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      Welcome—or welcome back?—to the world(s) of Starstruck!

      

      Halloween Tricks & Treats is a fun little story that expands on the events of The Handmaid’s Secret. This short story occurs two days before the end of The Handmaid’s Secret and three days before the beginning of Convergent.

      

      If you prefer to avoid spoilers, I recommend at least reading Starstruck, the first book in the series (currently free at all ebook vendors) before reading this story.
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      To become one of my awesome band of readers, sign up for my Newsletter HERE  You’ll receive another FREE Starstruck short story and be among the first to hear all my latest news!

      

      For my most hardcore fans, I've created a special Group on Facebook, Brenda's Sparkling Readers, where I can interact more easily with my readers on a regular basis. This is a great place to ask questions about my books, characters, etc. and to chat with other readers about books in general (among other things).
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        “WHO’S GONNA WIN?

        WHO’S GONNA WIN?

        JAGUARS! JAGUARS!

        DO IT AGAIN!

        SPOOK THE SPARTANS!

        LET THE GAME BEGIN!”

      

      

      

      The students in the Jewel High gym bleachers whoop and applaud at the conclusion of the final cheer of our seventh-period pep rally. As the noise dies down, our principal takes the mic to thank the cheerleaders, the team, and everyone else for coming, then dismisses the crowd.

      Trina, the head cheerleader, waylays me before I can join M, who’s making her way down from the stands. “Please, Rigel, you have to come tonight,” Trina insists, clutching my arm with both hands and smiling up at me. “I have all kinds of special stuff planned and everyone wants you there. Don’t spoil my party by staying away this time.”

      I’m about to refuse—again—when Matt Mullins, one of my receivers, joins in. “Yeah, man, you really need to come to this one. Tonight’s not just our first playoff game, it’s the last home game of the season. Might be our last chance this year to party as a team.”

      “Plus it’s Halloween,” Michael Best reminds me—like I could forget, with half the students at the pep rally dressed up like cartoon characters, celebrities and what-all. “The girls will probably be even more worth looking at than usual.” He waggles his eyebrows.

      Which is yet another reason to say no. But now practically the whole team is urging me to go to the party. I hate letting them down, but—

      Go, Rigel. I can tell you want to and it’s fine, M’s thought interrupts me before I can come up with a diplomatic excuse. Seriously, I won’t mind. Not nearly as much as I’d mind you missing it because of me.

      You know I hate going to these things without you, I think back to her. No party could ever be as good as us spending time together.

      “What do you say, man?” Jimmy Franklin prods me. “The guys need you there for a fun little ceremony we’re planning, to celebrate Jewel’s first-ever undefeated season.” He grins as he says it but I can tell it matters a lot to him. To all of them.

      I don’t suppose you’d consider coming, too? I think to M. Just this once?

      After a brief pause, she responds. Okay, if that’s what it’ll take to get you to go. All your teammates really do want you there.

      She’d know, too, since she can sense people’s actual emotions. I’ve experienced what that’s like, through her, when she and I are touching.

      Thanks. I make sure to send lots of gratitude with my thought, since I know the last place she wants to go is Trina’s house.

      Turning back to Trina, I nod. “All right, I’ll come…if I can bring M.”

      “What!?” It’s funny how quickly Trina’s surprised delight switches to a disgusted sneer. “I never said—” She stops, glancing around at all the football players and cheerleaders who are listening. “Sure. Fine. She can come.” Then, lowering her voice to a fierce whisper, “But she’d better not go all psycho on me again!”

      She must be referring to that incident last spring. M confronted Trina after she pulled a seriously nasty prank on M. The two girls got into an argument that escalated until Trina ended up accidentally breaking her own nose. Which of course she blamed on M.

      “No. You don’t have to worry about that.” I doubt Trina picks up on my sarcasm.

      The final bell rings then, so the gym rapidly empties as everyone hurries off to grab stuff from their lockers and catch their buses or rides home. Making my way to M’s side, I take her hand, reveling as always in the amazing sensations her touch sends through me.

      “Thanks for agreeing to come with me tonight,” I mutter as we head to our lockers. “I know you didn’t really want to. Think your aunt’ll be okay with you going?”

      “Probably, if I phrase it right when I ask. She’s not nearly as strict as she used to be before…you know.”

      Before she learned the truth about who M really is—the supreme leader of all Martians, on both Earth and Mars.

