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Author’s Note
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Dear Reader,

This book first appeared as The Polylocus Problem, book 4 in 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 used 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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Kaia stared at the Door. It sat, unobtrusive and inconspicuous, a haze of blue and green and pink, barely visible in the sparsely furnished room. Hardly anyone gave it a second look. However, this Door baffled even the most intelligent scientists. 

A Door was supposed to transport the user from one location to another, like walking between two rooms—except that these rooms could be across the universe from each other. Instead, the Door in front of her could transport a person to any Door in existence. 

Using it was easy enough—all you had to do was think, “I want to go to a forest” and it would take you to a forest. Or “I want to go to Mara” and it would take you to Mara. But if you didn’t know, and walked through thinking about the wrong thing, you could end up in the wrong place. This Door was a beauty, a wonder, and insanely frustrating. 

All Kaia had to do was replicate it.

She sat cross-legged and stared at the Door, tapping her finger rapidly against her knee. The calculations should be impossible, though given that three polylocus Doors existed, they obviously weren’t. She had been working on the problem for weeks, and still felt as far away from a solution as when she had begun. 

She couldn’t imagine why they would want to make more—all it would achieve was unregulated chaos. The one she stared at had caused enough trouble, and she knew the two that existed on the planet Path were causing some issues for those that lived there. What she ought to be doing was figuring out how to un-make a polylocus Door. The higher-ups had talked about destroying it, but it was interconnected with all the other Doors in the universe. If they broke this Door, who knew what else they would destroy? Instead, they wanted to replace all the monolocus Doors with polylocus ones, to expand their ability for inter-planetary trade and colonization.

But, Kaia thought, if they could somehow figure out what connected it to every other Door in the universe, then they would have absolute control. They could make it unidirectional, for example, only allowing people to leave through it. Or they could change a polylocus Door to be monolocus again. They would understand how it worked and why, and could alter and adjust any Door in an intelligent and strategic way. 

But that wasn’t her assignment, and besides, that equation would require a much larger brain than hers. She was just the intern.

Kaia frowned at the Door and rubbed her eyes. Over the last several months, she had run dozens and dozens of tests. She had poked it and prodded it, both literally and figuratively, and still had no way to tell how the Door reached all the places it reached. She needed to look at the Door from a bird's-eye view, to see how it was reaching out to everywhere else. She’d have to find her answer in the math. It was there somewhere—she just had to look harder. 

She sighed. She wouldn’t learn anything by sitting here glaring at it and tapping her fingers on the floor. Standing slowly and stretching, she made her way over to her desk, only to be surprised by a small scuffing noise.

Turning, Kaia’s eyes widened—first in surprise, then in mild fear, then in exasperation. A small man in an eye-searing orange- and red-striped suit with a fur collar stood in the middle of her office, looking around nervously. “Metta met needa lo qua?” he asked.

Kaia sighed again, more loudly this time. Another one?

The man gestured frantically to the Door and then, surveying her office with wide eyes, rushed forward and out into the much larger Door Room. He skidded to a halt, frantically looking around with a terrified expression, and then ran back into her office, waving his arms.

Kaia pressed the button on her intercom. “Terry?” she asked. “I have another one. Could you send a team—”

She looked up as she heard another noise, this time a hissing sound, and watched in amazement as the Door stretched and shivered, widening. She had never seen any Door do that, ever. 

“Oh my—oh my—” Her jaw dropped.

An animal the size of an Earthan elephant thundered into her office, throwing back its head and releasing a loud, eerie screech. It had a short nose and a blue rear, and a striped hairy mane hung around its neck. A dusting of snow drifted from its back onto the floor and began to melt. 

Kaia covered her ears as her heart began to pound and ran out of her office. The man in the striped suit was waving and yelling in his language and otherwise being entirely unhelpful.

Kaia bolted into the Door Room only to run smack into John, her boss. She fell to the floor in a heap as John scrambled up and stepped over her. 

“Oh my!” he exclaimed, throwing his arms open wide. “It’s beautiful! It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen! Isn’t it the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen?” He turned back to look at Kaia. 

She nodded as the creature stomped forward. Then her eyes widened again as she pulled herself up from the floor—another creature stampeded through after the first, the little man’s yelling and screaming doing little to calm the anxious creatures.

John was not helping either.

