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      “You! Yes, you! You need this book! The stories in Uncertain Sons already feel like classics of the uncanny. As inventive as Ray Bradbury, as unsettling as Thomas Ligotti or Carmen Maria Machado, Ha knows how to produce that peculiar, pleasurable, creeping sense of wrongness and dislocation so particular to weird horror. I am such a fan of Thomas Ha’s writing—and I expect that you will be, too.”

      
        
        —Kelly Link, Nebula, Hugo, and World Fantasy Award-winning author of The Book of Love and Get in Trouble

      

      

      

      “Thomas Ha’s first collection, Uncertain Sons and Other Stories, offers a unique voice and stylistic range. Engaging characters in believable yet off kilter realities will remind readers of their own lives. One of the very best new collections I’ve seen in a while.”

      
        
        —Jeffrey Ford, Author of A Natural History of Hell and Crackpot Palace

      

      

      

      “A devastatingly good book of stories. Thomas Ha offers glimpses of weird worlds that continue to bubble and spread in your mind long after you finish the stories, slowly seeping into every crevice of your brain. This is a collection I wish I’d written. This is weird horror at its very best.”

      
        
        —Brian Evenson, Author of Good Night, Sleep Tight, and The Glassy, Burning Floor of Hell

      

      

      

      “A perfect puzzle box, beautifully constructed and impeccably watertight. Together these stories drop us into a world agonizingly like our own—but we mustn’t let our guard down once we’re in. Wise as well as clever, sharp as well as tender. Ha is a virtuoso.”

      
        
        —Premee Mohamed, Nebula Award-winning author of The Butcher of the Forest

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To my family.
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            FOREWORD

          

          ZACHARY GILLAN

        

      

    

    
      To read a Thomas Ha story is to watch someone choose how to see the world.

      Readers of weird fiction are no doubt already familiar with occult as a noun, referring to witchcraft and the supernatural world of hidden secrets, but the verb form is less common: to occult is to conceal, to shut something off from view. In Thomas Ha’s work, occulting forces shift and move around his protagonists and their families. Some writers of horror and the weird and science fiction lurk entirely in the murky depths of the surreal and incomprehensible. Ha’s remarkable strength is in placing vibrant, well-drawn characters within such murky worlds; apocalypses occulted from both characters and readers.

      It’s fitting that “Window Boy” opens the book, immediately establishing a number of themes and concerns that Ha returns to throughout these stories, most particularly regarding the centrality of vision. Published in 2023, the story was a finalist for the Nebula, Ignyte, and Locus Awards and reprinted in The Best American Science Fiction and Fantasy 2024 and remains, perhaps, his most well-known piece. Set after an undefined apocalypse has unsettled the world, it’s the story of two window boys: Jakey, a child of privilege ensconced within his family’s fortified home, looking out through a window at an impoverished boy living rough on the other side of their walls. The point of view, notably, rests with the former, with his dawning awareness of this disconnect, this occultation, between his safe home and the precarious outside.

      As Jakey comes to terms with his place in the world, with the cost of privilege and of resisting the status quo, there comes a passage that could be a precis of Ha’s work as a whole:

      

      
        
        It made Jakey think about the window screen again, but in less of a bad way. Like maybe all of it was kind of like this show. Something to be watched, something to be seen, but that would go away on its own at the end.

      

        

      
        He didn’t have to think about the window boy or the painted men or anything that might be outside the house. Just let it fade away like the black screen at the end of those episodes. If he didn’t want to, he didn’t have to think about anything at all, he realized, as he floated off to sleep.

      

      

      This is the dilemma at the heart of Thomas Ha’s stories: people figuring out how to live their lives against the backdrop of apocalypses, major or minor, and what it means to see the state of the world, or to choose not to.

      Ha’s prose, naturalistic and lived-in—un-occulted, if you will—is a perfect medium for his pointillistic approach to the science-fictional horrors of his work. The stories in this collection avoid the dreaded info dump, illuminated instead with offhanded references and dawning realizations. For instance, Jakey’s growing awareness of his place in the world mirrors the reader’s understanding that Jakey’s home, and the “windows” he’s looking out, are not what they seem to be. The slow unveiling of details such as these, spots of clarity emerging and receding into the occultation of his narrative voice, is one of my favorite aspects of Ha’s stories.  “Window Boy” never explains to the reader what’s happened to the world to so drastically emphasize the divide between the haves and the have-nots, populating the landscape with monstrous “grackles” (the banality of the real bird contrasting incredibly with the monstrous forms that move half-seen on the edges of the story), or “raccoon tails,” or “boar cats,” which don’t even move out of the margins enough for a description within the narrative.

