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The woman in the café stirs her latte like she is trying to drown something in it. Her spoon clinks against the cup. It is too loud, too fast, and too careless. People don’t hear these things, but I do. I sit three tables away, pretending to read a menu I’ve already memorized.  

The city presses against the windows with the neon lights and the hum of a thousand restless stories, but her story is the one that matters. She taps her nails on the table with a sharp, impatient rhythm. Her cruelty is disguised as boredom. She is obviously a stepmother. Not mine, not anyone’s, technically. But the type is unmistakable with the posture and her entitlement oozing like a festering wound. The way she talks to the barista like she’s a malfunctioning appliance.

I slip my hand into my coat pocket. My fingers find the glass shoe waiting there. Cool. Perfect. A fragment of destiny shaped into something delicate. I slowly retrieve it and look at it. The shoe charm catches the light when I tilt it. A tiny prism that has become my promise. 

I look up and see her as she checks her phone and rolls her eyes. She stands up and as she turns to go, leaves her empty cup on the table for someone else to clean. Of course she does. The door creaks as she pulls it open to step out into the night. I rise slowly sliding the charm into my pocket, and move with certainty towards the door. The city opens before me like a book I’ve already read. She steps further into the evening, and I follow.

The sidewalk glitters with broken reflections of puddles, storefront windows, the shimmer of passing headlights. Everything looks like glass if you squint the right way, and I’ve learned to squint just right. I remember the soft chairs, white walls, the faint smell of lavender. Wendy sitting across from me, legs crossed, and pen poised like the wand of a fairy godmother. “Perspective is everything, Ella,” she said that day, tapping the side of her glasses. “If you learn to look at the world the right way, the truth reveals itself.” Wendy was the magic I needed to unlock my story. 

As stepmother turns down a side street, I match her pace. Not too close and not too far. Just enough to stay inside the story. A bus sighs to a stop beside us. Its doors hiss open. A handful of passengers spill out, wrapped in coats and exhaustion. One of them glances at me. A quick, startled look, almost as though he recognizes me. Like he’s seen me before. Maybe he has. Stories can travel faster than people can. He is not my prince, and I am not his princess. He shakes his head and flashes me a smile as he says, excuse me and continues into the night. My focus is on the stepmother’s story, and I will not be interrupted. Not when time is running out. Midnight is coming, and I can feel the vibrations again. The magic is ending and the change is coming soon. 

It has happened as it often does, inside stories. The magic that weaves together the characters. The man is not alone, and his partner steps off the bus next, cutting off my view of the stepmother for a moment. I see him stepping off the bus, and the glint of the lights draws my attention to his badge. Stories always give you hints, and I can’t shake the feeling that I have found one. R.P.C. greets my gaze and I realized at that moment I have found my Royal Prince Charming. Wendy always said he would arrive when the time was right. Stories can’t be rushed. 

I see him following his partner, but he moves slowly with a purpose only the story can understand. Our story. He is handsome in his dark blue trench coat. His shoulders are broad and strong looking, and his gaze feels sharp enough to slice through the city’s blur. He glances at me with a quick, startled look. It is like he’s seen me before in a dream he can’t quite remember. My breath catches, and I can feel as our story tilts.

I see the badge clipped to his belt flash again under the streetlight. The letters gleam back at me as he walks. The world stills, and the neon hum fades. The city holds its breath as our story comes to life. Of course, the story would send him now, when the magic is thinning and my stepmother is slipping away. Of course he would appear on a bus dressed as a commoner. 

He brushes past me, murmuring, “excuse me,” but the words sound like destiny brushing against my soul. We hardly touch, but it is enough to make the story come alive. I vow to capture his image in my journal. The small brown leather journal that contains the magic that my stepmother could never steal from me. My secrets and my story. He doesn’t look back. He doesn’t have to. The initials told me everything. My prince has arrived inside my story. Maybe soon I can finally stop losing my shoes.

I watch as the woman crosses the street without looking causing a car to honk at her. She doesn’t flinch. Stepmothers never flinch. She is unapologetic at her interruption of the traffic and our moment. Prince Charming slips away, and I trail my stepmother past a row of darkened shops moving away from my prince. Past a flickering streetlamp. Past a mural of a girl in a blue dress holding a slipper. I pause just for a moment. The mural’s eyes seem to follow me. Or maybe I imagined that they followed me. I blink and shake my head. It is hard to tell what is real anymore. The woman disappears around the corner, and I hurry to catch up. But before I turn, a voice cuts through the night. The voice sounds official and too sharp to belong in my story.

The police car is passing slowly, and I can hear the radio crackling out an official bulletin: 

“Be advised, units are still searching for information regarding the recent murders in the downtown Ball district. Suspect is believed to be female, mid-twenties, thought to be working alone. Citizens are urged to remain aware of their surroundings.”

The patrol car rolls past me with its lights flashing red and blue. “Detective John Hunter is leading the investigation,” the radio finishes the broadcast. The name is sharp like broken glass. Hunter. A hunter in my story? The thought makes me smile. Some fairytales have hunters, but not mine. My prince is the only one allowed to search for me.

The patrol car continues to roll past stepmother, too. Its lights wash the street in colors that don’t belong in fairytales. I wait until the glow fades. Until the world settles back into its proper palette, and then I turn the corner.

The woman is half a block ahead, walking briskly, unaware that the story has already chosen her. I touch the glass shoe in my pocket. Feel the smooth, perfect curve of it. A beginning, a sign, my direction. I follow stepmother with the cool glass comforting my hand. Just one more strike and it will be after midnight. No one hears her scream, and I am once more changed into rags. My glamor has vanished and the prince will continue to chase me. I left him my glass shoe. 

The next night...

The city folds around me like a storybook left out in the rain. The pages are now warped; the ink is bleeding, and the words are slipping into shapes they were never meant to hold. I walk and she walks. The distance between us stretches and contracts like breath. Every step feels ordained. People think destiny is loud with trumpets, drums, and loud booming announcements of finality. But real destiny is quiet, like a whisper or a shimmer in the corner of your eye. I learned that after stepmother came into my life. After she made me who I am now. 

When I was small, I used to press my face to the window and watch the people passing by. The mothers, stepmothers, and some almost-mothers. The stepmothers smiled too tightly and spoke too sweetly and hid too much behind their eyes. I could see the stories clinging to them like dust. I could see the endings waiting. No one believed me then. They don’t believe me now. But belief isn’t required for truth. What is my truth? 

The reform school didn’t recognize me, and they let her version of my story be the truth. Only Wendy believed me. I think about my journal in my apartment. I drew him
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