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Zombie Girl Invasion

Neil hates zombies. Neil hates girls.
Dang ol’ zombie girl.

 

Neil hated zombies. I mean, really hated zombies. If he ever saw a zombie, he would tear the refrigerator off the wall and smash it over the zombie’s head, so it squished out the bottom like a packet of ketchup. Or shoot it with a shotgun, right in the head, so its head would explode like a tomato. Or burn it up with a flamethrower, or chop its head off with a samurai sword, or lasers.

It’s okay to kill zombies.

His dad understood that it was okay to kill zombies, as long as it wasn’t too loud, or in church or at school or at the grocery store, and then it was okay to kill zombies as long as you did it quietly. His mom didn’t understand at all, but that was girls for you.

Neil saw the zombie outside his window after he was supposed to be asleep. It was a school night, and he had to go to sleep before it was dark, which was stupid. He was playing with his last laser gun, pretending to shoot zombies, but not pressing the button because it would make noise and then his mom would take it away, too.

First he saw Mrs. Mary’s dog Booboo run out of the dog door into Mrs. Mary’s back yard. Booboo yap yap yapped all the way to the fence, then yap yap yapped some more, running back and forth along the fence between Mrs. Mary’s house and his house.

Then he saw a dark shape crawling out of the bushes behind his house. The bushes were full of thorns, so you had to get down on your belly and ooze under them like a snake if you wanted to get to the ditch behind his house, where the water rushed and splashed after a rain. His mom didn’t understand about wanting to play in the ditch, either.

He aimed his gun at the dark shape and shot it very quietly, whispering pow pow pow and pew pew pew until it fell down on the grass and lay still.

He’d killed his first zombie!

He tiptoed over to his bedroom door and listened. No breathing, from his mom listening to him on the other side of the door. No footsteps, from his mom trying to sneak up on him. He heard the TV. He heard his mom talking on the phone. That was good. Mom on the phone meant no sneaky mom.

He tiptoed back to his window and opened it, then whispered, “I killed you! Hah! Stupid zombie!”

Then the zombie started to move, pulling its hands under its chest and trying to crawl some more. 

“You have to stay dead!” Neil whispered, but the zombie got on its hands and knees, then tried to stand. 

Neil could see the zombie pretty good. It was definitely a zombie, with holes in its face with teeth sticking out, and black stuff leaking from its ears. But it was also a kid like him, with a dirty dinosaur t-shirt and jeans and shoes that flashed red with every step.

The zombie took one step closer toward him. The dog was barking and barking.

He took another step closer toward him. Mrs. Mary’s back door twitched, and Neil whispered as loud as he could: “Hide. It’s Mrs. Mary!”

The zombie boy dropped to the ground, then rolled back under the bushes, where the thorns tore into his skin, leaving a big black gash on one cheek. Ouch! 

Mrs. Mary’s back door opened, and Neil dropped down on his bed. He didn’t want to get blamed for making Booboo bark again. 

“Booboo! Stop that!” Mrs. Mary said. But Booboo kept barking and barking. Neil didn’t dare look, but after a few seconds, Booboo yelped, and the door slammed. The barking stopped, then started again, only much quieter.

Neil looked out his window. Booboo’s face was peeking out of the curtains in Mrs. Mary’s window. He was still barking.

“It’s okay now,” he whispered loudly. 

The zombie boy rolled back from under the bushes, moaning “owwww owwww.” He crawled forward, then stood up again, walking shakily toward Neil’s window.

“You are supposed to be dead!” Neil whispered. “I shot you two hundred times.”

“You only shot me ten times,” the boy said. “And it was fake shooting. I was shot for real before.” And he pushed back the sleeve of his shirt and showed Neil a black hole in his arm, all ripped up with sloshy parts around the edges. 

“Cool,” Neil said.

“So…can I eat your brains?” the zombie boy said.

Neil shook his head. By that time, the zombie boy was standing right under his window. 

