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There are places where water does not feel natural anymore.

Not because of pollution or depth or the danger of strong currents hidden beneath dark surfaces, but because certain rivers seem to carry something old inside them. Something patient. Entire villages are built beside those waters while generations grow up hearing the same warnings repeated so often that eventually nobody remembers where the stories truly began. Never walk beside the river after midnight. Never answer voices calling from the fog. If heavy rain starts after dark, lock your doors and stay inside until morning no matter what you think you hear outside.

Most people laugh at stories like that.

Until they see something themselves.

Black Hollow sat deep within a narrow valley surrounded by dense woodland and long stretches of marshland where fog gathered thick enough to swallow entire roads during autumn evenings. The village had existed beside the river for centuries, though nobody could agree exactly how old the settlement truly was. Some claimed Roman soldiers once disappeared there while traveling north. Others believed the river was feared long before Christianity ever reached the valley. Even now old symbols remained carved into several buildings facing the water, strange protective markings weathered by rain and age until they barely resembled human writing anymore.

The river itself divided the village directly through the center before vanishing southward into miles of flooded marsh and dying woodland. During daylight it looked unpleasant but ordinary enough. Dark water. Slow currents. Mud thick along the banks. Yet something about it always felt wrong to outsiders spending enough time near the water. Birds rarely settled along its edge. Fish populations had collapsed years earlier despite locals insisting the river once teemed with them. Dogs often refused to walk near certain sections entirely, pulling violently against their leads whenever owners approached the old bridge crossing near the center of Black Hollow.

The locals noticed these things.

They simply stopped discussing them openly long ago.

Every village carries stories people pretend not to believe anymore. Black Hollow carried more than most. Stories about voices heard whispering from the river during storms. Stories about children seeing figures standing waist deep in the water after dark. Stories about people vanishing from locked homes whenever heavy rain rolled through the valley at night.

But the oldest story survived longer than the others because too many people kept seeing him.

The River Man.

Descriptions changed slightly depending on who told the tale. Some described him as unnaturally tall with pale skin stretched tightly across his face like wet paper. Others claimed his features looked drowned and swollen as though he had spent decades beneath black water. Several witnesses insisted his eyes were completely hollow while older villagers swore he smiled constantly even when standing motionless in freezing rain.

The stories always agreed on three things.

He appeared during storms.

He stood in the river watching silently.

And anyone who saw him more than once eventually disappeared.

The modern world had little patience for legends like that anymore. Most younger residents dismissed the stories entirely, especially once outsiders began buying property throughout the valley during the last decade. Paranormal tales became embarrassing things associated with old drunks and isolated villages unable to move beyond superstition. Rational explanations existed for everything now. Drownings happened. Floodwater killed people every year. Lonely places created strange stories because isolation made ordinary tragedies feel larger and darker than they truly were.

Yet despite all the skepticism, certain habits remained deeply rooted within Black Hollow.

Windows were covered before storms.

Parents checked repeatedly that doors remained locked once darkness fell.

Almost nobody walked near the river after midnight.

Especially when rain began.

Lucas Mire noticed all of this within two days of arriving in the village.

He had not returned to Black Hollow since childhood. Even then he barely remembered the place beyond fragments of damp roads and endless grey skies hanging above dark water. His mother grew up there before leaving decades earlier and refusing to speak about the village afterward. Lucas never understood why until the phone call came informing him that his younger sister Clara had been found dead along the riverbank several miles downstream from the old bridge.

Accidental drowning.

That was the official explanation.

The authorities claimed Clara likely slipped while walking home during severe weather. The river had flooded heavily that night after days of relentless rain. According to police reports, the current simply carried her body farther downstream before it became trapped among reeds near the marshes south of the valley.

Lucas wanted to believe that explanation.

The problem was Clara feared deep water more than almost anything else in the world.

As children she panicked during beach holidays and refused to swim even in public pools. Their father once spent nearly an hour calming her after she accidentally fell from a small rowing boat during a family trip when they were teenagers. The idea of Clara wandering alone beside a flooded river during a midnight storm made absolutely no sense.

Neither did the bruises.

Lucas noticed them immediately during the funeral despite the undertaker’s efforts to hide them beneath makeup and clothing. Dark marks circled Clara’s wrists and parts of her throat. Faint bruising spread beneath one side of her jawline as though someone had grabbed her violently before death. When Lucas questioned the coroner afterward he received polite but dismissive answers about impact damage caused by debris in the floodwater.

