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  Buds


Willy Logan and I became friends because our families have huge weirdness factors. His family is way into horror films, and mine? Well, we eat people. 
The day after Halloween, while our mothers planted tulip bulbs in the Logan's front yard, Willy and I plotted to stop my species from invading Earth.
I pushed back from the computer. "I've checked all the websites where Aunt Susan hid messages for me, but there's been nothing for over a week."
A sharp pain snaked through my head. I wasn't able to hide my wince.
"Are you all right?" Willy asked.
"I think I have something in my eye," I lied. "I'll be right back."
I bolted to the Logans' bathroom, locked the door behind me, and relaxed my microslits. All six tentacles shot from my head like jack-in-the-boxes. I stared in the mirror, rubbed my eyes, and looked again. The stub of my pink tentacle, which I'd lost in battle, had grown back, now deepened to a rich lavender shade. On each of them, above the gapping mouths with their three rows of serrated teeth, purple buds sprouted like pods on a prickly pear cactus. What the heck was happening to me?
My headache worsened when I returned to the dining room with my tentacles retracted. Willy peeked through the miniblinds, watching our moms. The sheets and bandages from his Halloween mummy costume lay in a tangled pile near his feet, where he'd thrown them the night before after coming home from trick-or-treating. My tentacles felt just as twisted inside my head.
I didn't usually keep secrets from Willy, but I decided to wait this time. If I said anything to him about my new appendages, he'd want to see them. I couldn't risk it with our mothers so close by. Margie would have a heart attack, and my mom would ground me for the rest of my life for blowing our cover.
I stood beside him. Our mothers laughed at something.
"Your mom ate one of those truck drivers the news was talking about this morning?"
I sighed. "My dad ate the other two. My parents are wondering why they hadn't considered truck stops before now."
Willy walked back to the computer and tapped it to refresh the page. I knew he didn't want me to see how scared he was. When he found out about the real me, even though my grandmother had wanted me to snack on him, he thought it was the coolest thing ever to have a best friend who was extraterrestrial. In the last few months, though, the consequences had sunk in. If Grandmother had her way, he wouldn't be alive now.
Unbeknownst to the general population, the Earth's military forces joined in a rare display of solidarity and rebuffed my species when they attempted to conquer the planet the previous January. The Home World would try to invade again. That was a certainty. Those aboard the ships were desperate and down to the last rations of the sensitive frog population they had vanquished before finding Earth.
Ruthless feeding, using our six tentacles to rip apart our victims, was a planetary obsession. My parents taught me that the essence of beings who were self-aware was full of vitamins and necessary for a healthy diet. Essence is also delicious—imagine a hot fudge sundae—but I discovered they lied to me about the nutritional part.
Dad once told me, "Feeding defines us." Golly, I liked a tasty meal. But with my Aunt Susan's guidance, and to my parents' horror, I made a vow never to eat another human again.
Aunt Susan was a special agent in the FBI and a covert Home World resistance member. She devoted herself to fighting our planet's habit of devouring any sentient being in the path of our starships. She guided me to follow my heart instead of my stomachs.
We have three stomachs, by the way.
I never discovered if my aunt had hidden her alien identity from her FBI superiors, but Willy thought they had to know. How else could she have passed the physical?
It took a few seconds, but Willy collected himself enough to turn to me and smile. We'd been holding hands at school. I thought he was about to kiss me several times, but he never did. I stayed three feet away from him. If he kissed me at that moment, there was no way I'd have any tentacle control, headache or not.
"You think your aunt is in trouble, don't you?"
"Willy, she's told me a thousand times that she'd stop my parents from feeding again if I couldn't. I tried everything to keep them from going out last night. All they did was tell me that it was too bad I was missing out on such a great meal and that I'd better be in bed by the time they got home. Aunt Susan's been tailing them forever, so it doesn't make sense she wasn't there to arrest them."
Ever since she'd stopped contacting me, I'd been afraid that the FBI would descend on our house and whisk us all off to Area 51.
Another sharp pain snaked through my head.
"Are you really all right?" Willy asked.
"I'm fine," I said through clenched teeth.
"You look a little green," he said.
"Not funny, Willy."
"Geez, Deborah, I didn't mean that your overskin was leaking. I was going to ask if you wanted to lie in one of the coffins."
The Logans had a set of coffins in their living room, one for each person to watch TV. They'd bought them as a Halloween joke the year before but decided to keep them when they discovered how comfortable they were. I told you Willy's family was strange.
