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            "The group believes we are being encouraged to accept and embrace Satan himself—albeit in the deceptive guise of an advanced alien entity—as our savior, shortly before the countdown to Armageddon begins and time finally runs out."
— Nick Redfern, Final Events and the Secret Government Group on Demonic UFOs and the Afterlife

      

    


AUTHOR'S NOTE

This is not the book I planned to write.

I planned to write a focused follow-up to Skunk Ape: Florida's Hidden Giant — a targeted study of the wild man tradition in the Ozark highlands, tying the guardian beings I've documented up here for twenty-seven years to the pre-Adamic framework I worked out during the Florida investigation. That book is still coming. I've got two chapters of it sitting in a folder on my desk right now, in fact, and every time I sit down to work on it, this book is the one that keeps elbowing its way back to the front of the line.

I'm writing this from a rented house on a hillside above Magic City Commons in Eureka Springs, with the limestone bluffs of the Dells climbing up behind me thick enough that on a still morning I can hear the rock breathing — that's the only way I know to describe the sound the wind makes moving through those cracks and hollows up there, like the hill itself is exhaling. I moved here eight months ago, partly for the work, partly because my knees and my gout had finally won the long argument about whether I could keep living the way I used to live, out on twelve acres with a half-mile gravel driveway and no neighbor close enough to hear me holler. Eureka Springs is a town built on a spring and wrapped around a mountain, full of artists and mystics and bed-and-breakfast owners and at least three working covens that I know of personally, and it turns out to be exactly the right place to finish a book like this. The town has been hosting the Ozark Mountain UFO Conference at the Inn of the Ozarks every year since 1989, which makes it one of the longest-running ufology gatherings in the country, and the reason it's lasted that long isn't marketing. It's that the phenomenon here doesn't take a year off.

What changed my plans was going back through my field notes. All twenty-seven years of them, starting with the October night in 1998 when a ridge in Newton County lit up from the inside while I sat in my truck with the windows down, and running through this past winter, when I sat at the edge of a sinkhole in Searcy County and watched something move through solid limestone at a depth that should not have been possible for anything to move through. When I laid those notes out on the table — and I mean laid them out literally, page by page, across the whole kitchen floor of the little house I'm renting, because that's still how I think, with paper I can walk around — I saw something I had not let myself see before. Not a pile of unexplained incidents. A system. An operation, ongoing, with a geography and a logic and, as best I can tell, an intention behind it.

That system is what this book is about. The Night Dwellers — the beings the old man on the ridge called the ones who walk between, the beings the Cherokee called both the Moon-Eyed People and the Yunwi Tsunsdi, the beings whose bones the archaeologists found in the bluff shelters of Newton County and quietly didn't know what to do with — are not a mystery waiting on a solution. They are a presence that has been here longer than we have, going about whatever business they go about, in a landscape that happens to have the specific geology — the ancient limestone, the cave systems, the fault-aligned corridor running through the plateau — that their business requires. The Ozarks are where that presence is most visible, and Eureka Springs, sitting almost on top of the corridor's western edge, may be where it's most visible of all.

A note on structure, because earlier drafts of this book got dinged for it and the criticism was fair. I had a habit of repeating myself — particularly the claim that the Night Dwellers are residents, not visitors, which I apparently felt compelled to restate in roughly every other chapter, like a man checking that his wallet is still in his pocket. I've fixed that. The full argument for residency, made once and made completely, is in Chapter Fifteen. Elsewhere it gets a sentence, maybe two, as a reminder rather than a re-litigation. The old man on the ridge gets the same treatment. He appears throughout this book the way he appeared throughout my investigation — sideways, in glimpses, never quite where I expected him — but the full accounting of our nine encounters, spread across two and a half decades, belongs to Chapter Thirteen. Everywhere else, I'll just tell you he was there.

I should also say something about my own condition going into this, because it matters for what follows. I'm fifty-three years old. I've got gout in my left foot that flares when I've been on uneven ground too long, which in the Ozarks is most of the time, and a knee that announces a change in weather two days before the weather shows up. I bring this up not to complain but because a good chunk of this book happens at night, on slopes, in places where a man my age with my particular collection of joint problems has no business being — and I want you to understand that I went anyway, more than once, because the alternative was not going, and not going was never really on the table. The hills don't wait for you to feel up to it.

The Ozarks have been trying to tell this story for a long time. I'm writing it down.

— F.K.S., Eureka Springs, Arkansas, 2025
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The Night the Ridge Opened

“The Ozarks are not a place that things happen to. They are a place that does things.”

— F.K. Sterling, field notes, October 1998

The temperature dropped so fast I felt it in my fillings.

