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CHAPTER 1


Elevator to the Unknown


If you’re going to be abducted by an alien, it helps to bring along a good friend, and Lamar Wilson is an excellent friend.


We were standing on the sidewalk in front of our apartment building. The school bus had just dropped us off and we were kicking a soccer ball back and forth between us.


“32 plus 16,” said Lamar, and kicked the ball toward me.


“48!” I answered as I stopped the ball with the toe of my tennis shoe.


“100 minus 59,” I said, then kicked the ball back to him.


“41!” answered Lamar, trapping the ball with his foot.


Lamar and I are co-captains of our school’s Math All-Stars team, and we were practicing math problems in preparation for our first tournament of the year. Lamar and I live in the same apartment building and have known each other since preschool, which is 2,615 days. He is 37 days older than I am. He has one-fourth as many goldfish as I do (I have eight). He lives in apartment 503, which is the reverse number of my apartment, 305. And he also loves numbers just as much as I do.


“Okay, Lexie, here comes a tough one: 28 plus 2, minus 10, plus 49.”


“Piece of cake,” I said. “Sixty—”


SMASH!


The soccer ball bounced past me, hit the stoop, and crashed into Mrs. Kruegel’s gigantic jar of sun tea that she always keeps sitting on the front steps. The glass jar shattered into approximately one hundred seventy-four pieces, splattering amber-colored tea in every direction.
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“Uh-oh,” I said. “I think we’re in trouble.”


Lamar frowned. “Not just trouble,” he said. “BIG trouble.”


BIG trouble because Mrs. Kruegel is the crabbiest woman in our building . . . and I have the facts to prove it:


1. She owns three vicious Chihuahuas.


2. She has four “Keep Quiet!” signs posted around the apartment.


3. She has called my father five different times to complain that I leave gum wrappers in the hallways.


I do NOT leave gum wrappers in the hallways. Ever.


Lamar picked up the soccer ball from the puddle of tea and wiped it off on his jeans. “Well, we might as well get this over with,” he said. “C’mon.” He walked up the steps into our apartment building’s lobby.


That’s one of the things that makes Lamar such a great co-captain. He’s good at taking charge and making a plan of action. That’s helpful when our math team is stuck on a problem and we can’t agree on how to solve it. I, on the other hand, am good at noticing the details that other people sometimes overlook. Together we make a powerful pair.


We walked into the elevator, and Lamar pushed the button for the fourth floor. If you add my apartment number to Lamar’s, then divide by 2, you get Mrs. Kruegel’s number. It’s an apartment I try to stay as far away from as possible.


“I’ll ring her buzzer,” Lamar said, “and then you can tell her what happened.”


“Wait a minute!” I said. “How come I have to tell her what happened?”


“Because you’re the one who missed the ball,” he said.


“But you’re the one who kicked it,” I answered.


I’ve calculated that Lamar and I get along 91 percent of the time, which is pretty good if you ask me. But it looked like we were heading into that troublesome other 9 percent.


“There’s nothing to worry about, Lexie. Mrs. Kruegel doesn’t breathe fire,” said Lamar.


I wasn’t so sure about that.


“Then you tell her,” I said. “Unless you’re afraid.”


“I’m not afraid,” he said. “I’m ringing her doorbell. You’re the one who’s being a chicken.”


“Me? You’re the chicken!”


That’s when the elevator was filled with a blinding flash of green light. The flash was followed by the crackling sound of a thousand fireworks going off at once. The air temperature jumped to a fiery 120 degrees, then plummeted to only a tenth of that.


The next thing I knew, Lamar and I were no longer in the elevator. We were sitting scrunched inside a small metal cage that wasn’t much bigger than a dog kennel. Three inches away, on the outside of the metal bars, was a furry purple face. Two wiry antennae sprouted from the top of its head, each topped with an eye the size of a ping-pong ball. One eye swiveled to look at Lamar, the other eye swiveled to look at me. Then the face smiled, revealing a mouth filled with more razor-sharp teeth than legs on a pair of centipedes.
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CHAPTER 12 ÷ 6


Outer–Space Chickens


I screamed. I think Lamar screamed too.


