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Dear Reader,

This book first appeared as All In, the prequel to the Sagittan Chronicles series. Since its initial publishing, I have updated the covers and edited the stories, but this time, I’m making a substantial change: I’ve re-named the entire series and each of the books. 

“Why?” seems like a very reasonable question here. 

In 2013, when I first began publishing this series, I was a scrappy 24-year-old (almost 25!) who had graduated from college during a recession and spent the first few years of my adult life juggling multiple jobs before getting my first full-time position. I was tired and broke, and I had been spending what little free time I had trying to learn how to write a book.

As part of my ideation process, I decided to use a star map I had from a 1970s edition of National Geographic to choose names for things—people, planets, places. Hence how I settled on the name “Sagitta” for the planet the series is primarily set on, and the “Sagittan Chronicles” for the series title. 

It may not surprise you to learn that I knew absolutely nothing about astrology at the time, either. In fact, once near that age, I went to a dance, and a man asked me, “What’s your sign?” (which was apparently a pickup line), and I had no idea what he was talking about, so I responded, “A stop sign” lol.

So imagine my surprise when I attended my first book event, and someone asked me, “Are you a Sagittarius?” I had no idea what they were talking about and thought they were confusing my books with something else. But the same problem came up over and over again, until one day, a woman asked me if my book was a handbook for how to connect with her inner self, and I... I had no idea how to respond. Other than to say no.

As this was my first series, and I had moved my attention onto other things, I considered ignoring it forever. But in 2022, I decided I would rather bring the series as close to my current branding and standards as possible—and here we are.

If you’ve read the series before, please be aware that the stories are largely the same. I did do some revision, fixing some language, cutting some things that bothered me, and tightening the narrative at least a bit. But the story is largely the same. 

If you haven’t read the series, I hope you find it at least somewhat entertaining. 

All the stories,

Ariele
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Chapter 1
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Skeletons. As far as the eye could see.

They sat in the rows of chairs lined up across the marble floor. Rags hung from femurs and ulnas. Phalanges lay scattered across the floor. And the empty eye sockets... 

A shiver skittered up Quin’s spine as he gazed at them from where he stood on a high dais in front of a shimmering Door. It felt like they were looking back at him.

It was too quiet here, too empty. And at the same time, not empty enough.

His boots kicked up centuries-old dust as he stepped forward. Pillars ran along each wall, supporting a high, vaulted ceiling with once-vibrant paintings of sprawling landscapes and half-naked silver-haired creatures with midnight eyes. Beside him, he noted a small table with a marble bowl on top. Two knives lay beside it, also made of marble. Cracked and faded stained-glass windows cast shadows of crimson and gold across the floor.

Quin strode down the steps of the dais, the sound of his feet echoing loudly in the stillness. The muscles in his neck tensed as he eased past the skeletons, avoiding the odd skull that had rolled across the floor. He noted their clothes were now rags, but their jewels remained, some scattered beneath the chairs, some hanging on necklaces in rib cages, and others resting against what used to be foreheads.

Except for his breathing and echoing footfalls, he heard no other sounds. Perhaps this place had once been a temple of some sort, a place of worship. But no one had maintained it for a long time—and who would, with such a large audience of bones? Paint peeled from the walls; broken bricks and pieces of plaster littered the floor; dust covered every surface.

Who were they? Why did they die? Perhaps he had landed in a cemetery or mausoleum, where mourners placed the bodies in the chairs and waited as the flesh slowly rotted away. 

But why was there a Door in this specific room? Why would anyone choose to come here? 

No, more likely there had been a catastrophe, something which had caused all these people to die at once.

He stepped into a hallway in much the same state of disrepair. He kept one hand close to the gun he carried on his belt; the other held a walking stick designed to look inconspicuous, while also strong enough to function as a weapon. Behind him, a hover camera followed, capturing everything he saw.

The hallway ended at a large wooden door carved with depictions of five-leafed plants, each painted a different color. Quin wondered if it would still open, or if the hinges were too rusted and old to work. 

He unlatched it and then pushed as hard as he could. It creaked and groaned, and ever-so-slowly opened to reveal sunlight on the other side. He squeezed through the opening, letting out his breath to make his chest as small as possible. Somehow, he still managed to pop two buttons off his shirt. 

The temple sat on a hill overlooking a vast city, with roads torn up and overwhelmed by grass and weeds. Old buildings, dirty and decrepit from disuse, spread out away from the temple, interspersed with homes, all with collapsed porches and sagging roofs. Tall trees stretched toward the sky, their leaves quivering in the brisk breeze, their trunks overgrown with heavy vines and thick undergrowth.

He shivered as a sudden gust brushed across his bare head. But he wasn’t cold. No, the shiver came from something else. Taking a deep breath, he centered himself and listened.

But there were no sounds—no cars, no construction, no laughing or talking, no machines or sirens. It was silent except for the wind. 

Perhaps that was what he had noticed: the sound of emptiness.

