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PRAISE FOR


SVEN CARTER


& THE TRASHMOUTH EFFECT


“Sven and his friends are the perfect motley crew of outcasts determined to save the world. . . . Over the top and full of laughs.”


—SCHOOL LIBRARY JOURNAL


“A page-turner that’s entertaining right down to the Acknowledgments section. Hand this fast-paced romp to an adventurer in the making.”


—BULLETIN OF THE CENTER FOR CHILDREN’S BOOKS
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For Mom and Dad. Thanks for making me.


And for making me who I am.





CHAPTER 1.0:



\ < value= [Face, Meet Anvil] \ >


WHO KNEW THAT THE TOUGHEST person I’d ever met would melt into a pile of goo three words into a song?


Actually, that’s not exactly true. She hadn’t entirely melted into a pile of goo. Because a pile of goo didn’t have a fist that felt like a five-hundred-pound anvil slamming into your face.


I reached this insight—about the anvil, not the goo—the moment Alicia Toth’s right fist plowed into my face and felled me as efficiently as Godzilla kicking over a miniature Eiffel Tower made of toothpicks.


I should probably explain. Let me rewind a bit.


Junkman Sam’s ancient motor home creaked and groaned as it lurched along I-90. Niagara Falls was two hours behind us. Schenectady was two hours ahead.


I stared out the window, even though there was nothing to look at. It wasn’t light yet, so the only view I had was the reflection of my own face in the glass. When the occasional car would blow by our slow-moving rust bucket, its headlights washed me out of existence for a moment or two until my face reappeared in the darkened window.


“You’re sure he said that, Sven?” Alicia asked for the fifth time. “Those were his exact words?”


For the fifth time, I gave her the same answer. “Yes. I’m sure. He asked if I ever wondered why I was called Seven. Then he laughed and said, ‘A little something for you to ponder when you think of me.’ Only with more stuttering and gurgling because his head was hanging from a gigantic electromagnet.”


“You’re sure?” Alicia repeated.


I sighed and went back to looking out the window. Dr. Shallix, the cybernetic mastermind behind srok rasplaty—the day of reckoning—a plot to extinguish every human life on Earth, had been dead for hours. Yet he was still making my life miserable. It wasn’t easy coming to terms with the fact that I’d been Shallix’s superweapon—a pawn in his evil plan.


“Maybe he didn’t mean there are other Ticks out there waiting to kill everyone on the planet,” Will suggested hopefully. “Maybe he just meant they screwed up the first six Ticks they tried to build. You know, like it took them seven tries to get it right.” He ran an oversize hand through his tousled red hair in a way that suggested he didn’t believe it himself.


Alicia rounded on him. “And are you willing to bet six billion lives on that?” she snapped.


Before Will could answer, Junkman Sam cleared his throat and called back to us from the driver’s seat. “I think it’s reasonable to assume that since Sven was designated Seven Omicron, there are other Synthetics like him in the Omicron line.”


The color drained out of Will’s face. “Wait! You’re saying there are six more Ticks like Sven out there waiting to exterminate all humans?”


Junkman Sam shrugged. “No, I’m not saying that.”


A long, relieved sigh escaped Will’s lips.


Sam continued. “Could be six more. Could be six hundred. Who knows?”


Will’s sigh turned into a kind of strangled moan. He started flipping an old ashtray open and closed.


That was kind of Will’s thing. He had OCD. Obsessive-compulsive disorder. So when he was scared or stressed or upset, he’d do these little rituals. You know, like turning light switches on and off. Or opening and closing doors. Stuff like that.


Of course, compared to my thing, Will’s thing was nothing. I ate stuff. Gross stuff. Like, for example, a wad of old gum stuck in the ashtray Will was messing with.


“You think they’re all programmed to do the same thing as Sven?” Alicia asked, watching me nearly break my teeth on the decades-old gum. “Incubate superviruses that’ll wipe out humanity?”


Sam scratched his stubbly chin. “Maybe. They may have mass-produced that model and designed each one to function as a disease vector.”


Alicia bit her lip nervously. “If there are that many of those things running around, we’re in big trouble.”


Things. That’s what I was. A thing that was made, not born. A weapon. A Synthetic humanlike object. Thinking about it made my stomach turn.


