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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?"


Chapter Two

 

"Yes."

Cindy blurted out the word. The Phantom Prince nodded.

She had a feeling that Mr. Mysterious had something amazing up his sleeve. He stood on the edge of the party, surveying the dancing bodies with a quiet, confident calm. 

"What are you thinking of?" Cindy asked. An angel and a devil perched on her shoulders. The devil was winning. She wanted something humiliating to happen to Karina. 

She felt different tonight. Cindy was the responsible older sister. The Phantom Prince was bringing something out of her, a part she didn't realize she had.

"We'll start small," the Prince said. "We'll work up from here. Watch me."

He walked right into the middle of the living room. He danced with the music, another loud rap song that was shaking the house. Cindy's insides trembled. Karina took notice of the newcomer right away. She stopped chatting with an unnamed girlfriend and checked out the Prince's body. Her gaze swept up to his still-masked face. The Phantom stopped in front of her. Cindy wondered if she was about to ask her to dance. She was the help, after all. Maybe she was the joke here, not Karina. Her heart fell.

The Phantom extended his hand to Karina.

Cindy died inside.

Karina took his hand and drew closer to him. He leaned in as the song stopped. Quiet fell over the living room. Cindy couldn't bear to watch, but she couldn't look away.

"I have to ask you something," the Prince said.

"Which is?" Karina fluttered her eyebrows.

"Something smells funny in here," he said. "Did someone right around here forget to put on deodorant this morning?"

A dark look came over Karina's face. She leveled a glare at the Phantom Prince. "Get out of here," she said, releasing his hand. "Who invited you to my party, anyway?"

The Prince pointed to the party flyer that hung over the front door. "You did."

"Get out of my house!" Karina shouted, slapping him on the chest. She stumbled back. A look of disgust came over Karina's face. She turned her back on the Prince, huffing. 

Cindy held down a laugh. The Phantom looked at her. He must be smiling. 

Who was he? Cindy hadn't even caught his name.

The Phantom strode back to her. "Petty revenge is the best," he said.

"You're awesome." 

"Do you have any other ideas?" He leaned against the wall.

Karina kept her back turned to the Phantom. Cindy knew Karina better than the Prince. The next step was up to her. Her mind worked. "We could mess up her computer," she said. "I shouldn't be doing this." 

"Don't you like petty revenge?"

"I might not get paid," Cindy said.

"That's why we won't get caught." He nodded again. His charm was pulling her in. There was nothing she could do to stop it. 

Karina returned to dancing. Cindy and the Prince watched from the sidelines. Beer spilled out of her cup. It landed all over her neighbor's shirt. Karina gasped, looking at the guy in horror. 

"I need a towel!" she yelled.

It was automatic. Cindy ran back to the kitchen and snatched the roll of paper towels. She didn't realize what she was doing until the Phantom took her arm and stopped her.

"She's an adult. She can clean herself up."

"She might stumble," Cindy said.

"Then let her," the Prince said. "It's a lesson she needs to learn."

Cindy let her hand open. She dropped the roll.

"I need a towel!" Karina shouted again.

"What next?" the Prince asked.

"She's going to yell at me later."

"You're operating under the assumption that she's going to remember this," the Prince said. "I don't see a maid uniform on you. Come on. Give me your worst ideas."

The music got louder in the living room, drowning out Karina's cries. 

"Her computer," Cindy said.

The Prince glanced at the stairs. "I take it that's where we need to go?"

"Yes."

"Have you been in that part of the house before?"

Cindy had to lie again. "A few times." Things might get awkward if she mentioned that this was her house, left by her father. "What kind of computer mayhem are you thinking of?" Cindy's mind hatched a few ideas, but she was bursting to know what the Phantom had in store.

The Prince took a step closer. Cindy could reach out and touch him. She wanted to make sure he was more than a dream. There was something magical about the way he carried himself. A wave of excitement swept through her, and she followed his gaze to the stairs. 

"Show me where to go," he said, "and I'll show you what I have in mind." He reached into his princely pocket and took out a thumb drive. "I keep this on hand just in case I meet people who need this. We're going to make Karina regret turning on her computer tomorrow. You'll want to see the results. I won't be here tomorrow morning, so it's your job to tell me how this goes."