I almost accepted his offer, but Mom and Margie stood and brushed the dirt off their knees. With our moms about to come in, there'd be no way Willy would kiss me, so I joined him on the computer. It looked like we were downloading songs onto my iPod.
Margie held the door for Mom. "Virginia, you don't know how good organic produce is until you've tried it. How long have we been vegetarians, Willy?"
 Willy rolled his eyes. "Four months and counting."
Margie went straight to the coffee pot. "When I saw the pictures of those poor chickens so crowded in the cages, I just couldn't eat meat anymore," she said as she poured a cup for herself. "Would you like some, Virginia?"
"No, thanks," Mom said.
Margie put her cup on the counter. "Oh, I forgot you don't drink it. Good for you. It's the one habit I can't break, though now they're saying coffee is full of antioxidants."
Willy was a cola fiend when he wasn't at home. Margie had banned sodas as well. Don't get me wrong. Margie was great, and Willy was lucky to get such a cool step-mom. Who else would allow their kid to go to school dressed like the Mummy for the entire last week of October? But she'd been on this food kick, and now Willy and I had more in common than ever. We both ate in secret. We both splurged on the food our mothers forbid but for entirely different reasons.
I caught my mom's eye and glanced toward the door, mouthing, "Let's go. Now."
Mom frowned at me but said, "I had a great time, Margie, but we have to run." She found her purse, which she'd left on one of the dining chairs. I unplugged my iPod and put it in my pocket just as Willy's dad burst into the house.
Fred had been depressed lately. The video store he owned was losing customers because of Netflix, but right then, his smile was so wide that I could see a gold crown in the corner of his lips.
"Willy made it," he said.
Margie shouted, "Yes!"
Willy covered his face. "I can't believe you've roped me into this stupid contest."
Mom's voice and mine blended. "What contest?"
Margie beamed. "This is a great opportunity. Willy. Admit it, taping the show was fun."
Willy muttered something behind his hands.
"What show?" I asked.
"Willy is in a contest that KAPE is sponsoring," Fred said. "Sacramento Tween Cook-Off."
"Willy's going to be on PBS?" Mom asked.
Willy always told me everything, even stuff I didn't want to know, like how much wax came out of his ears at the doctor's office. Why was I only learning about this now?
"Fred shot a video of Willy making his oatmeal-date muffins and sent it in a month ago. The producers chose him as a contestant. The first episode was shot last Saturday." Margie walked to Willy, put her arm around his shoulder, and squeezed him. "We're so proud of you."
Willy finally lowered his hands. "Dad tricked me. He took the video from his cell phone."
"You cook?" I asked in disbelief.
Fred puffed up a bit. "He's thinking of becoming a chef, aren't you, son?"
That was news to me. "What about professional snowboarding?" I asked. "Or playing your saxophone in a jazz band?"
"Believe me, Deborah, those are still plans A and B," Willy said.
Fred continued his happy gloating. "A lot of kids tried out. Twenty-four of them cooked their hearts out. There will be a montage of all the kids and the process the judges went through to select the ones going to the next level. Only half made it. If all goes well, Willy will be in the semi-finals in about a month, and if he gets through that part, he will go to the finals in December."
Usually, I'd have wanted to stay until I learned more details, but I was terrified my tentacles would spring in front of Margie and Fred. "Break a leg, Willy," I said, then grabbed Mom's arm.
"If I'm lucky, I will," Willy said as I pulled her out the door.
Mom started the car but just sat there. She sighed. "When the Home World does invade, I hope it will be springtime. I'd love our yard full of red tulips and yellow daffodils. Red and yellow are the official colors of Our Most Imperial Supreme High Matriarch, or have I said that before?"
I buckled my seat belt and put my hands on the top of my head to cover my microslits. "Only a million times."
Home World weapons adapt through bio-engineering. We'd return with a more sophisticated force than our last invasion attempt. If Mom thought the Supreme High Matriarch would stop in Prattville, California, to smell the flowers at the Joneses' house, she was out of her mind.
Mom finally backed out of the driveway. "So, what's going on with you?"
"I have the worst headache of my life, and my tentacles are going to pop any second." I was too scared to say anything about the weird things growing on the ends.
"Oh, dear," she said, stepping on the gas even though we were in a residential area.
I looked through the windshield at the intersection ahead. The field Dad had taken me to fly my kite in when I was little was now entirely made up of wooden house frames. The neighborhoods kept expanding, and no one stopped the natural habitat from being gobbled up.