I walked to the front of the motor home and turned on the radio. I didn’t care what was on. Anything was better than hearing my friends talk about me like I was a thing.


Okay, I take that back. Because Dixon Watts was singing. As usual, it sounded just like a cat that had gotten its tail caught in the door.


Girl, you’re as fine as some really smooth sandpaper.


I want to kiss your face more than a lightsaber.


I reached out to turn to another station.


Junkman Sam’s right hand flew off the steering wheel and slapped my arm away from the radio. “Hey, I love this song.”


I stared at him like he had just told me his father was an onion bagel. “You’re joking, right?” I asked, somehow knowing he wasn’t joking. “I mean, you have to understand just how much this song sucks.”


“Dude, shut up!” Will barked. “This tune is awesome!”


Girl, I love you like a dog loves its kibble.


Why can’t you love me back just a libble?


“Come on!” I protested. “Listen to it! ‘Libble’ isn’t even a word! He’s terrible!”


Alicia scowled at me. “Take that back! Dix is amazing!”


“Yeah, you must be the only person on Earth who doesn’t love him!” Will added.


“A few weeks ago you didn’t even know who he was!” I countered.


It was true. A month ago, nobody on the planet had heard of Dixon Watts. Then he burst onto the scene like a mushy jack-o’-lantern in December, the biggest teen-pop mega-superstar in the history of music. His song “Girl, You Are My Shredded Wheat” was at the top spot on every chart in the world. And spots two through twelve on those charts were filled with the other songs from his first album. You couldn’t go anywhere without hearing one of those ear-manglers.


“How can you listen to this?” I pressed. “He sounds like a blender full of quarters! No, you know what he sounds like? A garbage disposal full of forks. He’s the worst singer—”


I didn’t get to finish the sentence. Because that was the moment Alicia’s anvil of a fist smashed into my face.


*  *  *


The only good thing about being knocked out by Alicia Toth was that I was unconscious for the rest of Dixon Watts’s song. When I opened my eyes a few minutes later, I was relieved to hear the DJ’s voice oozing in that slick, plasticky tone pop station radio announcers all like to use.


“That was Dix Watts’s mega-superhit ‘Girl, You Are My Shredded Wheat.’ But don’t you dare turn off your radio! Because we’ve just gotten a brand-new surprise release from Dix! Here is ‘Babe, You Are My Scrambled Eggs’!”


One of the worst things I’d ever heard came warbling out of the RV’s speakers.


Babe, you are my scrambled eggs!


I love you and your bacon legs!


“Haven’t I suffered enough?” I blurted through a fat lip, instantly wishing I could bite back the words as I thought about Alicia’s fist and its run-in with my face. What was up with her, anyway? I mean sure, Alicia punching people wasn’t all that unusual. But because of a song? That was a bit much, even for her.


So just relax and don’t put up a fight.


’Cause you know it’s gonna be all right.


But Alicia just sat perfectly still with a weird, vacant look on her face. So did Will and Sam. It was like they were in a trance.


I cleared my throat. “Uh, guys?” I said tentatively.


They ignored me.


“Guys!” I shouted. “Are you okay?”


Will turned and fixed a pair of glazed eyes on me. “Okay? Yeah. Better than okay. Amaaaaazing.”


He said the words flatly, mechanically, drawing out the final A like it was an ice-cream cone he was savoring.


“Will? What’s going on? A few minutes ago you were about to have a freak-out over the other Ticks out there. Now you’re amazing?”


“Ticks?” Alicia intoned emotionlessly. “You know, I’ve been thinking they’re not all that bad. I don’t know why we were all worried about them.”


Not all that bad? Alicia’s parents died at the hands of Ticks back when she lived at the Settlement in the Chernobyl exclusion zone. And you saw how she got when I insulted a song she liked. What was going on here?


Yeah, don’t hate, don’t fight, don’t push, don’t shove.


Just have a stack of pancake love.


The song! It was doing something to my friends!


I grabbed Will by the shoulders and shook him. “Will! Come on! Wake up!”


But he just stared straight ahead with a half smile on his face.


“Alicia!” I cried. “Are you with me?”


