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Introduction 
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The fog always came first. Not the gentle, ethereal mist that softened the edges of the world, but a thick, hungry shroud that swallowed light and sound, leaving only a suffocating grey. It smelled of damp earth and something else, something metallic and faintly sweet, like old blood. In Black Hollow, they knew this fog. They knew what it meant.

Mara Reed, however, knew only deadlines and cynicism. A journalist whose career was built on dismantling myths, she saw Black Hollow as just another quaint, superstitious backwater ripe for debunking. The online publication she wrote for, Urban Legends Debunked, thrived on exposing rural gullibility, and the tale of "The Crooked Man" was precisely the kind of quaint, local boogeyman she specialized in discrediting. She pictured a few interviews with wide-eyed locals, a quick exposé on the power of suggestion, and then a swift return to the city, her reputation for sharp-edged truth-telling intact.

She was wrong.

From the moment her tires crunched on the gravel road leading into town, a road that seemed to vanish behind her as if swallowed by the encroaching mist, Black Hollow began to unravel her carefully constructed world. The silence was too deep, the faces of the few townsfolk she glimpsed too haunted. And then there was the sound. A faint, rhythmic ‘scrape-scrape-scrape’ that seemed to eman emanate from the very heart of the fog, a sound that whispered of something ancient, something patient, something that hunted.

Mara had come to Black Hollow to expose a lie. Instead, she would uncover a truth far more terrifying than any legend. A truth that twisted flesh and sanity, that turned loved ones into monsters, and that proved, with chilling finality, that some horrors are not just stories. They are contact. And once they touch you, they never let go.
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Chapter 1
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The Whispers of Black Hollow

––––––––
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The fog was a living thing in Black Hollow, not merely a weather phenomenon. It clung to the asphalt, swallowed the distant tree line, and pressed against the windshield of Mara’s rental car like a damp, insistent hand. It smelled of damp earth and something else, something metallic and faintly sweet, like old blood. Mara, a journalist whose cynicism was as thick as the air around her, scoffed. Another backwater town, another local legend, another desperate attempt to drum up tourism with ghost stories. She was here to debunk the whole tired myth of "The Crooked Man" for ‘Urban Legends Debunked’, an online publication that thrived on exposing rural gullibility.

She navigated the narrow, winding road, the GPS signal flickering in and out like a dying heart monitor. The town sign, when it finally materialized out of the grey shroud, was rusted and half-obscured by creeping vines: "Welcome to Black Hollow. Est. 1792." No cheerful slogan, no quaint historical facts. Just a stark, unwelcoming declaration.

The town itself was a collection of skeletal trees and clapboard houses that seemed to hunch in on themselves, their windows like vacant eyes. There were no children playing, no elderly folks gossiping on porches. The few figures Mara glimpsed through the swirling mist moved with a slow, deliberate caution, their faces pale and their eyes holding a distant, haunted look that Mara initially dismissed as the natural pallor of isolation. ‘Rural ennui’, she thought, ‘mixed with a healthy dose of inbreeding’.
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She pulled up to the Black Hollow Diner, the designated meeting spot. The neon sign, half-burnt out, buzzed weakly, casting a sickly green glow into the fog. Inside, the diner was sparsely populated. A couple of men hunched over coffee, their conversation a low murmur that ceased abruptly as Mara entered. They watched her with an unnerving stillness, their gazes following her to a booth by the window.

Mara checked her watch. Simon, her local contact, was late. She drummed her fingers on the Formica table, already annoyed. This was exactly why she hated these assignments. Unreliable sources, bad coffee, and the pervasive stench of desperation. She pulled out her notebook, flipping to a page filled with bullet points: "Crooked Man legend – local boogeyman. Disappearances – likely runaways,accidents. Strange noises – wind/wildlife." She’d already written the article in her head.

Just as she was about to pack up and leave, the diner door creaked open, letting in a fresh gust of damp, cold air. A young man, probably in his early twenties, stood framed in the doorway, his hair damp and plastered to his forehead. He was thin, his shoulders hunched, and his eyes, wide and a little frantic, darted around the room before settling on Mara. This had to be Simon.

He hurried over, sliding into the booth opposite her, practically vibrating with nervous energy. "Mara? Mara Reed? I'm so sorry I'm late. The fog... it just rolled in so thick, so fast. And... things have been... difficult." His voice was a low, hurried mumble, his gaze constantly flicking towards the diner's windows, as if expecting something to materialize out of the grey.

Mara raised an eyebrow. "Difficult? It's fog, Simon. Happens."

He shook his head, a tremor running through him. "No, you don't understand. Not like this. Not here. It's... different. It always is, when “he” comes." He leaned forward, his voice dropping to a whisper. "You shouldn't be here, Mara. You really shouldn't. This isn't just some story. It's real. The Crooked Man... he's real."

Mara forced a polite smile. "Right. And I'm here to get to the bottom of that 'reality.' So, tell me, Simon. What exactly is 'real' about this Crooked Man?" She pulled out her pen, ready to jot down the usual superstitious nonsense.

Simon flinched, his eyes darting to the window again. "He... he takes people. Changes them. Twists them. And the fog... it's his hunting ground. It hides him. It helps him." He swallowed hard, his Adam's apple bobbing. "You hear things in it. Things that aren't there. Or... things that are."

Mara scribbled "local paranoia" in her notebook. "Okay, Simon. Let's stick to facts. Any actual evidence? Missing persons reports? Police investigations?"

He opened his mouth to reply, but then his eyes widened, fixed on something beyond Mara, out in the swirling grey. His breath hitched. "Did you... did you hear that?"

Mara strained her ears. Nothing but the faint hum of the diner's refrigerator and the distant, almost imperceptible whisper of the wind. "Hear what?"

Simon shook his head, his face pale. "Nothing. Just... the fog. It plays tricks." He forced a shaky smile, but his eyes still held that haunted, distant look. "Sometimes... sometimes it sounds like voices. Calling your name. Or someone you know."

Mara dismissed it as the ramblings of an overactive imagination, or perhaps a local trying to play up the mystery for the journalist. She glanced out the window herself, seeing only the impenetrable grey. But for a fleeting moment, she thought she heard it too. A faint, indistinct murmur, like a breath against the glass, just at the edge of hearing. She blinked, and it was gone. Just the wind. Or so she told herself.
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Chapter 2
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The First Distortion

––––––––
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Mara spent the rest of the afternoon trying to conduct interviews. It was like pulling teeth. The few townsfolk she managed to corner in the general store or outside the post office offered only fragmented, evasive answers. Their eyes, already wary, would dart towards the swirling fog outside whenever she mentioned the Crooked Man.

"Heard tell of folks just... vanishing," mumbled a grizzled old man, his voice barely a whisper. "Always when the fog gets thick like this. Just... gone." He wouldn't elaborate, just shook his head and shuffled away.

A woman with a face etched with worry spoke of her cousin. "He changed. Not just his mind, you understand. His... his hands. They just weren't right. Like they didn't belong to him no more." She clutched a worn rosary, her knuckles white. "The twisting, they call it. God help us all." She refused to say more, her eyes wide with a fear that seemed too profound for mere superstition.

Mara dutifully jotted down their vague accounts, mentally categorizing them under "local folklore" and "anecdotal evidence." The "twisting" comment was particularly intriguing, a morbid detail that would certainly add flavor to her article, even if she planned to dismiss it as rural eccentricity. She tried to maintain her professional detachment, but the cumulative effect of their hushed tones and haunted expressions began to chip away at her composure. There was a pervasive, shared dread in Black Hollow that felt almost tangible.

As dusk settled, the fog intensified
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