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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.
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