I slapped her. Normally, something like that probably would have resulted in one or more of my bones being broken. But all Alicia did was sing along with the chorus:


Babe, you are my scrambled eggs!


I love you and your bacon legs!


Ohh-kay.


Time for plan B.


I reached for the volume knob.


Without warning, Junkman Sam sprang from his seat and clamped me into a headlock, his sweat-stained armpit pressing against my ear as he wrestled me away from the radio.


One thought managed to break through the din: Nobody’s driving the motor home!


A grinding sound echoed through the vehicle as we plowed through a guardrail.


All of a sudden, the world was upside down. Instead of the blacktop illuminated by the headlights, all I could see through the windshield were clumps of grass and shrubs. Freed from Sam’s grip as the vehicle jolted and careened, I latched my arm around the back of the passenger seat to try to keep from being smashed to a pulp. The motor home convulsed once . . . twice . . . three times, as it hit little dips on the way down the slope . . . and slammed directly into a tree.





CHAPTER 2.0:



\ < value= [RV, Meet Tree] \ >


WILL AND I WENT TO camp one summer where they had this huge rock-climbing wall. It must have been fifty feet tall.


Our counselor, a tall, skinny, pimple-faced teenager named Ernie, prided himself on his reassuring way with the campers.


“Don’t worry about falling off,” he’d told us with a laugh. “It’s not the fall that’ll kill you. It’s the sudden stop at the end.”


So I guess it was lucky for those of us in Junkman Sam’s RV that there was no sudden stop at the end of our brief, yet utterly terrifying, off-road excursion. The tree we plowed into turned out to be half-rotted, barely slowing the vehicle at all. Its trunk snapped off about two feet from the ground, no match for the twelve thousand pounds of rusty metal slamming into it.


The vehicle juddered to a stop. Its engine spluttered and coughed a few times and then went silent.


Will, who had been thrown to the floor, stood up and blinked. “Wha-what happened?”


“And why did we stop?” Alicia added, looking out the window. “Where are we?”


“What the heck?” I cried. “What’s wrong with you people?”


Alicia squinted at me. “Wrong with us? What are you talking about?”


I glared at her. “Seriously? You don’t remember?”


“Remember what?” Junkman Sam scratched his frizzled mop of hair. “Last I knew we were just west of Syracuse, on our way to Shallix’s office to find out how many other Ticks . . . uh, I mean people like you might be out there.”


“So you don’t remember the Dixon Watts song?” I asked incredulously.


“Well, I remember punching you because you were saying some very unfair things about one of Dixon’s songs, if that’s what you mean,” Alicia replied. Then she paused. “Which I guess was probably a little over-the-top. Sorry. But, you know . . . Dixon.”


“No, not that one. I mean the song that was playing when we crashed. The one about the scrambled eggs.”


All three of them stared at me blankly.


“Scrambled eggs?” Will scrunched his eyebrows together. “Haven’t heard that one. But it sounds great.”


“It isn’t!” I snapped. “You guys were . . . weird when it was on. Like you were in a trance or something. I tried to turn the radio off and Sam jumped on me. That’s why we crashed.”


“I don’t remember that.” Sam furrowed his brow. “But it doesn’t sound like something I would do.”


“You did,” I assured him. “And Alicia, you said Ticks weren’t that bad.”


Her face darkened. “No way I’d say that.”


“Listen to me. It was the song. It had some kind of hold over you.” I turned to Will and Sam. “Over all of you.”


Alicia opened her mouth, then closed it again.


“Maybe we shouldn’t listen to the radio anymore,” Will suggested quietly, going back to nervously flipping the ashtray open and closed.


Junkman Sam turned the key in the ignition.


Nothing happened.


“Listening to the radio won’t be an option unless we can get the motor home running.” He grabbed a flashlight from the glove compartment, squeezed past me, and placed his hand on the RV’s side door. He paused. “Of course, the bigger problem is that if we can’t get on the road soon, we’ll never get to Shallix’s office before sunup. And I don’t particularly fancy the idea of breaking and entering in the light of day.”


He slipped out into the night.


By the time we followed him out, Junkman Sam had already squirmed halfway under the vehicle. His generous belly and stumpy legs protruded from beneath the front bumper.


“Ja nadejus’ tebe deti v sup polujut!” he snarled.