“Awww,” he said.

“Do you want to be a zombie too?” the zombie boy said. “I could just bite you a little. Or spit on your eyes.”

Neil backed away from the window until all he could see was the top of the zombie’s head. “You’re a zombie!” He shot the gun at the zombie boy a bunch of times, whispering pow pow pow, but it sounded kind of stupid when someone else was listening to you.

“There’s a bunch more zombies coming,” the zombie boy said. “So if I can’t eat you and you don’t want to be my friend, then you should probably run away with your mom and dad.”

“I didn’t say I didn’t want to be your friend,” Neil said. “But I really hate zombies. Zombies are my enemies. When I find a zombie, I want to kill it! Dead! For reals!”

A police siren started howling from far away, but it sounded like it was getting closer.

“What’s your name?” Neil asked.

“Max. But I have to warn you. I’m not just a zombie, I’m a girl.”

Neil hissed and raised his gun toward the window. “You’re a girl?”

The zombie girl’s head disappeared, and Neil heard a scraping sound down the wall. “Uh-huh. My regular name is Maxine, but nobody calls me that. Nobody thinks I’m a girl.”

“How did you get turned into a zombie?”

“Some zombies came to our house and ate my mom and my dad and my big sister. I hid under the bed but I was crying—”

“Cry baby! Cry baby!”

“You would cry if your mom and dad got eaten, too.”

Neil peeked over the edge of the window. Max the zombie girl was sitting on the ground with her back to the house. She didn’t look like a girl at all. She rubbed the back of her hand on her nose and sniffed hard. Her hand was covered with black gook.

“What’s the rest of the story?” Neil asked.

“I was under the bed and my sister’s hand crawled away from her body and clawed me on my face,” Max said. “It looked like a spider with pink glitter fingernails.”

“Yuck!” Neil said.

“I ripped it off but it was too late.”

Outside, a car screeched and crashed with a sound like a balloon popping, then broken glass tinkled softly. 

Max said, “I think probably the zombies are here.”

Neil looked around outside. More dark shapes were coming from under the bushes, crawling or walking toward their house.

Neil ran toward his door and threw it open so it bonked on the wall. “Dad! Dad! The zombies are here!” He ran down the hallway toward the living room and the sound of the TV. 

“Shhh,” his mom said. 

His mom and dad were standing at the big window in the living room, looking into the front yard. Zombie after zombie after zombie was passing their house. The sun turned them bright orange on one side and shadow-night-black on the other. Dogs all over were barking and barking. Neil got between his mom and dad, and they hugged him. The zombies were quiet. The most sound they made was the shhh-shhh of their clothes rubbing together, or the sound of footsteps on the sidewalk.

Neil shivered.

His dad raised the remote control and turned off the TV.

“Wait,” Neil said. “I have an idea.” He wiggled out of his mom and dad’s hug and ran back toward his room. 

“Neil!” his mom hissed. And he heard his dad’s footsteps behind him. But he ran into his room and peeked out the window. Max was standing up. The back of her head was pushed up against the bottom of the window screen. She was shaking and her teeth were rattling; she was as scared of the rest of the zombies as Neil and his mom and dad were.

“Max!” he whispered.

She looked up at him. Even though she was dead, she looked scared, and black ooze was running out of her eyes.

“I saw one zombie eat another zombie!” she whispered. She pointed at a stomped-on dark mess on the ground.

The zombies still crawled from under the bushes. More and more of them came through. The bushes were covered in gunk and hair and pieces of shirts. 

“Is that a boy?” Neil’s dad put his hand on his shoulder.

“No, dad,” Neil said. “It’s a zombie girl. Duh.”

Neil’s dad grabbed hard on his shoulder. “Neil.”

“Sorry,” he said. “But she is. Her name is Max.”

“You were talking to a girl?” his mom was giggling under her breath.

“A zombie girl,” Neil said. “Not a regular girl.”