      This subtle approach allows him to string stories together thematically and contextually, a future history (or histories?) bound not by invented dates or over-explained historical events, but by through-lines, inferences and commonalities. Are the balloon monsters that populate both “Balloon Season” and “Uncertain Sons” literally the same, or just echoes of one another? The clawed vehicles in “House Traveler” and “Window Boy?” The grackles of “Window Boy” and the “winged creatures” of “House Traveler?” Is the protagonist of “House Traveler” the father of the main character of “Uncertain Sons?” Maybe. Maybe not. We can choose to see things that way, or we can choose not to.

      Ha’s work invites a certain ambiguity with regard to genres as well—which are, after all, different ways to choose to see a story. These are works of science fiction (with the possible exception of “The Mub,” a more fantastical entry which is also an outlier in its atavistic prose style), but the careful reader might notice the way the noun form of the occult lurks in the background (the occult, we might say with a wink, or maybe a wince, is occulted), dragging them into the territory of fantasy and the weird: Genetically modified animals stand in for magical familiars. A village burns garlic while something monstrous stalks the perimeter. There’s a hint of the vampiric about a robot family inhabiting a digitally haunted house. A worm is bound inside a tree, a circle of protection inscribed around it.

      Undermining genre distinctions is part and parcel of weird fiction, but Ha’s example is particularly instructive because of the way he interpolates science fiction and horror/fantasy, fascinatingly building these stories into background worlds of speculative fiction that feel concrete, but robed with the opacity and ambiguity of the weird—opaque and ambiguous, importantly, for both reader and character.  As Ha put it in an interview, “unsettling ambiguity helps crack open something experiential in a way that other types of fiction can’t.”⁠1 He’s right, but what makes these stories so particularly compelling is the combination of the unsettling ambiguity of his worlds and narratives with his expert character work.

      Ha’s stories are not about a speculative set piece or flashy imagery (although fascinating set pieces and imagery abound), but about the characters making their lives within these worlds of terror; the latter function as backdrops rather than foregrounded elements. These stories are about people trying to live their lives in the face of seismic societal shifts, faults, failures, finding safety with and for their families.

      “Sweetbaby,” one of my favorites here, a 2022 Shirley Jackson Award Finalist, features interstellar colonization, a worm monster, nanomachines and robots, but it’s about a girl increasingly, bitterly aware of a truth that her parents are desperate to deny. (I choose to see Sweetbaby’s reveal that “the house used to fly” as a nod to Gene Wolfe, whose influence looms large over this collection.) “The Brotherhood of Montague St. Video,” another favorite (although, to be frank, I’d be hard-pressed to really pick a favorite here), set in a dystopian, day-after-tomorrow New York City, is about the preservation of physical media and difficult works of art, but also about the protagonist’s difficult relationship with his deceased mother. “Balloon Season” is about parenthood, and the fraught relationship between siblings, but also societal collapse in the face of truly unsettling balloons—another banal word to use to lull the reader before the truly unsettling reveal of these monsters as the protagonist attempts to fortify his home.

      Homes, in Ha’s stories, tend to be places of refuge in haunted worlds—or seem to be, anyway. As one character notes, monsters are those, human or otherwise, who break the Greek code of xenia, hospitality, to do violence—“It takes something particularly nasty to do that in a home. Homes are sacred.” From another vantage point, though, they provide another form of occultation, the four walls of the home blocking out the sight of the unsettled world outside. This is particularly fascinating in the incredible dyad of “Uncertain Sons” and “House Traveler,” which may share characters and/or an unsettled, post-apocalyptic setting, or may not. In the particularly opaque and oneiric “House Traveler,” the protagonist learns from an alien creature “about four walls and doors and windows, and inside and out, how the separation between things was more illusory than real.” In the more violent and action-oriented “Uncertain Sons,” the denizens of an embattled Los Angeles suburb know that walling themselves off would be a waste of effort, that “[s]ometimes the illusion of separation is worse than acknowledging the inability to enclose yourself.”

      These are complex stories, and I’d love to analyze them more deeply, but even more I’d hate to rob you of the experience of reading through them yourself and watching as Ha slowly unveils things before your eyes. That said, some pointillistic thoughts of my own regarding occultation that you might want to keep in mind as you read (unless you’d prefer, as so many of his characters do, not to see them): Fairgoers in “The Fairgrounds” wear holographic masks. The son in “The Sort” wears sunglasses to obscure the world and avoid sensory overload. The couple in “The Brotherhood of Montague St. Video” wear “amp-glasses” around one another, filtered visions occulting their real appearances in favor of “themes.” “Cretins” revolves around a stalker—an unseen watcher—and a protagonist periodically blinded to the world by viral narcolepsy.

      Attentive readers might be particularly rewarded by attending to the recurrence of the color yellow, the color of caution and of cowardice: in both “Sweetbaby” and “Alabama Circus Punk,” it’s a digital signifier of uncertainty on the part of digital lifeforms. In “Where The Old Neighbors Go” a trickster spirit is named “Yellow Eyes,” and in “The Sort” the genetically modified tiger has yellow eyes. In “Window Boy” it’s the color of camouflage, and in “The Brotherhood of Montague St. Video” the color of pills that unsettle the body of the protagonist. Mind the sequencing of the book, too: If “Window Boy” opens as the collection’s eyes, and the title story, which closes it, is its heart, then “The Brotherhood of Montague St. Video,” in the middle, is its head, its philosophical center; particularly in its fascinating interior story, a Western whose narrative ambiguity is digitally smoothed over and edited after the fact in order to ask less of its readers.

