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			The final curtain

			I packed a duffel bag with some clothes, some self-repair tools, and my favorite computer.

			The only person I said good-bye to was Liel, and that wasn’t on purpose. I don’t know whether she just happened to be hanging around the unlit lobby at two a.m. or what, but there she was, a dark silhouette with sparkling eyes and luminous hair.

			We stood there looking at each other for a moment.

			“Where will you go?” she asked.

			“A friend’s house,” I said.

			“You have friends out there?”

			“Yeah, I guess.”

			“Will . . .” She looked down so that her jewel eyes were hidden in the shadows. “Will you be back?”

			“Maybe.”

			I could faintly see her nod. “What . . . should I tell them?”

			“Tell my mom I’m sorry. I don’t care what you tell the rest of them.”

			Then I walked past her to the front doors.

			“Boy,” I heard her say behind me.

			I froze, hand halfway to the door handle. I knew, right then, that if she asked me to stay, I would.

			But she just said:

			“Good luck.”

			“Thanks,” I said.

			And that was it. I left The Show.
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For my mother, Gini Kelley, who chose the road less traveled
and taught me to do the same.
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			A Boy Named Boy


IN THE BEGINNING, there was zero. And then God said, let there be one.

Computers, Internet, phones, text messages—our entire digital lives can be broken down into code. And code can be simplified into binary. And binary is nothing but a string of ones and zeroes. At each moment, a choice. Yes or no. Everything we create, everything we do, everything we are, comes down to that. It is so simple. And so beautiful.

That’s where I was happiest. In my room, at my computer, creating amazing things with the beautiful simplicity of code.

“Boy.”

The outside world intruded. I pretended not to notice.

“Boy!”

This time, it was loud enough that there was no way I could pretend not to notice. I unplugged and turned around. A massive figure filled my bedroom doorway. He had to angle his shoulders and stoop his head just to fit through. He looked at me with watery, mismatched eyes that glared beneath patchy hair and a protruding brow. Black, uneven stitches zigzagged across mottled skin without any pattern or regularity. He lifted one massive, stitch-and-scar-covered hand and pointed a thick finger at me.

“Did you eat?” he asked in his rough, deep voice. Even after living in the States all these years, he still had a heavy accent. Somewhere between German and French.

“Yeah,” I said.

“What?”

“I had some Pop-Tarts for dinner.”

“That was last night. You haven’t even had breakfast?”

“Oh…”

He raised one bristling eyebrow.

“So you didn’t sleep, either?”

“I guess I lost track of time.”

“This is not good, Boy. Not healthy.”

“I’ll take a nap this afternoon,” I said. “Promise.”

“No. Your mother has made you some lunch. You will eat it. And then you will take a break from your computer and do something else.”

I sighed. He’d been doing this to me more and more lately. “Like what?”

“Why don’t you…” He lifted his palms up and smiled, like a brilliant idea had just popped into his head. “Help Charon in the box office.”

“Really? The box office?”

“You used to love helping out in the box office!”

“When I was twelve…”

“Boy! Now!”

“Okay, okay, I’m going.”

You didn’t argue with my dad when he got that tone of voice.
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“I THINK I’M going to change my name,” I said.

“Oh, yeah?” Charon didn’t bother to look up as his ancient hands worked quickly, stuffing tickets into envelopes.

“I’m seventeen,” I said. “And my mom finished upgrading all my kid parts to adult parts last year. So technically, ‘Boy’ isn’t really an accurate name anymore.”

“But your father isn’t exactly ‘the Monster,’” Charon said. “And I love your mother dearly, but it’s been a long time since anybody thought of her as a ‘Bride.’”

I swiveled back and forth in my chair, as much as the room would allow. Like most box offices, the space was small, with just enough room for two computer terminals, a filing cabinet, and us. I’m a big guy, but Charon was basically a skeleton with leathery skin, so it wasn’t too cramped. Besides, when you’ve lived your entire life inside a Broadway theater, tight quarters don’t bother you much.

“So?” I chugged the rest of my Mountain Dew and tossed the bottle in the trash. “Maybe we should all change our names.”

Charon’s tight, brown skin crinkled into a smile.

“Okay, you’re right, they’d never do that. But I want to change my name.”

“To what?”

“I don’t know.” I stared for a moment at the names on the tickets as they printed from the machine. “What about Henry? Or William? Something that sounds…”

“Human.”

“Well…yeah.”

Charon set down his stack of tickets and looked at me. “Your argument is that ‘Boy’ doesn’t suit you anymore. But a human name wouldn’t suit you any better.”

“But—”

“That’s what your parents would say, and you know it.” He handed the stack of tickets to me. “Now, make yourself useful and rack these.” Then he turned to the filing cabinet and began flipping through the last-minute house seat requests.

I sighed and began to slide the tickets into alphabetical slots above the customer window. My clunky patchwork hands made me a lot slower than Charon.

“What’s your infatuation with humans, anyway?” he asked.

I shrugged. This was a topic we couldn’t agree on.

“You’ve never even met a human. Watching them on TV doesn’t count.”

“I have lots of human friends,” I said.

“Internet friends,” said Charon. “Those don’t count, either. They have no idea what you are.”

“I don’t get why everyone makes such a big deal about that.”

“That’s because you’ve always been sheltered in this bubble.”

“Like that’s my choice,” I said. “Believe me, if I could get out and meet some humans, I totally would.”

A new voice, dark and soft, asked, “Would you?”

