arrest?”

“Not yet.”

The words landed between them like a match dropped in dry grass; their arrest could be possible if they didn’t cooperate.

The woman inhaled sharply.

Bryan looked past the husband and fixed his eyes on her. “Ma’am, you were about to say something.”

Her lips trembled.

The husband stepped aside. “She’s traumatised.”

“I asked her, not you.”

The parking lot noise thinned around them. Sirens wailed. Radios crackled. Paramedics shouted for space. Yet inside that small circle beneath the broken light, everything narrowed to the woman’s face and the secret pressing behind her teeth.

Bryan had seen that look before. Fear of the truth. Fear of the person standing close enough to hear it.

“Ma’am,” he said, softer now, “people are dead inside that hall. Whatever you know, this is the time.”

The woman looked at her husband. He shook his head once. Barely. But Bryan saw it. And suddenly the wedding massacre no longer looked like a single act of revenge. It looked like a door into something buried much deeper.

“We have told you what we know,” the woman said.

Her voice trembled, but she had found enough strength to make it sound final. Her husband stood beside her with his jaw set and his keys clenched in one fist. The security light above their car flickered, throwing their faces in and out of shadow.

Bryan studied them both.

“I’ll take your details,” he said.

The husband exhaled through his nose, impatient now. “For what?”

“For the record,” Bryan kept his voice even. “And maybe we’ll meet again somewhere quieter. Somewhere with fewer sirens and fewer people listening.” His eyes returned to the woman. “Perhaps then you’ll feel willing to give me something more than tonight’s rehearsed silence. Don’t you think?”

The woman looked down.

For a moment, Bryan thought she would say nothing. Then she opened her purse with unsteady fingers and gave him their names, phone numbers, and home addresses. Her handwriting on his notepad slanted badly, as if fear had pushed her hand across the page.

“We’ll come tomorrow,” she said. “To the station.”

Her husband shot her a look.

She swallowed. “We’ll visit tomorrow,” she repeated, softer this time.

Bryan closed his notebook. “I’ll visit you instead.”

The husband opened the passenger door for her, too quickly, too sharply. She slipped inside without another word. He went around to the driver’s side, got in, and started the engine. The sedan rolled out of its parking space and joined the slow stream of vehicles leaving the event centre under police direction.

Bryan watched their taillights shrink into the Garland night.

He did not yet know what they were hiding. Not exactly. But he had spent too many years in homicide to mistake fear for grief, or silence for ignorance. The woman had carried something away from that parking lot. A name. A warning. Perhaps, some memories from church corridors where smiles lasted too long and conversations stopped when strangers approached.

Whatever it was, her husband wanted it buried.

A forensic technician emerged carrying sealed evidence bags. Another officer photographed tyre marks near the rear exit. Someone had fled from there in a hurry. The tracks cut sharply across the dust at the edge of the lot and vanished toward the road.

Bryan’s gaze lingered on them.

Then his phone rang. The sound made him turn at once. He pulled it from his pocket and saw the station number on the screen.

“Bryan.”

The voice on the other end spoke quickly. “Detective, we’ve got them.”

“Who?”

“The bride, the groom, and the bride’s brother. They just reported themselves at Garland P.D.”

Bryan went still.

Around him, the parking lot churned with grief and procedure, but the words on the phone drew a hard line through the chaos.

“Alive?” he asked.

“All three. Shaken, but alive. The brother says he’s the one who engaged the shooters.”

Marvin.

Bryan looked back toward the rear of the building, toward the corridor where casings had marked a disciplined retreat. The missing piece had walked into his station carrying a rifle, a bride in a ruined gown, and a groom who had nearly died before his marriage could survive its first dance.

“Keep them there,” Bryan said. “Separate rooms. No one interviews them until I arrive. Take the weapon, log it properly, and make sure nobody treats them like suspects in front of the lobby crowd.”

“Understood.”

He ended the call.

For a moment, Bryan stood beneath the flashing lights and let the night arrange itself in his mind. Inside the hall, the dead men waited to be named. Outside, witnesses trembled behind blankets and half-truths. Somewhere on Garland’s dark streets, an aged couple carried a secret home in the back seat of a sedan. And at the police department, the bride, groom, and soldier-brother waited with the first clean account of what had happened after the chandelier fell.

Bryan started toward his car.

“Detective,” one of the crime-scene officers called, “we’re still processing the buffet area and the rear corridor.”

