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Wrip let the e-cig hang in her mouth, twisting slowly with blue smoke as she stared at the swirling vortex before her. The vortex hovered against the sky, rolling and spinning in a web of orange light like a sucking mouth. If only it would puke out a poacher or two. She could feel the boredom washing over her like a persistent and annoying storm cloud that had somehow gained sentience and become fixated on her.  

Wrip’s large eye turned from the vortex and darted across the purple expanse instead, hoping to catch sight of a worbit coming for a swim. That was what she did most days, hunt the worbits. Though one of the best hunters the planet had known, she was a very young cyclorpian, barely into her second age cycle, and though she had never set foot off Planet Acrux, she had picked up the habit of smoking e-cigs.  

E-cigs were for space pirates, Syion warned, but Wrip only rolled her large eye. How would the robot know? Syion, like every other robot on Acrux, had spent the majority of her existence on the same farm, picking beans, and living vicariously through wivi-vision. Yet Syion thought she could know everything from a few books and videos. The robot was yet to understand that true knowledge came from experiencing the galaxy in all its smelly, cruel, loud glory. It was something Wrip longed for with all of her being. Her long and ceaseless years on the silent purple planet were like slow increments of torture. 

Having spent the duration of a century on a planet where nothing much ever happened, Wrip was a sullen, restless girl with purple skin, one large violet eye in the center of her forehead, three fingers and three toes, and two antennae reaching from her crown that looked like mushrooms with lifted skirts. She was dressed in tight pants, a loose shirt that was tied at the hip, and boots with glowing lights at the heels, while her hair was a bright cyan blue and fell to her shoulders in a short, straight bob. 

The worbits of Acrux were giant rabbit-like creatures, purple school buses whose hippity-hopping caused the ground to split. To the average cyclorpian, they were terrifying creatures, with long teeth and long ears, twitching antennae, wiry fur, and black bug-eyes that gleamed intelligently. But they were also the heart and soul of Prion, for they were used for everything, from food to clothing to the sewing needles that were made of their bones.  

The cyclorpian did not believe in guns. They viewed them as weapons capable of unthinkable mass devastation and needless suffering, a dangerous technology the universe simply couldn’t be trusted to use and should have never discovered. As a result, many cyclorpian still used electro weapons such as bows and swords, and there were very few cyclorpians who’d ever held a particle rifle.  

It was because of their disdain for guns that the cyclorpian admired the entirian people, who used orga-weaponry but still preferred less devastating quarterstaffs above all else. They would have gladly allied with the princess of Qorlec in her fight to save her homeworld if only there were more of them. Unfortunately, fighting the rest of the galaxy to keep the worbits from going extinct had whittled down the cyclorpian people to a thin shadow of what they used to be. Now, instead of aiding Kaeless-Calima as a mighty army, they could barely spare the people to join her spy network.  

But Wrip and her siblings had little to do with the so-called Midnight War. They were simple farmers and hunters who spent their days nurturing and protecting their tiny planet in the middle of nowhere. Most of the time, hunting and farming was so boring that Wrip half-wished she was smack in the middle of the war. Never plucking a worzip bean from another nest of thorns ever again would have made any alternative – even death – more than worth a few bullets in the ass.  

Wrip was stationed to live on Acrux when she was still a pale pink larva and had been living there ever since, just another worker from the main colony. She lived with two of her sisters, as all citizens of Prion were the daughters of their queen. The sisters living with her were Wori and Wviria, Wori being the eldest of the two. 

Wori was a gardener who used to work in the palace of the cyclorpian queen. She was soft-spoken, gentle, often anxious, and very kind. Her long blue hair was always pulled back in a single plait, and she liked to tuck the large purple flowers that grew on Acrux behind her pointed ear. She was always wearing an apron and very large gloves and was always smudged with purple dust from toiling in the fields. Only three or four workers were assigned to each farm planet, for there were many robot workers stationed alongside them that served both to protect them as well as aid them with their daily labors. Most robots were stationed at various farms spread across the planet, while the main farming facility was run by the sisters who had been assigned to the planet. 