      All of this culminates in “Uncertain Sons,” a previously unpublished novelette that perfectly closes the collection, recontextualizing and commenting on everything that preceded it, inviting the reader to flip back to the beginning and revisit the book immediately (it’s that good). It leans into the fantastic and action-oriented side of science-fantasy, a protagonist armed with a cattle prod rather than a sword, nightmarish monsters (is it wishful thinking on my part to latch onto the word “triskelion” as another nod to Wolfe?), call-and-response dialogue, the fairy tale logic of a quest to go “up, down, or out.” The masterstroke here is that this more overt, un-occluded approach to fantasy makes the climactic shift to an elegiac flashback to pre-apocalyptic normality all the more devastating, perhaps the most emotionally affecting scene in a book full of them.

      It is, perhaps, cliché to say of a first book that it’s both precociously accomplished and an augur of an illustrious career to come, but Thomas Ha deserves the truism. This book and these stories came to be in the shadow of the pandemic and the global rise of fascism, which give an uncomfortably realistic tint to their insistence on surviving with one’s family in the face of a world of darkness, on the costs of ignoring or mis-seeing the monsters lurking outside our homes, of occulting reality. His stories never feel cozy or falsely reassuring, never deny the unsettling nightmare of these dystopian apocalypses, even as they capture the glimpses of hope inherent in the struggle to survive them. To borrow from the grandmother in “The Fairgrounds,” what we see of the world is “just a concentrated piece of it, a symbol, of whatever else there is out there. And it’s not always good, not always bad. It’s just there, everywhere, and you find it and make things of it as you go on in life. We all have to.”

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 https://www.nightmare-magazine.com/nonfiction/author-spotlight-thomas-ha/
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      The tenth time Jakey broke the rules, he put a sandwich in the mailbox where the window boy could get it. Mom had taken her sleep-quick pills and gone to bed after dinner, on account of her headaches. And Dad was dozing in front of the TV, chin on his chest and a half-empty glass clutched in his hand. It got still enough that the only sounds were Dad’s shows and the hum of the house filters, so Jakey slipped into the kitchen and put together a ham and cheddar on a plate, then placed it in the parcel chamber near the front door. He sat by the parlor window for a good long while after, curled up at the bench cushions, and his eyelids drooped now and again until he began to see the shadows move.

      The window boy showed up, just like all the other times.

      Out from behind the telephone pole across the street and then through the moonlit front yard. He crawled on his hands and knees across the wet grass to the edge of Mom’s miniature garden, careful to avoid the lawn sensors, then pulled himself to the window frame to peer through.

      “Folks passed out?”

      “Yep.”

      The window boy snickered.

      “Got you something. In the mailbox.”

      The window boy crawled through the garden and up the steps. He gave Jakey a wary look before touching the hatch.

      “You can grab anything in the outer chamber. Won’t hurt you if you don’t press the far side and try to bust through to where the incoming packages and stuff get pulled in,” Jakey reassured him.

      So the window boy unlatched the outer seal, and Jakey barely saw the first half of the sandwich leave the chamber with how fast the window boy snapped it up, shivering while he ate. They’d never talked much about what went on outside, but the boy’s bony wrists and hollow cheeks told Jakey enough.

      After a minute or two of chomping away, the window boy seemed to remember himself, and that he was being watched. So he took a breath and straightened himself out.

      “Thanks, Jakey.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      “Gonna miss this when they send you out.” The window boy scratched behind his ear. “They tell you where yet?”

      “Nah. They don’t tell me anything.”

      In truth, Mom and Dad had decided on Pacifica, one of the ocean schools, away from the cities—where all kids like Jakey with fathers like Dad went, and where Dad himself went years ago. But the window boy didn’t know anything about that, which is why Jakey liked talking to him to begin with. So he wasn’t about to get into it with him now.

      “Burning season’s wrapping up.” The window boy scratched behind his ear. “Can’t smell much of the smoke tonight.”

      “Well, that’s good.”

      “Nah. End of fire is when the animals get restless.”

      “Oh.”

      “The charred mountains. The ash water. Drives the old and the ugly right to the houses. Grackles. Raccoon tails. Boar cats. You know.” He looked up and around, like he’d just remembered again to be watchful, and pressed his chest low to the brick landing. “Been meaning to talk to you about that, Jakey.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just…that I’ve been meaning to ask something.”

      Jakey’s chest tightened. He’d been worried something like this might be coming. These weeks he’d spent talking to the window boy late at night, when he couldn’t sleep and didn’t want to think about Pacifica, he had the worries there, in the back of his mind—that the window boy was working up the courage for an ask.

