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CHAPTER ONE

“I can’t believe you forgot to pick up the disco ball,” Karina said.

Cindy tried very hard not to glare at her step-sister.  Loud music blasted through the living room, minus the disco ball Karina wanted for her Halloween party.  A variety of strange college kids danced with wild and increasingly drunken moves, red plastic cups in hand.  One guy threatened to topple over an entire cabinet of model ships—model ships Cindy’s late father had made years ago—when he stumbled.  

Ah, Karina’s drunken college friends.  

At least it was easy to hide her dirty looks at her step-sister thanks to the Victorian mask that Cindy was wearing.  Cindy had chosen it not for the beautiful pattern on the otherwise plain white mask, but because she hadn’t had time to get a costume of her own.  This mask was something she had made for a high school play years ago and still had buried in her closet.  The purple dress was, too.  Maybe she had chosen this costume because it made her feel just a tiny bit more classy than help at the party.  

That was all Cindy was.  Help.  She was there to help her step-sister run the party.  Sure, she had offered it when Karina complained about being overwhelmed with the planning, but helping out with the food had turned into helping out with the decorations, then buying the decorations, and at last, cleaning up as the party went on.  

Cindy didn’t want her house messed up, after all.  

“I’m sorry,” Cindy said.  “I had to work late last night.  I got stuck covering for someone who couldn’t come in.  There wasn’t time to pick it up.”  The truth was different.  Cindy felt ready to pass out after the double shift and forgot to pick up the disco ball.  

“I had my math class earlier today and then homework,” Karina said.  “You know I couldn’t pick it up.  You also know that I’m broke.”

“I...” Cindy said.  “I said I was sorry.”  Cindy trembled.  She was ready to become someone who was not a restrained Victorian lady.

Karina turned away.   Her pink skirt twirled around her, and she sighed, playing the part of the distressed southern belle.  “We’ll just have to go without the disco ball, then.”  Her step-sister stormed away into the crowd and vanished.  

Cindy sighed and remained at the edge of the living room, standing between it and the kitchen.  It looked like the party was happening just fine without the damn disco ball.  Her feet ached from the double shift, even though it had ended hours ago.  Sure, she should have remembered the disco ball, but fatigue did things to her mind.

A girl with fake rabbit ears laughed.  She waved her arms and spilled a plastic cup of beer.  The rap song blasting from the stereo went silent, and the young woman looked at the golden liquid spreading on the coffee table.  The beer crept towards the edge.  The girl made no motion to wipe it up.  “Oops!” the bunny said, covering her mouth with her free hand.

“Cindy!” Karina shouted from the other end of the living room.  “We have a problem!”

“Shit,” Cindy said, looking around the messy kitchen for a rag.  It was hard to see through her eye holes and the glitter that rimmed them.  She didn’t dare take the mask off.  Cindy feared that her pride had something to do with that.  She found a roll of paper towels stuffed underneath a tray of pumpkin cookies.  Grabbing the entire roll, Cindy rushed into the living room.  She dodged a guy backing into her path.  With a dive, she caught the rogue stream of beer before it dripped onto the carpet.

“Good catch!” a young man on the couch said.  He had his hand halfway up the back of a young woman’s tank top.  The two of them had been making out and would probably head to one of the upstairs rooms next.  Cindy had made sure to lock hers.  Karina’s and Nora’s rooms were both fair game.  

“Thanks,” Cindy said, wiping up the rest of the beer.  The bunny had moved on to flirt with a tall guy by the window.  She checked to make sure her shoes hadn’t fallen victim to the beer.  Parties were sure a lot of work.   It was no wonder Karina needed her help.

Cindy just wanted the night to be over.  It was bad enough that she had to be back at the Market soon for her night shift.  

The couple went back to making out.  To be safe, Cindy took their beer off the coffee table.  A kicking leg could cause disaster.  At least her stepmother, Yasmin, wasn’t there.  Cindy wouldn’t have minded Nora.  Her other step-sister wasn’t nearly as bitchy and spoiled as Karina.  

“Everyone,” Karina shouted. “We have pizzas coming in about twenty minutes.  Our Victorian lady will take them to the kitchen and once that happens, help yourselves!”