He glanced up at the building he had come out of. A sign hung over his head. It took him a moment to parse out the letters as it was written in old-style Zirian. It read, “Hemen Temple of Feeling.” 

Pulling out a piece of paper, he jotted a few things down: abandoned, piles of dead, Hemen Temple of Feeling, history? 

Curiosity burned in his belly, but it wasn’t his job to determine what had happened here—it was simply his job to figure out where the Door led. With a glance over his shoulder at the ruined city behind him, he squeezed back into the temple. After all, there was no need to spend much time in an abandoned city if he didn’t have to. He had found a name and determined the location was safe enough; the archaeology team could take it from here.

The Door glittered and sparkled on the dais at the far side of the sanctuary. Quin strode rapidly toward it, trying to ignore how his steps thundered in the echoing room and the way the vibrations made the bones click in their chairs. He glanced over his shoulder as he walked up the dais steps—hundreds of empty eyes still stared back. Without hesitation, he stepped through the Door, leaving the eerie world behind him.

His current workspace blurred and fizzled into view as he reentered the Department of Archeology storage room at the Globe Center, located in downtown Pomegranate City. Bin after bin stretched out in front of him, filled with long cylindrical gray tubes sticking up haphazardly, each one housing its own closed Door. 

He leaned his wooden staff against the wall, strode to the computer, and rapidly typed a few details about the Door and temple into the system. The hover camera buzzed in behind him, automatically initiating a download of the data it had collected. Then the computer spat out a small sticker. 

The Door in question rose out of a cylindrical gray tube lying horizontal on the floor. Quin slapped the sticker on the tube. He would leave the Door open for now and then send a message to the archaeology team to come investigate whatever had killed the skeletons in the Hemen Temple of Feeling. 

“There you are!” an excited voice called out from the other side of the room. “I’ve been looking all over for you!”

“You can’t have looked very hard,” Quin replied without turning his head. “I’ve been stuck in this room for days.” 

“What are you doing?” John bounded into the room and gave Quin a weak punch on the arm. He was one of Quin’s lifelong friends and worked as a mathematician in the Door Room at the Globe. He’d been thrilled when he found out Quin’s new assignment was at the Globe. Though this was the first chance he’d had to hunt down Quin at work, it seemed.

“Going through the ‘uncategorized’ bin,” Quin said. “It’s what I’m here for.”

“Didn’t someone just do that?” John asked, frowning. “Seems like it.”

“Six years ago,” Quin said dryly. “They’ve confiscated a lot of unregistered Doors since then, apparently.”

“What do they want you to do about it?” John grinned, running his fingers along the tops of the canisters.

“Figure out where they go.” Quin dug through the tubes in the bin. Each tube was thirty-six inches long, weighed only a few pounds, and was painted in some shade of gray, varying from bluish to brownish. He had been working through the brownish ones, for lack of a better sorting method. 

“What if something tries to eat you?” John’s eyes lit up, clearly envisioning any number of scenarios that likely ended in Quin’s death. “What if the air is poison or you end up drowning in an ocean or an army of evil robots rises and—”

“If there are any known biological hazards,” Quin interrupted, “such as impure air or they’re underwater, they automatically get put in the hazard storage. You know that. And the rest—that’s why it’s my job.” He pulled out another brownish-gray cylinder, placed it on the floor, and pressed the button on the side. A Door unrolled from the long slit in the cylinder with a gentle humming noise. Quin eyed his friend. “Do you need something, or can I get back to work?”

“There’s this Door I’m working on,” John propped himself against the edge of a bin. Apparently, he did need something. “And it’s shut on the other side. We can’t get through. Can’t figure out where it goes. I’m not sure this has ever happened before. I mean, it probably has, but no one has ever figured out a solution for the problem.”

“And?” Quin checked the battery on the hover camera, then picked up the staff he carried.

“How do we open it?”

Quin frowned at John. “As far as I know, you can’t. Besides, isn’t figuring that stuff out your job? You do the thinking, I do the running.”

“We’ve tried everything!” John complained, throwing his hands into the air. “We zapped it with different types of radiation, tried sticking things through it—”

“Why do you need to open the Door?” Quin asked, not really wanting to hear the litany of experiments that hadn’t worked. 

“We don’t, technically. We only need to determine the location of the other side. If we know where it is, we can go get the Door.”

Quin thought for a moment. The Doors were stored in tubes—as far as he knew, that was the only way to keep one shut. He picked up one of the cylinders. “If the other side is stored in a tube,” he said, “maybe all you need to do is make a tracking device that is small enough to fit inside the tube. You could push it through with your hand.”

John’s eyes widened. “We haven’t tried that yet!” 

Quin gave his friend an insincere half smile. Maybe John would go away now. Quin wasn’t really in the mood for socializing. And he’d seen John nearly every day after work for the last week.

But John didn’t move. Instead, he sat there, musing and muttering to himself. “It would have to remain on the other side long enough for us to get a signal, maybe a little longer—I would have to build something really thin because I think all we have are...”