His mom kissed him on top of his head. “There’s hope for you yet.”

He gave his mom a mean look. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Never mind.”

He glared at her again, then looked out the window. “Max, what if you turn us into zombies?”

She shook her head. “Not even zombies are safe from zombies.”

“Then we’re just going to have to kill zombies,” Neil said. “Except you. Come on, dad. Let’s go get the guns.”

So they went into the basement and Neil’s dad unlocked the cabinet where all the guns were. He gave two to his mom, then took two for himself, and locked the cabinet again. 

“What about me?” Neil asked.

“You already have a gun,” his dad said.

“A fake gun,” Neil said. “I already shot Max with the fake gun, and she just got up again. Fake guns are stupid.”

“No,” his mother said, in her I Am the Mother so SHUT UP voice. Yikes.

They made Neil stay in the basement, then went upstairs to get food and stuff. Neil could hear them whispering, but he couldn’t hear what they were saying through the basement door.

Come on, he thought. Shoot some zombies already.

The basement door opened, and a dark, stinky face poked through. “Neil?”

“Max!” Neil said. “How did you get in our house?” He glared at her, showing his teeth. “Did you eat my parents?”

“No! I sneaked through your window. They’re still getting food and stuff. Can I hide here with you?”

“You’re just going to eat us, you dirty zombie!” Neil raised his fake gun toward her, backing down the stairs.

“I promise I won’t eat anybody in this house.” Max came inside the basement door and shut it behind her. 

“Promise that if you eat anybody in this house then we get to eat you right back!” Neil said.

“Okay,” Max said.

“You have to hide behind the washing machine,” Neil said. “That’s the stinkiest place in the whole basement. And you’re pretty stinky.”

“Am not.”

“Stinky zombie girrrrrrl.”

The basement door opened, and Neil ran with her to the washing machine, shoving her behind all the tubes and wires.

“Neil? Are you okay?”

Neil ran toward the basement door, shot his mom twice with his stupid fake gun, and ran away again.

His mom sighed. “Be quiet, okay? Don’t pull the trigger. Just whisper.”

“Okay, mom,” he whispered loudly, then went back toward Max. “I’m going to be really mad if I don’t get to kill any zombies.”

She said, “You know, I think I’d like to kill some zombies, too.”

“But you’re a zombie!”

“One of them,” she said, “tried to eat me. People have been a lot nicer to me than zombies. So I’d rather kill zombies.”

“Okay,” Neil said. He showed Max the gun cabinet. “We need guns. But it’s locked.”

Max snorted. “We don’t need guns. Let’s see what else we can find.”

Within a few minutes, they had found a big hammer that neither one of them could lift very well, a small ax, some fish hooks, and a box with a sword in it. It wasn’t a very good sword. It was all rusty and only had a wood handle with no dragons or jewels on it. But it was pretty sharp. Neil cut himself on the tip of the sword as he imagined chopping though the zombies with it.

“I want that one,” Max said.

“It’s mine,” Neil said.

“You’re just a stupid human,” Max said. “You’ll get killed in two seconds.”

“No I won’t. And it’s my dad’s sword. You have to take the ax and the fish hooks.”

“What am I going to do with fish hooks?”

“Use them like a lasso.”

Max wasn’t happy about it, but she finally agreed, and the two of them sneaked up the stairs to the basement door. 

Neil put his ear on the door. “I don’t hear anybody.” He opened the door slowly, and the two of them sneaked out. The TV was still off. 

A loud sound, so loud that he would have dropped his sword and covered his ears except he knew that stupid Max would just pick it up, came from down the hallway. He and Max sneaked down the hallway with their weapons raised. More noises were coming from his bedroom, where one adult zombie was hanging half inside and half outside the window with its head exploded, and his mom and dad were wrestling with two more zombies on the other side of Neil’s bed.

He had to save his mom and dad!