      All those lessons, the speeches from Dad, were still there buried in Jakey, somewhere. Not to give them things, no matter how small. Not to talk to them the way that Jakey had been doing. You think when they smile and wave that they want to be your friend? You think when they tap at the window or ring the doorbell they just want a little favor? They hate you, Jakey. That’s why we have rules, about not talking, not sharing. Because to share is to show. And you don’t ever show them what you got, Jakey. Understand?

      The window boy must have seen something of those fears in Jakey’s eyes because he looked sheepish and turned away. “Forget it.”

      “What?”

      “Nah. It’s not—it’s not your problem. I’ll figure it out.”

      Jakey bristled and felt hot in his cheeks. “Well, now it feels like my problem.”

      It reminded him of when Mom did things like this. When she’d stop before taking her sleep-quicks and say something about Dad or the house, then hush like there were secrets too juicy to share. You should either keep it locked in the whole way or get out with it—that was the way Jakey did it and would always do it as far as he was concerned.

      But before the window boy could speak, bright lights flashed on the street.

      “Get behind something,” Jakey hissed, watching the window boy trip and skitter to the nearby retaining wall, then ball up his body as best he could.

      It was the Mailman pulling up for his nightly rounds, his truck flashing its beams. There was a loud clanging of equipment when he dropped out of the passenger side to the curb and sauntered up the brick pathway. He pulled open his face visor and his eye-lights shone in the dark like the little display parts on their microwave.

      “Jakey? Why you got that window turned on, kid? F—k, son. The whole world can see you right now. Lot of filthy worms out tonight. Power down that screen.”

      “I—I will.” Jakey tried not to look at the far side of the yard. “Just couldn’t sleep.”

      “Couldn’t sleep.” The Mailman laughed. “Sure as sh—t not going to if you look out here.” Then he straightened up and cleared his throat, and there was a clicking sound from the wires weeping around his neck, like they might pop out from the parts of him that were still flesh if he didn’t move a little more carefully. “Your house filters are on, right?” Jakey assured the Mailman that, yes, his cursing was being negated in the house’s audio.

      “Good. Good.” The Mailman produced a box from under his arm. “Guessing this is some nice stuff for your daddy.” He scanned the barcode with his glove. “I tell you. If I could do things over, I’d have been an LLC man like him. They’re shipping you to school soon, right?”

      Jakey nodded.

      “Well, better study hard while you’re out there. Then maybe you’ll join up with a company like your daddy. Won’t get stuck with sh—tty outside work, you know? If I could afford a kid I’d be telling him the same. Holy cr—p.”

      Jakey froze.

      The Mailman reached into the parcel chamber and pulled out the other half of the ham and cheese the window boy had left behind. “Really? This is so nice, kid. I mean, kind of dangerous if anyone else peeps this, but, wow. Really nice.”

      “Y-yeah.” Jakey nodded. “For you.”

      The Mailman had already started eating, grunting. Jakey wasn’t sure the Mailmen were supposed to have people food after all of their modifications. But it seemed to mostly go down, though the Mailman gagged and heaved a couple of times. Meanwhile, the window boy didn’t move an inch in the shadows, covering his ears and trying his best not to breathe too loudly.

      “Fan-f—cking-tastic. Wow.” The Mailman wiped his mouth and around the lights where his eyes used to be. “Thanks kindly for that, Jakey. I—” He swerved all of a sudden and drew his revolver. The gun’s laserlight beeped and danced across the retaining wall and then to the dark skies, then somewhere across the street.

      “Don’t you f—cking come any closer,” the Mailman said.

      He fired a few warning shots, though the sound filters canceled them out. The cameras that generated the window internally for Jakey also wiped the barrel flash, so that it just looked like the gun shaking. Jakey thought he saw the slightest splatter of blood near the telephone pole, but if it had even been there, the cameras deleted that too.

      Jakey was tempted to touch the filter panel to the side of the bench. It would just take a little turn of the dial to see what was really going on, who might be out there that the Mailman was yelling at.

      Maybe it was something big, one of the animals, like the window boy had said.

      Something strange and old, like one of the grackles from the mountains, flying down to visit after the fires and snatch people off the streets—rip them up into the air when they weren’t watching the trees. Maybe throw them into the concrete, so they’d have an easier time getting to the soft parts between the bones.

      Part of Jakey wanted to know, since he’d never really seen one with his own eyes, but part of him wasn’t sure if he really wanted to find out. He pulled his hand back from the dial.

      “Sh—t. Just nicked him.” The Mailman’s glowing eye-lights turned back to the house, then, as if recalling the rest of his route for the night and what was likely waiting for him, he closed the visor shut again. “I’m serious, bud. Turn off that window, okay?”

      Jakey nodded and watched him saunter back down the brick and into the truck, which rose on its clawed legs and proceeded down the street to the next delivery point. Minutes of quiet passed before Jakey dared to whisper out to the yard again.

