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  Miss X, For Now

  
  




The stage lights were blinding, warm against my skin, and the roar of the crowd sounded like waves crashing in my ears. 

My heart thudded so loudly in my chest that I was sure the microphone would pick it up. I stood shoulder to shoulder with the other finalists, all of us painted in glitter and nerves, waiting for a single name to change everything.

Max Wells, the emcee, stood center stage, practically vibrating with energy. His voice boomed across the venue, commanding silence.

“And now, the moment of truth! The judges have deliberated, the scores have been tallied,” he said, stretching the tension like a rubber band about to snap, “and the winner of tonight’s Miss X Beauty Pageant is… Faith Sterling!”

For a moment, I froze. Did he just—? Did he say my name?

It took a half-second for my brain to process his words, and then the sound hit me. Applause erupted like fireworks. 

Cheers exploded from every direction, but somehow, it all felt distant—like I was underwater. I could barely move. 

My hands shot to my mouth, my knees trembled, and I blinked, half-expecting to wake up. But I didn’t. This was real. I had won.

Everything became a blur—the lights, the cameras flashing, and the sudden embrace of those around me. I vaguely felt arms wrapping around me, hands patting my back, and congratulatory voices echoing in a muffled haze. It was surreal.

Max stepped toward me, beaming. “Ladies and gentlemen, your Miss X 2024!”

My smile stretched so wide it almost hurt. I waved awkwardly at the crowd, my hand shaking. I couldn’t believe it. After everything—the late nights, the rehearsals, the interviews, the wardrobe malfunctions, and the endless critiques—I had done it.

But as the cheers rose, a strange ripple moved through the air. I noticed it in the way some of the contestants stood stiffly, not clapping, and caught it in the uncertain glances exchanged by the people in the front row. There was something… off. The applause was hesitant, the smiles strained; it felt as though confetti had been rained down upon a battlefield.

I pushed the unease away. Maybe it’s just shock, I reasoned. It was a huge moment, after all. Still, a tight knot began to form in my stomach.

I scanned the audience, searching for a familiar face. And there she was—my mom, Vivian Sterling. 

Her eyes shimmered with tears, and her mouth was frozen in a proud, trembling smile. I focused on her, clinging to that expression to silence the noise in my head. 

My mother, the woman who had sacrificed everything to get me here, had her hands clasped at her chest, mascara streaking down her cheeks like war paint. 

For a second, the pageant noise dimmed, and it was just her and me—mother and daughter—locked in a look that said: You made it.

I wanted to run down the stage, but my feet were rooted in place, held down by high heels and disbelief. 

Behind me, the other contestants shifted, their smiles faltering. I heard one of them—Lacey, maybe—mutter something under her breath. I couldn’t make it out, but the sharp tone made my spine stiffen. Not everyone was happy for me.

Max approached again, holding the glittering crown on a velvet cushion. His grin was professional, but there was a twitch of his brow that made me uneasy.

“Faith Sterling,” he said grandly, “on behalf of the Miss X organization, it is my honor to officially name you Miss X 2024!”

My breath caught as he handed me the crown. I stared at it—gold, shining, and delicate, yet heavy with expectation. 

He gestured for me to place it on my own head. I hesitated. For a flickering second, it felt like the moment didn’t belong to me, but then I thought of my mom again and reached for the crown, placing it gently on my head.

The crowd roared, but the unease remained. Max clapped beside me and leaned in, whispering, “Stay calm, okay? We might have a small issue to clarify backstage. Just smile for now.”

My lips stayed curled, but my heart dropped. “What kind of issue?” I whispered back.

He didn’t answer; he just gave me a tight smile and turned to the crowd again. “Isn’t she radiant, ladies and gentlemen? Let’s give her another round of applause!”

The stage lights shifted, casting long, golden shadows. I could see the red recording lights blinking from every direction, and I knew I was becoming a symbol in real-time. I smiled wider and waved again, but the knot in my stomach tightened.

I turned slightly to glance at the other contestants. Lacey Monroe, a two-time regional winner, was clapping slowly, her expression sour. Her gaze locked with mine, and I saw it: pure resentment. She mouthed something: “This was rigged.”