Cindy smiled. This night was going better than she ever imagined it could. "I will," she said. "I can't wait. I'll show you where to go."

Cindy checked the living room, making sure Karina wasn't watching them. Her step-sister danced again, ignoring the guy she had spilled beer all over. The poor guy stood there, looking at his ruined shirt like a lost puppy dog. He wove through the crowd, heading for the bathroom.

Cindy slipped her hand into the Phantom's. 

She sensed a grin. Shocked at her bravery, she led the Prince to the stairs. One final check confirmed that Karina wasn't paying attention. 

The two of them crept upstairs.

Cindy's heart pounded. She held his left hand. There was no wedding band. The thought sent tingles of excitement through her limbs, and she squeezed his hand tighter, leading him to the top floor. She had entered another world tonight. 

Cindy's bedroom was the first one. Her door was shut and locked safely, and she had the key in her pocket. Cindy had installed the lock back in high school to keep Karina from getting into her diary. Now it was keeping frisky couples out. Someone had invaded Nora's room, judging from the closed door. Cindy was horrified to find her step-mother's door shut, too.

She was glad the music from downstairs drowned out anything going on behind them.

The Phantom Prince squeezed Cindy's hand and leaned against her bedroom door, listening. "Is this her room?" he asked.

"No," Cindy said quickly. "The one that belongs to Karina is at the end." She pulled him down the hallway. "I've seen her going in and out of that one," she added. Cindy couldn't let herself forget that she wasn't supposed to be living here.

"The door's open," the Prince said. "It's our lucky day. Let's get in there before another lovesick couple makes their way up here."

They darted inside. Karina's room was dark, but the light from the computer cast a pale blue glow on the walls. Cindy shook the mouse, and the computer woke from sleep mode. The room brightened. She had to squint. Icons leading to various University portals surrounded a picture of a majestic horse. 

"Karina doesn't have a password?" the Phantom asked.

"No," Cindy said. "I guess she doesn't." Karina left it off because it made it easier for Cindy to help her with math homework. 

"For such a slob, she sure keeps her room neat," the Prince said. "Are you sure this is her computer? It's too classy."

"It's hers," Cindy assured him. 

She might not get caught doing whatever they were about to do. An immense surge of guilt washed over her. Cindy was invading another person's space without permission, and now she was about to mess up her computer. If Cindy left now, she could be honest when she told Karina that she didn't know what happened afterward. It would take some of the guilt off.

The devil on her shoulder jumped up and down, and he might be the Phantom Prince himself. He squeezed her hand and snapped the portable hard drive into Karina's USB port. The loading screen popped up. He hovered the mouse arrow over one of the folders. Cindy couldn't tell what was in either one of them. 

"What exactly are we doing?" she asked, pushing the guilt aside. She already wanted to laugh. An evil woman waited inside, begging to break free.

"Hmmm," the Prince said, leaning closer to the screen. He released her hand and placed it on the keyboard. He still refused to take off his mask. Couldn't he see the screen while wearing that? "Do you prefer noise revenge or porn revenge?"

"Porn revenge?" Cindy echoed.

"You have chosen the porn revenge," the Phantom Prince said as if he were a host on a game show. "Disclaimer: I only use this as revenge and for no other purpose as it contains Santa Claus, elves, and reindeer."

"No!" Cindy shouted, stifling a laugh. "The noise revenge is okay."

"Don't worry," he said. "You won't have to see it. I'll just add a command in here for it to play after the next startup. Of course, it's going to be very hard to find a way to close the video. I've never watched this myself, but I've heard the horror stories."

"Oh," Cindy said. She thought of how Yasmin and her step-sisters often had her deal with the household computer issues. "I'm taking it that system restore would remove it?"

"Would Karina know to do that?"

"Probably not," Cindy said. She formed a plan in the back of her mind. Starting the computer in safe mode would prevent her from having to see it once it came time to fix this problem. "Let's do the porn revenge."