Cindy ran the dirty paper towels back to the kitchen.  She could breathe there.  The kitchen stayed quiet.  She wouldn’t have to mingle with too many people that she didn’t know.  This whole party was a disaster.  Against Cindy’s advice, Karina spread invitations around the Camry University campus.  Her step-sister took classes for information technology, but she liked to take the whole college experience too far.  Now Cindy had a house full of drunken strangers.

“What are you doing in here all alone?” 

She turned.  A young man stood in the kitchen with her.  He wore a fancy prince costume.  A plain white mask covered his face.  He looked like a royal phantom.  He sounded a little older than the others, despite the mask that was distorting his voice.  He might even be in his mid-twenties, like Cindy.  His body was more filled out than the rest of the guys there, but not in a bad way.   He sounded a lot soberer, too.  

“I’m trying to clean up,” she said, turning away and picking up the tray of pumpkin cookies.  She could feel the Phantom Prince’s gaze on her, making her back prickle.  

“You’re cleaning up?  The party’s still going.  It’s just going to be a mess again at the end.”  He took a step closer to her.  He sounded so much more mature than everyone else at the party.

Cindy was intrigued.  He didn’t fit.

“I need to start my shift at twelve thirty,” Cindy said, facing him.  “I have to be out of here by midnight.  Right now I’m trying to reduce what I’ll have to do tomorrow morning.”

“You work nights?” He placed his hand on the counter, next to the bowl of chips.

“About half of my shifts are at night,” she said, wondering if this guy was even a student.  He sounded mature enough to be a member of the staff.  Cindy didn’t have the heart to tell him that she worked at the Quick-E Corner Market instead of using her computer science degree.  “It’s peaceful, though.”

“You’re doing a lot,” the man said.  “I’ve seen you running around here all night.  You haven’t taken any time to have fun yet.  I don’t think you’ve eaten a bite.”

“There hasn’t been time for that,” she said.  The Phantom Prince wasn’t going away.  He was also a refugee from the drunken idiocy happening in the other room.  She couldn’t blame him.  Cindy tried not to stare at his eyes.  They hid in the shadows of his mask.  A thought hit her.  They looked like a matching pair.

The Phantom Prince cleared his throat.  “I came here with my friend tonight to take a break from things.  We saw the flyers on campus.  He’s the one who convinced me to come, to tell you the truth.”

“That explains why you’ve escaped to the quiet zone.”

“I needed to blow off some steam.  My friend’s in the other room, getting drunk.  I’ve never been into drinking.”

“Me, neither.  I don’t like the way it makes me feel.”  Booze made Cindy feel sick.  “So you don’t know Karina?”

The Phantom shifted.  “I take it she hired you?” he asked.  

“Yes,” Cindy said.  Heat rose to her hidden face, making it hot under her mask.  Her breath didn’t help.  “She hired me for tonight.  It’ll help pay for my college tuition.”  It was a lie.  Cindy had already graduated.  She couldn’t find an IT job in Camry, but someone needed to help out Nora and Karina with their tuition.  For now, she settled with the occasional odd computer job.

“Those little jobs always help,” the Phantom Prince said.  “I did plenty of those when I was first trying to get things off the ground.”

“That’s understandable,” Cindy said.  Her voice sounded tinny under her mask.  “Are you still in school?”  This man made for easy, comfortable conversation.

“I finished a few years ago,” he said.  “My friend and I work with Gobbly now.  Did you know that they’re planning to open a new headquarters here in Camry?”

“You’re talking Gobbly, as in the giant search engine?” Cindy asked.

“Yes.  That Gobbly.  Haven’t you heard the news yet?  They want to move the HQ here to Camry.  There are a lot of people in this town who would work great with them.  It’s an opportunity that the company can’t pass up.”

Cindy wondered if he was bluffing.  She dreamed of going to work for a company like Gobbly, but she sure hadn’t heard any news about it.  

The Phantom Prince seemed to read her mind.  “Not that many people know about this yet,” he said.  “I forgot that the news hasn’t picked up on it.  The university knows.  My friend and I are visiting to speak with them about it.  They’re excited.  We came all the way from California to meet with them.”

“Gobbly sent you?” Cindy asked. 

“Yes.  We came as representatives.”  The Prince stepped away from the counter.  “We spoke with the Dean earlier this week.”

“I hope that you’re right,” Cindy said.  “I’d love to apply for a job with Gobbly as soon as...as soon as I graduate.”  

“How much longer do you have?” he asked.

Cindy thought.  “One more year,” she lied.  

“What are you going for?” 

