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Alex Bauman, last seen September 1st, 2015. Junior in high school. Short, brown hair, brown eyes. Six feet tall, between one hundred fifty and one hundred sixty pounds. Last seen at home. If anyone has any information, contact the police.

# # #
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FOURTEEN YEARS, SIX months, and a week since Alex had disappeared into the portal. In all that time, Jo hadn’t stopped looking, for clues, for portals, for answers. Unfortunately, Jo had largely only found more questions. Jo’s apartment was a two-room affair, where the living room bled into the kitchenette, and the only door to another room was their bedroom. Not that Jo slept much these days. Between needing to work to sustain themself, needing to continue the search for Alex, and the nightmares they had of Alex even after all of this time, Jo just didn’t have the patience for sleep.

All of the perpetual search had not been kind to Jo in the years. While their hair wasn’t gray, it had grown in flimsy and limp, so Jo shaved it all off. It was more an annoyance than they had patience for anyway. Their clothes were a matter of necessity, but not a matter of pride, so many were just the ones available, not the ones that would fit the best, nor the ones that had survived the months and years of wear. Many were threadbare, others were already filled with holes. Jo didn’t even take much time for cleaning them, unless they actively smelled bad, because that kind of time commitment to laundry was not high on their priority list.

The walls of Jo’s living room were covered with articles and maps, post-its, notecards and thumb tacks. While Jo had a couch, it was pushed away from the wall to gain better access to the wall, and the couch itself was lost under boxes, papers, journals, notebooks and other detritus. Jo stood in the mix of it all, knowing what was on each piece in the room by memory. They had looked at it all so much over the years; couldn’t stop looking at it all, no matter what they did.

It was five in the morning and Jo clutched the second cup of coffee in their hands like it was the lifeblood for them. Today had to be a better day than all of the other days before. Today was the day they would find an answer. Any answer at all. Just enough to keep going.

Over the years, Jo had tracked every single missing persons report that came in, logged it in a scale of likeliness of being relevant and then followed them around to every possible outcome. Some resulted in recovering the missing person - usually a child in high school. Some, the body was recovered, which was far less positive a response, but at least it was a response. Then there was the last group of them. The ones that hadn’t been solved yet. Jo kept tabs on them all. Hundreds of them over the years, and that was just in the county. Jo was sure there were others beyond the scope of their search, but Jo was just one person. Just the one person who was determined to find the answers.

Jo’s methods hadn’t always been looked on positively. Some families felt their questions were intrusive. Rude. Abhorrent. But Jo had sometimes delivered successes. And the discomfort of Jo’s questions diminished quickly if the question was about recovering their lost loved one. Jo had learned a little tact over the years to help them in the process, but at the end of the day, no one was ready to answer questions about missing family members disappearing into mysterious portals. And in all of the years, Jo hadn’t yet seen one since. It just seemed so impossible.

Forty-seven cases were the ones that Jo still tracked, including Katrina Thompson, who was still missing. Including Alex Bauman, who was still missing. All of the others had elements that were just about identical. No signs of a break-in. No signs of foul play beyond a slightly messy bedroom, but a surprising number of them had messy bedrooms to begin with. All of them had disappeared from their bedrooms. Every single one of them. It was too common to be a coincidence, though the police always pointed out that if these were abductions it was extremely unlikely to be the same perpetrator. Too many years had passed. Too wide an area was covered. Ultimately, too many coincidences that the police didn’t tie together.

Jo interviewed families, friends of the missing. While some of the details were different, Jo did find an undercurrent of depression. All of them were in school, but the ages varied from as young as six, up to the lower twenties. Kids who were in college. Jo hadn’t found any others older than Katrina, but there was always so much to do with the ones they already had, it seemed unnecessary to go even further back.

# # #
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IT WAS JUST FOUR MONTHS after Alex’s abduction into the portal when Jo started looking into other kids who had gone missing, just like Alex.

“I’ve got some questions,” Jo started with when the police station answered their call. “I saw in the paper a missing persons article about one Katrina Thompson. I was wondering if you could give me more details about the circumstances of her case?”