He knew bullshit when he heard it.

Three days after the funeral he drove north toward Black Hollow searching for answers nobody else seemed interested in finding.

The village unsettled him immediately.

Not because it looked frightening in any obvious way. Black Hollow appeared quiet more than anything else. Old stone cottages sat beside narrow rain soaked roads while weak yellow streetlights reflected across puddles after dark. The local pub remained busy enough during evenings. Elderly residents worked small shops along the main road. Everything about the place should have felt ordinary.

Instead the village carried the heavy atmosphere of somewhere exhausted.

People avoided eye contact too quickly.

Conversations stopped whenever Lucas entered certain rooms.

Several locals reacted strangely after learning why he came back to Black Hollow. Some became openly nervous. Others looked almost sympathetic before refusing to discuss Clara’s death any further. One elderly fisherman muttered that Lucas should leave before the weather worsened. Another woman quietly asked whether Clara had mentioned seeing anyone near the river before she died.

When Lucas asked what she meant, the woman immediately walked away.

Rain started again during Lucas’s third night in the village.

The storm rolled through the valley shortly after midnight bringing violent wind strong enough to shake the windows of the small riverside cottage he rented near the edge of Black Hollow. Sleep became impossible. Rain hammered constantly against the roof while tree branches scraped across the side of the building outside. Around one in the morning Lucas finally gave up trying to rest and wandered into the living room overlooking the river several hundred yards beyond the garden fence.

At first he saw nothing except darkness and rain.

Then lightning illuminated the valley.

A figure stood waist deep in the middle of the river.

Perfectly still.

Lucas frowned slightly, convinced exhaustion distorted his vision. Another flash of lightning split across the sky several seconds later.

The figure remained there.

Tall.

Thin.

One arm hanging unnaturally low beneath the black water.

And despite the distance between them, Lucas could see the smile stretched wide across its pale face as it stared directly toward the cottage through the storm.
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Lucas froze beside the window with one hand still resting against the curtain.

For several seconds he genuinely believed he was hallucinating. The storm outside was violent enough to distort shapes across the valley and exhaustion had hollowed him out mentally after days of driving, funerals, and unanswered questions. Lightning flashed again beyond the hills, flooding the riverbank in cold white light for less than a second.

The figure was still there.

Standing waist deep in the river without moving.

Rain hammered against it in heavy sheets while the current surged around its body, yet the thing remained perfectly motionless as though anchored beneath the water itself. Lucas instinctively leaned closer toward the glass trying to make sense of what he was seeing. The distance between the cottage and river should have made details impossible to distinguish clearly through the storm.

Yet he could still see the smile.

Wide.

Unnatural.

Far too still to belong to a living person.

The lightning vanished again leaving only darkness beyond the window, but Lucas could not shake the image from his mind. Every nerve in his body suddenly felt tight and alert. He had experienced fear before in ordinary human ways. Street fights during his early twenties. Near collisions while driving in heavy snow. The moment police informed him about Clara’s death. This feeling was different. Older somehow. Primal. His instincts reacted before his thoughts could catch up, screaming at him to step away from the window immediately.

Instead he kept staring toward the river.

Another flash illuminated the valley.

The figure had moved closer.

Not much.

Only several feet perhaps.

But Lucas knew with absolute certainty that the thing now stood nearer to the riverbank than before.

His stomach tightened instantly.

That was impossible.

The current running through Black Hollow after days of rainfall was dangerously strong even near the banks. A normal man would struggle remaining upright in water like that, especially during a storm. Yet the figure showed no sign of resisting the current at all. It simply stood there watching the cottage with the same frozen smile stretched across its face.

Then slowly, almost casually, the figure lifted one arm from beneath the water.

And pointed directly toward the house.

Lucas stumbled backward away from the window so fast he nearly lost his footing against the wooden floorboards. A sharp burst of panic surged through him hard enough to leave his chest tight. For several moments he stood near the fireplace trying to steady his breathing while rain thundered against the roof overhead.

“What the hell are you...” he muttered under his breath.

The sentence died halfway through.

Something moved outside.

Not near the river this time.

Near the cottage itself.

Lucas turned sharply toward the front hallway after hearing what sounded like wet footsteps crossing the gravel path beyond the front door. Slow footsteps. Heavy. Deliberate. His entire body stiffened listening to them approach through the storm outside.

Crunch.

Crunch.
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