"Then it is," the prince said, clicking on the first folder.

Cindy held her breath. The Prince clicked on a folder, highlighted a file, and pulled up DOS. He typed commands. Cindy listened. Someone could catch them at any moment.

It took the Phantom several tense minutes to finish. The Prince closed the window. "Are we still undetected?" he asked.

"Yes."

"Maybe," he said, "I should add the noise revenge as well. Does Karina hate Christmas music?"

Cindy burst out laughing. "Do it," she begged, pinching the Phantom on the top of his shoulder. "You have to."

"Karina's not much of a friend, is she?" the prince asked. He looked right at her. Cindy could almost see the color of his eyes.

"No," Cindy said at last.

"I know the type," he said and turned back to Karina's machine.

He didn't know the truth. Cindy could ride on this lie for the rest of the night, and the Prince would never know. He wasn't a local man. He didn't have the native accent. "You do?" she asked.

"I've had people in the past," he said, typing. "It's best to get away from them. Ditch this so called friend of yours. Amazing things will follow."

"Now you're giving me advice," Cindy said. "Is it a man thing?" Most of her fellow students had been men. Cindy had gone through semesters of being asked if she wanted help with her coding, even though she had been at the top of her class. 

"It's a concerned thing," he said. "I can tell you're a woman in the computer field."

"Is it that obvious?" 

"I've seen how women who dare to go into computer science get treated. It's ridiculous."

"I agree." 

The Phantom finished typing a few more commands. "There!" her prince said, shuffling back on his knees. "The trap is all set and ready to go. Let's power this down."

"Karina's mother might be back by the time she turns on her machine," Cindy said. Parties like these were the reason both of Cindy's laptops were password protected. Parties had become more common in the household since Karina entered college. Cindy knew the pattern. Karina would sleep until noon. Cindy would clean up the party mess alone. Only after that would Karina spring the trap. 

Cindy might be washing all the sheets by then. She would need a laugh.

"But won't that make it even better?" the Prince asked. 

"Well...yes, it will. The power button's hidden on this computer. I've seen Karina press it. It's on the side of the tower." Cindy leaned down, pressing it. The normal shutdown was too noisy. She wouldn't take the risk.

The Prince stood with grace and faced the door. If he took as mask off, she'd feel his breath on her neck. Tingles washed over Cindy. It was as if their energies were touching. He made her heart race. She wanted to skip back down the hall.

A board creaked, and her heart almost stopped.

"Shit," Cindy said.

The Prince hadn't heard. "What's wrong?"

"Someone's coming up the stairs." She reached out and took his hand. More tingles of excitement raced through her palm and underneath her skin. There was no time to savor it. Cindy searched around, vision adjusting to the dark. There was one option. She pulled the Prince to Karina's folding closet door. The door was quiet and new, painted white with Cindy's help. She pulled him inside and closed it without a hitch. Cindy muttered silent thanks that Karina kept her closet immaculate. Neat shoe boxes were stacked against the side wall, leaving precious floor space. Karina kept her shirts in a neat row that Cindy could push aside. The floor was vacuumed and free of papers, so there was nothing to give away their position.

She stood very, very close to the Prince now. His body heat melded with hers. He was close, pressing against her. Cindy's body begged for that.

"Hello?" Karina shouted down the hall. "Are you up here?" 

The disgust in her voice was apparent. "There's a mess down in the kitchen. I can't deal with it. Someone was sick."

The Prince tensed next to Cindy and gripped her hand tighter. Cindy fought down a laugh.

"It's disgusting," Karina whined. "I can't look at it without wanting to throw up."

"Let her clean it," the Prince whispered. His words vibrated against her skin. "It's her party. She made sure there was lots of booze."

She nodded. There was something magical about the Prince. He made her confident. He made her want to say no. Cindy knew that she should go down and help out. The Prince was right, though. Karina was the one who wanted a drinking party.

"Where are you?" Karina asked from the hallway. "Are you up here? Where did you go?" Her step-sister knocked on Cindy's bedroom door. "Are you taking a nap? You promised me that you'd help out with this. I'm getting overwhelmed. You need to get down here!"