Think of Earth as the Hawaii of the Milky Way because, according to Mom and Dad, this planet is unique: blue skies and oceans, more variety of life than any planet our species has ever visited. My parents had outlined a plan to create sustainability on Earth, something no one had ever considered. Humans would be the food source, and the rest of the animals would be allowed to live in peace. They even envisioned bringing back species from the brink of extinction, like orangutans and polar bears. We could thin out humans, and bison could roam the western plains again. Earth would be our second home. To their delight, the Supreme High Matriarch agreed.
Humans were destroying Earth. We were going to save it. But from what I knew about my species, I had serious doubts we'd be the ones to bring Eden back.
By the time we got home, I was seeing double. Mom barely parked before I leaped out of the car and ran into the house. I leaned against the entryway wall so no one could see me through the living room window, closed my eyes, and sighed as I released my tentacle. 
My headache felt better by the time Mom walked in. Her keys hit the floor with a thud. She screamed and fumbled in her purse, repeating, "This isn't happening. This isn't happening." She found her cell phone and hit Dad's number. He answered right away. Mom shouted into the phone, "George, come home this instant. Dbkrrrsh has the buds."
She'd used my Home World name. Things were serious. My hands went to my chest automatically. Nothing felt any different than usual.
"Not on your chest." Mom clicked off the phone, dragged me to the bathroom, and pushed me in front of the mirror. "Do you realize what this means? You could be the next Supreme High Matriarch."
I covered my face just as Willy had fifteen minutes earlier. "No," I groaned. She grabbed both of my wrists this time and yanked my hands down so hard that I thought she might slap me. "Mom, if you say this will be a great career, I'll spit."
"This isn't a mere job. It's an honor," she said, eyes wide like a crazy woman.
"Please don't tell me what an opportunity this will be."
I knew what types of things the Supreme High Matriarch did. Eating three burly truck drivers was child's play in comparison.
Mom let go of my wrist. "Your buds are not an opportunity." I tried to speak, but she put her finger on my lips. "They're destiny."






  
  Consort


Dad worked in downtown Sacramento but arrived home in fifteen minutes. He must have put our Impala on "fly mode." As he walked through the front door, he announced, "Into the kitchen, now." 
Gerald, my fiancé, stood in front of the counter, fiddling with the microwave. When my species' invading forces returned, he'd enhanced it for Earth-to-Earth contact. The signal had such low resonance that it wouldn't even be a blip on Homeland Security surveillance if they monitored us. But who would he be contacting now?
"I'm having trouble reconfiguring the signal to meet the parameters at the other end," Gerald said.
"Did anyone from the ships land early?" I asked.
Mom shushed me. "Let Gerald concentrate."
I slumped in my chair, thinking no one would shush the Supreme High Matriarch. "Dad, can't we just get this over with?" I asked. "I have a ton of homework."
He didn't answer my question. For the next ten minutes, we watched Gerald work. Our families had betrothed Gerald and me when we were infants, and we could be "officially" married at any moment. On the Home World, kids are considered adults when they turn twelve. Still, we had little say in our lives.
My marriage would be in name only for years until my body had fully matured to reproduce safely, but my heart sank whenever I thought about spending the next hundred years with Gerald. For heaven's sake, he wore plaid shirts with pocket protectors like he'd gone to geek school back home. Gerald was too tall and skinny, and his light brown hair was buzz-cut, as though he'd time-traveled from a Nickelodeon rerun.
Gerald was a nice guy, but he wasn't Willy. Worst of all, he was so serious. His eyes glazed over when I talked about stuff like snowboarding or how to use marshmallows creatively. And then he'd say things like, "I have an interesting set of particle distribution curves on the computer. Do you want to see them?"
I don't think so.
Gerald replaced the back panel of the microwave and gave it a tap. "It should work now," he said, stepping back and sitting beside me. I scooted a millimeter away and watched the numbers on the microwave's digital display roll wildly until they stopped at four minutes and twenty-two seconds. There were three beeps, and the door popped open. I leaned forward and watched a figure form on the platter.
A tiny voice echoed out of the microwave. "Stop this infernal spinning!"
My blood ran cold. I knew who the voice belonged to.
"Grandmother?" I almost choked on the word.
Secretly, I hoped she'd returned to the Home World, but here she was, four inches high and rotating like a Lean Cuisine.