Quin cleared his throat. “Can I get back to work?”

John’s attention suddenly shifted back to Quin. He reached up to straighten his brightly colored tie, and said too casually, “Speaking of gambling, I hear you had drinks with Mavis Oliphant last night.”

“We weren’t talking about gambling,” Quin grumbled. He was not a fan of John’s infamous non-sequiturs, especially when they involved talking about his own personal business. 

“Yes, we were,” John said. “The Door I’m working on was confiscated when the police busted up an illegal gambling ring.”

“I see,” Quin said. “And how was I supposed to know that?”

John ignored his question. “Is it true?”

“What?”

“Did you get drinks with Mavis Oliphant?”

“I didn’t have drinks, just saw her while I was out.” 

“She’s bad news, Quin,” John said. “You watch out, okay?”

“She’s an old lady.” Quin considered himself a private person; John didn’t care. He’d been meddling in Quin’s life since they were children. Quin ought to be used to it by now. “But fine. Whatever you say. I’m getting back to work now. I still have eight hundred more Doors to go through before they’ll send me back to the Outer Rim.” 

“Can I come?” John asked eagerly, his face once again an excited smile. 

“No,” Quin replied. He grabbed his walking stick and pushed the hover cam through the Door. 

“But you can’t really stop me.” 

“Nope.” Quin shrugged. “But you’re wearing the wrong shoes for this.” He gestured to his own boots, with reinforced toes and a thick hide that would protect him against most terrains. He also wore a heavy jacket, in case of cold, and a backpack with water and food, in case he got lost or had trouble getting back to the Door.

John wore high-quality dress shoes designed for walking around in office buildings and a tie patterned with dinosaurs. 

“I think I’ll risk it,” John replied with a cheery grin.

Quin shrugged. Let John’s supervisor deal with him. He shouldered his backpack, stepped through the Door—

—and landed with a splash. He stood in the middle of a hot, humid swamp. Flies buzzed around his head and the smell of swamp gases filled the air. The trees had silvery-green leaves, and the grasses were so sharp they sliced at his pant legs.

“Oh no!” he heard from behind him. John was hopping around and shrieking, “My feet! My feet!” as loudly as he could muster. “They’re wet!”

Quin chuckled to himself as he watched John disappear back through the Door.
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Chapter 2
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Jo was drenched. The rain had stopped for maybe five minutes during her walk home, and the rest of the time, remained a steady downpour. That, plus the fact her now-ex-boyfriend was in the hospital, had her in a terrible mood. 

She shoved open the front door to her father’s newest mansion, letting it crash against the wall. The sound ricocheted through the enormous entryway.

“Would you stop maiming my boyfriends?” Jo exclaimed as she stormed into the house. Rainwater poured from her hood and jacket, pooling at her feet. She tossed the jacket across a short banister and stomped across the marble floor into the drawing room, where she knew her father, Nash, would be reading. 

“What are you talking about?” he asked, setting down his book and gazing at her with a faux innocent expression. Nash mostly read the newspaper, but when he picked up a book, it was usually on finance or economics. He would underline sentences and scribble equations in the margins, then dogear the pages he might want to find again.

“You heard me, Nash!” Jo put her hands on her hips, glaring at her father. She called him by his first name when she wanted to annoy him. “Troy is in the hospital with two broken legs and a broken finger, and I know it was you! That’s the third one in a year! At this rate, no one will ever date me for fear of losing an eye. And yes, he broke up with me, in case you were wondering.”

“Well, I should hope so.” Nash sat back in his chair, apparently satisfied with the outcome. There was a reason people called him Nasty Nash, and he knew it. He did what he wanted, said what he wanted, and took what he wanted. “After all, you’re a disgrace!” he added. “Can’t even pick a lock properly. Besides, if you quit dating men who owe me money, they might not get into so many... accidents.” A small smile played on his lips, and she knew he was manipulating her—for what purpose, she wasn’t sure, but she recognized the feeling and it burned.

Rage welled up in her, red hot. Every single day, she woke up knowing she could get arrested for things her father had done, that she could get caught in the middle of something worse than petty theft, or that she could come home to a house full of criminals, gamblers, or worse—police! All she wanted was to live a normal, legal life. She took a deep breath and put a neutral expression on her face. It wouldn’t do for Nash to know how much he affected her.

“Let me know when you’ve decided on a more lucrative career than garden center employee,” Nash let out a snort, “and then we can talk.”

“I’m a horticulturist!” she hollered back, then stormed up the stairs to her room. 

It’s time, she decided as she toweled off her hair and shed her soaking wet clothes. She was moving out, no matter what Nash said. Hopefully, he wouldn’t burn her apartment to the ground, but she at least had to make the effort. A new house, her own stuff, her own schedule, her own boyfriend. 

“Oh, honey,” her dad called up the stairs. “Look nice tonight, why don’t you? I’m having some friends over.”

She growled under her breath and pulled open her closet, stepping inside. It was the last time. Tomorrow, she’d be out.
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