There was a pause on the other end of the line for a moment, then: “Give me a moment to find the file. What is this in regards to?”

“Umm. I’m doing a report in school about people who have gone missing, trying to learn how things are recorded and investigated.”

“A school report.” Jo couldn’t decide if the officer on the other end was asking for clarification or just restated what Jo had said.

“Yeah.”

“Ok. One moment please.”

# # #
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“HOW ARE YOU DOING, Jo?” Jo’s mother called to check in on them every couple of weeks. Jo hadn’t moved far when they moved out of their parent’s house, but Jo set up very specific boundaries about when they were allowed to visit. Jo didn’t like to feel intruded upon, and a visit from their parents always felt like an intrusion. They hadn’t ever moved past the idea that their parents had wished it was Jo who had disappeared, even though that was never something they had specifically said.

“Fine, Mom.”

“And work?”

“That’s fine too.”

Their mother took a deep breath which could have been a sigh. Jo looked down at the floor and continued.

“I’m still searching for Alex. I’m working my day job, but I won’t stop until I find them. Alex deserves that from me.”

“Alex is gone, hun. There’s no sense wasting your life...”

“This is not a waste. Alex is out there. I will find them.”

“... Okay. Is there anything we can do to help? I hate that we haven’t been able to stay closer.”

This was the fourth time in as many months that their mother had offered to help. Jo shook their head. “No. This is my quest. My purpose. You and Dad can go on doing what you do. Be there when Alex is back.”

“Sure. Just know that we’re here for you. Now. You are not alone, Jo. Never alone.”

“I know. Listen, I need to get going.”

“Oh... sure. Good luck. We’re here.”

“Yup. I know. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

There was never an uttered good bye between them. Jo didn’t know when that started, but it was just the way things ended on the phone. They waited until the line clicked dead before moving the phone from their ear, then wiped a tear from their cheek.

“Get yourself together. There’s work to be done.”

Jo settled on the chair and focused back on their computer, and let the recording play again. There was an officer in the video giving a briefing about a recent case.

“We are doing everything within our means to find Georgia. You see here is her picture, she is a black female of twelve years. According to her family, she was last seen inside their home and while there was no sign of a break-in, we want to caution everyone to be on the lookout for anyone in the neighborhood that looks suspicious.

“If you have any information, contact us. The number will be put up on the screen. Time is of utmost importance here. The longer we wait, the less likely we will be able to recover her alive. So please. If you have any information, contact us immediately.

“Thank you.”

After the officer was finished, he took some questions from the reporters, but there weren’t any more details about the case revealed on the video.

Georgia had only been missing for a day, according to what the officer had said. Most of the time, when the police did briefings about these missing children, it was days later. This was so recent, it gave Jo a little more hope. Better than that, Jo actually knew where the family was, even if they didn’t know them personally.

Packing up their bag with the laptop, a notebook and some pens, Jo left the cataloged evidence of the missing persons from the last decade, and set out to talk with the family. Jo took a bus to get to that part of town, then walked the rest of the way. Driving would not have afforded them the opportunity to observe all of what was going on around them. The house was a single floor ranch, in a neighborhood of other ranches. It gave them the feeling that everything here was pushed down. Crushed even.

Still, the owners of the homes had pride about their respective spaces, and often had finely trimmed lawns and bushes, elegant rock walls or fences, and features in their yards that spoke more to aesthetics than to utility. Jo felt like they had walked into a rich part of town, even though the houses weren’t especially big, and they had small yards. Jo’s own childhood home had been twice as large, but the yard and the building itself had never looked as good as these.

Walking along the sidewalk, Jo noted two people on a porch, and waved at them, trying to be friendly. Only one of them waved back. Jo walked on.

The house where Georgia had lived was painted yellow with white shutters. The driveway and yard were flat and clear, clean and a news van was parked on the street. A reporter was talking with Georgia’s mother on the front stoop, and a camera operator was standing in the yard to get the best shot. As Jo turned up the driveway, the reporter finished what they were talking about and put away their notes; the camera operator toted the device back to the van.

Jo smiled amicably at the leaving news people, and waved at Georgia’s mother.