I didn’t need to understand a word of Russian to know he wasn’t happy. I looked to Alicia for a translation.


“An old Russian saying,” she informed me. “It’s more or less ‘I hope your children poop in your soup.’ ”


Sam wriggled out from under the RV. “Half of our electrical system was torn out by that stump.”


“Can you fix it?” I asked.


He tugged on his earlobe thoughtfully. “Let’s hope so.”


Alicia looked at the lights of a passing car. “Can’t we just hitchhike to Schenectady or something? Or call a cab?”


Sam shook his head. “My equipment is in the motor home. I think we’re going to need it if we want to hack into Shallix’s records and learn the full extent of his plot.”


While he worked on the vehicle, Alicia turned to me. “Tell me more about that song you mentioned. What did it sound like?”


“It sounded the same as every other Dixon Watts song. You know, like a hippo with diarrhea, or maybe . . .”


Alicia’s glare stopped the words in my throat.


“Do I need to punch you again?”


I spoke softly in an effort not to enrage her. “I’m not trying to make you mad. But I genuinely think Dixon Watts might be tone-deaf.”


I took a step back as Alicia’s face reddened.


“Well,” she snapped. “Maybe you just don’t get his music—you ever think of that? Maybe I hear something in his songs that you don’t!”


As soon as she said it, an idea hit me. “Wait! Maybe you’re right!”


She nodded smugly. “Of course I’m right! Dix’s songs are awesome.”


“No, no. Not that. But maybe you’re right about hearing something in it that I can’t. Think about it. What’s the biggest difference between you two and me?”


“We’re human,” Alicia answered.


“And I’m Synthetic,” I added.


Will drummed his fingers on the side of the RV. “Wait, are you saying you hear music differently than we do because you’re a Tick?”


“Maybe he just has terrible taste in music,” Alicia suggested.


I rolled my eyes. “There’s nothing wrong with my taste in music. But there’s nothing remotely musical about Dixon Watts! I’d rather listen to nails on a chalkboard.”


“Phhffft!” Alicia huffed. “I bet you’re probably not programmed to appreciate how great Dix is.”


“What?”


“She has a point,” Will chimed in. “It’s probably just . . . you know, his greatness overloads your music enjoyment circuits or something.”


Okay, that was annoying!


“You know what?” I fumed, my fingernails digging into the palms of my tightly clenched fists. “Forget it! Let’s not talk about it anymore!”


I marched to the door of the motor home, wrenched it open, and slumped onto the cracked vinyl of the passenger seat. Hot anger welled inside my throat.


There it was again. My friends treating me like I was inhuman just because I happened not to be human. I nearly died to save them! What did it matter that I had a CPU instead of a brain? I still had feelings!


Add to that the fact that a half-baked replica of me with a face where his butt should be was taking my place at home with my parents while I was out here listening to Alicia and Will reminding me of how utterly alone I was. . . .


My anger morphed into soul-crushing despair. I was alone. And nobody could ever understand what it was like to be me.


Then, out of the furthest, darkest corner of my mind came a voice. Tiny. Barely audible at all. But still powerful enough to pierce the blackness.


Kill them all.





CHAPTER 3.0:



\ < value= [Our Plan Goes Up in Smoke] \ >


THE MOTOR HOME’S DOOR CREAKED open.


“You okay, Sven?” Will asked apologetically.


An explosion of razor-sharp hate detonated in my skull.


Them!


My fingers closed on the arms of my chair until the vinyl skin crackled. A millisecond later, the voice was gone. Completely.


I loosened my grip on the chair and smiled feebly at my friends. “Uh . . . I’m fine.” But the words sounded more like a question than an answer. “How’s Sam doing?” I added, trying to occupy my mind with questions other than What the heck just happened?


Alicia shrugged. “Well, he’s no longer talking about poop in the soup, so that’s a positive sign. Although I might have just heard him say someone had onions growing out of their belly button, which . . . I don’t know how to interpret, actually.”


As if he were summoned by the mention of his name, Junkman Sam hoisted himself up into the RV with a wheezy grunt.


“Did you fix it?” Will asked.


“Only one way to find out.” Sam muttered something under his breath and inserted the key into the ignition.


“Wait!” I cried, and made sure the radio was off. “Okay, I think we’re good.”