I was sitting in my old Ford pickup on a gravel road in Newton County, Arkansas, just after ten o'clock on a cool October night in 1998. The windows were down, and the woods had been loud with the usual night chorus — frogs, crickets, the occasional whip-poor-will calling from somewhere down in the hollow, the kind of layered insect noise that's so constant in the Ozarks at night that you stop hearing it as sound and start hearing it as silence's opposite, the background hum that means the world is running the way it's supposed to run. Then, without warning, every bit of it simply ceased. Not faded. Stopped. Like someone had reached into the night and thrown a switch.

That kind of silence in the Ozarks is never natural, and I want to be careful here, because I know how that sentence sounds to somebody who's never sat alone on a gravel road at night in these hills. I'd lived in this country my whole life. I knew what it sounded like at every hour and in every season — knew the difference between the hush that comes over a hollow when a hawk crosses the moon and the different, deeper hush that comes when a bobcat is working its way along a fence line, and the heavier, more general quiet that rolls in ahead of a front when the barometric pressure drops too fast for the frogs to keep up. None of those is this. This was every creature in every direction, all at once, deciding in the same half-second that whatever was happening required absolute silence, right now, no exceptions.

I killed the engine and sat there listening to nothing. My hands were still on the wheel. The hair on my arms stood up so stiff it actually hurt, a pins-and-needles, scalp-tightening feeling I'd only felt once before in my life — in Florida, in 1988, in the seconds before my brother Sam lost part of his leg to something in the palmetto scrub that I wrote about at length in Skunk Ape: Florida's Hidden Giant. I want to say this plainly, because it's the kind of detail that ties my whole life's work together whether I intended it to or not: the silence on that Newton County gravel road was the same silence. Same texture. Same physical sensation of something large, patient, and deliberate pressing down on the ambient biology of the landscape and switching it off.

I noticed that. I filed it. I sat with my hands on the wheel, and I waited.

The Ozarks are not a place that things happen to. They are a place that does things.

Then the ridge in front of me lit up from the inside.

It wasn't headlights. Wasn't a spotlight, or a plane, or the reflection of anything I could put a name to. The whole hillside — a limestone ridge running roughly north to south, maybe three hundred yards off, thick with oak and hickory and the dark green tangle of cedar that never loses its color even in the dead of winter — went translucent, like somebody had switched on a light source buried inside the mountain itself. A deep amber glow came pouring out through the trees from behind, backlighting every trunk and every bare branch, turning that whole hillside into something that looked like a cathedral window lit from the wrong side. Light from inside a thing, not on top of it.

It lasted three or four seconds. Maybe five — I've gone back and forth on the count for twenty-seven years and I still can't pin it down closer than that, which itself tells you something about what that kind of light does to a person's sense of time. Then it went dark again, all at once, the way it had come on.

The silence held for another twenty minutes by my dashboard clock. I didn't start the truck. Didn't get out. Didn't look away from that ridge for one second of those twenty minutes, because some part of my brain that doesn't usually get a vote had taken over and decided that looking away was the one thing I absolutely could not do. Nothing moved. Nothing came through the treeline. Nothing came down out of the sky. And then, the way it does, the night started giving itself back — first one cricket, tentative, almost apologetic, testing whether it was safe to make noise again, then a few more, then the whole chorus rebuilding itself note by note until the hollow sounded like a hollow is supposed to sound. I drove home with my hands shaking on the wheel, sat at my kitchen table, and wrote down everything I could remember while it was still fresh. I didn't tell another living soul about it for three weeks.

That was the night I stopped believing the Ozarks were just hills.

What I Knew Going In

I grew up in the Arkansas Ozarks in a family that had been working this ground for four generations — hill people in the specific Ozark sense of the term, which means they knew the land from the inside out, understood its moods the way you understand a relative's moods, and passed that understanding down the way rural families pass things down: sideways, informally, in fragments you spend the rest of your life trying to fit back together.

What got passed down included the lights. Not as anything remarkable. As a fact about the place, filed in the same drawer as the fact that the Buffalo River runs gin-clear in late summer and the color of coffee with cream after a spring rain. The lights were there. Had always been there. You noted them the way you'd note a neighbor's dog barking, and you went on about your business, because whatever had decided to be in these hills hadn't consulted anybody in our family before making that call, and there wasn't a thing to be done about it except know it was true.

There were other things passed down too. Things seen at the treeline after dark that didn't move like deer and didn't sound like anything that belonged in these woods. A neighbor two ridges over who walked into the timber on a clear afternoon and came out three miles from where he went in, missing four hours he could never account for, and who never once in the rest of his life talked about those four hours except to say, when pushed, that he'd "had company." These stories got told quietly, the way you'd mention the weather, with the unspoken assumption that the person you were telling already knew enough not to need it explained.

The October '98 sighting wasn't my first brush with the strange in this part of the world — not by a long shot. But it was the one that knocked me out of passive curiosity and into something closer to obsession, because that night I went home and spread my notebooks across the kitchen table for the first time and started mapping. And the map showed me something I hadn't been able to see while I was treating each sighting like its own isolated little island.

The Corridor

There's a feature in the Arkansas Ozarks that doesn't show up on any
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