Ruthven stood at the customer window, shrouded in the shadows that always clung to him so that only his pale face was visible. His piercing red eyes bore down on me in a way that made me squirm in my seat.

“Hey, boss,” Charon said. “I was just telling Boy here that he doesn’t know how good he has it. Back in the old days, before you started The Show, we had to fend for ourselves. Hiding among the humans, always in danger of—”

“Yes, yes.” Ruthven silenced him with a flip of his hand. Then his eyes turned back to me. “So you would like to meet some humans. The weather is pleasantly overcast, so I intend to go out and run some errands. Would you like to accompany me?”

I stared at him for a moment. “Out? As in, outside the theater?”

“Yes.” He said it like it was no big deal. Like he and every other adult hadn’t told me my entire life that I must never leave the theater, or I would probably be killed, expose our secret, and ruin everything for the entire theater company. “Isn’t that what you just said you wanted?”

“Um…” I said. “Yes?”

“Marvelous. You can carry things for me.”

“Boss,” said Charon. “Don’t you think people will notice he looks…different?” He glanced at me and shrugged apologetically.

“Actually,” said Ruthven, “I’ve given it careful consideration and I am certain it won’t be a problem. Boy’s parents did a marvelous job building him—the matching skins, the fine stitching. Believe me, their creator didn’t make such an effort when making them, arrogant, self-absorbed bore that he was.”

“You really think people will see me as…a human?” I asked.

“One that’s been maimed in a horrible accident, certainly.” Ruthven flashed a faint, fanged smiled. “But yes, I think you’ll pass.”

A dopey grin crept onto my face. “Wow.”

“However, you will need to get permission from your parents.”

“Oh.” For a second, my heart fell. But then I asked, “Both? Or just one?”

A thin, black eyebrow slowly rose into an arch. “One should be sufficient.”
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I KNEW DAD wouldn’t still be in our apartment by this time, but there were a couple of places he could be. I checked the stage first. Sometimes he liked to watch last-minute rehearsals for the new numbers. I entered at the back of the house and scanned the seats and the stage. Since he’s so big, it only took a second to see that he wasn’t there. I was about to look somewhere else when the trowe came onstage.

Technically, the trowe were trolls. But their leader, Ku’lah, felt there were too many negative associations with the word, so her den went by the traditional Scottish name instead.

They gathered onstage, talking quietly among themselves. Trowe didn’t look much like the fat, ugly stereotype trolls in the movies. They were only a little taller than humans, with the same build, but they had dark green skin, white hair, pointed ears, and bright jewel eyes. The adults had patterns etched into their skin with scars; the more complicated the pattern, the more important that trowe was in the den. None of them was in their traditional tribal costumes yet. Instead, they wore ripped tights and plain T-shirts.

“Let’s begin,” Ku’lah said. She was larger than the others, and her entire face and shoulders were covered in intricate scars.

Cordeav, an older male trowe, nodded, raised his wide, flat hands in the air, and clapped once. The sound echoed through the theater and the trowe grew silent.

“Right,” he said. “From the top.”

A few trowe banged on strips of sheet metal in a slow, steady beat. Another slapped wood slats against the ground, creating a counterpoint. Then a few more came in, sucking and blowing on glass bottles and ceramic jugs, harmonizing in bursts of melody. The last of the musicians joined in with wires stretched taut across wooden frames, layering a dense, rippling twang. It sounded somewhere between West African and Scottish folk.

Male dancers moved to center stage, grunting and growling as they stomped and lunged in time with the music. Then they split to either side, and the lead dancer stepped forward. For this number, like most, it was Ku’lah’s daughter, Liel. She was the reason I watched the trowe. She moved like a pickax cleaving through rock. Her long, white hair whipped around her head as her lean, muscular limbs stretched down, up, and across her body. Her face was relaxed, but her diamond eyes burned with fierce solemnity.

“Boy, what are you doing?”

The song was over, and the dancers were taking notes from Cordeav. Ku’lah stood directly in front of me.

“Um…” I said.

“Did you need something?” She glared at me.

“Just looking for my dad.”

“Try backstage.”

“Sure, that’s what I was about to do.”

I took one last look over Ku’lah’s shoulder. Liel sat on the edge of the stage, one leg dangling over the side, the other pulled close to her chest. Her chin rested on her knee as she listened to Cordeav with complete concentration.

“Boy,” Ku’lah said.

“Going,” I said.
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I CHECKED THE green room next. That’s the place where the performers hang out backstage before they go on. It had comfy old furniture, a refrigerator, microwave, TV, books, cards, games, and lots of other random stuff that people used to entertain themselves while they waited for their act. Speakers fed in sound from the stage, so they didn’t miss their cue. Closer to showtime, it would get loud down here, but this early in the day it was chill. Sometimes, Dad would hang out on one of the couches and read.

Dad wasn’t there. But unfortunately, Shaun and his crew were. They were watching some reality show about fishing. Shaun was a satyr: Shaun the Faun. I mean, I’m not one to talk about names, but it was almost as if his parents went out of their way to screw him up. Like all satyrs, he was human from the waist up, and goat from the waist down. His sandy-blond hair was styled up like a surfer, except, of course with two nubby horns sticking out, and he wore an expensive sports jersey. He was stretched out on the beige corduroy couch, scuffing up the fabric with his hooves and stinking up the place with his goat funk.