Unlike most of the galaxy, the cyclorpian valued what advantages were to be had from robot labor and did not hesitate at the thought of a robot rebellion. They knew that preventing a robot rebellion meant treating the robots like people, with proper wages and rights, and so it was that the five robots living at the main farm with Wrip and her sisters were not discarded as slaves but were recognized as sentient beings and a valued part of their little family.  

Though Wori knew nothing about tech and couldn’t repair the robots herself, she cared for them in other ways, spending time with them, listening to their worries and fears, providing counsel on the state of being, and building friendships with them that would have been scoffed at by most in the rest of the galaxy. She was a quiet, thoughtful woman, and so it amazed Wrip that someone like her had been stationed on the same planet as someone like Wviria.  

Wrip’s other sister, Wviria (the “W” was silent), hated living on the farm, and while she enjoyed tuning up the robots and the defense towers, she often longed for the controls of a battlestar in her hands again. Wviria was a former space pirate who used to sell her talents by scavenging, stealing, and refurbishing the various parts she stole, only to sell them back at triple the cost: robots, ships, weapons, old microwave ovens, any tech she could get her hands on, she spun into gold.  

In her days as “Zapp,” the infamous pirate queen, Wviria was widely known for wielding an electro-sword, a weapon based in technology she was rumored to have sold to the zonbiri. With a spiky blue hawk of hair and a silver ring through her nose, Zapp was a fierce and ruthless harvester of all things tech. Affluent aliens from planets all over the galaxy would hire her to go in and steal various blueprints and beta models, and always, she would succeed. The zonbiri remained her most consistent customers for years, something she had been unashamed enough to brag about even when she was captured by the cyclorpian government.  

With her crew of tech-heads, Zapp had ruled the starry sea for one hundred years of greed and sex. Her reign of terror ended, however, when she was captured in a bar, having been betrayed by one of her own crew. After the mutiny, she lost contact with many of her former crew, who were either murdered – and thus unable to contact her while staring from pools of blood – or went into hiding. Only a slim few remained in touch, sending her holo messages over the years that she abandoned her post at Acrux to secretly answer. 

After being sentenced to death for a lifetime of pillaging and murder as Zapp, Wviria attempted to escape her cell in Viratu, Prion’s maximum security prison. She managed to fight her way to the prison gate, where she was recaptured, and glowing laze-cuffs slapped on her wrists. Some of the queen’s guard witnessed the incident, and the captain decided to recruit Wviria into royal service.  

Many thought it absurd that the captain would hire a cutthroat and a criminal to guard their beloved queen, but Captain Wvyla insisted that someone who had fought as hard and as skillfully as Wviria would not only prove useful but had already displayed a vicious thirst to live.  

As it turned out, Captain Wvyla was correct. Wishing never to return to the dark halls of Viratu again, Wviria dutifully guarded the queen with her life for several years, and there were many who believed the queen had lived to the ripe old age of 692 because of Wviria. 

The average cyclorpian only lived for about 500 years, with each century marked as a cycle, a new stage in life. Queen Voridis, feeling safe and carefree under Wviria’s unwavering guard, had lived to nearly seven cycles. 

Once the queen was finally assassinated, however, things fell into a panic. Without a queen, their species was naturally on the brink of extinction, as women with the capacity to be queens were few and far between. The regency had been carefully planned for generation after generation to avoid such a catastrophe, but the assassins – or the hand behind them – had planned just as carefully and were persistent in hunting down and wiping out those cyclorpian women who were biologically capable of ascending the throne.  

It was believed by many that the assassinations were orchestrated by the zonbiri, who stood to benefit the most from seeing the cyclorpian disappear. The Zon Regime had made it a point the last two hundred years to remove every alien nation that would have aided the entirian in taking back Qorlec. Assassinating the queen and forcing the cyclorpian into a crisis was the easiest way to do that. And because Wviria had worked with the zonbiri in the past, it was believed by many that she had directly assisted them, having gotten bored with her station in Vruna Palace. 