Sam crossed his fingers and gave the key a twist.


A horrifying moaning, whining sound filled the air. It turned out it was only the motor home’s engine rumbling to life.


Sam scowled at a couple of gauges on the dashboard and wiped his brow. “Well, I guess it worked.”


We slowly ground our way back up the embankment toward the mangled gap in the guardrail. Finally, when we were once again on the road, I settled onto the lumpy couch, closed my eyes, and pretended to be asleep.


It wasn’t long before I wasn’t pretending.


*  *  *


I was jolted awake by the flush of the morning sun slanting through the RV’s windows.


“What time is it?” I wondered aloud, too tired to open my eyes.


“Three thirty,” Alicia’s voice answered.


“And where are we?”


“Schenectady.”


“Wait. Hold on.” Sleepy cobwebs disintegrated just enough to let the gears of logic shudder into motion. “If . . . if it’s three thirty in the morning, why . . . why is the sun out?”


“It’s not.”


My eyelids shot open and I rubbed away a couple of crusty eye boogers, which I promptly licked off my fingers. Gross.


I looked outside and realized it wasn’t sunshine I had felt on my face. It was the angry glow of flames.


What was left of Dr. Shallix’s office was on fire.


I looked at Alicia. “Did you do this?” Given Alicia’s tendency to blow things up or burn things down on a fairly regular basis, it seemed like a fair question.


“It was like that when we got here.”


I watched the side wall of the building collapse, sending up a blizzard of orange embers. “What happened?”


Junkman Sam opened the door. “Let’s find out.”


We stepped out onto the sidewalk and made our way toward the inferno, careful to avoid stumbling over the firehoses that snaked across Union Street.


“Stay back!” a firefighter commanded. She wore the white helmet of a fire chief.


“What happened here?” Sam asked.


“Gas leak,” the woman told us. “The whole building exploded. That’s why you have to get out of the area now! For all we know, this entire block could still go up!”


From her tone, I knew there was no arguing with her. Besides, there was no way we’d be able to get anything useful out of Dr. Shallix’s office now.


We filed back toward the motor home, and I leaned, dejected, against its dented side.


Alicia put words to the thought that must have been going through all of our minds. “No way that was a gas leak. Shallix must have planned this in case he didn’t come back from Niagara Falls. He didn’t want to leave any evidence behind.”


“What do we do now?” Will’s eyes were wide. “That was our only lead!”


Sam shook his head slowly. “What can we do? We have no idea what the full extent of Shallix’s plot was. We don’t know who’s involved.” He glanced at me. “We don’t even know who’s human and who’s a Tick.”


The four of us stood in silence, the weight of despair stilling our tongues.


Until a firefighter paused near our position to adjust his helmet. “Girl, you’re as fine as some really smooth sandpaper. I want to kiss your face more than a lightsaber,” he sang in a deep baritone voice.


And a second later, my friends joined in.


“Girl, I love you like a dog loves its kibble.


Why can’t you love me back just a libble?”


“It’s . . . it’s Dixon Watts!” I blurted.


“Yeah, he’s awesome.” The firefighter nodded at me, gave his helmet strap one more tug, and continued on his way.


“No, I mean that’s what we need to do. We have to see Dixon Watts!”


Alicia rolled her eyes. “Good luck with that. Every show for the next year sold out two minutes after tickets went on sale.”


“Besides,” Will added, “I thought you hated him.”


“I do,” I agreed. “And I’m not talking about seeing him perform. I just . . . I think he’s involved somehow with Dr. Shallix’s plot.”


“Please!” Alicia snapped. “Just because you have no taste in music doesn’t mean Dixon is working with the Ticks.”


I turned to her. “You didn’t see how you were acting when that song of his was on! He’s involved somehow. I know it!”


“I think you’re grasping at straws.”


“True. But do you have a better idea?”


“I can think of worse things than meeting Dixon Watts,” Junkman Sam said, half to himself. “He’s such a dreamboat. Maybe he’ll sign my underwear.”


Will, Alicia, and I trained our collective gaze on Sam.


His face flushed crimson. “Did I say that aloud? Uh . . . uh, what I meant was, uh . . . he’s a very talented musician and Sven might be onto something.”