The rest of his crew wasn’t much better. The twin harpy girls, Aello and Celaeno, were perched behind him. Ernesto the brownie sat next to him on the couch arm. The last member of his crew, Oob the ogre, lay on the floor at the foot of the, couch.

I tried to slip back up the steps, but it was too late. Ernesto’s little, piping voice called out:

“Uh-oh, look who it is! Robot Junior!”

I didn’t look anything like a robot. I didn’t even have bolts sticking out of my neck. But somehow, Ernesto had gotten the other kids to call my dad “Robot” and me “Robot Junior.” The nickname had even spread to some of the adults—and not as a term of endearment. Almost everyone in The Show blamed Science as the reason all of us monsters were hiding. Like it was some big, heartless machine that came along and ran magic out of town. And my family was just a bit too “sciency” for a lot of the company members. I had tried to explain to Shaun’s crew that I was mostly magic—that in pure science, there was no way I could exist. But their grasp of science and technology was so vague that my explanation didn’t make sense to them. The fact that I knew enough about science to talk about it at all made me more guilty in their eyes.

“Where you going, Robo-nerd?” said Shaun. “It looks like you’re running away from something.”

“No.” I turned back to them. “I’m just in a hurry.”

“What’s wrong?” Ernesto asked. “Spark plug leaking?”

Aello and Celaeno giggled as they preened their black feathers. It was pointless to tell them all that I didn’t have spark plugs and that, even if I did, spark plugs don’t have any fluid in them.

“You making computer house calls now?” Shaun stretched out his goat legs and yawned. “Our own little Geek Squad?”

“No, I’m—”

“Because,” he continued, “I’m having some problems with my iPhone. See, I ate it.” He rolled over so that his fluffy tail stuck up in the air. “And I need someone to pull it out of my ass.”

They all laughed.

“I’m helping Ruthven. Outside the theater.” As soon as I blurted it out, I regretted it.

“Oooohh.” Shaun nodded seriously at the rest of the crew. “Robo-kid wants to get out of the theater.”

“What’s wrong with him?” Aello asked loudly.

“Stupid robot,” said Celaeno.

“ROBOT! ROBOT!” Oob chanted.

“With any luck, Ruthven won’t let him back in.” Ernesto stood up and folded his arms. “The Show is for real magical creatures, anyway. Not sci-fi screwups.”

“Uh-oh!” Shaun grinned. “You gonna take that, Robot Junior? From a six-inch turd?”

“Hey!” said Ernesto.

“Shut it, Ernie,” said Shaun. Then he turned back to me. “Seriously? You’re going to let that little shitweasel back talk you? If I were you, I’d crush him flat.”

I wanted to. It would be so easy. One squeeze and he would be mush and I would never have to listen to him again. My hands clenched so hard I heard the stitches around my knuckles strain.

But that was exactly what they wanted. So I took a deep breath and relaxed my hands.

“Not worth it.” And I walked away.

“Whatever, Robo-pussy,” Shaun called after me. “Try not to bring back any angry mobs with torches while you’re Outside, okay?”
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I FINALLY FOUND DAD at the stage door. He sat in one of the metal folding chairs that Mom had reinforced to hold his weight, staring at a blank wall. When I walked over, he turned his massive, square head and looked at me with milky eyes.

“Hi.” His voice was flat and indifferent. He’d already been “switched off” for the night’s performance.

My dad was the head of security for The Show. It wasn’t just because he was strong and nearly indestructible. It was also because he could turn off all feelings. Many of the acts in The Show used magic to affect the audience’s emotions. Usually, the performers were careful not to push things too far—just enough to give the audience a thrill. But every once in a while, one of them got careless or lost control. That’s when my dad stepped in and took care of things.

I hated talking to him when he was switched off, because he acted like the robot everyone said he was. I stared at him, sitting there in the chair by the stage door, just an immense stupid lump of stitched-together body parts waiting for someone to tell him what to do. A lot of people really took advantage of him.

Of course, I was about to take advantage of him, too.

“Ruthven wants me to go run some errands with him.”

“Okay,” he said.

“Outside,” I added.

“Outside?”

“Yeah, I’m doing stuff away from the computer, just like you said. So can I go? He said I had to get your permission.”

“If Ruthven thinks you’re ready, then okay.”

When I got back to the lobby, I headed straight for Ruthven’s office. It was a small room, empty except for a single desk, chair, and light. He looked up from some paperwork when I knocked on the open door. “My dad said yes!” I felt a twinge of guilt, but it was drowned out almost immediately by the idea that in a few moments, I would be going outside and meeting real humans.

Ruthven stood up and the swirling shadows around him solidified into a trench coat. The rumor in the company was that Ruthven didn’t actually wear clothes, only shadows.

He inspected his coat for a moment, then nodded. “Let’s get going, then.”

I smiled, trying to act like my nerves weren’t revving up into overdrive. I pulled up the deep hood on my dark gray sweatshirt, and that made me feel a little better. Then I followed him back into the lobby.

“Well!” Charon called from his box office window. “Don’t you two look like a perfect picture of normality?”

“I’ll thank you to be a little more encouraging, Ferryman.” Ruthven put his long, pale hand on the door handle. He stared at the dark wood for a moment, as if that was as far as he planned to go. Finally, he said, “Once more unto the breach. Come along, Boy.”
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			Snakes, Snails, and Puppy Dog Tails


IT WAS BRIGHT outside. At first, that was all I could take in. I’d watched so many movies and TV shows, and asked all my online buddies a million questions that probably sounded insane to them. But none of it had prepared me for the physical sensations that surrounded me: the wind, the noise, the smells…and humans everywhere. I must have stood there on the sidewalk blinking like a complete tool for a full minute before Ruthven tapped me on the shoulder.