“Keep going,” Bryan said without slowing. “Photograph every casing, every footprint, every blood smear. I want the attackers’ phones unlocked, their IDs verified, and every security camera from this block pulled before sunrise.”

He opened his car door, then paused and looked once more at the Garland Event Centre.

Only an hour earlier, people had entered that building dressed for joy. Now the place glowed behind police tape like a cathedral after desecration.

Bryan slid behind the wheel and started the engine. As he pulled away, the crime scene remained alive behind him—sirens flashing, radios snapping, cameras blinking over the dead. But the centre of gravity had shifted.

The answers were no longer only on the floor of broken light. They were waiting at Garland P.D. And Bryan had learned long ago that survivors often carried the most dangerous evidence of all.
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Chapter Four: The Men Behind the Badge
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By the time Bryan pulled into the parking lot of the Garland Police Department, the city had gone quiet in the way cities do after violence—never truly silent, only listening.

He switched off the engine and sat for a moment with both hands resting on the wheel. The red glow from the dashboard carved tired lines into his face. In his mind, the couple appeared again beneath the flickering security light: the woman’s frightened eyes, the husband’s grip on her elbow, the sentence she never finished.

They knew something.

Bryan could feel it the way a man feels rain before the first drop touches his skin. The wedding massacre already had blood, motive, and bodies. But it did not yet have its full shape. Why would anyone send armed men into a room filled with church members, wealthy families, children, pastors, and elders? Why would anyone turn a newly married couple into targets before the first night of their marriage had even begun?

Revenge could explain cruelty. It rarely explained organisation.

Bryan stepped out of the car and adjusted the cuffs of his modest grey suit. It had seen better years, like most things he owned. He dressed neatly, but never loudly: plain tie, polished shoes, old wristwatch, nothing that begged for attention. His life followed the same pattern. A small house and a reliable car. A kitchen table where he ate more takeout than home-cooked meals. He had never chased luxury. After twenty years in police work, he trusted simple things—clean records, locked doors, honest coffee, and people who looked you in the eye without rehearsing their answers.

He crossed the lot, the night air still carrying faint traces of sirens and exhaust.

Inside, the station lobby buzzed with the aftermath of disaster. Phones rang without mercy. Officers moved between desks with files, radios, and grim faces. A television mounted high in the corner showed the first breaking-news banner, though no reporter yet knew enough to be dangerous. A few witnesses sat along the wall, wrapped in silence and borrowed jackets.

An officer rose from behind the front desk as Bryan entered.

“Detective.”

Bryan barely slowed. “Where are they?”

We secured the bride, groom, and brother in separate rooms.

“Good. I’ll start with the brother.”

The officer hesitated. “Chief wants to see you first.”

Bryan stopped.

That was never a small sentence.

“Now?”

“Yes, sir. He said you should see him first before you speak to any of them.”

Bryan looked down the corridor toward the interview rooms. Somewhere behind those walls sat Brenda in a ruined wedding gown, Ben Sawyer shaking beneath a blanket, and Marvin—the man who had turned a massacre into a gunfight and walked out alive.

Bryan’s jaw tightened. “Where?”

“Superintendent Maverick’s office.”

Bryan turned without another word.

The superintendent’s office sat at the far end of the administrative wing, behind glass panels and a door that stayed closed whenever politics entered police work. Bryan knocked once and walked in after the voice inside called him.

Inspector Harry sat opposite Superintendent Maverick.

Harry turned first. At forty-nine, he carried himself with the composed alertness of a man who had trained his body not to waste energy. He stood about 1.76 metres tall, lean rather than imposing, with close-cropped hair, a trimmed moustache, and watchful eyes that missed little and revealed less. His suit looked expensive but restrained, the kind bought by a man who understood rank but disliked flash. A gold wedding band rested on his left hand. People at the department knew his wife was African American, a school administrator with a reputation for sharper judgement than most detectives. Harry spoke of her rarely, but when he did, a rare softness entered his voice, as if home remained the one jurisdiction where he did not need authority.

Superintendent Maverick sat behind the desk, his hands folded over a closed file.

At sixty, Maverick looked like a man carved slowly by command. His hair had thinned to silver at the temples, and his face carried the calm gravity of someone who had spent decades making decisions that left marks on other people’s lives. He had risen through the department without theatrics, without scandal, and without the hunger for television cameras that ruined weaker men. Officers respected him because he did not waste words. Criminals feared him because he did not bluff.