Cindy tensed. Her secret was almost out. "Karina must be yelling at her sister," she hissed. "She was supposed to help out tonight, too."

"Karina has a sister?" the Prince asked.

"Her name's Cindy," she said. Karina would shout her name next. She had better prepare for it now.

The fear was unfounded. Karina stormed down the stairs and back into the party.

Cindy sighed in relief. She pushed open the folding door. "Let's go."

The Prince climbed out, keeping his fingers intertwined with hers. "She must need a team to manage this party."

Just to be safe, Cindy closed the closet back up. Once Karina was sober, she'd notice something like an open door. Her step-sister was too neat.

"Maybe she's so drunk she forgot who she hired," Cindy said. "I haven't met this Cindy yet. I know Karina from school. I'm willing to bet she's not even here."

"We need to move," the Prince said. "It's not good to be rummaging around someone else's house. Let's go outside." Cindy's heart raced. If she could just tell the truth, they could retreat to her room. She opened her mouth, but she couldn't form the words. Taking the Prince to her room would reveal her role as the designated puke mopper. Besides, she'd only met this man less than thirty minutes ago. Why was she already thinking of sleeping with him?

Hand in hand, the two of them crept back downstairs. The party was still going on full force. Music blasted. She faced the Prince, and their gazes met. Cindy didn't mention the new danger. There would be something unpleasant in the kitchen. Karina might be there, too. She couldn't run into her step-sister now. 

"Let's slip out the back door," Cindy whispered. She craned her neck to see into the kitchen. It was empty. 

"Cindy!" Karina shouted. She was yelling into the front yard. "Get in here! You broke your promise!"

"I'm sure this house isn't going to smell very good shortly. I want some fresh air. I do feel sorry for Cindy." She leaned close to the Prince.

"Good idea," he said. "That's my line of thinking."

Cindy tried to see beyond the mask again. She felt like this man knew her. There was chemistry there, a connection she couldn't explain. He was one out of a million. She had stepped into a fairy tale.

Cindy checked for Karina, but her step-sister continued to shout her name into the front yard. Music still blared. No one wanted to be in the kitchen. It smelled weird. Karina should be able to handle the mess. 

Cleaning puke wasn't part of Cindy's deal.

They reached the bottom of the stairs. Cindy slid open the back door and pulled her Prince out into the night.


Chapter Three

 

 

Cindy had what she called a magic garden. Her father used to own a company that built small boats for vacationers. It did quite well up until his death when Cindy was thirteen. Lucky thirteen. That was the end of the happy age and the beginning of a new one where Cindy had to be the responsible big sister because Yasmin was overwhelmed with three children. Thirteen marked the end of Cindy's childhood.

But the backyard reminded her of it, so she came out here often. The garden was a magical place that Yasmin still had maintained. Cindy often came back here to escape from everything.

And this time she had a prince with her. 

Well, not a real one, of course, but he was close enough. He had that amazing body and a killer sense of humor. He made her feel good. Cindy kept her hand linked with his, and he rubbed his thumb along the top of her palm. His touch made her crazy. She knew what she wanted, and it wasn't just to sit out here and talk. But with the party going on and the risk of Karina coming out here, desperate to not have to use the steam mop herself, it might be too much of a risk.

And besides, she had known this man for under an hour. In fact, she didn't even know him at all. 

They walked quickly in silence towards the back of the yard, where the entryway waited. Cindy led the way. Both her father and Yasmin had started the garden when they first married. Cindy had kept it alive, taking as much time as she could to come out here and trim the plants. 

Sometimes, she came out here to be alone. Now that she worked so much, a gardener had to come out. Cindy paid him to keep weeds from overtaking her special place. She was relieved it hadn't gone back to rough nature. The magic garden was her final refuge.

They reached the white archway that marked the entrance. Cindy led him through.

"It's incredible back here," the Prince said. "It's hidden. You could sit back here and code all day."

"Code?" Cindy asked, even though she'd brought her laptop back here many times to do some assignments. A big part of her missed those days.