Alicia sighed. “All right. There’s no reason to stick around here, anyway.”


As if to emphasize her point, the sole remaining wall of the burning building crumbled to the ground.





CHAPTER 4.0:



\ < value= [Roadkill] \ >


“MADISON SQUARE GARDEN,” ALICIA ANNOUNCED, looking up from her phone. “He’s playing two weeks of sold-out shows there, starting tonight.”


Junkman Sam started up the RV. “That’s good luck. New York City is just a few hours from here. We’ll be there in time for breakfast.”


Will’s stomach rumbled loudly at the mention of breakfast. “Yeah, but we’re going to need more than luck if we want to actually meet Dixon Watts in person. I bet he has the toughest bodyguards in the music business.”


“That’s a problem,” Sam agreed. “But I’m sure once we explain why we want to see him, they’ll let us through.”


Will snorted. “You mean once we explain how there’s a secret race of androids that’s planning to wipe out every person on Earth and we think Dixon might be somehow involved because Sven doesn’t like his music?”


Sam scratched his nose. “I suppose it couldn’t hurt to have a plan B.”


*  *  *


Right around Poughkeepsie, I noticed the black shadow.


I had taken to staring out the window while trying to come up with a plan B. I had just killed the idea of dressing up in bear costumes and telling the bodyguards we were there to deliver a singing telegram when I spotted a blur of motion from the corner of my eye.


I strained against the darkness to try to make out what I had seen, but there was nothing there. Just an endless rush of shadowy green trees faintly illuminated by the distant, cold light of the stars.


Then I saw it again: a dark streak keeping pace with the RV about twenty feet away.


I couldn’t fix it in my vision. It almost felt like the idea of something rather than the thing itself. Every time I tried to focus on it, it blended into the shadows and disappeared. But the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Like they could sense we were being watched.


“Guys!” I called. “Can you take a look outside? I think there’s something—”


The motor home’s tires screeched on the asphalt, then . . . THUMP! The RV bucked like an angry bull.


“A deer! It . . . it just ran out in front of us!” Sam wailed, his voice soaked with anguish. “We have to see if it’s okay.”


I nodded, even though I already knew that deer wasn’t okay. No way a deer could be okay after getting flattened by the old hunk we were riding in.


The vehicle slowed to a stop on the shoulder of the road. Sam shifted into park and unbuckled himself from the driver’s seat. “Maybe we can help it. Take it to a vet if it’s . . .” His voice shook with emotion.


“Sam . . . ,” Alicia began. She sighed. “Yeah, maybe we can do something.”


She got up from the couch. But not before sliding her knife out of her backpack.


The sight of the blade glinting in the RV’s overhead lights sent a jolt of ice down my spine. “What’s that for?”


Alicia paused at the door and swallowed hard. “In case it’s . . . suffering.”


I stared at her. “You mean you’ll put it out of its misery? Can you . . . would you really be able to do that?”


She grimaced. “I don’t know.”


I joined her at the door and gave her shoulder a squeeze. I couldn’t stand the thought of what she was suggesting. But I also couldn’t let her go through that alone.


We stepped out into the cool night air.


“Over here!” Junkman Sam called.


Alicia let out a long breath and took a step toward Sam and the deer. I followed right behind.


The deer’s long, delicate limbs were in a tangle of improbable angles. Its chest was still, its once-impressive antlers nothing more than jagged six-inch nubs.


Sam lifted his gaze. Even in the glow of his flashlight, we could read the distress on his face. “I couldn’t stop. It came out of nowhere. I—I barely had time to brake at all.”


He turned suddenly and trundled down the grassy verge at the side of the road, where he barfed up the contents of his stomach.


Alicia went after him.


I tore my gaze away from the animal and looked up at the stars. A streak of black blotted them out. Something passed so close to my face I could feel the wind as it rushed by.


What was that?


Before I could give it another thought, a sound at my feet drew my attention back to the road. The deer was moving. Its legs twisted and turned, disentangling themselves from one another, bones crackling as they straightened. Its hooves scraped against the pavement, carving gouges into the blacktop.


The animal scrambled to its feet and stood before me, its face still frozen in a grimace.


Until I realized it wasn’t a grimace.


It was a grin.
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