Away from the badge, he lived quietly with his wife and four children in a modest home on a tree-lined street. He attended school events, fixed loose hinges on Saturdays, and still took out the trash when his wife reminded him. But inside the department, domestic gentleness disappeared beneath the old discipline of leadership. Maverick had survived too many crises to mistake noise for truth.

He lifted his eyes to Bryan.

“Close the door.”

Bryan did. The room seemed to tighten around the three men.

Harry leaned back slightly, studying Bryan as though he had arrived carrying more than the dust of a crime scene on his shoes. Maverick tapped one finger against the closed file.

“You’ve seen the hall?” the superintendent asked.

“I have.”

“And?”

“Four attackers dead. Multiple civilian casualties. The bride, groom, and her brother fled through the rear before the patrol team secured the building. They’re here now.”

“We know,” Harry said.

Bryan glanced at him. “Then you also know I need to interview them while their memories are still fresh.”

Maverick’s expression did not change. “You will.”

“But not yet.”

“Not yet.”

The silence that followed had weight.

Bryan looked from Maverick to Harry. “Why?”

Harry’s mouth tightened.

Maverick opened the file and turned it toward him. Inside lay a photograph of Joseph Brooks.

Bryan recognised the name before he fully recognised the face. Organised crime had a way of entering police files long before it entered courtrooms.

Maverick spoke quietly.

“Because this may not be only a wedding shooting.”

Bryan looked down at the photograph. Maverick kept his hand on Joseph Brooks’s photograph as though the paper itself might crawl off the desk.

“I’m disturbed by the recent developments in that mega-church,” he said. “This is not the first time trouble has walked out of its doors wearing Sunday clothes. Recently, we’ve recorded too many crimes linked to church members. Assaults. Threats. Missing persons. Financial complaints that disappear before they reach court.”

Bryan said nothing, but his eyes narrowed.

Inspector Harry shifted in his chair. “You believe tonight connects to the church itself?”

“I believe nothing yet,” Maverick replied. “That is why we investigate.” He tapped the photograph once. “But Joseph Brooks and his sons are too violent to drift anywhere near a church without leaving blood on the carpet. Men like Brooks do not come to worship. They launder their names.”

Harry leaned forward. “Charles Brooks has cartel links.”

Bryan looked at him.

Harry nodded. “Mexican contacts. Money movement. Two suspected trafficking routes. Nothing clean enough to indict him yet, but enough smoke to make a room cough.”

Maverick removed his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. For the first time that night, his age showed. Sixty years had settled into the small spaces around his eyes, but worry, not time, had deepened them.

“The church should be a place of worship,” he said.

He adjusted his tie, then stared at the two men across the desk.

He continued, “. Sometimes Satan sits among the saints. It’s obvious. Read Job 1:6.”

Harry’s brows lifted. “Are you a Christian now, Chief?”

Maverick looked at him without smiling. “One doesn’t have to be a believer to read the Bible. Scripture is the book of life. Men have been hiding knives under holy robes since Cain learned how to envy.”

The room fell silent.

Outside the office, the department remained restless—phones ringing, boots moving, printers spitting out reports, officers speaking in clipped voices. But inside Maverick’s office, the air carried a distinct pressure, older and colder than routine police work. It felt like standing beneath a church bell before it cracked.

Maverick closed Joseph Brooks’s file and opened another.

“Expand the investigation,” he said. “Not just the attack. Not just Charlie Brooks. I want the church looked at from the roof to the foundation.”

Bryan’s gaze sharpened. “Include the church?”

“The church,” Maverick repeated. “Along with its leadership, the security team. Its finance office. Its charities. Accessing its counselling records legally is a possibility. Every complaint that brushed against that building and somehow failed to grow teeth.”

Harry crossed one leg over the other. “That will draw heat.”

“Good. Heat exposes rot.”

Maverick picked up a second file and slid it toward Bryan. On the cover, someone had written the name Bishop Ethan Osborne.

“Bishop Ethan Osborne,” Maverick said. “General Overseer, Founder. Public saint. Private millionaire. Every year, his congregation grows, his influence widens, and his accounts become more interesting. He entered Garland, preaching about God’s blessing through giving. Now he travels with bodyguards, wears watches worth a patrol officer’s annual salary, and owns properties through companies that look like men afraid of daylight designed them.”