"Yes. Code. It's peaceful." The Prince pushed a vine away as they stepped inside.

The garden spread out around them in a perfect octagon that would make even Karina proud. It wasn't that her step-sister ever came back here. She had a germ phobia, and there was dirt. The bench sat in the middle, in a circle of cobblestone. Solar lights at the edges of the garden cast a green glow on the sunflowers and created a magical atmosphere. Several pumpkins had grown close to the periphery of the cobbled path. Even in late fall, there was plenty of life here.

"It takes a particular type of mind to be able to code," the Prince said. "You have to be borderline ADD to do that. I just might be."

"You don't seem like that."

"Trust me, I am. It's a quality that you need. Maybe that's why we get along so great."

He was right, Cindy realized. They did get along well. She had never gotten along better with anyone. Her skin tingled as he led her closer to the bench in the middle of the garden. It was so quiet here and so peaceful. Cindy was glad her garden was tucked far away from the house.

The Prince sat and patted the bench next to him. 

Cindy's heart raced.

She sat, and their thighs touched.

"So," the Prince said. "Tell me when you met this Karina."

Cindy scrambled for another lie. It was a pity. "We met when we first started school," she said. "Karina was there for her orientation, and I was giving the tour around the campus. She's a little bit younger than me, as you can see."

"You must be close to my age," the Prince said. His voice remained muffled. She wished that he would lift up his mask, but there was an excitement to the mystery. 

A wave of heat rushed over Cindy, carrying with it more tingles. Cindy didn't think she had much of a body. Her chest was a bit on the flat side and her hips a bit too round. Nature could have at least given her some even proportions, and she would have been happy. 

"I'm twenty-four," she said. "I needed the money, so I asked Karina if she needed some hired help for her party."

"You keep saying that like you want to convince me."

"Well, it's true." Cindy couldn't come up with anything better. He was catching on. 

"Karina shouldn't be treating anybody the way she was treating you," the Prince said. "You should reconsider working with her. My bud is in the house, partying right now. If he talked to me like that, I'd kick his ass to the curb."

"It's not that simple," Cindy said. She had nowhere else to go. She couldn't just kick Karina to the curb. Her stepmother would never allow that. Many times Cindy had imagined moving and living on her income, but that would trap her in two jobs, a crappy car, and little opportunity to seek something that she was degreed in. 

Besides, this was her house, according to her father's will. It wasn't her fault that she couldn't afford a legal battle right now.

"Sure, it is," the Prince said. "Just tell her you don't want to be her friend anymore, and that's that. The puke was the last straw for me. I have zero respect for that girl."

Inside the house, Karina screamed her name. Judging from the tone, she was trying to mop up the mess.

Fear rose inside of her. "I might not get paid," Cindy said, standing.

The Prince took her arm and gently guided her back down to the bench. It creaked. It was getting old, and Cindy would have to tell the gardening guy to fix it if he could. "Tell her that you had enough and that you quit," he said. "Either way, you're going to be rewarded tomorrow."

Cindy picked at her dress. "I suppose I could," she said. She could imagine Karina's screams now. Nora would run down the hall to see what was happening in her sister's room. A smile teased her lips, but she stopped it as guilt washed over her. Cindy didn't want to bring Nora into this. "We should go back and undo what we did," she said.

"We'd have to run into Karina to do so." He leaned close to her ear now and even though his voice was hidden and warped behind the mask, it still made a tingle run down the side of her neck. What was Cindy thinking? 

"Judging from the screaming, she's in the kitchen," Cindy said. "Isn't having her mop up the barf bad enough?"

"Where are you?" Karina shouted. She slid open the back door with a bang. "I need you in the kitchen right now! I can't deal with this."

The Prince snickered. She stayed on the bench, enjoying the feeling of his fingers curled around her arm. Cindy might have made a mistake, but it was a fun one. 

At last, Karina closed the sliding door and went back to searching the house.

"There we go," the Prince said. "She can find the other girl she hired."

"She can," Cindy said. "Now, tell me about you."