“Stay close and try not to make eye contact.” Then he plunged into the swirling mass of humans that flowed in either direction on the sidewalk.

Humans seemed so fragile up close. As I followed behind Ruthven, I had this weird impulse to reach out and touch one.

Another thing I wasn’t prepared for was the sky. It just kept going up and up, endlessly. It made me so dizzy that I couldn’t look at it for long. And it was a cloudy day. I couldn’t imagine what it felt like to have a real blue sky above you.

None of it seemed to bother Ruthven. He just walked forward, eyes straight ahead, like he was daring someone to get in his way. And nobody did. Even outside the theater, people did what Ruthven told them to do. Of course, Ruthven had spent a lot of time out among the humans, both before and after he started the company. He was older than most of us. Not as old as Charon, but pretty old.

“Where are we going first?” I asked.

“The thrift store.”

“Why don’t we go to a regular clothing store? Maybe Old Navy or the Gap?” There were a lot of Old Navy and Gap commercials on TV. They seemed like amazing places. All those beautiful salespeople going around modeling the latest fashions. I wondered if they danced all the time or just at certain times of the day.

“Two reasons,” said Ruthven. “First, the company can’t afford it. And second, we’re shopping for the trowe, and they’d just distress the new clothes as soon as they got them, so we might as well save them the trouble and buy the clothing used.”

“The trowe?” I asked, trying to make it sound casual. “Are we getting anything for Liel?”

Ruthven smiled faintly. “Would you like to pick something out for her?”

“Oh…well…I mean, it’s just that I know what she likes.”

“Certainly. It’s a marvelous idea.”

“I mean…Would she think that was creepy? If I picked something out for her?”

“I think as long as it was tasteful,” he said.

“Maybe we don’t even have to say that I picked it out.”

“If you prefer.”

As we walked, I tried to think about what to get her. I wasn’t exactly sure what would be “tasteful” to someone who typically just wore tank tops and jeans. And it was hard to concentrate on anything in this environment. The blinking neon advertisements, gigantic flashing LCD screens, car horns, stereos, and the low hum of hundreds—maybe even thousands—of human conversations converged on me like a sticky, electrified spiderweb.

“Ah, here we are,” Ruthven said when we reached a plain storefront that said THRIFT in black letters on the window. He opened the door and gestured for me to go first.

Once inside, I had to swallow my disappointment. The light was dim, the floor was a dirty tan linoleum, and the walls were white with weird streaks of yellow, like water damage. There were no neat clothing displays or pictures or mannequins, just row upon row of clothes hung on rolling frames. A few customers were scattered around the store, flipping unenthusiastically through hangers.

“Well?” asked Ruthven.

“Oh…” I said. “Um…”

He patted my arm. “I fear this will be the first in a long line of disappointing revelations that humanity is not accurately depicted on television.” He scanned the aisles of clothing. “The young ladies’ apparel is over there, I believe.”

“All of that?”

“Do you want me to help you?”

“No, I’ll figure it out.”

I flipped through shirts, skirts, jackets, and jeans. I didn’t really know what size Liel was, so I held up some blouse thing, trying to gauge if it would fit. This could be harder than I thought.

“What are you doing looking at girl’s clothes?”

The voice was so sudden and unfamiliar that I nearly dropped the blouse. My pulse was hammering in my ears as I turned toward the source.

It was a human girl around my age. She had bright red hair and freckles on her soft, round face. I still had my hood up, so she didn’t see what I looked like until I turned toward her. When she saw me, her eyes went wide and her mouth tightened and I thought she was about to let out a scream. I braced myself, thinking maybe Ruthven was wrong. Maybe I couldn’t pass for human and I had just ruined it for the entire company.

It hung there for a moment, then her face relaxed and she just said, “Well?”

“Well what?” I had absolutely no idea what she was talking about.

“What are you looking at girl clothes for?”

“Oh! For a…uh, friend.”

“A girlfriend?”

“No. I mean…not really….”

“I get it.” She gave me a smile. “You want her to be your girlfriend.”

I laughed a little. “Yeah, kinda.”

She scrutinized the blouse I still held in my hands. “You don’t want to get her something like that.”

“No?”

She shook her head. “It’s old-fashioned. And not very romantic.”

“Well, I don’t want it to be too romantic. In case…”

She gave me a knowing smirk. “You want something that could be just from a friend, if that’s the way she wants to take it.”

“Yeah, totally.”

“You want to get her something like…” Her eyes flickered across the aisles of clothes. “What size is she?”

“I was trying to figure that out….”

“You don’t know?”

“No.” It seemed like a failure of some kind.

She sighed. “Typical boy.”

“Yeah, I guess.” I couldn’t help smiling at that one.

“Is she, like, my size?”

“Taller,” I said. “And a little smaller in the…um…” I held out my hands in front of me, saw how huge and ugly they looked compared to hers, and quickly put them back in my hoodie pockets.

“The boobs?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“Okay, we probably need to go one size down. Follow me.” She marched down one of the aisles. I walked behind, feeling like I had just lost all control of the situation. And yet, I had to admit, I was really enjoying it. The store may have been a disappointment, but the human was kind of cool.