Bryan opened the file. Photographs stared back at him: Bishop Osborne in white robes, Bishop Osborne laying hands on the sick, Bishop Osborne beside politicians, Bishop Osborne stepping from a luxury SUV outside a glass-fronted church complex. In every picture, he wore the same serene smile.

The smile of a man who had learned that people lowered their guard around holiness.

Maverick’s voice dropped.

“We’ve had too many cases of missing women around that church.”

Bryan looked up slowly.

“How many?”

“Enough.”

“That is not a number.”

“No,” Maverick said. “It is a warning.”

Harry spoke then, his tone careful. “Some reports involved women from the congregation. Some involved women connected through counselling, welfare outreach, and relationship mediation. A few withdrew their complaints. A few families stopped cooperating. One witness moved out of state before giving a full statement.”

Bryan thought of Brenda. Her violence complaint. Her stalking claim. The mediation, and the church’s decision to approve her wedding. The couple in the parking lot who had known too much and said too little.

“Do you think Brenda knows something?” he asked.

Maverick leaned back. “I think Brenda survived tonight. She might not be this lucky next time. Scrutinise her.”

Bryan’s face hardened. “She is a victim.”

“She may be,” Maverick said. “But victims can carry secrets. Sometimes they carry the map.”

Harry opened the notebook on his lap. “For what it’s worth, we’ve checked the weapons already logged. Marvin possesses a licensed firearm. Registered. No issue there.”

Bryan gave him a sharp look. “He brought an M16 into an event centre.”

“He brought a legally held rifle into an active attack and stopped four shooters,” Harry said. “That is not my opinion. That is what the casing pattern and witness statements suggest.”

“And Brenda?”

Harry turned a page. Her handgun also carries a license.

That pulled a silence across the office.

Maverick folded his hands. “A bride came to her wedding with a concealed weapon strapped under her gown.”

Bryan stared at the file in front of him.

“She expected danger,” he said.

“Or someone told her to expect it,” Harry replied.

The sentence hung in the room like smoke after a shot.

Bryan thought again of the reception hall—the chandelier falling, the girl beside Ben collapsing, Brenda drawing a pistol from beneath lace and silk. He had admired her courage when he heard the first account. Now that courage carried a shadow. Preparedness did not always mean guilt. But it always meant history.

Maverick stood and walked to the window. From there, he could see the station parking lot, the cruisers, the officers moving in and out beneath the hard white lamps.

“Interview them,” he said. “Start with Marvin. Then Ben. Then Brenda. Separately. Do not let them build a shared story.”

Bryan closed the file. “And Charlie Brooks?”

“Find him before his father hides him or his cartel friends bury him.”

Harry added, “We’ve already alerted border contacts and put a trace request on known associates. If Charlie planned this, he might run. If he hadn’t, he might still know who did.”

Bryan rose.

Maverick turned from the window. “One more thing.”

Bryan paused at the door.

“Do not underestimate the church,” Maverick said. “A street gang shows you its teeth. A corrupt church smiles first, blesses you second, and buries you before the choir finishes singing.”

Bryan looked at Harry, then back at the superintendent.

Outside the office, somewhere down the corridor, a woman cried.

Maybe Brenda. Perhaps another witness. Obviously, the night itself had finally found a human voice. Bryan opened the door.

“I’ll start with Marvin,” he said.

As he stepped into the corridor, the station lights seemed harsher than before. The case had changed shape again. A jealous ex-boyfriend. A cartel thread, and a wealthy bishop. Missing women. A bride with a gun beneath her gown.

The wedding massacre no longer looked like the end of a love story. It looked like the first page of a confession someone powerful had spent years trying to keep sealed.
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Chapter Five: The Silence Between Testimonies
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Two hours later, Bryan had three statements, four dead attackers, one ruined wedding, and no clean path through the smoke.

He and Inspector Harry sat in the interview wing beneath fluorescent lights that made every face look guilty or exhausted. The station had quieted some, but only on the surface. Behind closed doors, grief still moved like a restless animal. Officers crossed the corridor with files tucked under their arms. Phones rang, stopped, and rang again. Somewhere near the lobby, a woman sobbed until her voice became a dry rasp.

The principal witnesses had spoken. Despite that, the case refused to open.

Marvin gave them the least and, in some ways, the most. He had not belonged to the church. The war veteran knew nothing about Bishop Ethan Osborne, the mediation team, the whispers around missing women, or the polished machinery that turned Sunday sermons into influence. He had come for his sister’s wedding and had heard gunfire. He had retrieved his rifle from his car’s trunk. Having entered through the rear, he pulled Brenda and Ben out alive.