The platter stopped, and Grandmother put her hands on her hips. The Resistance was looking for her, so I wasn't surprised she'd had a makeover. She looked as though she had a facelift, and from what I could see under her cap, her hair was dyed metallic auburn.
"You better have a good reason for disturbing me. The prototype is at a critical stage."
I squinted and pointed to the cap on her head. "Is that from the Double Jelly factory?"
My fourth-grade class had gone there on a field trip, and we had to wear the same paper cap with a smiling green jellybean giving a thumbs-up.
"Mother has been working undercover in their laboratory," Mom said.
"Night shift," Dad added, and then he winked. "Working on a special flavor."
"Human essence," Gerald said without a lot of enthusiasm.
Mom and Dad licked their lips in anticipation. If this continued, they would start drooling. I was about to ask why no one had told me Grandmother was still on Earth, but she cut me off.
"Why have you contacted me?"
Mom leaned over and whispered, "Show Mother your lavender tentacle."
"But, Mom."
Mom put on her "you'll do as I say if you know what's good for you" expression, so I bent at the waist and stuck the tentacle into the oven, careful not to poke it through Grandmother's hologram. I wondered what good it was to be an adult if my parents made me do things I hated.
Grandmother muttered in our native tongue, Flplk, which would have grounded me for a month if it had come out of my mouth.
"I've seen enough," she said, and I scooted back and sat next to Gerald again. "Be here no later than midnight. All of you."
"But it's a school night," Dad said.
The platter started to spin again. Before Grandmother's image vanished, she said, "Dbrrrksh will be home-schooled from now on."
"No way," I said. "You can't—"
"We'll talk about this later," Dad interrupted. He put his hand on Gerald's shoulder. "Son, do you know what this means?"
Gerald nodded.
"Then you understand that one day you may be Deborah's consort," Mom said, "and both of you must undergo intense training for the Supreme High Matriarch competition."
"But—" 
"Not now, Deborah," Dad said. "Gerald, you have to decide if you want to continue to be her betrothed. There is no shame in saying no. Your parents will find another girl for you. You can go back to the ships, and if you don't starve, you may live a long and rewarding career serving our planet. But, as you know, things are bleak up there."
"Wait just a minute," I said. I stood so fast my chair fell backward. "Gerald gets to choose, but I don't?"
Mom sighed. "You're the one with the buds. There's nothing we can do about that. Deborah, you know that the current Supreme High Matriarch is of the House of Mpfld?"
"Yes," I groaned. My head still hurt with a vengeance. I closed my eyes and breathed deeply, doing a lousy job hiding my grimace.
"Then you can understand the significance of a young woman from our house being a candidate," she explained. "If a candidate from another house were to become the Supreme High Matriarch, the consequences would be disastrous."
"Honey," Dad said. "Your mother and I love you very much, but it's our duty as potential future in-laws of the High Consort to have this conversation. Home World law is clear." He looked at his watch. "Gerald, you have 90 seconds to decide."
I opened my eyes, put both hands on my forehead, and pressed. The pressure didn't help. "Who's going to know if Gerald decides now or not?"
"Because your father and I will have brain fingerprints to determine if we followed the prescribed laws to the letter." Mom's voice got testy, as it did when she was stressed. "George, Mother has an excellent idea about Deborah's education. Deborah should have known all of this by now."
Before Dad could answer, Gerald held up both of his hands. "May I ask a couple of questions?"
"Of course, dear," Mom said.
"If I say yes, then what?"
"The other candidates might devour you, and then there's a little business with the Supreme High Matriarch at the end that we don't have to go into yet," Mom said. She made her voice cheery. "But think of all the benefits after you win. First meals on any new planet, and staying in the best rooms on any ship you travel."
"Everyone will grovel to you," Dad added. "Plus, the Supreme High Matriarch and High Consort never go hungry, if you know what I mean."
Gerald looked at his watch. "And if I say no, what will happen to Deborah?"
An uncomfortable silence filled the room.
"Virginia and I are trying to be brave about this," Dad said, his voice cracking. I looked at him with horror. What was I going to have to face? His following words didn't reassure me. "If Deborah goes into combat alone, she won't come out alive."






  
  Jelly Belly


What boy ever thought, "I want to be a consort when I grow up"? I'm sure the idea wasn't on Gerald's radar. He was a superb technician, happiest when dealing with mechanical things, especially concerning quantum mechanics. To be the husband of the Supreme High Matriarch might keep him from what he loved to do. 