“Ah, do not be upset,” said the creature. Its voice was high-pitched and squeaky, like the two rusty hinges on my grandpa’s toolbox. “I know what will make you happy.”


The furry face moved back. It was connected to a shaggy body that looked like a larger version of my Aunt Lillian’s Yorkshire terrier, except that it had six feet and two tails. The creature reached into a circular metal bin with one of its feet and began throwing hard yellow pellets at us.


We raised our hands to protect our faces.


“Cut it out!” said Lamar.


“What is the matter?” said the creature. “Are you not hungry? I thought this was the food that chickens like to eat.”


I looked at the floor of the cage. The little yellow pellets were dried kernels of corn.


“We’re not chickens!” said Lamar.


The creature smiled again revealing its piranha teeth, each one a perfect equilateral triangle.


“Ah, you cannot fool me. Moments ago my ship’s audio beam clearly heard the two of you refer to each other as chickens. I am on a mission to collect strange and unusual species for my planet’s zoo and I was instructed to bring back two chickens from planet Earth. And here you are!”


“We are not chickens,” I said. “When we called each other a chicken, we just meant that the other person was afraid.”


The alien did not look convinced.


“Listen,” said Lamar. “Do we look like chickens?”


“You look exactly like chickens,” said the creature.


It pushed a square button on a glowing control panel and a giant six-foot by four-foot screen appeared. An image flashed onto the screen showing a kid our age holding a white fluffy chicken. Beneath the image were the words:




Earth file 3893K-5N: The Chicken


Eats “corn”


Produces round white objects called “eggs”


Intelligence level: Extremely Low





The alien pointed to the image of the kid. “See. You look very much like this chicken.”


“That’s not a chicken!” said Lamar. “That’s a human being. The chicken is in the kid’s hands.”


The creature looked at the screen, then back at us, then back at the screen again. It padded up to our cage on all six legs and peered at us closely. I felt like a lab experiment being examined by a scientist. A furry, purple scientist.


“How do I know you are not trying to fool me?” it said.


“For one thing, we don’t eat dried-up corn,” said Lamar. “And for a second thing, we don’t lay eggs.”


“And for a third thing,” I added, “our intelligence level is a lot higher than a chicken’s.”


The alien stared at us with its creepy antenna eyes for a full ninety seconds. Every time the right eye blinked, the left eye blinked twice. It was hypnotizing.


Finally the creature said, “Well . . . if you are truly smarter than a chicken, I do not want to make a mistake and return home with the wrong animal.”


“Good!” I said, relieved I wasn’t going to spend the rest of my life on display in some alien’s zoo.


“So will you let us out of this cage?” said Lamar. “My legs are getting cramped.”


The creature kept its eyes trained on us as it unlocked the cage. We crawled out and stretched.


“You have forgotten your egg,” said the creature.


“It’s not an egg,” said Lamar, “it’s my soccer ball.” He reached inside the cage and picked up the ball. “Now if you don’t mind, Mr. Alien, please take us home.”


“I am not a mister,” said the creature. “I am a female. And my name is Foozen-Allwyn-Crypto-Noomin-Regan-Zenar-Mush-Mush.”


Wow. I thought my name was long: Alexis Elizabeth-Anne Wellington. She must have me beat by at least ten letters.


“But if that is too difficult for you chickens to pronounce . . .”


“We are human beings!” Lamar and I said.


“. . . then you may call me Fooz,” continued the alien.


“Nice to meet you, Fooz,” I said. “My name is Lexie, this is Lamar, and we need to get back to Earth right away. My dad will go crazy if I’m not there when he gets home.”


“And my parents are counting on me to pick up my little brother from the babysitter,” said Lamar.