His account held together too well to dismiss and too little to satisfy.

Brenda offered less.

She sat wrapped in a station blanket, her ruined wedding gown spread around her like the remains of a fallen kingdom. Mascara marked her cheeks. Her hands stayed folded in her lap, but Bryan noticed how often her fingers tightened around one another whenever Charlie Brooks’s name entered the room.

“Do you believe Charlie sent those men?” Bryan asked.

Brenda looked at the table. “Charlie was angry.”

“That is not what I asked.”

“He threatened Ben before.”

“What kind of threat?”

Her mouth pressed into a thin line. “The kind men make when they cannot accept losing.”

Bryan leaned forward. “Did he say he would kill your husband?”

Brenda’s eyes flickered. Then she looked away.

Every answer she gave circled Charlie but never landed on him. She described the stalking, the violence, the church mediation, the shame he had carried out of the room. Yet when Bryan asked whether Charlie had ordered the attack, she retreated behind phrases polished smooth by caution.

I cannot prove that and do not want to accuse anyone without evidence.

Harry, watching from the corner, wrote little. He did not need to. Brenda’s silence and stonewalling had more shape than her words.

“She’s shielding him,” Harry said later, after they stepped into the corridor.

Bryan looked through the interview-room glass at the bride sitting alone under the white light. “Or she’s afraid of what happens if she names him.”

“Both can be true.”

Ben Sawyer gave them the cleanest suspicion and the least evidence.

He sat hunched in another room, still wearing his torn tuxedo jacket. Dried blood marked his shirt cuff, though none of it belonged to him. His face had lost the smooth composure of the estate manager who knew how to weigh land, money, and risk. Tonight had stripped him to the bone.

“It was Charlie,” Ben said. “It had to be.”

“Why?” Bryan asked.

“Because he said it would happen.”

Harry lifted his head. “He said what would happen?”

Ben swallowed. “He told me I wouldn’t enjoy what didn’t belong to me. He said weddings could become funerals if men disrespected the wrong family.”

“When did he say this?”

“After the second postponement. Outside the church.”

“Who heard him?”

Ben’s expression collapsed. “No one who will admit it.”

That was the shape of the night: everyone knew, no one could prove, and the dead could not testify.

When Bryan and Harry returned to Marvin, the veteran sat upright in the interview room with his large hands spread on the table. He did not fidget. He did not plead. The war hero resembled someone who had already determined which parts of himself the world could possess and which it would always keep separate.

“You keep asking me about that church,” Marvin said.

Bryan sat across from him. “Because your sister’s trouble passed through it.”

“I don’t attend that church.”

“You know people who do.”

“I know my sister. That’s why I went.”

Harry leaned against the wall. “You have a problem with the church?”

Marvin gave a short laugh without humour. “I don’t attend white churches.”

The sentence settled over the room with blunt force.

Harry tilted his head. “What’s the difference?”

Marvin looked at him as if the question had come from a man standing beside smoke and asking where the fire had been.

“They rarely accept black pastors,” he said.

Harry’s brows drew together. “There shouldn’t be racism in the Lord’s vineyard.”

“There shouldn’t be bullets at a wedding either,” Marvin replied. “Yet here we are.”

Bryan said nothing.

Marvin leaned back, his face hard but not angry. Matter-of-fact. Tired of explaining the weather to people who refuse to step outside.

“Go to the churches and look for yourself,” he said. “White pastors always seem to have white congregants. Black pastors mostly have black congregations. Everybody says one Lord, one faith, one baptism, then spends Sunday morning proving segregation learned how to sing hymns.” He tapped the table once. “And yet God created only Adam and Eve. Not Adam for one side of town and Eve for the other.”

“We are helpless against prejudice. If scripture cannot uproot racism, to your tents, O Isreal!”

The room fell silent.

Harry lowered his eyes for a moment. Not in shame exactly, but in recognition. Bryan had worked in Garland long enough to know Marvin had not invented the wound. Some things did not need police reports. They lived in seating arrangements, whispered preferences, leadership boards, wedding invitations, who got believed, who got counselled, and who got warned to keep quiet for the sake of the ministry.

“You think Brenda’s church treated her differently?” Bryan asked.

Marvin’s jaw flexed. “I think churches protect their image before they
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