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The Shadow Inside

The Return

Subheading: The Call from Oakhaven

The rain battered the windshield of Elias’s sedan, blurring the neon signs of the roadside motels into smeared streaks of red and blue light. It had been ten years since he last drove this winding stretch of asphalt, and the knot in his stomach tightened with every mile marker that passed. Oakhaven was not a place people returned to willingly, especially not when the past refused to stay buried deep underground.

He gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white, the leather creaking under the pressure of his sudden, overwhelming anxiety. The phone call from the precinct was still ringing in his ears, a shrill sound that had shattered his carefully constructed life in the city. Marcus was in custody, accused of a crime so heinous that even the seasoned desk sergeant’s voice had trembled while delivering the news to him.

The town limits sign appeared out of the darkness like a warning from a ghost, the paint peeling and faded from years of neglect. Elias slowed the car as he entered the main strip, noticing how little had changed since his departure. The same crumbling brick buildings lined the street, their windows dark and hollow, watching him like empty eyes that had seen too much sorrow over the quiet decades.

He pulled into the gravel lot of the sheriff’s department, the tires crunching loudly in the oppressive silence of the night. The building was a squat, concrete bunker that smelled of stale coffee and desperation, a place where hope went to die. Elias took a deep breath, trying to compose his features into a mask of professional detachment, before stepping out into the cold, biting rain that soaked him instantly.

Inside, the fluorescent lights buzzed with an irritating hum that seemed to drill directly into his skull. The air was thick with humidity and the metallic tang of dried blood, a sensory memory that assaulted him instantly. A lone deputy sat behind the high desk, looking up with eyes that held no recognition, only a weary suspicion reserved for strangers who walked in after midnight looking for bad news.

“I’m here to see Marcus Thorne,” Elias said, his voice sounding foreign and raspy in the quiet room. The deputy blinked slowly, shifting his weight in the creaky chair before reaching for a clipboard. “Visiting hours are over, pal,” the officer replied, his tone dismissive and flat. “Unless you’re his lawyer, you can turn right back around and walk out that door before I lose my patience with you.”

Elias reached into his coat pocket and produced his credentials, sliding the leather case across the scarred counter. “I am Dr. Elias Thorne, a forensic psychologist, and I am his brother,” he stated firmly, watching the deputy’s eyes widen slightly. “I suggest you call Detective Jenkins immediately, unless you want to explain to her why you obstructed a consultation regarding her primary suspect in a capital murder case tonight.”

The deputy hesitated, glancing between the badge and Elias’s face, searching for a reason to deny the request. Finally, he grunted and picked up the receiver, dialing a number with slow, deliberate movements. Elias turned away, staring at the corkboard filled with missing person flyers, wondering how many of them were connected to the darkness that plagued this town. The wait felt like an eternity of silence and dread.

A heavy door swung open at the end of the hallway, and Detective Sarah Jenkins emerged, looking exhausted and grim. She wore a rumpled blazer and held a steaming mug of coffee, her eyes scanning Elias with intense scrutiny. “I didn’t think you’d actually come,” she said, her voice rough from lack of sleep. “Your brother hasn’t said a single word since we brought him in three hours ago.”

Elias met her gaze evenly, refusing to let the old history between them weaken his resolve. “Marcus is volatile, Sarah, but he isn’t a killer,” Elias replied, though a seed of doubt had already taken root in his mind. “I need to see the file, and I need to speak to him alone. If you want a confession, I am the only one who can get it from him.”

Sarah laughed, a harsh, brittle sound that lacked any real humor, and tossed a manila folder onto the desk. “You don’t understand what we’re dealing with, Elias,” she whispered, leaning closer so the deputy couldn’t hear. “It’s not just a murder. The victim was arranged exactly like the ones your father obsessed over. The Shadow isn’t just a ghost story anymore; it’s back, or Marcus is a copycat.”
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