      The window boy crept out to the garden, visibly shaken by the gunshots, and looked like he had trouble swallowing.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Yeah. Just loud,” he replied. “Just loud.”

      And something about the way the window boy said that made Jakey realize that the kid must have been a little younger than he thought. He said he didn’t know his age, and there were times, with what the window boy knew about the world outside, that he felt older, a lot older, in a way that almost made Jakey jealous. But right now, the boy felt so young.

      “Think I gotta go, Jakey. I’ll see you around.”

      “Yeah...yeah. See you around.”

      “Thanks again for the meat. Really.”

      “No problem.”

      “We’re friends, right?”

      Jakey nodded but didn’t answer.

      “Yeah,” the window boy spoke for him. “Yeah. We’re friends.”

      Then he crawled away.
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        * * *

      

      Everyone was tired during the day.

      Mom wiped down the kitchen and listened to music on the house speakers. Dad took his video meetings from his office. Jakey sat in the living room with his lesson programs, learning about the city seasons, but he kept thinking about the window boy and what he wanted to ask.

      At dinner, Mom and Dad got on each other’s nerves in their quiet way. Something about the house again, always something about that. Jakey couldn’t follow the details, but they were talking about moving away from the city. Dad wouldn’t hear it, no matter how many times Mom tried to ask. Because even though LLC managers did everything from their houses and didn’t go in anymore, he thought it was important to show that he could go into the city if they needed it—pack up and roll in whenever they wanted. Something about morale and tax codes and whatever else he was probably repeating from the people who managed the managers.

      Mom whispered into her wine glass that she hoped they called him in, and that pretty much ended things for the night. She took her pills and marched upstairs, and he collapsed in the living room with his drink, his hunched body lit by flashes from the television.

      And when it was still and mercifully quiet, Jakey went back to the parlor and sat on those cushions until it was time.

      The window boy crept out from the telephone pole across the street and then up to the garden, then the frame. And the first thing Jakey noticed were the bruises along the boy’s jaw and a lump on his forehead. But he knew better than to ask—all the other times he asked the window boy what those were, that just soured things for the both of them.

      “Sorry. Didn’t have anything to make a sandwich with. And my folks were more riled than usual, so I didn’t think I could mess around in the kitchen,” Jakey said.

      “Nah, it’s—it’s okay. I wasn’t expecting anything again.”

      “I know. I know you weren’t.”

      The window boy scratched behind his ear, then looked up warily at the sky. “It’s getting not so good. So...not sure how long I can stay.”

      “What do you mean?” Jakey asked.

      The window boy crouched and spoke more softly than usual. “Lots of things, restless in the city. Even the Mailmen aren’t risking routes every night. So.” He stopped and cleared his throat. “Is it true, what they say, about the houses being fake?”

      “What?”

      “That you’re not in here. This box.” The window boy gestured at the screen. “Someone told me these are just shells now. That you’re actually way down, under the dirt. Little chambers to bring mail down and up. But the rest is just...for show. Like this window. Just lights and colors to make it seem like you’re up here with us.”

      The cameras in front of the house captured the fear in the window boy, but Jakey also saw a glint of other feelings that he didn’t quite like. And he heard in his ear his father’s voice still: don’t ever show them what you got.

      “That’s silly,” Jakey lied. “Never seen anything like that.”

      The window boy’s face fell.

      “Yeah. Silly.” He shook and scratched the back of his neck. And maybe it was Jakey’s imagination, but there was a steeliness to the window boy now. “But it got me thinking,” he said.

      “Oh?”

      “Remember how I said I was going to ask something before?”

      “Yeah. The thing you said you’d figure out.” Jakey answered.

      “Maybe the stories about the houses were dumb. Made up. But you’ve got soft soil here, in your side yard, I noticed.”

      “Behind the fence,” Jakey said.

      “Right. The fence.” The window boy nodded. “I thought maybe, if I had somewhere to dig down a little, I could sleep safely. Just a little hole, maybe a foot deep, and I could cover it with ply. It’s safer that way with.” He pointed up. “Everything.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Your folks won’t even notice it, in the side yard. And it’d only be a night. Maybe two.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “All you’d have to do is power down the fence, so that I could swing over without getting fried. Then I could dig. And then...then I think I’m going soon after, Jakey. So you wouldn’t have to worry. I think a lot of us are getting out of the city. For real.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “What do you think, Jakey? Only a day or two. And it’d just be me.”

      Jakey didn’t know why he felt so cold. He wasn’t sure why the window boy asking him for this made him want to turn the window off and go to bed. But he did know that the way the boy was talking, and especially that last part, made him nauseous.

      “Just you.”

      “Yeah.”

      Imagining that—the window boy sleeping up there, nearby, coming out to talk at night every so often. None of that seemed too bad at first. But Jakey couldn’t let go of that cold feeling in his chest. He reached over to the parlor controls and twisted the filter settings down.

