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BEYOND THE PORTAL: JOURNEYS INTO THE UNKNOWN










Keyla Damaer


















To my beloved other half, the yang to my yin





















This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organisations, places, events, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or a used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living, dead, or otherwise, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. I really mean this. Totally not you.




This book is protected under the copyright laws of the United States of America. Any reproduction or unauthorised use of the material or artwork contained herein is prohibited without the express permission of the author.




I write in British English. Colour and leant aren’t typos. It’s the funny way Brits spell the words.

That said, even if several sets of eyes looked for errors (aka horrors), and despite the great professional editing by Kerry Murphy, you may still find typos. Some kind souls have reached out to me to warn me about them, and I promptly corrected them. You can do the same here: https://keyladamaer.com/report-an-error

Other kind souls who had an opinion about the story have left reviews. I thank them all and you for snatching a copy of this story. Feel free to leave a short, honest review.







Copyright © 2025 Keyla Damaer

All rights reserved.
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The Journey Behind This Book




This collection of flash fiction represents not only a creative initiative but also a deeply personal journey through rebellion within the creative community. I feel it is essential to share the story behind these stories, not just to contextualise their creation, but to honour the events and people who inspired this book.

In late 2023, the writing world was shaken by an appalling scandal involving NaNoWriMo1. Allegations surfaced that a volunteer forum moderator had engaged in the grooming of minors within NaNoWriMo’s community spaces. The organisation’s response, marked by delays and a lack of transparency, drew widespread criticism. They eventually conducted an investigation and made significant structural changes, but I knew nothing about this scandal until last year because I’ve never been a NaNo (common abbreviation) fan.

I used NaNo a few times since 2016 but detested it for one of the reasons people who detest do so: I don’t care about quantity, but quality. Writing 50k words of garbage in 30 days is a waste of my time. So, learning about this scandal in 2024 was a breaking point. I could no longer associate myself with an organisation that had failed so deeply to protect its most vulnerable members. I immediately deleted my NaNo account.

At the same time, another controversy erupted, concerning NaNo’s stance on artificial intelligence. In September 2024, the organisation issued a statement defending the use of AI in writing, framing its critique as potentially classist and ableist. While the intention to consider accessibility was commendable, this perspective dismissed the concerns of authors and creatives about the ethical implications of AI, and its impact on human artistry. The indie author community rebelled, with many authors deleting their accounts in protest. It was a strange and frustrating realisation for me: the outrage over AI policies seemed to eclipse the far graver scandal involving minors. The discrepancy of reactions for the two events fuelled my anger further, solidifying my decision to cut ties with NaNo.

Amidst this turmoil, I met a digital artist named James2 in a Facebook group dedicated to AI art and discovered his initiative, Arty NoGENever. James proposed an alternative for creatives disillusioned with NaNo. Each day of November, he provided a unique title as a prompt for artists to create an image with AI. The concept—using AI intentionally and transparently as a tool for collaboration, rather than as a replacement for human creativity—gave me the right spark to create. I decided to participate by crafting flash fiction inspired by the images created in response to James’ prompts.

The images are raw, as they came out of the AI. I didn’t edit them because I wanted to keep them as they were to remind myself the evolution of AI when looking back at them.

ArtyNoGENever demonstrated that rebellion against injustice and unethical practices could take the form of constructive and inspiring action.

This book would not exist without James’s initiative and the supportive community he fostered. With his green light, I wanted to use this space to acknowledge and thank him for creating a space where art and storytelling could flourish authentically. Thank you, James, for leading by example and proving that creative communities can thrive through integrity and innovation.

To my readers, I hope these stories inspire you as much as they inspired me. They are not just tales born from prompts; they are a celebration of creativity.
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The Wanderer




[image: A woman seen from behind, walking through the crumbling stone columns of ancient ruins in a sandy desert. She has long brown hair and wears tattered, earth-toned fabric that blows in the wind.]








They said she arrived with the waning of the last frost and vanished with the first bloom of spring. No one knew her name, nor the sun-baked lands that birthed her tales.

The woman didn’t speak much, and her eyes held the vastness of sun-drenched plains. She traded stories for shelter with from the echoes of forgotten empires, whose names were lost to time, and the whispers of long-dormant gods whose temples now lay buried beneath shifting sands.

Her worn leather boots, the colour of parched earth, crunched softly on the thawing ground. Her clothing were a mixture of faded ochres and muted reds and seemed woven from the very dust of old ruins.

Children would follow her, with wide eyes from awe and curiosity, as if they sensed the weight of ages in her quiet smile. She’d carve them tiny animals from twigs, creatures that seemed to breathe for a fleeting moment.

Then, one morning, her corner by the fire would be empty, only the faintest scent of woodsmoke and the dry aroma of desert herbs lingering.
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The Silent Forest




[image: Three giant, bioluminescent mushrooms growing on a floating rock in a dark forest. They emit a bright, cool blue light from under their caps, illuminating the surrounding pine trees and smaller glowing plants at their base.]








Janinthe sought refuge in the Silent Forest, where sound and the light died. They said that the trees swallowed noise, leaving only the soft rustle of unseen things and the damp scent of rich earth. She’d scoffed until stepping beneath the interwoven boughs. Then the world muted. No birdsong, no wind sighing through leaves, just the thud of her own heart against the profound hush.

Deeper in the darkness left room to a bluish glow, emanating from the caps of mushrooms. The air around them breathed of magic.