I looked away, my stomach flipping. Then, Max returned to center stage, his expression no longer cheerful. The lights dimmed, and he clutched the microphone tight.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, his voice slow and heavy. “Thank you all for being here. But, in light of information we’ve received just moments ago, we must take a moment to ensure that the results of this evening’s competition reflect the highest standards of fairness and transparency.”

The room chilled. “There appears to be… a discrepancy in the judges’ final scores. An inconsistency that we are currently reviewing.”

The silence that followed was sharp. I stood frozen. Max wasn’t looking at me; he was looking toward the wings, where the head judge, Brandi, was whispering furiously to an official.

A ripple of confusion swept through the crowd. Someone shouted: “Redo the vote!”

Max held up a hand. “We are taking immediate steps to review the scoring process. This is not a revocation of the winner, but a temporary pause to ensure the integrity of our beloved Miss X pageant remains intact.”

Not a revocation. A pause. A pause.

I looked to my mother. Her smile had faltered, replaced by a look of growing confusion. And in that moment, standing at the center of the stage with a crown on my head and a thousand eyes watching, I had never felt so alone.
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The lights above me began to feel too hot, as if the whole stage were closing in. I stood there, rooted, my smile slowly faltering. 

The applause had all but vanished now, replaced with hushed conversations and suspicious glances. 

Even the cameras, those ever-hungry vultures, seemed to hesitate—hovering, uncertain whether to capture a coronation or a catastrophe. 

The crown on my head tilted slightly.

I instinctively reached up to straighten it but hesitated halfway. Did I even have the right? My mind was reeling. 

I tried to replay the night—every step, every turn, every answer I gave during the Q&A. I hadn’t fumbled. 

I was confident, graceful, and polished. Everything I had been trained to be. So why… why did it feel like it was slipping through my fingers?

I scanned the crowd again, searching—hoping—for something solid. 

And then I saw him. Max was speaking in hushed tones now with a man I didn’t recognize, his smile completely gone. 

He looked—worried. Or maybe cornered. Whatever “discrepancy” he mentioned wasn’t just some minor tabulation issue. 

This was bigger. Messier. The word scandal echoed in the back of my mind, unwelcome and loud.

From the judges’ table, Brandi finally stood up. She was a tall woman with a spine of steel and a face carved for authority. 

Her expression was unreadable, but her stride was purposeful as she made her way backstage. 

The other judges whispered behind cupped hands, avoiding eye contact with the stage—or with me. 

I could feel the tremor in my legs, the subtle betrayal of nerves I wasn’t supposed to show. 

My pageant coach’s voice rang in my ears: Always remain composed. Even when the ground falls out beneath you.

Mom.

I found her again in the crowd. Her hands were clutched over her mouth now, eyes glossy, her shoulders stiff. 

She looked like she might cry—but not the way she did earlier. This was different. This was fear. She caught my gaze. 

For a long moment, we just stared at each other across the chasm of stage and seats. I wanted to run to her. I wanted her to come to me. But neither of us moved.

Then—movement behind me. 

A quiet rustle. I turned to see Lacey stepping forward, slightly ahead of the other contestants. 

Her hands were clasped in front of her, but there was no hiding the tightness of her jaw. She leaned toward me, her voice low but cutting: “Did you know?” My breath caught. “Know what?” She tilted her head, her lips twitching into a ghost of a smile. “Never mind.”

I turned away before I could say something stupid, before my own rising panic could make it worse. 

The stage manager suddenly appeared by the curtain, motioning to Max. Max stepped off the stage, disappearing behind the drape with brisk urgency. 

A buzz of speculation rippled through the audience, and someone shouted again, “Tell us what’s going on!”

I couldn’t take it anymore. I turned toward the wings, my knees stiff, and took one step back—just one. 

The lights dimmed slightly again, maybe unintentionally, maybe to defuse the mood. The background music, once triumphant and glittering, now droned like a lullaby to a dying dream. The crown felt like a weight. The silence, a trap. Then the voice in my head whispered: If they take it back… what does that mean for you?

A flashbulb popped in my peripheral vision, jolting me back. I turned toward the cameras again, my face slipping back into a pageant-perfect smile. 