Captain Wvyla died in defense of Queen Voridis (for some reason, the two of them were in the toilet together), and because Wviria had been loyal only to the number of credits she was paid (in addition to other suspicions against her), she was not trusted to continue in service to the palace. But the cyclorpian were also a resourceful people who did not believe in waste: people were either executed or they were put to work, and prisons were little more than holding cells before said verdicts were given. So it was that Wviria was sent to Planet Acrux, a small ball of dust in the far corner of the galaxy.  

Wviria and Wori had already been on Acrux for five years when Wrip arrived in her pod. The cyclorpians believed Wori’s gardening experience would prove useful to the task of nursing the planet, and so she was sent there soon after the queen’s assassination. She was meant to replace the elderly gardener who was still stationed there, presiding over the beans, and said elderly gardener died soon after Wori arrived, as if she had been dutifully holding on to her very last breath.  

Wviria, meanwhile, was sent to Acrux because the council on Prion believed her tech skills would prove useful to the defense towers and the robots. Wviria, as a result, became the tech specialist for the planet and spent most of her days in stained overalls, repairing robots and defense towers, tools hanging out of her pockets and Wizzy, her small robot assistant, constantly floating behind her like a large bird’s egg. 

In her downtime, Wviria would smoke e-cigs and stare bitterly at her e-sword glove, which she had mounted on the wall in the living room like a relic of a time long forgotten.  

Much like Wviria, Wrip was forever bitter that she had been stationed on Acrux. There was a priestess on Prion who had the task of assigning a role to new larvae once they were hatched. She would place her hand on the squirming infant’s head and through some Blue-given power, would supposedly know what that child was destined to do. Sister Worzo had placed her hand on Wrip and had immediately decided she was meant to hunt worbits the rest of her meager life, far away on some obscure planet in a dark corner between the stars, forever apart from the hustle and bustle of the ever-scurrying galaxy.  

Planet Acrux was boring because all the most interesting things about it were under its seas, and because poachers seldom, if ever, came around, there was usually not much to do. Wrip suspected that Wviria’s fame as the infamous “Zapp” kept the smarter poachers at bay. Acrux was lined from mountain to mountain with Wviria’s (very deadly) defense towers. They stood in a row across the flat, faceless, purple rock like narrow white teeth, turning gently as windmills against the blue sky.  

The planet was very small and existed in the backend of nowhere. It was Wrip’s duty as a hunter to protect the habitat, while also catching what eligible worbits she could and shipping them to other planets. 

Such reclusive and isolated “farm planets” had been arranged by the cyclorpian across the galaxy, and in said manner, a few planets were responsible for feeding and clothing an entire people. 

For the safety of their people, no one was supposed to know the location of Planet Acrux or any of the farm planets like it, not even other cyclorpian. Strict precautions were therefore taken should aliens stumble upon their colonies: none were ever allowed to leave again, and most were killed on sight. For if the colonies were destroyed, the dwindling cyclorpian people would vanish along with them. Their continued existence depended entirely on the secrecy of their food source, and the eventual discovery of a new queen, which seemed as if it might never happen. 

As a preemptive measure, most colonies were equipped with vortexes, portal traps meant to lure in poacher ships cruising for worbits. Such poachers were usually on their way to Prion, the cyclorpian homeworld, where they would raid and pillage villages while killing as many worbits as they could, and all for pelts. Such an incomprehensible number of cyclorpian had perished as a result that stopping the invaders before they reached Prion had become paramount.  

Wviria usually patrolled the vortexes while Wrip monitored the worbit habitats, and Wori helped the robots pick worzip beans. Today, however, Wrip had insisted she was old enough to do something more than check traps for worbits. Of course, she was only a ninety-five-year-old girl, but since people rarely if ever came through the vortexes, Wviria wearily agreed to allow her the brief distraction.  