“Computer science,” she said.  It was the first truth on her side of the conversation.

“That’s great,” the Phantom Prince said.  “We’re going to need IT’s when the new headquarters opens.  Not everyone is going to follow us from California.  Maybe you can speed up your classes and graduate by the start of the new year.”

“I can try,” Cindy said.  Her palms tingled.  She had no way of knowing if this phantom was telling the truth.  Sure, the university would supply workers, but Gobbly had no other reason to come to Camry.  

“You need to try,” he said.  He spoke with class and confidence.  He even spoke like someone much older, even though he had to be around Cindy’s age.  “The company is growing.  There will be openings for the foreseeable future.”  Even muffled, this man’s voice was seductive.

Cindy tried to ignore it as she picked up some used plates.  This man was making her feel strange, and she hadn’t even seen his face.  “I’ll keep an eye on it,” she said.  

“Good.  Why don’t you have a bit of fun?  You’ve been working all night.  It hasn’t been much of a party for you.”

“I have to do my job,” Cindy said.  He was magnetic.  “I wish I could, but I need the money.”

“That Karina girl hasn’t been treating you very well.  Besides, you’re in costume.  Even if you’re getting paid, you should be able to enjoy yourself a little.  That’s what life is for.”

Cindy set the plates back down on the counter island.  The Phantom Prince was not only mysterious.  He was observant.  “I’m going to have a nightmare on my hands tomorrow morning.”

“You have to come back after work?”

“Yes.  I agreed to help with the mess.”

“You sound resigned.”

“I need the money.”

“Even if she’s paying you, Karina needs to treat you better.”  The Phantom Prince faced the living room.  

Karina danced, shaking her hips.  A drunk guy copied her moves.  The fox and the bunny had vanished.  A new couple occupied the couch.  A young man staggered outside and into the dark.  

The doorbell rang.

“It’s the pizza,” Cindy told the Phantom.  

Cindy kept her mask down and answered the door.  Cindy handed the pizza guy the three twenties she’d taken from the ATM.  She lined the pizza boxes on the table, arranging them by topping.  

“Let me help you,” the Phantom said.  

“Thanks.”  She handed him a few pizza boxes, glad to be free of the weight.  Her stomach growled.  

The Phantom was a lifesaver.  He got down some plates and napkins as ravenous partygoers converged on the kitchen.  Once they were gone, Cindy busied herself closing up the empty boxes.  Only two plain cheese slices remained.  Someone had ripped one of them in half, but this would work.  She was hungry.  

“They could have left more for you,” the Phantom Prince said.

“I’m hired to help,” Cindy reminded him.  “You should have those pieces if you want.”

“I’m good,” he said.  He remained quiet, and for one moment, Cindy was sure he could read her mind.  There was some strange connection between them.  “Eat.  It’s a bummer, but cheese pizza is always the last to go.  It’s a law of physics.”

“I know,” Cindy said, laughing.  It was true.  She would have to lift up her mask to eat.  The Phantom Prince was interested in her.  He might be hoping for a glimpse of her face.  

Cindy hesitated.  She was the butt of this party, and everyone knew.  Revealing herself to a Gobbly representative would be too humiliating.  She could wait to eat.  Cindy would grab a snack on her shift.  

To be fair, Mr. Myserious wasn’t removing his mask, either.  

“Have those slices,” the man said.  “I’m not that hungry.  You’re the one who’s about to lose ten pounds from working so hard.”

“I’m good.  Thanks.”  She was beginning to sweat.  Cindy’s hair stuck to her head in the heat.   She was sure she’d look even scarier with the mask off. 

“Eat,” he teased her.

“You want me to lift my mask.”

“Well, yes.”

She imagined the Phantom giving her a sly smile.  “I’ll do it under one condition.”

“Which is?” 

“You take yours off, too.  After that, we share that pizza.”

The Prince balked.  “That might complicate things,” he said.  

“Why?”  Cindy was enjoying this game.  

“Gobbly is supposed to be a secret right now,” the Prince said.  His tone said that this little war was over.  

“I’ll just have to keep my mask on,” Cindy said.

“That’s fair.  It’s a stalemate.”

Cindy was so, so hungry.  “So, what do you want to do?”  

The Phantom Prince lifted both arms like he wanted to give her a hug.  “I knew I could get you to have some fun.  We can start by messing with Karina’s head a little.  What do you say?“
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