The man's grip on her arm tensed a little, tightening at first and then loosening again. It seemed like he had some secrets of his own. "I went to school out in California," he said. "You know. The typical. I graduated a few years ago and went to work with Gobbly."

"I want more. Who is this mysterious man behind the mask?" It seemed that he had some secrets. "Are we playing a game, Mr. Mysterious?"

"You could say that," he said.

"Then tell me why you were visiting Camry University." Cindy hadn't been there for a year now. Sometimes they brought people in to speak at the auditorium, and maybe she could scan the Internet to see who had been there recently if Mr. Mysterious refused to give up his secrets.

"For a tour," he said quickly. "I told you, I came to represent Gobbly."

"I think you're lying," Cindy said. She thought of reaching out and removing his mask. It was making this very awkward, and it was getting hot under hers. Even though it was October, the night was unusually warm. 

The Prince shrugged. If she could see his face, there might be a pout there. "Why won't you believe me?"

"Because you're vague."

"It's the truth," he said. "I came in search of talent."

"So you work for them."

"Yes."

"And you're also leaving soon."

"Yes."

"To California."

"That's where I live currently. I'm heading back tomorrow night."

A wave of disappointment washed over Cindy. After tonight, she would probably never see this man again, even if she took the opportunity and applied to Gobbly. "At least tell me your name," Cindy said, putting her lip out as well. There was no point to that with the mask.

The Gobbly representative seemed to think for a second. "My name's Phil," he said at last. "Now you have to tell me yours."

"Nora," Cindy lied, plucking the first name from her mind. It didn't matter. He was leaving tomorrow. She would enjoy the rest of her night.

The prince reached down and lifted her hand. Cindy's heart raced at his touch. 

"Pleased to meet you, Nora," he said. 

Cindy couldn't speak. "And you, Phil," she said.

He lifted his mask just a tiny bit, revealing a chiseled jaw that might belong to an ancient warrior. He kissed the top of her hand, and her heart rate exploded. The feel of his lips lingered there for a long moment. Cindy wanted it to remain forever. It cooled in the air, leaving the tingles behind.

"We're completely flirting," Cindy said.

"Would you like to do more than flirt?" he asked, slipping his mask all the way down with his hand. 

Cindy tried to piece his jaw together with his shrouded eyes, but it was no use. Scientists said that it was impossible for the human brain to form a face from a couple of features alone. 

That might not matter, either. This night was magic, and it was now. 

Cindy stopped herself from shaking her head. This whole thing was crazy, and she was helpless to stop it. 

"We...can," she said. A fire burned deep inside of her. It needed kindling. "Do you have a condom?"

Phil stood and lifted both hands. "We're moving a little fast, aren't we?"

The heat returned to Cindy's cheeks. "I thought you meant, well..."

"Of course that's what I meant," the Prince said, digging into his coat pocket. "I like smart women, but I also love a woman who gets right to the point. I want to get to know you better, Nora. I want to see you again after tonight."

Cindy couldn't make sense of this. She didn't want to, and she would go with it. The universe had offered her a magical night, a break. A gift. You had to live, right?

Phil did, in fact, have a condom on hand. So he liked horizontal parties rather than drinking parties. Cindy looked down at the cobblestone, which had been swept clean earlier that day by the gardening man. The plants would afford them some much-needed cover. It was her garden. She could do what she wanted here. 

Phil drew close and pulled Cindy towards him. He lifted his mask just enough to reveal his lips again. Cindy raised hers, and the two of them drew closer, awkward until their lips met. Phil tasted like fresh mint and a hint of something more magical. A majestic pine forest, maybe. 

They kissed for a long time, his tongue pressing against and then opening her lips. Cindy welcomed his entry and did likewise, exploring his mouth until at last the two of them were locked together. Phil's foot moved and knocked one of the solar lights over, casting darkness on their corner of the garden. She hugged Phil tighter, bringing him closer.

The two of them came up for air. "That was incredible," Phil said, his face still mostly hidden. "You're aggressive."

"You're just plain incredible."

Phil wrapped his arms around her side and lifted her, carrying her closer to the darkness, to where the light had fallen. The night seemed to have stopped for them. Even Karina's shouts had ended. 

