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By T.S. Dice

Kaylen adjusted the knot of her tie as she stepped into the main corridor of Cream City High, trying once again to make the uniform feel natural. The hallway buzzed with voices, lockers slamming, and the restless energy of students who had grown up in this building, in this country. She still felt like she was walking through someone else’s world, careful not to misstep. Even after a few weeks in America, everything felt unfamiliar in small, unexpected ways—the accents, the confidence, the loudness, even the way people held doors open for one another. She had wanted this, had dreamed of it for years, but living inside the dream was different from imagining it.

The school uniform didn’t help. Back home, she had never worn anything like it. Here, the white shirt was always too crisp, the grey V-neck sweater hugged her body a little tighter than she preferred, and the black skirt brushed lightly against her thighs with every step. To her classmates, it probably looked normal—boring even—but to Kaylen, it felt like a costume she was still learning how to fit into. She caught glimpses of other students in hoodies, jeans, oversized jackets, and sneakers that seemed to cost more than her entire suitcase. They moved with a kind of easy belonging she hadn’t earned yet.

The exchange program had promised adventure, a chance to see another part of the world, and the opportunity to reinvent herself if she wanted. But so far, it had mostly been awkward introductions, forced smiles, and polite questions about Europe she had answered at least a dozen times. Kaylen had begun to think her year abroad might pass quietly, without anything truly memorable happening. Then came the dare—unexpected, reckless, and precisely the kind of moment she had secretly hoped for when she boarded the plane to America.

The group of girls in the cafeteria had whispered about it as if it were some forbidden relic pulled straight out of a storybook. The “portal hallway.” A narrow, half-forgotten stairwell tucked near the unused wing of the school — an area everyone claimed was sealed off decades ago. According to the rumors, if someone walked down it alone at the right hour, the shadows stretched unnaturally long, and the air shifted as if it were breathing. Some swore it led to a different place entirely, a world of forests, ruins, and creatures no one could reasonably describe the same way twice. Others said anyone who entered came back changed. Kaylen had laughed with them at first, treating it like one of those strange American school myths that everyone pretended to believe.

But the challenge came all the same — You should try it, Kaylen. See if the legends are true. Maybe Europe has never seen anything like this. What shocked her most wasn’t the dare itself, but the fact that she heard herself agreeing before she even thought it through. Maybe it was the thrill of proving she wasn’t just the quiet foreign girl. Perhaps it was the spark of curiosity she’d been carrying since she stepped off the plane. Or maybe, deep down, she wanted the rumor to be real — wanted a doorway to something bigger than cafeteria tables and polite questions about her accent. Whatever the reason, she nodded, and the girls stared back at her with wide, excited eyes as if she had just accepted an invitation into another world.

Now here she was, sneakers squeaking far too loudly against the linoleum as she stepped into the dim, narrow hallway leading toward the old wing. Every sound felt amplified — her breath, her heartbeat, the tiny shift of her backpack strap. Each echo betrayed her presence, making her hyperaware of how alone she was. The thrill of the dare, which had felt fun in the cafeteria, turned sharp in her stomach as the shadows on the walls stretched longer than they should. She slowed, then stopped entirely, listening to the silence wrap around her.

She hesitated only a moment before crouching down. The rubber soles of her sneakers were giving her away with every step, so she slipped them off, wincing as the cold air brushed her ankles. One by one, she peeled off her socks, rolled them tightly, and shoved them into the side pocket of her bag. The floor was cold beneath her bare feet — colder than it should have been — but the sensation woke her nerves, sharpened her senses. Every slight touch of skin against the tile felt like stepping deeper into the unknown, every inch of movement softer, quieter, more deliberate.

An American experience, she told herself, trying to steady her breath. Something bold. Something wild. Something she could never do back home, where she had been cautious, predictable, and constantly watched by people who thought they knew her limits. Here, in this unfamiliar school with unfamiliar rules, she felt a strange courage stirring in her chest. Maybe the portal was just a legend... but maybe it wasn’t. And if there was even a chance she could discover something extraordinary, even just for a moment, she wanted to be the one to find it.

