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PROLOGUE
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This story takes place in Mastonia, Arkansas, in 1926

—
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a forgotten town resting in the shadow of the Ouachita Mountains.

Founded in the 1870s, Mastonia was once a prosperous railroad town,

built by Black families carving out life, dignity, and ownership

in a world that offered little of any.

The trains are gone now.

The town is gone.

All that remains is a marker.

The graves have no names.

No dates.

No stones to say who lies beneath.

Time did what violence could not finish.

Nature closed her hands around the land and took it back—

trees where homes once stood,

roots where memories were buried.

In Otherlight places do not die.

They remember.

And Mastonia still remembers everything.

* * *
[image: ]


Quartz crystal.

Rare.

Beautiful.

Exploited.

Pulled from the earth like buried stories.

* * *
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They called him the Whistling Man because no one ever learned his real name.

When he finally stepped into view, he was a Black man the color of midnight— not shadow, not absence, but depth.

As if the night itself had learned how to stand upright.

He was beautiful.

Too beautiful.

The kind of beautiful that made you look twice— not out of admiration, but confusion.

His suit never wrinkled.

His shoes never dulled.

Even in the red clay heat of August, he never sweated.

Not once.

His teeth were pearly white.

Too white.

Too even.

They caught the light when he smiled— and he smiled often.

Not wide.

Not cruel.

Just enough to suggest he knew something you didn’t.

Something already decided.

His eyes never rushed.

They lingered.

Measuring.

And afterward, no one could agree on their color.

When he spoke, his voice was smooth— warm even— the kind that made people lean in without realizing they had moved.

But if you listened close, there was no breath behind it.

No rise. No fall.

Just sound, arriving.

He laughed easily.

Worked a room without effort.

Carried himself like someone who belonged everywhere.

Dogs went quiet when he passed.

Children stared too long.

Old women crossed themselves and couldn’t say why.

The whistle came first.

Always the whistle.

Low.

Unhurried.

A sound that slid beneath doors and into dreams.

He spoke of opportunity like it was generosity.

Spoke of progress like it was inevitable.

Spoke of the mountains as if they had confided in him alone.

And when he grinned—

those perfect teeth flashing against that endless dark— it felt like a confession wrapped in charm.

Some said he was just a man.

Some said he was a devil in good boots and better manners.

Others said he was worse— because the devil, at least, never pretends he isn’t enjoying the work.

The Whistling Man never raised his voice.

Never dirtied his hands.

Never stayed long.

He only pointed.

Suggested.

Smiled.

And long after he left— after the land was stripped,

after the town went quiet— people swore they could still hear that whistle.

Not as a warning.

But as a reminder.

In Otherlight, evil doesn’t always arrive breathing fire.

Sometimes it comes looking like you.

Sounding like promise.

Smiling like it already won.

* * *
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PART ONE: THE TOWN ALIVE
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* * *
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CHAPTER ONE: The Keeper
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The heat sat on Mastonia like a hand that didn’t ask permission. But the town was used to things that didn’t ask.

Etta Mae Crawford wiped her forehead with the back of her wrist and turned another page of her ledger, the leather cover worn soft from forty years of handling. Across the table, Mother Jessup was still talking—had been talking for the better part of an hour—her voice rising and falling like creek water over stones.

"—and that’s when Cornelius said to the man, he said, ’Sir, I don’t know what you paid for that mule, but you were robbed twice: once for the money and once for the trouble.’ And the whole market just fell out, Etta Mae. Fell out laughing. You could hear it all the way to the rail station."

Etta Mae smiled, her pen moving steadily. At sixty-two, her hands weren’t as steady as they’d once been, but they still knew this work—the careful loops of letters, the weight of a name pressed into paper. She’d been keeping the ledger since she was twenty-two, when her grandmother had placed the blank book in her hands and said, Someone has to remember.

Someone has to write it down.

That first morning, Etta Mae had sat in this same position—different chair, different table, but the same quality of light slanting through a window—and felt the weight of the empty pages like a physical thing pressing against her chest. Her grandmother’s hands had guided hers through the first entry. The ink had smelled of iron and oak galls, dark as old blood, and when the nib touched the page it made a sound like a whisper beginning. Her grandmother had mixed that ink herself from a recipe passed down through three generations, a recipe that started somewhere across the ocean in a place that had different names now, a place her grandmother’s grandmother had been stolen from before anyone thought to write down exactly where.

The pen she used now was the third one. The first had belonged to her grandmother—a simple wooden holder with a steel nib that had to be dipped every few words. That one rested in a velvet-lined box in Etta Mae’s bedroom, too precious for daily use. The second had been a gift from Samuel, Sonny Ray’s brother, before he went north. He’d saved for months to buy it—a proper fountain pen from a catalog, the kind white folks used. She’d written with it for fifteen years until the mechanism wore out, and now it sat beside the first in that same velvet box, keeping company with ghosts.

This pen was practical. Steel nib, wooden holder, nothing fancy. But it did the work. The work was what mattered—not the prettiness of the tool but the permanence of what it left behind.

"Cornelius always did have a mouth on him," Mother Jessup said, softer now. "Lord, I miss that man."

"He’s in here now." Etta Mae turned the ledger so the old woman could see. "Right next to your wedding date and the year your first child was born.

He’s not going anywhere."

Mother Jessup reached out and touched the page with trembling fingers. The ink was still wet.

"You do good work, child," she said. Even at eighty-one, she still called Etta Mae "child." Everyone did. The Keeper of Names was everyone’s child, everyone’s responsibility. "Holy work."

Through the open window, the sounds of Mastonia drifted in: the clang of Silas at his forge, children’s voices from the direction of the schoolhouse, the rhythmic thump of someone beating a rug on a porch rail. A warm breeze carried the smell of pine resin and honeysuckle and the faint mineral tang of the creek.

On the windowsill, a chunk of quartz caught the afternoon light.

Etta Mae’s eyes lingered on it longer than usual. Mother Jessup had given her that piece years ago—pulled from the creekbed after a hard rain, when the water ran fast enough to turn up what the earth had buried. It wasn’t the clearest crystal, not the kind the rock hunters from Hot Springs paid money for. But it held light in a particular way, throwing small rainbows across the kitchen when the sun hit it just right. Her grandmother had believed the quartz remembered things—that if you sang into
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