One last picture, maybe. One last moment to look like the girl who won, even if the victory was unraveling in real time. 

And then, as if summoned by the rising tension, Max returned to the stage. His face was paler now, and he didn’t carry the easy confidence from earlier. 

His mic was already on.

He cleared his throat and stepped up to the center. “Ladies and gentlemen…” he began. The lights snapped brighter again. 

A spotlight caught me full-on, blinding. All eyes turned toward the emcee. The audience fell silent. Max’s gaze met mine for a fraction of a second, and in that instant, I saw it. Pity. “Due to certain irregularities in the scoring process…” he began, his voice thick with tension.

I barely heard the rest. Irregularities. That word clanged through my skull like a siren. My knees trembled. My chest constricted. 

The stage felt miles wide, and I was utterly alone on it. As Max continued to explain that the judges would be reviewing the scores, that the integrity of the pageant must be preserved, that a further announcement would come shortly… all I could think was: This crown doesn’t belong to me anymore. And maybe it never did.

I stood frozen in the spotlight, trying to hold myself upright, to breathe through the storm unraveling around me. 

The warmth of the crown on my head had turned cold. Max’s voice faded into the background. 

Words like protocol, integrity, and re-evaluation drifted in and out—but I could barely register them. 

Lacey was still beside me. I could feel the sharpness of her presence, the heat of her suspicion. 

The other contestants shifted uneasily. One of them—Janelle—crossed her arms and whispered something to the girl next to her.

Then I heard my name again—clear, deliberate—from Max’s lips. “…and until a final decision is reached, we ask that Faith Sterling remain onstage. 

We will have a clarification shortly.” My name didn’t sound like a celebration anymore. It sounded like an investigation. 

The audience had gone nearly silent. I turned my head slowly, trying to find Mom again in the crowd. She was gone.

My chest tightened. 

I didn’t see her face. Not anymore. Just an empty seat where she had stood minutes ago. Where did she go? My mind scrambled for answers. 

A new voice cut through the rising panic. “Faith! Faith Sterling, over here!” Cameras swiveled. Reporters now flooded the front row. “Do you have any comment on the allegations?” a man in a navy blazer shouted. “What do you say to the rumors of vote tampering?” Another voice: “Did your mother influence the outcome of the pageant?”

The words struck me like slaps. My mother? I shook my head, blinking fast. “What? No—I don’t… I don’t know anything about that,” I stammered. My voice was picked up by the nearby microphones. Behind me, someone whispered, “She had to know…”

Max appeared again, moving quickly across the stage. He stepped in between me and the edge of the platform, shielding me slightly from the barrage. 

“Let’s get you backstage,” he said, his voice low but firm. I nodded numbly, letting him guide me. My heels clicked like gunshots on the stage as we walked. 

We slipped behind the curtain, the world momentarily dimming. The air backstage was cooler, darker—less of a show, more of a battlefield.

“Max,” I whispered, gripping his sleeve. “What is going on? What’re they saying about my mom?” He looked conflicted, rubbing the back of his neck. “There’s… talk. Something about a leaked recording. Brandi and your mom. Allegations of bribery. It might not be true, but it’s out there.” 

“No—no,” I whispered, backing away. “My mom wouldn’t—she wouldn’t do that.” He didn’t answer.

From behind us came a commotion. I turned just in time to see security guards pushing back a wave of press who had broken through a side entrance. 

Their cameras were up, red lights blinking, questions flying. “Vivian Sterling! Is it true you bribed the judges?” 

And then—I saw her. Mom. Surrounded. Pressed in on all sides. Her face was wild with panic, eyes darting, lips pressed tightly. She looked like a trapped animal.

I took a step forward. “Mom!” She turned at the sound of my voice. Our eyes locked. For one split second, I saw everything in her face. Guilt. Fear. Shame. And then she broke. 

“I didn’t do anything!” she shouted, her voice cracking. “They’re lying! I just wanted the best for my daughter!” Security closed in, trying to guide her away. Her eyes stayed on me, even as they dragged her toward the exit. “Faith!” she cried. “Faith, I only wanted to help! Don’t let them twist it!”

I stood still, paralyzed. And just like that, she was gone—through the doors, chased by cameras and flashing lights. 