She held up a white, blousy shirt. The material looked thin, almost transparent, and there were little lacy frills around the wrists and neckline.

“How about this?” she asked.

“Uh, maybe something that isn’t so…delicate.”

“Gotcha.”

She pulled out several more tops for me to look at. It took a little while, but eventually, we settled on one that was frayed and broken in enough to appeal to Liel and still romantic enough for the girl.

“Oh, yeah, she’ll like this,” said the girl. “And it’s a blue tag.” She pointed to a sign above the register in the corner. “Blue tags are half price today.”

“Thanks for helping me. I think I would have been totally lost.”

The girl shrugged. “It was fun.” Then she seemed to lose her confidence for a moment. She looked away, then looked back at me. Looked me full in the face, which she hadn’t done much. “Hey, I don’t know if this is weird or whatever, but what happened to your face?”

“My face?”

“You know. The, um…” Her fingers fluttered across her own face for a moment. “The stitches.”

“Oh!” I said. Then I realized that if I was supposedly a human, I needed a reason to have stitches. I should have thought of a cover story ahead of time. “An…accident.”

“A car accident?”

I almost agreed with her. It seemed to be the most obvious answer. But for some insane reason, I said, “No, it was a thresher.”

“Like on a farm?”

“Yeah.”

“Whoa, like, you used to live on a farm?”

“Sure,” I said, trying to remember movies I’d seen that took place on farms and what that looked like.

“That’s probably why you’re so big.”

“Big?”

“You know.” She lifted her arms out to the side. “Built.”

“Yeah.” Was that a good thing? I couldn’t tell. “I guess so.”

“So, why did you move to the city?”

“Oh, uh…”

Then I heard Ruthven’s voice:

“Frank? There you are.”

I looked over and saw Ruthven walking down the aisle toward us, an easy smile on his face, his trench coat billowing around him.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“Sure.” I held up the shirt for Liel, like it was proof that I had everything under control.

“Oh, just lovely. I’m sure she’ll like it.” He turned to the girl. “I hope my nephew wasn’t taking up all your time.”

She looked a lot more spooked by Ruthven than she did when she first saw me. “N-n-n-o, it’s cool.”

“Excellent.” Then he turned to me. “Shall we go, Frank?”

Once we had paid and were back out on the busy sidewalk, I asked, “Frank?”

“Sorry, I just can’t resist little jokes like that.” Then he raised an eyebrow. “And what about that thresher?”

“You were listening?”

“Of course. It was your first time out among humans. You didn’t think I was just going to let you run wild, did you? All in all, I think it went rather well. Up until the point when you dug yourself too deeply into a pointless lie and I had to come and rescue you.”

“Yeah, I don’t know what I was thinking. I guess I was trying to impress her or something.”

“You were trying to impress her with a story about getting mauled by a thresher?”

“It made sense at the time.”

“Ah, youth.” He sighed. “Do you know what I would give to be young again?”
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			Meet the Frankensteins

			WHEN I WAS a little boy, I had nightmares about them: mad scientists in lab coats and rubber gloves, hunched and wild-eyed, with bedhead hair and shrill voices that crackled like electricity.

			The Frankensteins.

			I’d been stressing about this meeting for the entire seven-hour flight from New York. Now I stood in the baggage claim area of Geneva International Airport, holding my duffel bag like it was a life preserver that would keep me afloat in this sea of humans all around me. My father had assured me the Frankensteins were nice people. But “nice” for him was a pretty broad term that included werewolves, vampires, and trolls. And that was okay. I was used to those kinds of creatures.

			But when I finally saw the people holding up the small, handwritten sign that said FRANKENSTEIN, I saw something that I wasn’t prepared for. Something that was totally out of my realm of experience: they were completely, utterly, mind-bogglingly normal.

			Dr. Frankenstein was an older middle-aged guy in a button-
up shirt and wire-frame glasses. He had thinning blond hair, graying at the temples, and permanent furrows in his high forehead. His wife looked a little younger, but not much. She wore a simple flowered dress and had jet-black hair, thick eyelashes, and high cheekbones. Their daughter was about twelve. She had her long, blonde hair back in a ponytail, and with her jeans and vintage Coke T-shirt, could have been any preteen girl from anywhere.

			They looked at me now, these normal-seeming people, and I tried to gauge their reaction to me. My dad had been sending them pictures of me all throughout my childhood, so theoretically they knew what they were getting into. But pictures could only convey so much and I wasn’t yet ruling out the possibility that they would all run screaming. It wouldn’t be the first time I inspired that reaction. So I decided it would be best to let them make the first move.

			“You must be . . . Boy, yes?” said Dr. Frankenstein in a French-sounding accent similar to my dad’s. He smiled warmly and thrust out his hand. “Welcome to Switzerland.”

			“It’s good to meet you, Dr. Frankenstein.” I shook his hand as gently as I could. My nerves were strung really tight and accidentally crushing the bones in his hand would make a lousy first impression. I appreciated that he didn’t flinch when I covered his slim, manicured hand with my own thick, stitched-together one.

			“Please call me William,” he said. “You are family.”

			“Uh, thanks.” The word family threw me off a little, but I tried to take it in stride. “I should probably go by something other than ‘Boy.’ It’s what my dad named me, but it doesn’t sound very . . . human.” When I lived out among humans before, sometimes I went by the name Frank. But that was a joke that had just come back to haunt me. Frank Frankenstein. Har-har.

