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    To Stephen King, whose stories taught us that the deepest horrors often hide in the quiet waters and shadowed hollows of small places. Thank you for showing generations how terror can feel like home.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The oldest and strongest emotion of mankind is fear, and the oldest and strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown." — Edgar Allan Poe
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Preface
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I need to tell you why I took this seriously, because I know what you're thinking. You're thinking this is another cryptid book, another campfire yarn dressed up as a field report, another local nut making a buck off a fish story. I thought the same thing, once. I want that on the record before we go any further, because the man who started looking into Black Bass Lake did not believe a word of it, and the man writing this preface has stopped sleeping with the light off.

I have spent the better part of thirty years in these hills, chasing the things the Ozarks would rather keep to themselves. Giants. Lost races. Lights in the sky over the hollows. I have a reputation, in certain circles, for taking the strange stuff seriously, and in other circles for being exactly the kind of fool who would. I have made my peace with both. What I have never done, in all those years, is lie to you about what I found. When the trail runs cold I tell you it runs cold. When I am guessing I tell you I am guessing. That is the only thing that separates an investigator from a carnival barker, and I would rather quit than become the second thing.

So understand what it costs me to write this next sentence. Something lives in Black Bass Lake. I do not know what it is. I have theories, and I will share them, and I will tell you plainly which ones I believe and which ones keep me up at night precisely because I can't believe them. But the thing itself is not a theory. I have stood on the old stone dam at three in the morning with the sulfur coming up off that black water, and I have heard it move, and I have smelled it, and once — once — I saw the surface part where nothing should have parted it. I did not sleep that night. I have not slept right since.

This book is what I found when I went looking. It is built from the testimony of people who saw it before I did — hikers, fishermen, families, a diver who will not say the creature's name out loud, a woman who lost her dog and part of her mind on the same summer night. I have changed some of their names, because some of them asked me to and the rest of them should have. I have not changed what they told me. Every account in these pages was given to me by a living person who looked into that water and had something look back.

You are going to want to tell yourself it isn't real. Do that. Hold onto it as long as you can. It is the last comfortable thing you will have for a while.

Then come with me down to the lake.

◆ ◈ ◆
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Black Bass Lake sits about a mile and a half southwest of downtown Eureka Springs, down in a wooded fold of Carroll County that the postcards never show you. You can find it on a map. You can drive to the little city park, walk out onto the trails, stand on the dam. It is, by every ordinary measure, a pretty place — twenty-some acres of dark green water held back by a stone dam the Frisco railroad men built in 1894, fed by the old springs of Oil Spring Gulch, ringed by bluffs and hardwood and the kind of quiet that people drive a long way to find. Families picnic there. Kids fish off the bank for the bass and bluegill that give the lake its name. In the daytime it is exactly what it looks like.

I want you to hold that daytime picture in your mind, because the whole horror of this place lives in the gap between what it looks like and what it is.

Start with the history, because the history is where the wrongness starts. The lake is not natural. It was made — dammed up in the 1890s as a water supply and fire reservoir for a booming Victorian resort town that was terrified, with good reason, of burning to the ground. To build it they blocked the flow coming down out of Oil Spring Gulch, a hollow the old-timers already gave a wide berth, and they flooded the bottomland behind the new dam. Whatever had lived in that gulch, in those springs, in that low wet ground — they did not ask its permission. They just poured twenty acres of standing water over the top of it and called it an improvement.

The springs matter more than anything, and I will come back to them again and again in this book, so let me plant the seed now. Eureka Springs is built on water — dozens of springs boiling up cold and strange out of the limestone, the whole town a warren of underground channels and flooded caves and passages that no one has ever fully mapped. The people who came here in the 1800s came for that water; they believed it could heal them, and maybe it could. But water that comes up out of the deep dark of the earth comes from somewhere, and the karst country under these hills is a honeycomb, everything connected to everything, Oil Spring Gulch to Leatherwood Creek to channels that run God knows where under the whole plateau. When I tell you later that the thing in Black Bass Lake may not be confined to Black Bass Lake, remember the springs. Remember that down in the dark, it is all one water.