“Look at that mane!” he commented, waving his hands about his head. “And the blue rear! Gorgeous creatures! We should keep one here, in the Door Room! What do you think of that, Kaia? We could keep a tame one to welcome newcomers! I think this might be pure genius—possibly the best idea I’ve ever had.”

Kaia tried to calm herself, taking a series of deep breaths. He probably really thought it was the best idea he’d ever had. He seemed to be thinking that a lot lately, whether it was with the candy that turned people’s teeth green (without using dyes!) or the new health plan that included health care for pets (only including lizards and ponies) or the company swim team (but instead of swimming laps, they had to swim in elaborate shapes inspired by mathematical equations). In the meantime, she was grading his students’ papers, offering guidance to those who needed his help with equations, and working on the polylocus Door—which was also his job. Because if she didn’t do it, who would? 

“What’s going on?” 

Kaia turned to see Quin standing behind her. She breathed a sigh of relief. He could take care of things. He wasn’t often in the office, as he was stationed with the military on the outer rim of the planet, but he always managed to solve a few problems when he came to the city.

“Someone,” she said, “came through the Door with... with...” she gestured helplessly at the massive animals.

“Gorbitants,” Quin muttered. “Great.” He stuck two fingers between his teeth and let out a piercing whistle. The two gorbitants reared up on their hind legs and came back down with a thump. Then, they bowed on their front knees and placed their heads on the ground. The man in the orange- and red-striped suit ran up and adjusted a few knobs on their collar. The next moment, the gorbitants lay sound asleep on the floor. 

Kaia hadn’t noticed them in all the commotion, but behind the gorbitants came two women and another man, also in striped suits with furred collars, all yelling furiously in their native language.

She looked at her watch. Only ten in the morning.

It was going to be a long day.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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Kaia waved to Bob as she exited the Globe building, and took a deep breath of fresh air. She was exhausted. Sorting out the issue with the gorbitants had taken nearly all day, and with John’s excessive excitement over their wondrous manes and gorgeous blue rears, all she wanted to do was take a nap. But first, she had to get home. 

She strode briskly through the city streets, waving at her favorite food vendors who were packing up for the evening. As she walked, she took deep calming breaths, and then shifted her focus away from the stressful day at work by deliberately noticing the most minute details of the world around her. It was her own form of meditation. 

A tree grew by the edge of the road, and the branches curved out so perfectly it almost looked like a leafy umbrella. Madame Soufri had put out new lights on her porch, and they sparkled silver and gold in the twilight. A brick wall was slightly redder than the other brick walls and still warm, radiating heat from the sun. A row of ants worked diligently to collect an entire roll and carry it from one side of the sidewalk to the other, and she lifted her feet high to avoid them. 

She saw a broken piece of glass in the shape of an L; a toy rabbit that had been placed in a tree with one ear torn off; a dirty old shoe with brand new shoelaces; a new pot of flowers that looked like they were speckled with stars; a feather with a bit of red on the tip; three pristine dress jackets, all hung out for anyone who might need one; a dog whose face looked like it had just found out it owed someone money; and a rainbow-striped wagon filled with rainbow-striped flowers. 

All around her, the city buzzed and hummed, but she let it pass her by while she focused in on one thing at a time. And then she was home.

“How was your walk?” Jasmine asked as Kaia stepped through the front door into the kitchen. Once Kaia started working at the Globe, Jasmine had quickly learned not to ask about work, and she knew Kaia would talk about it if she needed to.

They had met in college and become great friends, despite Jasmine’s love of bright-colored clothes and dangerous adventures in the rainforest, which contrasted with Kaia’s preferences for neutral-colored lab coats and spending nights in the library. Jasmine liked to experiment with hair colors and boyfriends—with some rather disastrous consequences—while Kaia liked to experiment with math in the lab—sometimes with a different type of disastrous consequence. But Jasmine got Kaia to come out of her shell a little more, and Kaia introduced Jasmine to some of the quieter things in life.

“It was great,” Kaia replied, smiling at her roommate. She tossed her bag down on the table. “I got you a feather.” She held out the feather with the red tip to add to Jasmine’s collection. 

“Thanks, hon!” Jasmine exclaimed, taking the feather and placing it in a jar of feathers that stood on the windowsill. She had her suitcase open on the floor, mostly packed for her vacation in a small town outside of Lonely Beach, right on the Peshk Ocean—though Kaia didn’t know much more about the trip than that.