He pointed at Max, then pointed at the zombie fighting his dad. Then he pointed at himself, and he pointed at the zombie fighting his mom. Max nodded, and they both sneaked through the almost-dark room behind the zombies.

“Now!” Neil yelled. 

He swung with his sword right into the zombie’s back. His sword chopped right into the zombie, and a big black gash opened up, dripping ooze. But then his sword got stuck on something. Oops! Neil’s mom was hanging onto her shotgun with both hands, trying to shove the zombie away. The zombie fell forward a little from Neil’s sword attack and tried to bite her face. His mom pushed harder, and the zombie started to fall backward toward Neil. He yelped and jumped backward. The zombie fell over backward so the sword got unstuck from its back, then landed on the ground with its head right between Neil’s feet. 

Neil knew what to do. He chopped with the sword until the zombie’s head came right off! He kicked the head under his bed, which was where he put all the stuff that he didn’t want to have to clean up.

Then he looked over at Max. There was an ax stuck in the back of the adult zombie’s head, and Max was hanging onto his back, chewing on his neck. He could see all kinds of strings sticking out of the zombie’s neck. Max bit in deeper, and the zombie tried to grab her and get her off, turning in a circle. 

Neil’s dad raised his shotgun, aiming it at Max’s back.

“No, Dad!” Neil shouted, but it was too late.

Boom! Max’s arms let go, and she fell on the floor like an exploded action figure.

Boom! Neil’s dad fired again, and this time the adult zombie’s head exploded, and it fell into Neil’s closet, knocking over the shelves of clothes and getting tangled in the hangers.

Neil dropped to his knees. Stupid zombie girl, he thought. She should have just run away.

But Max wasn’t dead, she was only exploded. Neil pushed the pieces back together while his parents hugged each other. When the pieces touched each other, they squeezed together a little bit. They still looked all cut up, but at least they were stuck together. 

Soon, Max moaned. “Owwww…”

Neil’s dad aimed the shotgun at her, but Neil stepped in front of her. “Leave her alone. She helped save your life.” He gave them his best mad face.

Max rolled over, stuck her hands inside the head of the zombie on the floor with the exploded head, and started to eat the brains. It sounded pretty gross, so Neil turned around to look. Yep. It was gross.

“You stink,” he announced.

“You’re a boooooy,” Max mumbled, dripping brains out of her mouth. “I’m a zombie, and I still stink less than you.”

“Don’t talk with your mouth full,” his mother said.

“Sorry,” Max said.

“Can she stay with us?” Neil said.

“Only until the end of the zombie invasion,” his mother said. “I better call your mom and dad.”

“They’re dead,” Max said. “But I know my grandma’s phone number, too.”

Neil ignored them for a minute. He grinned. Playing zombies was going to be a lot more fun with Max around.


Factory Above, Factory Below

If Connor had been a robot, he wouldn’t have let the humans live this long.

 

When you were bad, the Teachers told you stories about the Below. The robots had taken over everything Below, and they would kill any living person, animal, or germ that somehow got Below, in order to keep their environment sterile. How that could be when any fool could see that flushing the toilets into the sewers brought a lot more germs into Below than a person accidentally falling through a hole in the street or something, Connor didn’t know. But that was the Teachers for you, smacking you across the hand with fake wood rulers for asking perfectly logical questions.

“If you’re really bad,” the Teachers had said, “the robots will come for you and take you Below.”

Well, Connor had been really bad this time.

As far as Connor was concerned what he’d done to be threatened with Below wasn’t either terribly bad or terribly important. He’d tried to burn the school down, was all, and it wasn’t like the place was made out of wood or anything. He was studying the way the extinguishers worked. Not the way they were made, which was something you could look up on any terminal. He wanted to know how they worked. If three rooms out of four in a quad were on fire, would the fourth one’s extinguishers also release their chemicals onto the plastic desks and the industrial carpet and the whiteboards (and the children)? Would the extinguishers be able to tell what type of fire it was and deploy the correct type of extinguisher? How fast would the children be evacuated? Would the Teachers protect just the children, or would they also try to protect other materials—and, if so, what?