And remember the ones who were here first. The Osage hunted this country, and the Cherokee passed through it on the worst road in American history, and both of them had words for the wet places in these hollows that the settlers wrote down without understanding — warnings, mostly. The water devil. The thing in the low water. The place you do not go to drink after dark. We will get to those words. We will get to what they were trying to tell us, and to the specific, terrible possibility that they were not being superstitious at all. That they knew exactly what was down there, and tried to warn the men with the dam, and were not listened to, because they never are.

This is a book of testimony. What follows is not my theory of Black Bass Lake — that comes at the end, and you may not like it. What follows first is the raw material: the accounts of the people who have encountered the thing in that water across a hundred and thirty years, from settler diaries to a phone video shot last summer. I have arranged them, and checked them where I could, and set them down in the grittiest honest form I know how. My job in these pages is mostly to get out of the way and let them talk.

They have a lot to say. Almost none of it is comfortable.

Let's begin where it always begins — with a man alone on the water, at night, who should have known better.

◆ ◈ ◆

Prologue
What the Fisherman Saw

The last good night of Cody Merrill's life was warm for October, and that is the only reason he was out on the water at all.

He told me this himself, six weeks after, in the back booth of a diner up on the highway where he'd asked to meet because he did not want to talk about it anywhere near town and he sure as hell did not want to talk about it anywhere near the lake. He is a big man, a roofer, thirty-one years old, hands like catcher's mitts, and when he tried to lift his coffee the cup rattled against the saucer the whole time we talked. I want you to picture that. A man who carries bundles of shingles up a ladder all day, and he could not hold a coffee cup still.

He'd gone out around eleven, he said. Just him and a cheap headlamp and a thermos, fishing the deep water off the old stone dam where the big bass sit in the warm months. He'd done it a hundred times. He liked the quiet, the way the town noise fell away once you were down in the hollow, the way the water went black and still and the frogs kept up their racket in the shallows. That night the frogs quit early. He noticed it and didn't think anything of it. He thinks about it constantly now — the moment the frogs stopped, which was the moment, he understands in hindsight, that something came into the water with him.

The smell came first. He described it three separate ways over the course of an hour, like he couldn't get it to sit still in language: rotten eggs, then low tide at a dead sea, then — and he looked at me when he said this — "like something that'd been dead a long time but was still walking around in it." Sulfur off the springs, sure, the lake always has a whiff of it. But this rolled over his little boat in a wave, thick enough to gag on, and under it was something worse, something organic and wrong, and that was when the water moved.

Not a fish. He's pulled ten-pound bass out of that lake; he knows what a fish feels like against a hull. This was a slow, deliberate pressure along the side of the boat, the whole length of it, something long running itself against the aluminum the way a cat runs against your leg. The boat heeled over. His tackle box slid. And in the black water right at the gunwale, close enough to touch, two eyes opened and looked up at him — and they caught the light, his headlamp beam, threw it back green and flat and round, low and wide-set and far too big, and there was an intelligence in them, he said, that was the part he couldn't carry. "A gator's got dead eyes," he told me. "Shark's got dead eyes. This thing was looking at me. It knew what I was. It was deciding."

Then a hand came out of the water and closed over the side of the boat.

He said hand because there is no better word, but he made himself describe it and I made myself write it down. Long. Gray-green and slick, the skin between the fingers grown out into webbing that stretched when the fingers spread. Too many joints, or joints in the wrong places. And tipped in dark claws that punched into the aluminum gunwale like it was a beer can and held. He could see the muscle work in the forearm as it began, without any hurry at all, to pull the boat down.

Cody Merrill did the only thing his animal brain would let him do. He threw himself off the other side, into four feet of shallows near the bank, and he ran — through the muck, up the trail, in the dark, screaming, losing a boot, tearing his hands open on the rocks, and he did not stop running until he hit the gravel of the parking lot and the motion light came on and he was, somehow, in the ordinary world again, with his truck and his keys and the sodium glow of the town up the hill.

They found his boat the next morning, drifted up against the dam. There were four puncture holes in the gunwale, evenly spaced, punched from the outside in. The sheriff's office wrote it up as vandalism. Cody Merrill has not been back to the water, and he never will be, and when I paid for his coffee and we walked out to the lot he stopped me with a hand on my arm and said the thing I
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