“I’m sorry, can I help you?” the woman asked nervously. She held her hands together, pulling at her fingers slowly. Her eyes followed Jo up the driveway, up the walkway, and Jo could see the concern there. The worry. Her clothes looked like she had been in them for many days. The lines on her face were deep.

“My name is Jo. I wanted to ask you about your daughter. If you don’t mind, that is.”

“Another reporter? I thought I had talked with all of y’all.” She blew out an exasperated breath, then bent to collect two glasses from the table. One empty, one full of water. 

“I’m not a reporter. And I’m not from the police. But I would like to offer what help I can.”

The distraught woman squinted at Jo and seemed to be on the fence whether to let Jo stay or tell them to go away. Finally, she shook her head. “I’m tired. I... don’t think I could answer any more questions.”

“I get that. I do. Maybe if I just tell you - my sibling was taken over a decade ago. I’ve been searching for them ever since.”

The woman gasped. “I’m sorry for you, but...”

“Please. This is important. I can’t tell you how much I want to help, this is just the way I help.”

Georgia’s mother sighed, looked at the ground, then back up again.

“All right. Fine. Come on then, have a seat up here.”

Jo exhaled the breath they had been holding. Their hands felt sweaty and uncomfortable. As Jo sat down on the porch, the news van pulled away. Georgia’s mother sat across from Jo at the little glass table, putting the two glasses back on the table.

“How is it that you think you can help?”

“I have been looking at missing person cases for the last decade and more. There are some cases I have been able to help with, and I truly hope that is the case here. There are others, like my sibling’s, where the disappearance hasn’t been solved. And all of those others are somehow linked.”

“What do you mean ‘linked’?”

“I think we’re getting ahead of ourselves. Can we talk about Georgia?”

She nodded and Jo took out their notebook and pen.

“At the briefing, I heard that Georgia was home and that there was no sign of someone being in the house. Was anything out of place in her room?”

“Anything out of place?” she repeated, and looked at the house. “No, I wouldn’t say that.”

“And no one saw her leave?”

“No. My partner and I, we were in the living room. The only way she could have left was through the window.”

“The window was closed?”

“Yes.”

Jo nodded, jotting down the pieces of their conversation.

“Would it be okay for me to see her room?”

At that, the woman hesitated, but at last she nodded. They stood up and headed inside.

The living room was orderly, but smelled of old newspapers and dust. Although the house was warmer than outside, it was not a pleasant kind of warmth. It felt tight. Oppressive. Jo was reminded of their own childhood home.

Georgia’s mother led her down a hall off of the living room. Three doors led off the hallway. A closet and another bedroom? Maybe two bedrooms?

“Does Georgia have any siblings?” Jo asked as the woman opened the door and stepped away.

“No. Georgia was an only child.”

“Not ‘was.’ ‘Is.’ Hold on to that.”

Jo stepped into the room and stopped. Like many of the other missing children, this one was a relative mess, but it clearly had been that way for some time. There were a few clothes discarded on the floor, and to the untrained eye, they were just there on the floor.

Jo saw a pattern. Sleeves of shirts, legs of pants, tassels and ties that all pulled toward one point in the room. All pointed to that one spot as if some force had pulled them that way. Jo knelt down, whispering, “Alex, I’m so close. I can feel it.”

“What was that?” Georgia’s mother asked.

“Oh, had I said something?” Jo didn’t turn around, continued looking at the shape of the mess on the floor.

# # #
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“HEY ALEX,” JO SAID, opening Alex’s door without warning. “Play a game?”

“Not right now,” Alex snapped back.

Jo flinched, and stepped back. “Sheesh. Sorry.” They reached forward to pull the door closed.

A sudden gust of wind wrenched the door out of Jo’s hand. At the foot of Alex’s bed, a hole opened up. Clothes pulled toward it. Building blocks rattled and flew about. The posters that plastered Alex’s wall ripped. The desk scraped against the ground. Alex’s bed shifted.

Jo caught hold of the doorframe, their screams lost in the whoosh of air around them. It was all they could do to hold on.