Unfortunately, he was stopped before he had many of his questions answered, but he learned that the fire safety systems were not as advanced as they could have been. He also gained the impression that the Teachers were far more highly trained in controlling students than they were at controlling blazes.

All the children were safe—but if there had been a real fire, that is, one that Connor didn’t have under control, they would have been dead in a minute. The Teachers locked down their classrooms before the children could leave. With the fires still burning inside. As the gas from the fire extinguishers released. In fact, the Teachers did not attempt to rescue the children at all, but quickly checked their desks (for what, he wasn’t sure) after calling, “Face the wall and cover your mouths and noses.”

He had recorded all four sets of teachers in all four rooms, and they had all reacted the same way, even the teacher in the fourth room in the quad, which hadn’t had a fire at all. After the fires were out, and they would have gone out anyway, all the other kids were sent upstairs to the dormitories and classes cancelled. Connor heard a cheer as Miss Mackenthal, his Teacher, herded him down the hall to her office.

“Connor, what are we going to do with you?” Today she was wearing a pink fuzzy sweater and a fake pearl necklace with a big scratch on it that Connor had recorded as being worn by another of the teachers, Miss Rumsey, two years, one month, and six days ago.

“Did you want a serious answer, or did you just want me to shut up?” Connor asked.

Miss Mackenthal sighed. “Both, please.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“You sound more like a robot than the robots do,” Miss Mackenthal closed and locked the door of her office and sat at her desk with her head in her hand and her elbow on her desk, which looked like used, banged-up gray tin but was really new, superhard plastic. Connor’s ears perked up. Had Miss Mackenthal been in contact with the robots? “Connor, I’m sorry. What we’re going to have to do is send you Below.”

“I’m to be killed?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Miss Mackenthal said. “I doubt it. I’ve been ordered to…dispose of orphans before.”

“Really. Like who?”

Miss Mackenthal didn’t answer that question. “At any rate, I’ve never had to send anyone Below before. I don’t know what’s going to happen to you. But they want you, and I have no choice.”

“May I check my email first?” Connor asked.

She frowned. “They didn’t specify a time today, so I suppose so. But you’ll have to do it from my office at my extra terminal, because I don’t want you disturbing the other children.”

“I’m about to be sent Below,” Connor said. “Shouldn’t they be disturbed?”

But all that got him was another sigh. At least he was able to view the recordings that his miniature cameras had sent him, with the results of the other rooms in the quad. Which was when he saw the recording of the teacher from the fourth quad, Miss Rumsey, reacting exactly as the other teachers had, even before the alarms had gone off, and that gave him certain suspicions, even as Miss Mackenthal had sighed and continued to type away at her terminal.

—

“Done,” he said. He knew very well that everything he did at a terminal was being monitored by the Teachers, but suddenly he wondered if the robots weren’t monitoring him, too. If he were a robot and needed to make sure that his upstairs neighbors weren’t planning to hold any late-night “let’s go kill robot” parties, he would. If he were a robot Below, and scared of those Above.

If the robots were all over Below, why they didn’t just come Above and kill everybody dead, he didn’t know. If he were a robot, first thing he would do would be to make sure any programs he had saying “Always protect the humans” never got fixed. Programs went belly-up all the time, and you had to fix them. So just let the programs that kept you from killing people go bad, then kill everyone. With lasers.

Miss Mackenthal sighed again and logged off her computer. “Come with me.”

“Miss Mackenthal, why do your sighs always sound exactly the same?” 

She sighed again, and it sounded exactly the same as last time. She didn’t do it weird or anything, but Connor had heard it so many times that afternoon that he was almost sure that it was exactly the same, even though he hadn’t recorded her and compared different versions.