She let Phil lower her down into the garden, onto a bed of green. The leaves tickled the back of her neck as he joined her. Both darkness and vegetation covered them. The thought made Cindy's heart race even harder as Phil loomed over her, mask still over his face. It was so dark that for a moment he looked like a real royal phantom. 

Cindy removed her mask. It was so dark here that he would never recognize her face. Cindy wasn't sure how she felt about that.

Phil reached up and did likewise.

The moonlight wasn't enough for her to make out his features. She could discern the side of his face, the shape of his perfect jaw. Phil tossed his mask aside, where it landed somewhere by the bench. He remained silent as he went to work unbuttoning the front of her dress. It was as if he didn't want to betray his actual voice.

Cindy put her hands over her head, letting him work as one button and then another came undone. The night air caressed the bare skin of her chest. She let him unhook her bra and slide it off. Phil ran his shadowy finger down her sternum until he met the top of her stomach. He remained silent. Cindy shuddered at his touch. It was as if silvery magic were spreading underneath her skin, electrifying her with liquid moonlight. She caught a glimpse of his smile as he pulled down her dress, leaving her only with her thin silk bra and her underpants. The leaves tickled her skin as he moved the rest of her dress out of the way. Cindy had a passing thought that she was glad she had chosen a sleeveless one.

“Mmmm,” Phil managed as he drifted over her, running his hands up her sides. Cindy reached up and unbuttoned his shirt, one at a time, revealing a chest that had seen many workouts from the feel of it. She plunged her hands deep into his princely shirt, rubbing her fingers over his upper abs and moving them up to his chest, tracing along the line that separated his pec muscle from his abs. 

Phil's hands caressed the side of her chest, running over the silk of her bra. Cindy wanted him to take it off already. Instead, he ran his hands over the front of her chest, rubbing her sensitive nipples. Cindy groaned with pleasure as he continued to work. She arched into his grasp and moved her hands down to his pants, unbuttoning the front of his trousers. Phil moved forward to help her along. Cindy slipped her hand inside to find his manhood already hardening. She worked it. It was Phil's turn to groan with pleasure. Cindy arched up and bit Phil on the collarbone, breathing in his magical scent, a scent that she would never forget. 

"I want to get to know you, too," she said.

But Phil didn't respond. He moved down, forcing Cindy to stop and grab onto his back instead. Phil was confident. He leaned down, making Cindy let go, and nibbled on her skin just below her navel, working downward until he found the sensitive spot. They were shadows in the dark, moving together.

"More," Cindy managed, arching once again with pleasure.

Phil remained silent. He appeared above her again, face dark and nearly featureless. Cindy wrapped her legs around him, pulling him closer. Her prince didn't resist. His manhood brushed against her thigh. Cindy's heart raced. 

"The condom," she reminded.

Phil nodded and said nothing, reaching into his pocket and producing a package. Cindy heard ripping, and he sat back as he slipped it on with some difficulty. It was painful, interrupting the moment like this, but she didn't want to regret it later. A bit of her rational mind was still holding on even though her lower belly burned with the hunger that waited to be satisfied. Phil settled over her, entering her, going in and out with a smooth rhythm that Cindy's body matched. Their bodies molded to each other. They moved together in the magical universe, embraced by nature until at last, after a long ride, pleasure exploded through Cindy's body and spread through every fiber. She screamed with the pleasure as Phil hung on for dear life.

They fell apart in the ground cover, gasping for breath. 

Phil lay on his back for a moment before rolling over and grabbing something off the cobblestone near the bench--his mask. Cindy studied the stars, covered in nothing but her bra while Phil pulled his pants all the way up and zipped them. Cindy laughed. 

"What's so funny?" Phil asked from behind his mask.

"You made love to me with your princely pants around your knees," she said.

"I know I did." His mask once again muffled his voice. He hadn't spoken at all during sex, but with the mask on, he was a male Chatty Cathy. "What other way did you want it?"

"With your pants all the way off?"

Phil laughed. "I like your sense of humor, Nora." He scooted closer to lie next to her once again, fully in his
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