Kaylen followed the whispered directions through the quiet, half-forgotten wing of the school until she finally found it — a narrow hallway hidden behind a half-closed door, the kind most students would walk past without noticing. She nudged the door open with her fingertips, and a long corridor stretched ahead, its far end swallowed in deep, velvety shadows. Her heart hammered, pulsing in her throat, as she slipped inside. The cool tile pressed against her bare toes, grounding her even as nerves fluttered beneath her ribs. The air smelled faintly of old dust, stale memories, and peeling paint, like a place untouched by time. She hesitated for a moment, listening to the silence, then pressed on, letting the darkness pull her in.

She reached the stairwell at the far end, where another door hung half open, inviting and ominous in equal measure. The space beyond was darker still, as if the shadows here weighed more than the ones in the hall. It felt like stepping into a cocoon, into a place that wanted to swallow sound whole. She slipped inside and hugged her arms around herself, suddenly aware of every soft breath leaving her lips. The silence wrapped around her like a thick blanket, amplifying the rise and fall of her chest, the small shift of her feet, the quickening beat of her heart. Even the tiny draft brushing her ankles felt deliberate, almost purposeful.

Then she felt it.

Not a sound. Not a sight. A presence.

A shift in the air that didn’t belong to her — subtle, like the space itself inhaled. Her skin prickled instantly, a wave of heat rising across her arms before dissolving into cold. She froze where she stood, the moment stretching thin and fragile. Something stirred in the darkness, not quite movement, not quite stillness, but a ripple through the air like fabric being lifted by an unseen breeze. Her heart leapt, caught between fear and the wild exhilaration of the unknown. She didn’t dare breathe. The instinct to run flashed through her mind, bright and loud, but her feet stayed planted. Something deeper than instinct held her there, pulling her forward instead of pushing her away.

The air thickened — then snapped.

Light burst around her in a soft, shimmering bloom, lifting her hair from her shoulders. The stairwell dissolved, its edges unraveling like smoke pulled apart by wind. The cold tile beneath her feet warmed, softened, transformed. And when she blinked, once, twice, the world had changed completely.

She stood barefoot in a wide, sunlit meadow, surrounded by rolling grass that swayed as though it breathed. Wildflowers stretched in every direction, glowing with colors she couldn’t name, and a warm breeze brushed her skin with the gentleness of a welcoming hand. Above her, the sky shimmered with two moons, pale and enormous, hanging over a horizon that felt impossibly far from anything she had ever known.

Kaylen’s breath caught in her throat.

The portal wasn’t a rumor.

It was real. And she was standing inside it.

Kaylen barely had time to take in the meadow before the ground trembled beneath her feet. A distant thudding—heavy, powerful—grew louder with each heartbeat. She spun toward the sound, and her breath hitched. Charging across the field was a man unlike anyone she had ever seen. Towering—easily six foot six—he moved with raw, unstoppable force, sunlight flashing across the polished edge of the massive battle-axe gripped in his hand. His shoulders were broad as a fortress wall, his chest sculpted like carved stone, and the six-pack beneath the layered furs and animal-skin armor gleamed with sweat and determination. His long, wild hair streamed behind him like a dark banner as he closed the distance.

Before she could step back, he was upon her—fast, decisive, overwhelming in his presence. “Princess!” he bellowed, voice deep enough to shake the air. He dropped to one knee in front of her, the battle-axe thudding into the earth as if it weighed nothing. His hands, warm and calloused, cupped her sides as though he had found something precious he’d feared lost. In one fluid motion, he lifted her into his arms with an ease that stole her breath. She clung to him instinctively, stunned by the heat of his body, the steadiness of his grip, the fierce protectiveness blazing in his eyes. Her heart fluttered wildly—not from fear but from the sudden, impossible magnetism of him. She was... smitten, completely and instantly, as if her pulse had recognized him before her mind did.

The barbarian carried her across the meadow, swift and unwavering, until they reached a hidden camp nestled beside towering ancient trees. Warriors bowed their heads as he passed, but he didn’t slow until he reached a tent unlike any other. The entrance was trimmed in gold, the fabric heavy and embroidered with symbols she didn’t recognize. He pushed it aside and gently set her inside. The interior glowed with warm lantern light, revealing layers of soft silks, plush pillows, and a bed raised on carved wooden supports—an oasis clearly prepared with reverence. “You’re safe now,” he rumbled, lingering at the entrance like a guardian. Kaylen sat surrounded by shimmering fabrics, her heart racing. Whatever world
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