“And we’ll both be late if we’re not home in . . .” I checked my watch. “Thirty-seven minutes—give or take sixteen seconds.”


“Yes, yes, right away,” said Fooz. “But first, would the two of you chick—I mean human beings—help me with a small task? It is time to feed three of the other creatures I have collected during my travels. Their names are Fluffy, Puffy, and Muffy. You will find them at the back of the ship.”


Fooz held up a clear cylinder filled with something that looked like fuzzy blue golf balls.


“These are bogberries,” she said, “and it is the only food they will eat.” She handed me the cylinder. “And this is exactly how much food they should be fed.”


There were seven layers of berries in the tube, and five of the furry berries on each layer.
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“I will begin programming the ship to take you back to Earth if you will feed Fluffy, Puffy, and Muffy . . . unless you think the task is too difficult for you.”


“Don’t worry,” said Lamar. “We can handle it. We’ll be done before you can count to 50 by 5s.”


“One more thing,” said Fooz, “and this is very important.” Her voice grew low and deep. “Do NOT overfeed or underfeed them.”


“No problem,” said Lamar.


We left Fooz at her control panel and headed to the back of the ship, passing crates and jars filled with the oddest animals I’ve ever seen . . . and I mean odd: a nine-headed snake, a seven-legged lizard, and a three-horned turtle with five wings sprouting from its shell.


“The other kids on the math team are never going to believe this,” I said. “I wonder where Fooz found all—”


I bumped into Lamar. He was staring at three large cages labeled Fluffy, Puffy, and Muffy. Inside each cage was a quivering eight-foot tower of goo that looked like it was made out of gray oatmeal. No eyes, no ears, just gigantic slobbery openings for their mouths. Inside the openings were pointy nail-like teeth that rotated around the mouths like the blades of a chainsaw.
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“Ew,” said Lamar. “They look like something that crawled out of a toxic waste dump.”


“I’m glad we’re on this side of the cages,” I said.


Lamar reached into the tube and took out a bogberry. “Well, let’s get them fed so we can go home.”


He was about to toss the fuzzy berry into one of the cages when I grabbed his wrist.


“Wait!” I said, and pointed to a small sign at the bottom of the cages:




FEEDING INSTRUCTIONS


Fluffy eats twice as much as Puffy


Puffy eats twice as much as Muffy





“Hmmmm,” said Lamar. “That makes this a lot more interesting.”


And then I noticed something else.


“Take a look at Fooz,” I whispered.


We glanced over our shoulders. Fooz had told us she was going to start programming the ship to take us back home, but instead she was staring at us with her ping-pong-ball eyes. When she caught us looking, she quickly swiveled her eyes in the other direction.


“What’s up with her?” said Lamar.


I had a pretty good idea.


“I think Fooz still thinks we’re chickens. I think she’s testing us to see if we’re smart enough to figure out how much these blobs eat.”


“A test?” said Lamar. His eyes lit up like the display on a calculator. A smile as wide as a protractor crept across his face. He got the same look of determination he always gets before one of our math tournaments. “Ha! We’ll show her we’re not chickens.”


Lamar reread the feeding instructions out loud.


“Fluffy eats twice as much as Puffy. Puffy eats twice as much as Muffy.” He looked at the clear cylinder Fooz had given me and I could tell his brain was shifting into high gear. “We can handle this, Lexie. First things first: how many bogberries do we have?”


That was easy. I had calculated that the moment Fooz had given me the cylinder. Seven layers of berries, five berries on each layer . . .


“Thirty-five,” I answered.


Then I noticed one more thing. The blobs were sending out long tentacles of gray goo that were oozing out from beneath their cages. The tentacles looked like hungry snakes in search of a snack . . . and they were heading straight for our feet. If my estimate was correct, they’d reach our shoes in slightly less than fifty-five seconds.


We needed to solve this problem fast. And if we didn’t want Fooz to think that we were chickens, we needed to get the answer right.
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