The curtain swayed shut behind her. Silence settled backstage. Max placed a hand on my shoulder. I flinched. “I’m sorry, Faith,” he said softly. 

I didn’t reply. I couldn’t. All I could do was stand there, crown crooked, dreams unraveling, heart shattered. 

I turned away from him. From the cameras. From the whispers. Somewhere deep inside, I whispered to myself: I’m the newly crowned Miss X… and everything is falling apart.
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I don’t remember sitting down. One minute, I was standing beneath the heat of the stage lights, and the next, I was in a folding chair backstage, the crown askew, my hands trembling in my lap like they didn’t belong to me.

Someone handed me a bottle of water. I didn’t catch who. I didn’t drink it. The air was thick with whispers, footsteps, the occasional static crackle of a walkie-talkie. 

Staff moved around me like I was furniture—something fragile and in the way. No one met my eyes. No one said “congratulations.”

A low buzz vibrated against my leg. 

My phone. I fished it out with numb fingers. Thirty-seven messages. From names I recognized and names I didn’t. 

Half of them: Are you okay? The other half: Is it true? I didn’t answer any of them. 

The live stream replay was already making the rounds—clips of me frozen under the spotlight, my mother being dragged away by security, her voice cracking, “I only wanted to help!” They were cutting it together into soundbites now. Punchlines. Headlines. “Miss X or Miss Fix?” “Bribery Bombshell Shatters Pageant.” “Mother of the Year or Master Manipulator?” My throat burned.

I stood up and wandered down the hallway, heels clicking against concrete. My sash brushed against my hip with every step—a mocking reminder. 

My name stitched in silver thread: FAITH STERLING. There was no faith left in anything right now.

I found an empty dressing room at the far end of the corridor and slipped inside. It smelled like hairspray and nerves. 

The fluorescent lights flickered overhead. I stared into the mirror. The crown was still on my head. Crooked. I didn’t fix it. 

Instead, I reached up and slowly, carefully, removed it. It felt heavier than it had before. Not the weight of rhinestones, but of shame. Of doubt. I set it gently on the vanity. It made a soft clink—like the sound of a door closing.

I pressed my hands to the counter, trying to steady my breath. And then the door opened. Max. 

He stepped in quietly, holding his phone in one hand, his brow creased with something halfway between exhaustion and apology. “I figured I’d find you here,” he said.

I didn’t answer. I didn’t have words for what I was feeling. I wasn’t even sure what that was yet. 

He sat in the chair beside mine. He didn’t speak right away, just looked down at his phone, then finally slid it across the counter to me. 

A paused video. The screen showed a fuzzy image—two figures in a dim room. One was clearly Brandi. The other… my mother. Max didn’t press play. He didn’t have to. I pushed it back toward him.

“Is it real?” I asked, voice barely above a whisper. He hesitated. “We don’t know yet. But it’s out there. And people believe it.”

“Did she do it, Faith?”

The question hung in the air like smoke. And I hated that I didn’t know how to answer. “I don’t know,” I whispered.

Then he said, “The judges are in emergency session. They’ll decide in the next twenty-four hours whether to strip the crown. They’re calling it a ‘provisional victory’ for now.”

“Provisional.” I laughed, bitter. “So I’m not Miss X. I’m Miss Placeholder.” Max didn’t argue. What could he say? He stood to leave, but paused at the door. “Whatever happens… I’m sorry you got caught in the middle of it.” The door clicked shut.

I sat in that room for a long time, staring at the crown that didn’t belong to me anymore. I don’t know how long I sat there. 

The crown sat in front of me like an artifact from another life—something ancient and cursed. I was still staring at it when the knock came at the door. Soft. Almost hesitant. Before I could answer, the door creaked open. Lacey.

She stepped in slowly, not the version of herself I knew from rehearsals—perfect posture, eyes always calculating, smile always razor-sharp. 

Tonight, she looked different. Her arms were folded, her makeup smudged just slightly at the corners of her eyes.

“You okay?” she asked, though her tone wasn’t exactly sympathetic.

I gave a small, humorless laugh. “Do I look okay?”