      And there they were.

      Behind the window boy, about five or six grown men, staring at the house.

      Their faces and clothes were painted with strange streaks of color, blocky shapes all over their cheeks and torsos. Large yellow spots on different parts of their bodies. Whatever it was allowed them to fool the house cameras into deleting them with the filters. Maybe the house thought they were animals or machinery or something Jakey shouldn’t see.

      It took all of Jakey’s self-control not to jerk away from the screen.

      “I—I got to think about it, maybe.”

      “Oh,” the window boy scratched. “Um. How long you need to think? Like a day?”

      “Sure,” Jakey said, trying not to look at the painted faces behind the window boy. “Maybe a day.”

      The window boy’s fear spread from his eyes, and it didn’t seem rehearsed. It was unclear if it was still the animals or the men behind him that were more of the cause. “It’s really scary now,” he said. “I think I’d need to dig a hole tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow….”

      “Yeah, Jakey. Is that—do you think—can you turn the electricity off in the fence tomorrow?”

      Jakey didn’t know what to say, and he was afraid that anything but what the window boy and the others wanted to hear would start something. “Yeah...I think...tomorrow. Sure. Tomorrow.”

      “That’s great.” A grin broke across the boy’s face. “Oh, Jakey. That’s so great. Oh.”

      The men behind him didn’t change their expressions.

      “You’re a great friend, Jakey. Tomorrow. I’ll see you then.”

      “See you.”

      Jakey turned off the window.
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        * * *

      

      Mom noticed right away that he wasn’t touching his lunch, so she sat at the kitchen table with him. They could hear Dad on some video meeting in the background, and every time he laughed, she rubbed her temples.

      “School will be good for you,” she said, assuming that’s what was still troubling him. “I know you’re scared of something so different. But it’ll be good out on the water. You’ll see what’s going on. Maybe get a better sense of what you think. And that’s important. Learning other ways to think, Jakey. Don’t get stuck going one way, the way some of us do.”

      He didn’t much understand, but he got the sense that she was still arguing with Dad, even though he wasn’t here.

      “You know, when I was your age there was this picture book, when they still printed books. Can’t remember the name, but it was about bugs in the forest, starting out as little eggs in the dirt. And, at the start of the book, some of the baby bugs, especially the ones born closer to the top, got eaten by bigger things, scavengers, hounds, stuff like that. And the baby bugs deeper down, they just kept growing, and they eventually went on to have adventures when they were big enough.

      “I keep thinking about that book, for some reason.” She rubbed her temples and ignored the sounds from the other room. “How, where the eggs were laid, what happened or didn’t happen, was just luck. No one’s fault. God. What was the name of it? That book. I used to know, I swear.”

      She kept talking that way, over and over, until she got bored and left him alone.

      Then later, after dinner was cleared and everyone went off, Jakey stood at the entrance to the parlor for a long while, staring at the closed window screen. He imagined the window boy, crawling out from behind the telephone pole, followed by those men, advancing slowly across the grass. And the thought made him shaky, kept him from going to sit down at the bench cushions like he otherwise would have.

      So instead, he found himself wandering through other parts of the house, drawn over to the living room, following the sounds of the television.

      “Grack attack! *bang bang bang*”

      It was one of Dad’s cartoons—a show from when he was Jakey’s age that was still running all these years later. On the television, Jakey saw a Mailman in a powersuit, pointing at the sky, at a black shape, like a “T,” flying up in the air and cawing. That was usually as much as they dared to depict the grackles in shows like these. Anything more than those “T” shapes and they tended to get complaints from families and local churches that the grackles were too frightening for kids.

      The Mailman on the show was a lot cleaner and brighter than the real ones—still had all of his teeth and not a spot of rust or blood anywhere on his cartoon body. He lined up the lasersight from his whirring revolver and pulled the trigger.

      A blossoming fire lit up the sky, incinerating the “T” that used to be a grackle, and the Mailman winked one of his glowing light-eyes at the audience.

      “Got ‘im.”

      Dad noticed Jakey in the dark at some point and waved for him to sit down, which he almost never did. So Jakey sank into the couch next to his father and listened to the man chuckle and squeal. “This is a good one,” Dad would say every couple of minutes. “Oh, you’re going to like this. Big scene coming up.”

      “Beak blasters, get going. Fling your claw scythes up top. We got them on the run! *bang bang bang*”

      Dad’s breathing grew heavier and his eyes watery, but it was kind of nice, Jakey thought. Watching the Mailman riding around the city, his armored truck bounding on its metal legs. It made Jakey think about the window screen again, but in less of a bad way. Like maybe all of it was kind of like this show. Something to be watched, something to be seen, but that would go away on its own at the end.

      He didn’t have to think about the window boy or the painted men or anything that might be outside the house. Just let it fade away like the black screen at the end of those episodes. If he didn’t want to, he didn’t have to think about anything at all, he realized, as he floated off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        —You’ve got to call the Mail.