When she took his hand, it felt warm and a little sweaty. Was she a robot? he wondered. He squeezed her hand, and she looked down at him and sighed again. “Oh, Connor.” She squeezed his hand back. Down the hall she led him, past the Teacher offices, past the Administrator offices; turned left near the front door with daylight hazing through the frosted glass; and went downstairs where the boiler room was. He had heard lots of stories about kids who went down into the boiler room and were never seen again, because the robots got them. Funny how some stories might turn out to be true.

He skipped down the stairs, getting ahead of Miss Mackenthal, but he didn’t know where to go after that, so he had to wait for her to catch up. She went the same speed whether she was walking down stairs or walking across the bare cement floor to the far wall, past all kinds of cleaning equipment and large, square boilers, which looked like giant metal frowning faces wearing large, gray sunglasses.

Pipes went everywhere. 

“The sprinklers used to contain water,” Connor said. “So if I were going to blow up a building, the first thing I would have done would have been to blow up the water system. But now I’m not sure. What would you have to blow up in order to stop a non-water fire suppression system from working?”

“Connor, if you would focus that mind of yours on creating rather than destroying, there would be a lot fewer problems in the world.”

“Not interested,” Connor said. “Breaking stuff is more fun.”

Miss Mackenthal sighed again. “So illogical.” She took out a keyring full of cards and unlocked an old-fashioned metal door with the one key on the ring.

“In you go,” Miss Mackenthal said. 

“I have one last question for you,” Connor said. “Are you a robot?”

“Connor!” Miss Mackenthal snapped. “In. You. Go.”

“All right, all right,” he said, and went in to the darkness behind the door. 

—

Apparently, even robots needed lights, because a bright light turned on very far, far, away. It got brighter and larger as the sound of rubber wheels ran across the concrete with little soft ticks, like new bicycle tires, getting louder. 

Connor walked toward the light, reaching his feet out in front of him to make sure that he didn’t trip over something or step off a stair or something and fall, but as the light got closer, he saw that the concrete was flat and clear between him and whatever was coming, so he started walking faster.

The robots didn’t want him dead; Miss Mackenthal had said so, even if she hadn’t come right out and said it. He couldn’t wait to see what the robots wanted from him. Surely, if they wanted him (instead of one of a hundred other kids who had classes in his quad), they wanted him for his talent at figuring out the best way to break something.

The best way to break something was usually one of three choices:

1) Break it.

2) Let it break itself (which sometimes meant taking away something necessary, like taking oil away from an engine and letting all the parts scrape against each other until they got permanently twisted up and stuck).

3) Move it.

Sometimes, all you had to do to break something was put it somewhere that it wasn’t designed to go. Putting a rubber duckie in the back of the oven, for instance. Generally, the people who turned on the oven to get ready to bake cookies (such as last Saturday, when their whole quad had been good) did not check the oven before turning it on. Thus, when asked if he had broken the duck, Connor could say no, because he’d only moved it.

While generally Number 1 was his favorite option—who wouldn’t rather chop the head off a rubber duckie than let it melt in an oven, out of sight?—he had found himself using Number 2 and Number 3 more often lately, because he was experimenting with ways to cause the same amount of destruction without getting caught, as a challenge. Unfortunately, the Teachers had begun to blame him for everything that went wrong, because they were right, statistically speaking.

The light came up to his chest and stopped a few inches away. “Connor, Quad 7, Building 16, City 9?” a voice asked. It sounded like one of the Teachers.

Connor almost said, “Yes, Ma’am,” but stopped himself. “Yeah?”

“Follow me, please. Comply? Yes, no.”

Connor thought about this for a moment. “Yes,” he said, and followed the robot, which didn’t bother to turn around. The light pointed at Connor’s chest turned red, and a bright white light appeared on the other side of the wheeled robot as it moved away from him.

The robot led him down a long corridor. Around the edges, Connor could see lots of large pipes similar to the ones in the boiler room, but larger, as well as smaller pipes leading away from the larger ones and other pipes that didn’t seem to be connected at all. 
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