			“Whatever makes you comfortable,” said William. “We want you to feel that you belong here.”

			He said it so sincerely, so intensely, like he thought it was actually possible I could feel like I belonged here with them. I forced a smile. “Okay.”

			His wife nudged him.

			“Ah, yes!” He gestured to her. “This is my wife, Elisa.”

			“Boy, it is simply a delight to have you with us at last!” she said in an even thicker French accent. Then she stepped in close to me, went up on her tiptoes, and lightly kissed each of my cheeks. It happened so quickly and casually that I was completely unprepared. This was a European custom, I guess, but as she stepped away, I knew I was blushing furiously. Human women didn’t generally kiss me. Like, ever.

			“And this,” said William, “is our daughter, Giselle. Say hello to your cousin, Giselle.”

			“Hey.” She was the only one of the three who gave me the look most humans did when they met me, somewhere between shock and awe, with a twinge of disgust. It didn’t really bother me anymore.

			“Hey.” I gave her a little grin, like we were on the same side and it was these adults making things uncomfortable. I couldn’t tell if she was buying it.

			“Sorry for her rudeness,” said William. “She thinks she’s a teenager already! Tries so hard to be cool like her big brother, you know?”

			She gave him a withering look.

			“It’s totally fine,” I said quickly. The last thing I wanted was enforced fake familial affection.

			“Sadly, Henri could not be here to meet you.” There was a hint of irritation in William’s voice. “He is visiting a friend in Paris. But he will be back any day now. Plenty of time for the two of you to get acquainted before classes begin. He is entering as a freshman this year also.”

			“Great.” I wondered if Henri had chosen this day to be in Paris on purpose. Maybe not all the Frankensteins were on board with welcoming me like some prodigal son.

			“Well, you must be positively exhausted after your flight!” said Elisa brightly. “Let’s get you home, fed, and comfortable, yes? I know you’ll love it at Villa Diodati.”
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WE CLIMBED INTO the Frankensteins’ sleek black Audi. It had a leather interior and a full GPS rig on the dashboard. Most of my car experiences were riding in New York cabs. Well, there was also that time a middle-aged werewolf named Mozart showed me how to hot-wire an old Pontiac. Regardless, I’d never been in a car this nice.

			Elisa insisted I ride up front with William. Out of politeness or so I didn’t sit next to Giselle, I wasn’t sure. But it was fine because it gave me a better view of my surroundings. I’d traveled a lot in the States, but this was my first time in another country. And there was a lot to look at as we drove through Geneva. Once we got out of the airport, you could tell at a glance this wasn’t America. Sure, there were Swiss flags everywhere, but it was something more than that. In the States, things shifted constantly and nothing ever really felt permanent. But these stone buildings, narrow cobblestone streets, fountains, and old cathedrals had been around a long time. And even they were nothing compared with the line of massive, snowcapped mountains that stretched across the horizon. Those seemed like they were forever.

			“The Jura Mountains,” said William, nodding in their direction. “Impressive, no? It is good to keep them in view. For perspective. We may think the efforts of humanity are mighty. Our science and technology. But what are these things, compared to that?” He snapped his fingers. “Gone in a blink!”

			I thought about my parents, how hard and unchangeable they usually seemed to me. At times they were more like those mountains than like people. Part of the reason I’d come to Geneva was to understand my parents and where they came from. I assumed I’d get most of that from the Frankensteins themselves. But maybe that wasn’t the whole picture.

			“Is it possible to go up into those mountains?” I asked.

			He smiled, his eyes still on the road. “It depends on how high you want to go.” He glanced at me. Then, a little hesitantly, he said, “I understand that your father lived on Mont Blanc for months at a time. So I think you could go wherever you wish.”
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WHEN I FIRST saw the Villa Diodati, it was hard to think of the massive building as a home. It was four stories tall and about the width of a New York apartment building, with thick columns spaced evenly across the front. As we drove along the narrow, treelined driveway, it rose up in front of us like some Gothic mansion. Well, I guess technically it was a Gothic mansion. But it didn’t look gloomy at all. It had bright beige walls, blue shutters, graceful balconies, and lots of decorative architectural things I didn’t know the names for. It was bordered by trees on three sides and Lake Geneva on the fourth. There was even a little private dock at the lake with a sailboat tied up to it. In the fading afternoon sun, it looked like a fancy resort hotel.

			“Well?” asked William as we pulled up to the front entrance. “What do you think of your new home?”

			“It’s . . .”

			How could I possibly express just how different this was from my childhood? I’d grown up in a community of monsters posing as a Broadway company, living in cramped, dark caverns beneath the theater. The Frankensteins didn’t know anything about The Show, though. As far as they knew, my parents and I were the only real monsters in existence.

			So I just said, “It’s incredible.”

			Elisa leaned forward from the backseat and put her hand on my shoulder. Her fingers were long, thin, and covered in rings.

			“You know, I remember the first time William brought me here. I thought, My God, it’s more like a museum than a home!” She gave a little laugh. “But while it seems intimidating on the outside, I hope you will agree that it is very warm and inviting on the inside! Now, let us give you the tour and show you to your new room.”
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THE INSIDE WAS, if anything, even more intimidating and uptight than the outside. Everything looked antique, expensive, and breakable. I’m not so good with breakables.