        —Four bodies. What a fucking mess.

        —Must have been running away. House clocked a bunch of grackles in the neighborhood. Huge ones. I’ve never seen them that big. These guys must not have known where else to go. Tried to scale the fence and got burned alive, probably.

        —Goddamn it. Mail pickup has me on hold. Insurance says they’ll cover part of the cost, but Mail is supposed to waive the remainder. They should’ve been picking off grackles anyway. Where the hell were they?

        —Not enough anymore maybe. Jakey’s going to wake soon. Go to the office.

        —Yeah yeah yeah. Fuck me. What a mess. Jesus.

      

      

      Jakey opened his eyes but didn’t want to talk to anyone yet, so he closed them again and tried his best to sleep through the words and the noise.
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        * * *

      

      Night and quiet moved in like they always did, and Jakey found himself at the parlor bench like before, staring out at the grass and the moonlight and the darkened street. He waited a long time for something he knew wouldn’t happen, for something he knew he’d never see.

      No one came to the house that night, or the night after, or the night after that.

      And when enough nights passed that Jakey understood there was nothing to wait for, he realized something he probably should’ve realized weeks and weeks earlier.

      He didn’t want to be here anymore.

      Maybe tomorrow he’d tell his Mom and Dad that he was ready for Pacifica. He could even ask to take an earlier armored car to the shore before the school year began. One of the boats would ferry him out on the open water to the floating compound where he could meet other boys like him, with houses and parents like his, and see what it was like out there in that place.

      Mom and Dad wouldn’t fight him going earlier, Jakey knew.

      They didn’t really want to be here either.

      Always using quiet ways of their own to get out too.

      Everybody had been right it turned out, Jakey thought, about the importance of school and the rest. About taking things seriously and finding a way to join one of the companies. Maybe becoming a manager to afford to come back and pick out a house, just like this one. He thought he understood now, why they did what they did, why he had to do what he had to do.

      Still, he wasn’t quite sure he could stop watching the window yet either, even if it was what they probably would have done. And he hesitated but reached for the dial for the auditory and visual filters.

      And he turned them all the way down, so low that he started to see new outlines and colors coming into focus. A big shape across the street and right next to the telephone pole.

      The thing standing there was as tall as the pole itself, Jakey realized, with thin legs that went up at least twenty feet in the shadows. A strange little body, and then a bent, beaked head, turned to one side.

      The grackle’s eye, like an unbroken yolk, peered through the screen and into Jakey, even though he was buried safely all the way down below. Its wings draped to the sidewalk, almost hiding the long arms and hands, with fleshy fingers that wrapped around part of the telephone pole.

      And behind the grackle, in the light-polluted sky, thousands of other grackle-bodies floated like “T”-shaped kites, black lines against the unnatural gray swirls from scattered fires that spread like patches across the city.

      Jakey raised his thumb and forefinger into the shape of a gun at the thing by the telephone pole, and at all the things, waiting out there.

      “Bang bang bang,” he whispered, imagining a laserlight dancing across the cement.

      But the grackle didn’t move.

      Jakey thought it probably wouldn’t, even long after he shut off the screen and walked away.

      It’d always be there, whether he was inside or out.

      There, always there, whether he watched the screen or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CRETINS

          

        

      

    

    
      At some point, I stopped being scared of falling asleep. I think you’re only scared if you worry about what happens before you wake. Every time I get up now, from some bench, or sprawling on the sidewalk, or leaning against some building facade, I know I should do the checks. Go through my pockets and see if anything’s been taken. Feel for any injuries on the extremities, one by one. Taste tongue and teeth for blood. Make sure there’s no skull pressure, nausea, or other signs of concussion. But I don’t much bother with those lists anymore. If bad things are going to happen, they’ll happen, whether I end up being afraid or not.

      Maybe that’s something you can understand.

      When I started falling asleep uncontrollably, those months before the diagnosis, I don’t think I’d ever been more afraid. My body just giving out from under me. My mind losing time and skipping the surface like a wobbling needle on a record player, playing less and less of a coherent song. Finding myself so weak that I would collapse in the produce section of the market or wake up at the back of the bus I used to take downtown. They didn’t even have a name for it then, when we all started getting sick in waves. Too many of us to ignore, but not enough to take the condition more seriously, I suppose.

      But after they identify the syndrome, all that’s left is mitigation and prevention and never-ending maintenance.

      You memorize short walking routes. Rest points. Assess for episodes every city block. Is it happening? Are my legs tremoring? Am I getting lightheaded? Confused? Gradually, you learn to set timers for medication, consciousness evaluations, on the hour, half hour, or maybe more and become careful never to push your body past an unknowable, ever-changing limit.

      No enjoyment or appreciation, and, eventually, not even the fear.

      That’s how it became for me and got to be this way; I think.

      All gray and distant, more torpor than dread.

      Until the day I realized you were out there, stalking, and watching me sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I only figured you out because of a single drop of blood.

