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The human mind has an obsession with patterns. We look at the stars and see constellations; we look at a tragedy and search for a reason. But what happens when those patterns are no longer natural? What happens when a machine knows our next move before we even think of it?

The Death Call began as a whisper—a story about a man who lost his way and a family that lost its identity. Writing this novel was a journey through the dark underbelly of Texas, exploring the thin line between corporate ambition and digital madness. John Victor is not a perfect hero; he is a man haunted by his past, fighting a future that has already been calculated.

This book is a tribute to the mysteries that remain unsolved and the ghosts that refuse to stay silent. I hope as you turn these pages, you feel the humidity of the Gulf, the sting of the salt, and the chilling realization that in a world of algorithms, the only true power is the unpredictable human heart.
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​Chapter 1: The Midnight Warning
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The city of Houston was drowning. A relentless Texas thunderstorm had turned the skyline into a collection of blurred, grey giants. Thunder rattled the windows of the old brick building on the edge of the Heights district, where the neon sign for “Victor Investigations” flickered fitfully in the rain.

Inside, John Victor sat behind a mahogany desk cluttered with manila folders and a half-empty glass of cold bourbon. At thirty-five, John had the look of a man who had seen too much and slept too little. A former Texas Ranger who had left the force under a cloud of departmental politics, he now operated as a private eye. He was sharp, cynical, and possessed a restless energy that only a difficult case could soothe.

It was 12:15 AM. The only sound in the office was the steady rhythmic beat of the rain against the glass—until a burner phone, tucked away in the top drawer of his desk, began to vibrate.

John froze. That phone didn't belong to clients. It was a line reserved for the shadows.

He flipped the drawer open and answered. "Victor."

"Detective..." a voice rasped. It was a man’s voice, distorted slightly by a modulator, but the urgency was unmistakable. "Listen carefully. In exactly one hour, a life will be extinguished."

John’s grip tightened on the receiver. He leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. "Who is this? If this is a prank, you’re calling the wrong man."

"This is no game, John. A debt is being collected tonight. If you want to see the truth before it’s buried, get to the old lighthouse farm in Galveston Bay. Go now, or you’ll be arriving at a morgue."

The line went dead.

John didn't hesitate. He grabbed his leather jacket and checked the magazine of his 9mm Sig Sauer. He stepped out into the downpour, the humid Texas air sticking to his skin. He climbed into his black Ford F-150, the engine roaring to life like a caged beast.

The drive to Galveston was a blur of sweeping windshield wipers and dark, flooded highways. The Gulf Coast wind was howling now, shaking the truck as he sped past the salt marshes. As he approached the outskirts of the bay, the towering silhouette of the rusted lighthouse appeared in the distance, illuminated by occasional flashes of lightning.

He reached the farmhouse at 1:10 AM. It was a decaying Victorian structure, surrounded by twisted oak trees that looked like reaching claws in the dark. John killed his headlights a quarter-mile out and rolled the rest of the way in silence.

The front door was ajar, creaking back and forth in the wind. John stepped onto the porch, his boots thudding softly on the sodden wood. He drew his weapon, clicking off the safety. As he crossed the threshold, the metallic, copper scent of fresh blood hit him instantly.

He clicked on his tactical flashlight. The beam cut through the darkness of the foyer, landing on the center of the living room floor.

A woman lay there. She was dressed in an expensive silk dress, now ruined by a dark, spreading stain. John knelt beside her, checking for a pulse, but her skin was already cooling.

When he turned her face toward the light, his heart skipped a beat. He recognized her. This was Marie, the daughter of the infamous tech billionaire Oliver Brad. The news had reported only yesterday that she was safely vacationing in Dallas.

Suddenly, a floorboard groaned upstairs.

John snapped his light toward the ceiling. "Police! Stay where you are!" he bellowed, though he wasn't a Ranger anymore.

A shadow darted across the landing at the top of the stairs. John charged up the steps, his heart hammering against his ribs. He reached the hallway just in time to see a window swinging open, rain spraying into the room. He ran to the ledge and looked down. Below, a black SUV roared to life, its tires throwing up mud as it tore away from the farmhouse and disappeared into the curtain of rain.

John turned back to the room, his light scanning the floor. There, pinned to a small side table by a jagged hunting knife, was a blood-stained note.

In jagged, red lettering, it read:

"THE FIRST CALL WAS JUST A WARNING. THE SECOND ONE WILL BE YOURS, DETECTIVE."

John looked back at the body of the girl downstairs. He realized then that he wasn't just investigating a murder. He was being invited into a massacre.
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​Chapter 2: The Billionaire’s Facade
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The drive back from Galveston to central Houston felt longer than the trip out. The rain had slowed to a miserable, gray drizzle, but the humidity remained, thick enough to choke. John Victor’s mind was a chaotic map of unanswered questions. He had seen the body. He had seen the face. It was Marie Brad—the golden girl of Texas tech royalty.