She shrugged and stepped fully into the room, closing the door behind her. “Didn’t think so.”

I turned back to the mirror. “Come to gloat?”

“No.” Her voice was soft. Surprising. “I came to say… I don’t know. I guess I wanted to see if you were going to lie to my face like everyone else has.”

I looked at her reflection. “You think I knew?”

She met my eyes. “I don’t know what to think. I know you worked hard. We all did. But I also know what I heard in the hallway after your name was called. Some people said the winner was already decided before the final Q&A.”

My stomach twisted. “I didn’t know. I swear.”

Lacey watched me for a beat, then slowly nodded. “Okay. Maybe you didn’t.” She glanced down at the crown. “Doesn’t change what it looks like, though.”

“No,” I whispered. “It doesn’t.” We stood in silence. Then she said, “You should go home. This place is poison right now.” She turned to leave but paused with her hand on the knob. “Whatever happens… don’t let it define you.” The door clicked shut.

By the time I left the venue, the parking lot was half-empty. I took a ride share home. When I walked up the porch steps, the house was dark. Inside, the silence was deafening. And then—her voice. “Faith?”

I turned. She stood in the hallway, arms wrapped tightly around herself. Her makeup was gone. Her eyes swollen. Vivian Sterling, the woman who raised me to smile in chaos, looked utterly unraveled.

“I didn’t mean for it to go this way,” she said.

I just looked at her. She stepped closer. “I didn’t pay anyone. I didn’t. I just… I might’ve said things. Stupid things. I might’ve begged Brandi to see you, really see you. Not just another contestant. I wanted her to know how special you are.”

“Did you offer her anything?” I asked. My voice was cold.

“I—I said I’d help her foundation,” she stammered. “A donation. But it wasn’t a bribe. Not really. It wasn’t about money. It was about giving you the edge you deserve. After everything we’ve done. All the sacrifices.”

I felt like screaming. “Do you realize what you’ve done?” I whispered. “You didn’t just help me—you destroyed me.”

“I was just trying to protect your future.”

“You may have just ended it.”

She reached for me. I stepped back. “I need to think,” I said, voice shaking. “I need space.” I walked past her, up the stairs, into my room—my sanctuary—and locked the door.

I sank onto the edge of my bed, pulled my sash from my bag, and stared at it under the dim glow of my lamp. MISS X. 

And below that, in silver embroidery: Faith Sterling. For the first time, I wasn’t sure who that even was anymore. 

The sash lay across my lap, mocking me. The title I had dreamed of for years. Now it felt like a curse.

I reached for my phone. Notifications exploded across the screen. #MissX Scandal. One thumbnail showed me on stage, eyes wide, crown crooked. Another showed Mom—Vivian—being ushered through a crowd. I shut it off.

I walked to the window and pulled the curtain aside. Miami streets looked exactly the same. Quiet. Suburban and safe. 

It felt wrong that the world still turned. I sat on the floor. Somewhere downstairs, the kettle clicked on. Mom was still moving through the house, pretending this could be fixed with tea or a talk.

And then, from the nightstand, my phone vibrated. One new message. From a number I didn’t recognize.

UNKNOWN: You didn’t win. You were handed the crown. You’ll give it back—one way or another.

I stared at the words, the weight of them sinking into my skin. I wouldn’t cry. Not yet. I reached for the sash on the floor, clutched it to my chest. 

And somewhere, deep beneath the humiliation and hurt, something flickered. Not hope. Not yet. But something close to defiance.
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The sash was soft in my hands, but it didn’t comfort me. Not anymore. I pressed it to my chest like it could hold me together—but nothing could, not really. 

The satin was cool against my skin, but it only reminded me of the cold stare Lacey gave me onstage. 

The whispered accusations. The pity in Max’s voice. The look in my mother’s eyes when she was dragged away. 

I held tighter. You didn’t win. You were handed the crown. You’ll give it back—one way or another. 

The message echoed in my head like a drumbeat. I didn’t recognize the number. Of course I didn’t. Cowards never signed their names. But they were right, weren’t they?

The pageant committee hadn’t made a final decision. 

The crown was still on my dresser, glinting faintly under the bedside lamp like it was watching me. Waiting. Daring me to wear it again.