      I’d woken in one of my favorite rest spots, that hotel lobby a few blocks from work. You know, the Arroyo, where they have little alcoves with armchairs where you can get away with drifting without catching too many eyes.

      It was that day that I saw it, the little ruby bubble, resting gently on the back of my hand.

      Were you careless? Or was I just lucky?

      To find your needlework in my skin, that sign of the technique that people like you use—the way you prick sleeping people to test if we are cataplexic and truly unconscious. The way you look for that complete muscle relaxation and helplessness before you do whatever it is you do.

      We talk about you in the Ferrier’s Syndrome forums—you people who follow us. Some have started calling you “hounds.” We know you can be violent, or deviants with compulsions. Others doing it for reasons we still don’t fully understand. But the one thing we assume you all have in common is that you like it whenever you discover someone with Ferrier’s, out there, collapsed in public and vulnerable—that power you get to have.

      I’ll admit, finding that blood droplet was the first time in a long time that I felt it again.

      The fear of falling asleep.

      And maybe you even saw me, looking around the Arroyo lobby that day. You could have been any one of the men or women in the dining area or waiting in line at the front desk. It’s possible you were long gone, but I get the sense you like to linger.

      Maybe I’m wrong about that.

      The walk home, I found myself checking again for the first time in many weeks. Pockets, extremities, teeth, tongue, signs of concussion. My breath felt hot, my heart thudding out of control. I staggered to the bench beside the city library, my midway rest point. And the whole way home, looking over my shoulder, checking my pulse—every shadow and passing car and crosswalk signal seemed sharper and bigger. The dark steps down into my basement apartment felt blacker, deeper in the earth, more removed from the street than usual—almost like no one would hear me whimper or scream if anyone were to come just then and grab me.

      Don’t sleep, I thought that night, trying to find my keys.

      Please don’t sleep.

      Please don’t sleep.

      Please.
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        * * *

      

      I wonder sometimes what you thought, trailing me in those days after.

      I wasn’t as prepared or composed when my body started to give, when I felt an episode before I got to one of my usual rest points. I remember begging, asking shop clerks, food court workers, anyone, if I could rest for a minute somewhere clean and safe. And if they seemed friendly, I asked if maybe they’d keep an eye out for me.

      But that’s never how it works, and I’d forgotten, I guess.

      The way the healthy tell themselves stories for why they can’t and shouldn’t help. When they see people slumped over in subway cars or lying out in alleys, they assume they’re winos or addicts. Men and women who struggle to finish tasks at work are probably lazy or unmotivated. It can’t just be chance and illness that separates us from them, no.

      It’s why I taught myself, early on, to wear nicer clothes and put on my Sunday shoes. And if I had to use commercial spaces to sleep, I trained myself to find secure bathrooms or changing rooms, or places where others didn’t have to look at my disease.

      But when you showed up, when I was thrown out of the pattern I’d found, I felt myself learning these things all over again.

      Like, when there was a young woman with a nice smile who sat with me in a grocery store parking lot when I was feeling weak. “My aunt has Ferrier’s too, so I get it,” she said. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep watch for a while. You just rest and do what you need to do.”

      But a breath or two later I woke up.

      And there was darkness and car headlights, and she was gone.

      Maybe she couldn’t wait, or she changed her mind, or had an emergency, I thought. At least at first, until I felt in my pockets and realized my wallet was gone. Just some petty cash taken that time—I know enough to still hide my ID. But a reminder, just like the drop of blood on my hand—the drops that still appeared for weeks, every time I woke in terror and realized you’d gotten to me again.

      This world used to be mine, but it’s not mine any more.

      You helped me, in your own way, to remember that.
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        * * *

      

      Of course, we all know that when a hound finds you, you’re supposed to change your routines. Move apartments or look for new jobs, because your kind can be relentless and never go away on your own. But not all of us can afford to let go of what little we have, even if it’s next to nothing.

      Or maybe I’m just stubborn, when it comes down to it. I’m not really sure.

      You probably don’t know this, but before the Ferrier’s, I was going to be a doctor, or told myself that, at least. My hands were steady, precise, nimble. I was tall and broad-shouldered. Nothing like the way I am—the way you’ve seen me—now.

      The hypocretin deficiency that comes with Ferrier’s has secondary effects—other ways of poisoning that go beyond just the sleep. I look twice my age, and sometimes feel that way too. Trouble with my hormones, emotions, and I can’t concentrate like before. Just a shrinking shadow of the person I was, the person I’ve given up bringing back.

      The clerical work in the veterinary clinic is the closest I’ll ever get to anything resembling medicine at this point. Not answering phones or talking with the patients’ owners or anything in real time, of course—but organizing files, working the computer systems. Once in a while, maybe every few months, they’ll even let me inventory some of the medical supplies. But it has to be things that can go unfinished—picked up and put down without warning because of the way I am. And jobs like that, for people like us, are rare, as you can imagine.
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