She knelt beside a large specimen, tracing the delicate gills beneath its cap. And in that touch, the forest wasn’t silent. It sang in a language of lights and feelings, a language only the mushrooms understood, and for a fleeting moment, so did she. A deep sense of peace settled over her, a connection to the quiet pulse of the woods. When the vision faded, leaving her breathless, the silence no longer felt empty, but full of untold stories, waiting to be told.
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Imaginary Friends




[image: A surreal illustration of a character with a cloud for a head, wearing a tuxedo and top hat, having a tea party with a small child inside a giant teacup. The teacup sits on a chessboard, and the cloud's trail transforms into a floating clock face.]








Bartholomew Nimbus the Third—but you could call him Bart—adjusted his miniature top hat and took a sip of nebula-dew tea. Across from him, little Lily dipped a moon-biscuit into her cup. Crumbs danced between them as if they were in absence of gravity, glittering like stardust.

‘More sugar, Bart?’ Lily asked with her bright voice.

Bart chuckled, a sound like wind chimes caught in a fleeting breeze. ‘My dear Lily, nebula-dew is naturally sweet. Besides,’ he gestured to the bleeding pocket watch floating between them, its crimson seconds dripping onto the chequered plane below, ‘our time is running out.’

Lily frowned, setting her biscuit aside. ‘But the game’s not finished. I was about to checkmate your king.’

Bart leaned forward, his cloud-like form softening. ‘Time, my dear, doesn’t wait for kings or queens. It marches on, even in realms like ours.’

Her lip quivered, but she set her jaw. ‘That’s silly. You’re my friend. Friends don’t leave.’

The bleeding watch ticked louder. The teacup vessel they sat in tilted, nebula-dew pooling at one edge. Bart floated toward her, his hands reaching out.

‘Lily, you don’t need me anymore.’

She shook her head, tears welling in her eyes. ‘That’s not true. I’ll always need you!’

The teacup spilled them onto it. The pocket watch burst into a puff of scarlet smoke, and Bart’s form thinned, his edges dissolving into the wind.

‘But who will I play with?’ Lily whispered, clutching at the fading threads of his being.

Bart’s voice lingered, even as he disappeared. ‘You’ll play with the worlds you create. And one day, you’ll teach someone else to play, too.’

Lily stood alone on the field, crumbs of moon-biscuit scattered around her. The forest of imagination stretched endlessly, waiting. She wiped her tears and straightened her imaginary crown.

‘Next time I’ll play as the black king.’

Somewhere, a faint chuckle, like wind chimes, echoed through the ether. The game, for now, was over. But Lily took her first step forward, already imagining her next move.
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Floating Islands




[image: Vibrant floating islands suspended in a blue sky, covered in lush tropical vegetation and purple flowers. A waterfall cascades from the central island, and small, glowing purple creatures are crossing a vine bridge connecting the landmasses.]








Being a Fizzlewick came with certain advantages—chief among them the joy of leaf-bouncing from island to island, a skill Blip watched with admiration.

Fizzlewick gave an energetic wiggle of his legs, bunching and releasing with ease. Then, with a powerful push, he soared through the air, like a tiny emerald comma against the vast blue, leaving Blip waving from the edge of the previous island.

The wind smelt of sun-warmed petals and whispered stories in Fizzlewick’s antennae, tales of waterfalls on unseen isles. Below, the gap yawned, then narrowed as the new island rushed to meet him.

His landing was soft. A moment later, Blip landed less elegantly nearby.

The oversized leaf beneath Fizzlewick’s feet sighed with the displaced air. Tiny, luminous flowers caught the sunlight with their petals. Their fragrance was sweet as honey. His antennae twitched with curiosity, and he took a tentative bounce towards the glowing blooms.

Blip, brushing off a stray petal, followed with a less confident hop.

Another island, another wonder to explore, and with Blip by his side, the journey was always a little brighter.
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There’s Fireworks


[image: A hooded figure in tattered clothing stands on the edge of a rooftop, overlooking a war-torn, futuristic city. Smoke rises from ruined skyscrapers while fireworks or explosions light up the gray sky. The figure holds a long, makeshift weapon with a flaming tip.]




I pressed my face against the grime-streaked windowpane. Outside, purple bled into the sky, choked with the acrid smell of chemicals. ‘There’s fireworks,’ Flinn said behind me.

November the fifth. They called it Commemoration Day now, scrubbing away the old names, but the air still tasted of gunpowder, and bonfires that they no longer dared to light. Tonight, the sky would be filled with the Authority’s spectacle, a twisted mockery of the rebellion that never was.

The first boom rattled the glass and vibrated in my teeth. Below, on the designated viewing platforms, the crowds were a sea of upturned faces, showing a little too enthusiasm. Another blast painted the sky a violent orange, and for a second, I saw the enraged face of a woman. Then, the colour faded, and the moment was gone, and her expression was once again a blank canvas.

But the image lingered in my mind. In that stolen glance, I saw the ghost of gunpowder, and I thought that maybe the fire of rebellion hadn’t been extinguished. Maybe it just smouldered, waiting for a breath of wind.

I turned from the window and caught Flinn watching me watch them. The years had taught us both to be careful with hope, but I’d seen that face in the fireworks, that flash of rage and, for the first time in a long time, I felt something stir beneath the ashes of what we’d lost.

Not tomorrow. Maybe not
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