			Even more unnerving was the silence. Theater people are noisy by nature; theater monsters probably even more so. And New York City itself never really shuts up. So I was used to noise. It all kind of blended together and faded into the background. But in this place, silence was the default. As the four of us moved from room to room, our footsteps on the hardwood floor echoed like intrusions into a private conversation. The only sound that felt like it belonged was the steady tick of an old grandfather clock in the library.

			And yeah, there was a real library. Also a dining room, a foyer, a living room, an entertainment and game room, several bathrooms, a kitchen, a laundry room, a sunroom, and a meditation room. And that was just on the first floor. It took a while for Elisa’s tour to get through the house but finally we arrived at my room.

			“It should have everything you need,” she said, gesturing that I should go in first. “But please let me know if there’s anything I’ve missed.”

			By this time, I wasn’t surprised that it had a king-sized four-poster bed or a gigantic mahogany writing desk and wardrobe. It was exactly the kind of stuff I’d seen all through the house. What caught my attention was the view. I stepped out onto the small balcony and put my hands on the curved iron railing. The setting sun sparkled on Lake Geneva’s calm surface and gleamed off the distant snowy peaks of the mountains.

			“Do you like it?” asked Elisa.

			I turned back to them. All three stood in the doorway. Giselle looked utterly bored, but William and Elisa looked expectant. Worried, even.

			“Yes,” I said. “More than I can express.”

			Their faces lit up.

			“That’s wonderful!” said William. “We are so glad. Now, I’m sure you’d like to get settled in. Is there anything else you need at the moment?”

			“Oh, uh, what’s the password for your wireless Internet?” I asked.

			“Ah, yes,” said William. “You will want to let your parents know you have arrived safely.” He turned to Elisa, looking unsure.

			“Yes, we have the Wi-Fi!” she said. “And the password is . . . eh.” She frowned. “Well, I know Henri wrote it down for me somewhere. I will find it for you!”

			“Thanks,” I said.

			“Not at all!” said Elisa. “Now if you will excuse me, I must see to supper. We will be eating at eight o’clock.”

			“Great,” I said.

			And with that, all three vanished and I was left alone in my new room.

			I turned back and looked out across the lake for a while longer, the snowcapped mountains glowing red in the setting sun. There was a moment, just as twilight turned to darkness, when I caught a flash of something way out in the middle of the lake. Or someone. It seemed human shaped, anyway. But it was gone so quickly, I had to wonder if I’d seen anything at all.

			I unpacked my bags, but I didn’t have much stuff so I still had some time before dinner. I booted up my laptop. While I waited for it to load, I carefully loosened the stitches on the underside of my wrists to expose the USB ports underneath. Then I took cables from the laptop and plugged them into my wrists. My hands were strong, but they were thick and clumsy. No good for typing. So I’d had my mom install USB jacks that connected directly to my nervous system to bypass my hands. All I had to do was think about typing and it happened.

			When the laptop had finished booting up, green text flashed across the black screen.

			Vi: Hello, Boy. How was the flight?

			Vi stood for Viral Intelligence. She was a virtual artificial intelligence I created a little over a year ago. Well, actually she was the second version, which I had created only a few months ago. The first version went psychotic and killed a bunch of people. That version had started off completely omniscient and able to infect any digital device she came in contact with. I think that was just way too much power for a new consciousness to handle. So for now, this version was limited to living on my laptop and only knew about as much as Wikipedia (which was still a lot). We communicated by chat right now, but she and I were working on some voice recognition software that I hoped would let us talk to each other a little more directly soon.

			
			b0y: Hey, Vi. The flight was long and boring. The stewardess wouldn’t give me a beer.

			Vi: Studies suggest that people at higher elevations are more easily intoxicated.

			b0y: That’s what I wanted to test out. Sadly, the law got in the way of science.

			Vi: You are joking.

			b0y: Yeah, kind of.

			Vi: Are you in a good mood, then? Or are you sad? I have noticed that when you are sad you make jokes more frequently.

			b0y: Not sad exactly. I don’t know what I am. In doubt, I guess.

			Vi: What do you doubt?

			b0y: Whether I should be here. Whether I _belong_ here.

			Vi: Are the Frankensteins unwelcoming?

			b0y: No, they’re welcoming. Almost too much. It’s a little weird.

			Vi: Perhaps they hope to make amends for the misdeeds of their ancestor?

			b0y: Yeah, I think that’s it. I just wish they’d treat me like a normal person, you know?

			Vi: But you aren’t a normal person.

			b0y: Ugh, thanks.

			Vi: Well, it’s true.

			b0y: I know. And I should be grateful that they aren’t a bunch of cackling, evil scientists. But still, I feel like I have nothing in common with these people. I feel kind of . . . isolated, I guess.

			Vi: Have you met them all?

			b0y: No, there’s one more. Henri. He’s actually around my age. But I think he made a point of not being here when I arrived, so I’m not getting my hopes up.

			Vi: Perhaps you will meet other students at the university, then.

			b0y: I hope so. I’ll tell you one thing I love here, though. This view of the lake from my bedroom is incredible.

			Vi: I wish I could see it.

			b0y: I could take a picture and you could scan that.

			Vi: It’s not the same.

			b0y: I promise you’ll be able to see eventually. _Really_ see. That’s one of the reasons we’re here.
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			Liberty, Equality, Fraternity

			FORMAL FAMILY DINING was a new concept for me. I’d been living on my own for a little while now, and honestly, I rarely even bothered with napkins. And even when I lived at home, my parents and I almost never sat down as a family and had a meal together. But clearly the Frankensteins were into it.