I knew enough about Home World culture to understand that if we won this combat, he'd have to attend government functions, wave at parades, give speeches, and fulfill my slightest whim. Would he want to do any of this? Worst case, and we lost? Dad had been clear about that.
With thirteen seconds to spare, Gerald reached over and took my hand. I fought the impulse to squirm and pull it away. "I'll be Dbkrrrsh's champion and, if we prevail, her consort to the end of my days."
As I said, Gerald's a nice guy, but I still didn't want to marry him.
An hour later, I lay on my bed with a cold washcloth over my forehead, flicking Cheetos in the air and catching them with my tentacles. Stress had made me break into my chocolate supply first. The Cheetos were dessert.
Mom knocked at the door and came in. Neither Mom nor Dad had accepted that I eat human food. She caught me trying to toss the bag under my bed.
"Don't worry about those—not tonight," Mom said, sitting beside me. She removed the washcloth and put her hand on my forehead. "You have a touch of fever. I looked up your condition, and a fever is to be expected. The headache should disappear in a few hours but will return now and then."
"Do I have to go through with this candidate business?" I asked. "And what do you mean by now and then?"
"I'm afraid you have to." She ignored my second question. "Back home, girls dread getting the buds, though it's considered an honor for their house. I can't tell you how much I wished this had happened to someone else's daughter."
"That's unpatriotic of you," I said. "What about your brain fingerprint? Won't they know how you feel?"
"Well, they expect it of parents. The statutes give us some leeway because..."
There was an uncomfortable silence.
"Because what, Mom?"
She gently touched a bud, which was as sore as a bruised thumb. I winced, but she was studying it and didn't see my face. "The Supreme High Matriarch has held her position for a long time."
History has never been one of my favorite subjects, but I knew the present Supreme High Matriarch had the longest reign so far.
"The philosopher Qqznbkld was a personal friend of hers. I think it would be good for you to read her essays."
I'd heard of Qqznbkld but never paid much attention when my parents spoke of her. I did know that during the Cannibal Times, Qqznbkld was the first to suggest we eat other species for a change instead of each other. She's a planetary hero, and we had a hologram that showed a statue of her holding the head of a prwyplpdkvk, our equivalent to the Neanderthal. Needless to say, all of them are extinct.
I hugged my knees and leaned into Mom, letting her wrap her arms around me.
"Until a candidate eats her, the Supreme High Matriarch won't die," Mom continued.
Great, I thought. The best possible scenario for me is to eat a 15,000-year-old queen.
I had a silver crystalline pendant called a tendrilizer resting in my jewelry box, a gift from Gerald that had saved my life during my purgation, a ritual I endured earlier in the year, where I proved I was worthy of adulthood. In other words, I was the eater. My opponent, Dog Girl, was the eater, even though she chopped off my pink tentacle before I got the upper hand.
Without the tendrilizer, I'd have been the eatee. Tendrilizers are rare crystals made from pure rczk, a mineral found on the continent of Mpfld on the Home World. My house controlled the supply, so we had a lot of power.
"She drinks a fine powder made of ground rczk, which makes her immortal until a candidate defeats her in battle. Deborah, no girl has gotten the buds for over a hundred years."
"What happened to the last girl who went up against the Supreme Matriarch?"
Mom shifted position, made her face a false cheery, and didn't answer. "The rczk acts like a tuning mechanism. We all age slower because of the Supreme High Matriarch's power, but slow or not, we all age, including her. She just doesn't die until the right candidate comes along. So that's the ray of hope your father and I are holding on to, that she might not be at the top of her game anymore."
I was so scared I couldn't swallow.
"What about the consort?" I asked. "Would I get a new one every hundred years, or what?"
I thought it was a perfectly logical question, but Mom giggled. "No, once there's a new Supreme High Matriarch, the consort is no longer fed rczk. They are treated respectfully but are considered regular citizens for as long as they have left to live, which couldn't be long for the current one." 
Great, I'd be stuck with Gerald for almost forever. I didn't want to talk about this anymore.
"I can pull my tentacles in, but I don't know if I can pull the buds through the microslits."
"Why not wear the green hat you're so cute in?" Mom said. She kissed my cheek. "Rest until it's time to go."
My appetite for Cheetos had vanished. The unfairness of my life gnawed at me. I'd studied for that stupid Geography test for nothing. I was running for the seventh-grade representative to the student council, and elections were next week. I'd already written my speech. The band had a concert coming up, and I'd memorized my part for
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