I dragged myself to my feet and walked to it. There it sat—gleaming, untouchable, undeserved. I reached out.

My fingers brushed the edge, and I froze. It wasn’t heavy. Not really. But it felt like it burned. Like it knew it didn’t belong to me. 

I pulled my hand back and stared.

Outside, a siren wailed somewhere in the distance. The night had a pulse now. Like the world was gasping with me.

I sat on the edge of the bed and stared into the mirror across the room. There I was.

Still in my makeup from the pageant. Smudged, faded, but still there. Like a ghost of the girl who had stood smiling in front of thousands. The girl who had thought this moment would change her life.

It had. Just not how she imagined. I studied myself.

Not the lashes. Not the glitter. The eyes. Mine looked tired. Angry. Frightened. But beneath that… something else.

A glint of steel.

They wanted me to fall apart. Whoever sent that message. Whoever whispered backstage. Whoever leaked the audio—if there even was an audio.

I didn’t know what was true anymore. But I knew this: I wouldn’t go down quietly. They wanted a show? I’d give them one. But on my terms. I stood, wiped my eyes, and picked up the crown.

It trembled slightly in my hands. Or maybe I did.

I walked back to the mirror and set it gently on my head. Crooked, like before.

Let them see it.

Let them come for it. Because now? Now, I wanted answers. And I wasn’t afraid of the truth.

The crown sat uneven, casting fractured reflections in the mirror like broken halos.

I stared at myself. I didn’t blink.

Was this who I was now? The girl who wore a crown while the world whispered behind her back?

No. This girl was something else. Something harder. The vibration of my phone startled me.

Not a message this time—a call. “Unknown Caller.”

My breath hitched. I hesitated, thumb hovering over the green icon. My heart said no. My curiosity said yes.

I answered. “Hello?”

There was silence.

Not dead air. Breathing. Slow. Controlled.

Then a voice—distorted, almost metallic. “You shouldn’t have won, Faith.”

I froze.

“Who is this?” My voice shook, but I didn’t back down. A soft chuckle.

“You think this is about you? You’re just the first. The tip of something rotten.”

“What do you mean?” I demanded. But the line had already gone dead.

I stared at the phone in my hand, skin prickling.

A sound outside my window made me whip around. A car engine. Not passing by—idling. I crept to the curtain and peeked through.

A black sedan. Tinted windows. Parked just across the street, engine humming.

Watching.

I stepped back from the glass, heart pounding. Was it the press? A reporter hoping for a scoop? Or was it something else—something tied to that voice on the phone?

I glanced back at the crown on my head.

This wasn’t just about scandal anymore. This was bigger. Darker.

The knock on my bedroom door made me jump. “Faith?” It was my dad’s voice, uncertain.

I pulled the crown off my head and shoved it beneath my bed, heart still racing.

“Yeah?” I called out, trying to sound normal.

The door creaked open, just enough for him to lean in. “Someone’s here to see you.”

I blinked. “Who?”

He frowned. “She says she’s with the committee. Wants to speak with you privately.”

“The pageant committee?”

He nodded slowly. “Should I send her away?” I stood there, mind spinning.

“No,” I said finally. “I’ll come down.”

I grabbed a hoodie, pulled it over my head, and slipped on the facade I knew best: calm, composed, untouchable.

As I made my way down the stairs, each step echoed louder than the last. And then I saw her.

Brandi.

Standing in our living room, dressed in an elegant coat, her arms folded tight. But it was her eyes that caught me—sharp, unreadable, and fixed solely on me.

She didn’t smile.

“Faith,” she said, her voice low and precise. “We need to talk. Now. And this conversation stays between us.”

I felt the weight of the crown, even though it was no longer on my head. I nodded once, slowly.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s talk.”

The air in the study felt thick, as though it was pressing in on me from all sides. The room was dim, lit only by the soft glow of the desk lamp. I could feel Brandi’s presence behind me, but she hadn’t moved. We both knew why she was here, even though neither of us spoke it aloud.

I motioned for her to sit, but she didn’t. Instead, she stood by the window, arms crossed, eyes scanning the cityscape. The silence stretched on, heavy with unspoken things. Finally, she turned
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