Alex wasn’t so lucky. They flung off of the bed, and it was their eyes locked in on Jo in that last moment that Jo remembered most. Panic. Terror. And as soon as Alex was gone, so was the hole. The portal.

# # #
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“DO YOU SEE ANYTHING?” Georgia’s mother asked.

Jo pursed their lips, standing up and turning to face her.

“I don’t know how well you’ll take all of this, but it does look to me like Georgia was taken by the same culprit as my sibling, Alex.”

Georgia’s mother inhaled sharply, eyes wide. “Really? What makes you think that?”

“For the most part this is all based on my own research over the last ten years plus. I should warn you that it will sound far-fetched.”

“O... Okay. What do you mean?”

“Alex, my sibling, was taken via a portal of some sort. I was the only witness to it, and although I strongly suspect there have been other portals abducting kids and young adults since then, I don’t think anyone else has seen them except for the victims.”

“A portal? I’m sorry, I don’t think I understand.” Her eyes squinted at Jo, and Jo could see the doubt in them. Not misunderstanding.

Jo took a measured breath, hoping what they said next wouldn’t close the door on the conversation forever. “Think of it like a door to another dimension, or maybe a hole would be a better way to think of it. I don’t know where they go, but I do know they open up, take a single person, and then are gone in an instant.”

“And you think... Georgia was taken by one of these... portals?”

“I do. There is a good deal of energy that flows through that portal, and it manifests in what we feel as wind blowing. But it is pulling the target in, and it also pulls other things toward it. The pull is strongest for the victim, but objects nearby are affected. See here, these clothes are all pulled in that direction.” Jo showed her the shape of the discarded clothes.

For her part Georgia’s mother didn’t look convinced at all.

Jo nodded. “I get it. I don’t know that anyone else has believed me either, my own parents included. That said, I’ve been searching for a way to find Alex since that night. I’m not going to stop until I do it, and if I can find a way to save her, then Georgia is another name I’m going to be looking for.

“Was Georgia depressed at all that you know of?”

“Depressed? I mean, she’s a teenager going through school. What teenager doesn’t face depression in some way during the school years?”

Jo appreciated the honesty behind the question. They certainly had been depressed throughout their school experience. “Not far from the truth I’m sure. Do you know if there had been anything specifically in the last couple of days that could make it worse?”

“No... Well... I don’t know. Maybe I guess. She had one of those middle school relationships going on. She was upset when she came home that day. She didn’t cry in front of me, but I heard her crying in the other room.”

“So, the real common thread I’ve found in all of these cases, there’s been something to make the victim feel particularly bad on the day that it happens. Sometimes it can seem like small things, but to the person who is taken, it was probably the most significant negative event they had endured.

“I know this is a lot. And I don’t know what the police have told you about their plans on searching. I can’t even guarantee I’ll find her. But I’ll try. I’ll always keep trying.”

The woman nodded, her eyes glazed over. It was a sign to Jo that they had already gone too far. That this mother wasn’t going to be able to grasp where her daughter had gone.

Jo touched her shoulder. “I’ll leave you be. Thank you for giving me this window in to what’s going on. I do hope you find your daughter. I hope she was not taken like this.”

Jo waited for her to step aside, then walked out with Georgia’s mother shadowing their footsteps. While Jo packed up their notebook, she spoke up, finally finding her voice.

“If you hear anything, you’ll let me know?”

“First person I would contact.” Jo smiled, sorrow in their eyes.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me unless I can bring her home.”

Jo left it at that and walked down the steps of the porch, to the driveway, to the road, to the bus stop. Jo would have to wait a little while for the next bus, but it would give them some time to think over what they saw. To think over how they would possibly find a way to open a portal.
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Chapter 2
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“It’s not as simple as just feeling down on your luck,” Jo said. There was no one else in the room with them. They weren’t on a voice call. The only company Jo had was their plethora of notes and pictures on their walls. Jo hadn’t bothered clearing a spot on the couch, instead they sat cross-legged on the floor because that was more comfortable.

“You can’t fake the worst day in your life. And if it has to be the worst day in your life, then how do I have a worse day than Alex disappearing?”