“Work was rough today,” Kaia said, opening the fridge and pulling out a can of seltzer. 

“They still got you running around babysitting your own boss?” Jasmine asked as she stuffed a few more items into her suitcase.

“Yeah,” Kaia said. “And this problem I’m working on is insanely hard—I mean, I’m just an intern! Shouldn’t I be making copies and running errands? Not picking up my boss’s slack?”

“I’m sorry, hon,” Jasmine said. 

“If John would calm down a little or get treated, then he could figure this out—I know it.” She could feel the stress and tension she had released on her walk begin to overwhelm her again.

“I know you can do it!” Jasmine darted into the other room to grab her camera and stuffed it into the pocket of her suitcase.

“I don’t know how I’m going to make it through the next few weeks.” Kaia sighed, plopping into a chair at the table. “Plus, the whole thing is—well, I can’t really tell you the specifics—but suffice it to say that the whole assignment doesn’t really make sense. I’ve tried talking to John about it, but he can’t hear anything for all the noise in his brain. And I’m not sure who else would care, if anyone.”

“You need to do what needs to be done,” Jasmine said vaguely. 

Kaia suddenly realized that Jasmine wasn’t really paying any attention to her. She was distracted by packing for her trip, and probably didn’t want to think about Kaia’s stress while she was getting ready for a stress-free vacation. Kaia sighed. She would have to work through her problems on her own.

“When do you head out?” Kaia asked, deciding that a change of subject was probably for the best.

“I’m leaving in a few minutes—the train leaves at 8:00 and Delia is taking me to the station.” That was why she wasn’t paying attention—she was in a hurry.

“Well, you’ll have to have twice as much fun for me,” Kaia said, smiling at her roommate. Normally she would have been glad to have the apartment to herself for a few days, but today she felt a little sad and alone.

“I will, for sure!” Jasmine did an excited wiggle dance and her full head of black curls bounced. “I’ve got my bags packed and my time off logged. I left you all the information about where we’ll be.” She gestured across the room to where a sheet of paper with a photo of a lovely looking cottage with a rose arbor hung on the fridge. “My parents and my brother are going to meet me tomorrow, and then I’m checking out for an entire week! No work, no communication—no nothing!” 

“We’ll miss you around here,” Kaia said. She slipped out of her lab coat and hung it on the back of the chair. “But I promise not to burn the place down while you’re gone.”

Jasmine laughed. “No lab experiments in the kitchen!” she ordered, grinning at Kaia. 

A horn sounded from outside.

“Oh shoot,” Jasmine said, throwing herself on top of her suitcase, wiggling the zipper to close around its nearly overflowing contents. 

“Need help?” Kaia smiled a little, though she was sad to see her roommate leave. 

“I got it,” Jasmine said. She grabbed her jacket and leaned in to give Kaia a hug. “Don’t work too hard while I’m gone!”

“I won’t,” Kaia promised, waving as Jasmine scurried out the door with her suitcase hovering behind her.

Kaia sighed again as she sat staring at her empty kitchen. She was supposed to meet her sister for dinner tonight, though at the moment she didn’t really feel like going anywhere. But going out would be good. It would help her focus on non-stressful, non-work things, at least for a little while.

Her comm rang.

“It’s me,” her sister said when Kaia answered. “Can we reschedule? Not to be last minute or anything, but I have a big project due tomorrow and I’m behind.”

“Sure,” Kaia said. On one hand, she felt relieved that she didn’t have to go out. But on the other hand, the empty kitchen and apartment loomed around her, making her feel small.

“Also,” Kami continued, “if I send you a math problem, can you check my work? It’s for my statistics class.”

“Yeah, of course,” Kaia said. She changed the subject—maybe a conversation was all she needed. “You still coming to Sue and Breeze’s baby shower in a couple of weeks?”

“I think so,” Kami said. “You going?”

“Yeah,” Kaia replied. “Their first pregnancy was so tough, I really want to support them this time around.”

“See you there, then,” Kami said. Kaia could tell she was about to hang up.

“When do you want to reschedule dinner?” Kaia asked quickly.

“I don’t know—I’ll call you next week. Talk later!” Kami hung up without waiting for Kaia’s reply.

She stared at the comm in her hand and then looked around the empty apartment again. She should leave. She should take herself out to dinner. Or go back to the lab. Or something. Maybe work on the whole polylocus problem. 
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