      “Good. It’ll be great having you along—and you deserve some fun, too. You’ve been so wrapped up in all this Sovereign stuff lately, you never seem to have any time to relax.”

      She laughs, a sound I don’t hear often enough these days. “Relax? At Trina’s? I’ll be lucky if she doesn’t slam the door in my face when I get there.”

      “Nah, I told her you’re coming and she’s okay with it.”

      “As long as I don’t ‘go all psycho’ on her?”

      I grimace. “You heard that, huh?”

      “I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop,” M hurriedly assures me, “but we were still connected, and—”

      “Hey, it’s fine. I thought it was pretty funny, actually.” For reasons I still don’t fully understand, Trina has hated M since they were in grade school together—and it’s mostly mutual, though M is never the one who starts anything, no matter what Trina claims.

      M shakes her head resignedly. “I’ve given up trying to win her over. It’s easier to just avoid her—when I can.”

      “Seriously, don’t worry about Trina. I’ll make sure you have a good time tonight in spite of her.” In fact, I intend to do everything I can to keep the two of them completely away from each other all evening. They’ll both be happier that way.

      “I won’t hold you to that,” M says with another laugh, “but promise not to be a wet blanket, at least. It’s only fair that you get to thoroughly enjoy celebrating with the team, after the incredible season you all had.”

      I squeeze her hand gratefully, at the same time making a private bargain with myself. Though M may not expect to have fun tonight, I’m going to do my absolute best to see that she does. She needs it. She’s agreeing to come to this party strictly for my sake, so I’m not about to let anything happen that could make her regret it.

      A few minutes later, though, I realize just how big a challenge that’s likely to be. Out on the sidewalk, M and I exchange a quick goodbye kiss before we have to separate to go to our buses. M is just about to board hers when Trina walks past, on her way to the parking lot.

      “Hey, Marsha,” she calls out, loudly enough for everyone to hear. “If you have any trouble thinking of a costume for tonight, you can just paint yourself green. I’m sure I’m not the only one who’d love another chance to laugh at ‘Marsha the Martian!’”
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        * * *

      

      I’m careful not to think about Trina’s parting taunt until my bus and M’s are far enough apart that she won’t be able to tap into any thoughts I don’t deliberately send her way. Because even though M tried to brush it off, I could tell it really embarrassed her…and also scared her a little.

      Shortly after she and I first met, M admitted to me how she was teased back in elementary school for “pretending” she was a Martian princess. It freaked me out at the time, because I happened to know she really was a Martian Princess—not that she or any of the non-Martians at school were aware of that. At the time, she still had no idea that our people even exist, much less that she was destined to be our leader.

      Now, totally apart from that remembered humiliation, she’s got to be worried that Trina resurrecting that old nickname could make things even more dangerous for M and our people. Just last month M was kidnapped by Bryce Farmer’s crazy dad, because he’d bought into alien conspiracy theories. I don’t even want to think how bad things could get if a whole lot of regular Earth humans find out the truth about us.

      Somehow, I’ve got to keep Trina from hassling M tonight. After all she’s had to deal with lately, the last thing she needs is a petty poser like Trina adding to her stress. And I wouldn’t put it past Trina at all to plan something obnoxious she can do to M, now that she knows she’s coming to the party. If I have to, I’ll eavesdrop on every single word Trina says to anybody else tonight. That’ll make sure I get fair warning, so I can ensure that any pranks Trina might have in mind won’t work.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you have your costume?” I ask when I pick M up before the game that evening.

      “Right here.” Grinning, she holds up a plastic grocery bag as she gets into the car. “White pants and shirt and bunny ears. That should be enough to get the idea across, don’t you think?”

      We agreed earlier that I’d dress up as a magician—I found an old top hat from when I played Abraham Lincoln in middle school—and she’d come as my white rabbit.

      “That should do it. Maybe after the game we can draw whiskers on your face, too.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “Maybe. Molly probably has an eye pencil I could use, but I’d rather not ask her since she can’t come to the party.”

      “How come? I thought all the cheerleaders would be there.”

      “She’s still grounded. Because of lying about her date with Tristan,” M explains.

      Which I should have realized. “Maybe Bri or Deb will have something you can use?”

      “Maybe.” Then, after a pause, “If you’re really sure you want me to come? I promise I’ll be fine with it if you go without me.”

      I reach over and take her hand and instantly sense her worry through our touch. “Hey, you’re not chickening out on me, are you? Is this the girl who risked her life to save the world?”

      That gets a
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