By 4:00 AM, John was parked outside a high-rise glass monolith in the Energy Corridor: The headquarters of Brad-Core Industries. Even at this hour, the building glowed with an artificial, cold light.

John stepped into the lobby, his damp boots squeaking on the polished white marble. A security guard, looking like a discarded extra from a commando movie, stepped into his path.

"Office is closed, pal," the guard grunted, eyeing John’s worn leather jacket and the unmistakable print of a holster beneath it.

John didn’t blink. He pulled out his private investigator’s badge—a relic that still carried weight in this city. "John Victor. I need to see Oliver Brad. Now."

"Mr. Brad doesn't see anyone without an appointment, especially not at four in the morning."

"Tell him it’s about Galveston. Tell him the lighthouse is dark," John said, his voice dropping to a dangerous low.

The guard hesitated, spoke into a radio, and a minute later, signaled toward the executive elevator. "Floor 60. He’s waiting."

The elevator ride was silent and nauseatingly smooth. When the doors opened, John stepped into an office that looked more like a museum of ego. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the flickering lights of Houston. Standing by the window, silhouetted against the gray sky, was Oliver Brad.

He turned around. Oliver was in his late fifties, his silver hair perfectly coiffed, wearing a silk robe that probably cost more than John’s truck. He looked tired, but his eyes were like flint.

"Detective Victor," Oliver said, his voice a smooth baritone. "The disgraced Ranger. To what do I owe this intrusion?"

"I was at your farm house in Galveston an hour ago, Oliver," John said, walking to the center of the room. He didn't wait for an invitation to sit. "I found a girl. She was dead. She looked exactly like your daughter, Marie."

Oliver’s expression didn't shatter. It didn't even crack. He simply walked to a crystal decanter and poured himself a scotch. "That’s impossible, Detective. My daughter is in Dallas. She’s attending a charity gala at the Anatole. I spoke to her three hours ago."

"Then you were speaking to a ghost," John countered. "Because the girl I saw had a knife wound in her chest and no pulse. If that wasn't Marie, then who was it?"

Oliver took a slow sip of his drink. "I have many enemies, John. People who would love to stage a macabre play to rattle my nerves. Perhaps you were lured there to be a witness to a hoax."

"A hoax doesn't bleed," John snapped. "And a hoax doesn't result in a black SUV nearly running me off the road. Why are you lying? Why aren't you calling the police?"

Oliver stepped closer, the smell of expensive tobacco and expensive lies wafting off him. "Because in my world, Detective, the police are a blunt instrument. They cause noise. They drop stock prices. If there is a problem with my family, I handle it internally."

"This isn't a PR crisis, Oliver. This is murder."

"Is it?" Oliver smiled thinly. "The Galveston property was sold six months ago to a holding company. I haven't stepped foot there in years. Whatever you saw, it has nothing to do with the Brad family. Now, get out of my office before I have security throw you out of a window."

John stood his ground for a moment, staring into the billionaire’s eyes. He saw something there—not grief, but a cold, calculating fear. Oliver wasn't mourning; he was covering his tracks.

John turned to leave, but as he reached the door, he stopped. "One more thing, Oliver. When I was leaving the farmhouse, I found a note. It said the first call was a warning, and the second one would be mine. If I’m on the list, you can bet your billion-dollar empire that I’m not stopping until I find out why."

As John exited the office, he nearly collided with a young woman waiting in the hallway. She was tall, with sharp, intelligent eyes and auburn hair tied back in a practical ponytail. She wore a tailored suit and carried a tablet like a shield.

"Detective Victor?" she whispered as the elevator doors began to close.

John held the door. "Who's asking?"

"My name is Sarah," she said, her voice trembling slightly. "I’m an analyst here. I... I heard what you said inside. About the girl."

John stepped out of the elevator. "You know something?"

Sarah looked around nervously, ensuring the security cameras weren't pointing their way. "Oliver is lying. Marie isn't in Dallas. She hasn't been seen for forty-eight hours. And there’s something else you need to know. Something about Lisa."

"Who's Lisa?" John asked.

"The sister," Sarah said, her eyes wide. "The twin sister Oliver pretends doesn't exist."

Before John could ask another question, the heavy office door behind them began to creak open.

"Meet me at the 24-hour diner on Westheimer," Sarah hissed, shoving a small flash drive into John’s hand. "In thirty minutes. If you want the truth about the Brad family, don't go to the cops. Come to me."

She vanished into a side stairwell just as Oliver’s security detail stepped into the hall. John shoved the flash drive into his pocket and stepped back into the elevator.

The game had changed. It wasn't just a murder anymore. It was a conspiracy of blood and silence, and in the heart of Texas, silence was the deadliest weapon of all.
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​Chapter 3: The Ghost of the 500 Million
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The 24-hour diner on Westheimer was a relic of a different era, smelling of burnt coffee, maple syrup, and stale cigarette smoke that seemed trapped in the upholstery since 1995. John Victor sat in a corner booth, his back to the wall, watching the door. The neon "Open" sign hummed with a low-frequency buzz that grated on his nerves.
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