It wasn’t the first time Jo had asked the question, but they still hadn’t found an answer. Hadn’t even been able to formulate a process for it. It wasn’t like they could just query for the most miserable of miserable people and ask them to have the worst day in their lives. But by having to wait until it happened and hoping that they were there, at that moment, it seemed impossible.

Jo’s phone rang. They jumped in surprise. Picking it up, it wasn’t a number they recognized.

“Hello, this is Jo.”

“Jo Bauman?”

“Yes? Who is this?”

“I’m not sure if you remember me. We spoke some years ago. You were doing a report about a Katrina Thompson. This is Officer Sanchez.”

# # #
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“OFFICER SANCHEZ. WHO is this?” The man who responded had a deep voice, gruff and gravelly.

“My name is Jo. I’m doing a report about missing people.”

“Ummhmm.”

“I was wondering if you could tell me what else happened with Katrina Thompson’s case? The article in the paper barely had any information.”

Sanchez cleared his throat, and Jo could hear him flipping through papers.

“Thompson. We received a call about her disappearance at 21:07 on August 7th. Officer Veracruz and I responded to the family’s home twenty-two minutes later. We noted no signs of a break-in, and no indication of foul play. Interviews with the missing child’s parents indicated they didn’t know where she had gone, nor did they know how she had gotten out of the house, though it was likely through the front door.”

“Likely through the front door?”

“Yeah. Her bedroom was where they last knew she was, but it was on the second floor and the distance to the ground would have been too great for her to jump out.”

“Was the bedroom a mess?” Jo was already on the edge of their seat, and had to pull back from asking question after question as they came to mind.

“I’m sorry? What do you mean?”

“The bedroom. Did it look like it had been... messed up?” Jo tried to find a better word, but let it be.

Sanchez coughed a little. It sounded like he was shuffling papers in front of the phone. “The room was a mess, yes. But the parents said she didn’t keep a clean room anyway and that nothing was really out of place except for the blankets of her bed.”

“And how did they know she had gone missing?”

“They reported checking in on her before heading to bed themselves. Her parents indicated that she had been struggling with school and so they were worried about her.”

“What happened after that night?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well... how did the police investigate the situation further?”

“With no information about how she could have gone missing, we were working under the impression that she was a runaway. Her photo was circulated and sent out to police stations and local media, the missing children database and all that. We’ve done some searching at the bus and train station, but nothing has turned up. Why?”

Jo realized they weren’t ready for him to ask them questions in return. They stammered for a moment, then said, “Just curious...” Jo wanted to say something about Alex’s case, about how they felt the police hadn’t really done anything to find them, but bit their tongue back.

“Any other questions?”

“No... I don’t think so. Thank you for your time.”

“Sure thing, kid. Good luck with the report.”

“Thanks. I’ll do what I can to make it good.”

# # #

[image: ]


“I DO REMEMBER YOU YES. What... what’s making you reach out? Did someone find Katrina?”

“No... No actually, I’m contacting you because of the work you’ve done since. Would you be okay meeting in person? Say the diner on 49th?” Jo heard the same gravelly voice from years back. Now that she had grown so much though, she could hear the weight in his words. The concern.

“I can do that. Right now?”

“If you aren’t busy, this would be best to take care of sooner than later I think.”

What could he possibly want with me right now? Jo nodded, then answered, “Sure. I’m on my way.”

The diner on 49th was a bit of a landmark in town. Built out of an old rail car, but without the ability to go on tracks anymore, it had developed a menu and a personality that people liked. It was nostalgic, quirky, unique in its own way. And they served the only slice of lemon sponge pie in town, and it was delicious. Jo had been there a number of times over the years, but not recently. So when they stepped in, Jo took a moment to inhale the familiar aromas - the coffee, the pie in particular were landmarks of their own to them - before looking around for Officer Sanchez. He was easy to pick out of course, since he was in uniform. They headed his way and was at his table before he realized who they were.

“Jo?” he asked. The officer looked Jo up and down. Jo felt the eyes on them trying to find the kid who had called in those years back. His brown eyes though betrayed some hope in them. On the table in front of him was a mostly empty mug and a plate with a few crumbs left on it.
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