			The dining room table was set with a cream-colored tablecloth and cloth napkins. I was pretty sure the silverware was actually silver and glasses were real glass. Maybe even crystal. The overhead chandelier was dim and there were several candles lit. William sat at the head of the table and Elisa at the foot, while Giselle and I faced each other on either side. Giselle looked utterly bored. As I sat down I gave her a quick, rueful grin, but she just stared back blankly at me. I guess she didn’t get the weird formality of all this. And why would she? She probably grew up with it.

			When we sat down at the table, there were no plates. I wondered if we were all going to get up and go fill our own plates at some point? Maybe after a prayer? Did the Frankensteins pray? But then a woman I didn’t recognize came in with platters and I realized that when Elisa said she was going to “see about supper,” she didn’t mean pop something in the microwave. She meant check in on the cook.

			We sat and ate these beautiful, juicy steaks that had been done just right. But I hardly noticed the flavor because I was more focused on trying to remember all the table manners Sophie had drilled into me before I left New York. I could almost hear her bright English accent in my head. Elbows off the table. Napkin on the lap. Put the knife down when you’re not using it. Elbows off. Don’t reach across the table. Don’t use your hands. Elbows. Both feet on the floor. Bloody hell, keep those elbows off! At first it felt nice, remembering those coaching sessions. Almost like she was there with me. But she wasn’t. She was in LA now, and I didn’t know when I’d get to see her again. Maybe Christmas if she could make it out to New York. If she hadn’t forgotten about me . . .

			The homesickness suddenly crashed down on me hard. I looked around at these very nice people—these very nice humans—and I felt like I was in a room all alone with just the quiet clink of silverware on china plates.

			“Well, how are you settling in?” asked Elisa.

			“It’s a really nice room,” I said. “I can’t get over how awesome that view is. Maybe because I grew up in an apartment without windows.”

			Elisa and William glanced at each other.

			“Wait until you see a storm rolling in across the lake!” William dabbed at the corner of his mouth with his napkin. “Truly something to behold. Whenever I am home, I always rush out to watch.”

			“He is crazy about those storms.” Elisa rolled her eyes. “He comes back every time grinning ear to ear and completely drenched.”

			“What can I say?” William took a sip of his wine. “I am an admirer of nature!”

			“It’s funny,” I said. “I thought I saw someone out in the lake right at sunset.”

			“At sunset this late in the season?” William looked doubtful. “It would be very cold.”

			“It was probably a rock or something,” I said quickly.

			“It was the mermaid,” said Giselle.

			“Mermaid?” I asked.

			“Oh, Giselle!” said Elisa. “How many times must we have this conversation? You are far too old to believe in such nonsense.”

			“It’s a local folktale the children tell each other,” said William. “They say there’s a mermaid who lives in the lake. And if you’re out on the lake too late or right before a storm, she’ll catch you and gobble you up!” He laughed. “Such stories.”

			“Yeah,” I said, forcing a little laugh. Because carnivorous fish ladies were ridiculous, but reanimated patchwork corpses were totally normal? Didn’t he at least wonder if there were other monsters out there besides me and my parents?

			“The mermaid wasn’t always mean,” said Giselle.

			“Hush, now,” said Elisa. “Boy doesn’t want to hear your silly children’s stories.”

			“Actually, I love that stuff,” I said.

			“How sweet of you.” Elisa gave me a warm smile, like she thought I was indulging Giselle. I smiled back, letting her think that. But really, this story sounded like it had roots, so I wanted to get some gossip on the neighbors before I met them.

			“So she wasn’t always trying to eat people?” I asked Giselle.

			“No. My friend Katja told me—”

			“Oh, Katja?” said Elisa. “Then it must be true, eh?” She winked at me like we were both humoring her now.

			“Yes,” said Giselle. “Katja said that a long time ago, the mermaid fell in love with a fisherman. She made it so he could breathe underwater and brought him down to her home at the bottom of the lake. But he was sad because he missed his family. To try to make him happy, she flooded the part of the city where his family lived so they could all live under the water together. The townspeople were angry that she flooded the town and they tried to kill her. Even the man she loved turned against her. So she retreated to the deepest part of the lake and the waters went back to normal. But ever since, she hates man and tries to catch and eat him whenever she can.”

			“Ah,” said William. “Folktales are such fascinating glimpses into past cultural beliefs.”

			“Was there really a flood?” I asked.

			“Oh, yes, a very bad one a long time ago. Which is probably how this story came about. To explain a natural phenomenon in prescientific times. Now, of course, we know the lake was most likely flooded from glacial melt.”

			“Be careful, Boy,” said Elisa. “Don’t get the geologist going on a talk of glaciers. It will never end.”

			“Oh, is that what your PhD is in?” I asked.

			“Oh, yes!” said William. “It has always been my passion.”

			“That makes sense,” I said. “Growing up next to those mountains could do that to someone.”

			“Yeah,” said a new voice from the dining room entrance. “And once upon a time, he even used to climb those mountains, before he got old and lazy.”

			We all turned to the sound of the voice. A guy about my age leaned against the doorway. He was tall and thin, with pale skin, brown eyes, and wavy black hair that fell over one eye.

			“Welcome home, Henri,” said Elisa. “Typical of you to show up late for dinner but not too late to miss it.”

			Henri brushed his bangs out of his eyes and grinned at me.
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% strangely are our souls constructed,
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