Wrip was disappointed with just how boring her new assignment was. Watching a swirling mass of light as it hovered against the stars was enough to make her nod off, but she fought the urge to sleep and kept her head up, large eye ever searching for the giant worbits that might be bouncing through the underbrush. 

Wrip was sitting on the edge of a cliff, its purple dust clinging to her pants as one leg hung over, swinging a boot against the air. Down below, the sparkling blue ocean of Acrux glittered in the fading shimmer of the blue sun.  

Wrip sometimes wondered what the homeworld looked like. Because so many workers were sent out to colonies as larvae, there were many cyclorpian who had never really seen their own home planet. Acrux was very far from the homeworld, in a system that neighbored their original star, but it was still so very similar to Prion that Wori insisted Wrip wasn’t missing much.  

Over the years, however, Wrip couldn’t help but become bitter with her lot. Wviria often bragged of one day rebelling and taking off into space again, and though Wori would shake her head in stern disapproval, Wrip would listen eagerly to Wviria and would even beg to come with her. She had no intention of staying on Acrux forever. Perhaps Sister Worzo had chosen a boring life for her on a farm planet, but she wanted more. She wanted to see the stars. 

As Wrip sat on her high rock, the blue ocean swirled below, twisting and falling wildly as the twin moons rose, large and looming against the night sky. The vortex was magnetic, scrambling the controls of any unauthorized ships that entered the atmosphere, before yanking said ships through the portal and directly into the ocean. It was said the function of a vortex was based on the natural state of the moons themselves, which pulled at the ocean like large magnets in the sky.  

In the ninety-five years she had been living on Acrux, Wrip had never once seen a poacher forced through a vortex and felt a little foolish for having begged to guard one. All she had done was put herself in a lifeless if not beautiful area, with very little to do, as she hadn’t been allowed to bring her music or even a book.  

In case she had to go beneath the water, however, Wrip had brought along her diving helmet, which looked like an upturned fishbowl with an air tank hooked to it. The tank was strapped to Wrip’s back, and bored as she was, she felt tempted to go down beneath the sea and explore the ruins there.  

According to Syion, there had once been an advanced alien race living on Acrux many thousands of years ago. Some even believed they were related to the cyclorpian, as their ancient carvings often depicted them. Known as the qellek, they were so very ancient that even the tavalin only barely remembered them. They had perished at the very height of their civilization and the reason had been something of a mystery ever since. Now the jagged remains of their once mighty nation lay beneath the sea, statues staring in blank pride for all eternity.  

Just a quick dive, Wrip thought, eager eye fixed on the blue water as she wondered what discoveries could lie in store. She plucked the e-cig from her mouth and was getting to her feet when the vortex portal trembled and spun, shaking the ground until small pebbles leapt.  

“What the f . . .?” 

Wrip stared at the trembling vortex in disbelief as something shuddered against its magnetic pull: a ship was being forced through. 

“No way,” Wrip whispered. 

The trembling ground shook harder. Wrip threw out her arms to catch her balance, and before she had a chance to fully register what was happening, a star cruiser plunged through the vortex, and in a smoking, blazing blur of fire, it crashed nose-first into the sea, sending up diamonds of water in a misty hail.  

Wrip barely had time to leap out of harm’s way as the water rose in a wall and collapsed in a spray of foam, sending a backlash of furious waves in her direction. Tendrils of hungry water were already touching her boots as she ran, eye wide, for higher ground. The angry sea swirled to such great heights toward the sky, she had to scale up the side of a large rock, and from her perch, she watched with her mouth open as the violent water swallowed the star cruiser out of sight.  

Standing there in shock, it took Wrip a second to realize her communicator was buzzing with Wori’s frantic voice. The small, flat octagon on the back of her fingerless glove buzzed and blinked over and over, trying to get her attention. Wrip slowly dragged herself from her reverie. She pushed the button on her communicator and babbled absently into it, “Y-Yeah. This is W-Wrip.” 

“Wrip!” shouted Wori’s static voice. “The monitor picked up vortex activity! You all right?!” 

“Y-Yeah,” was all Wrip could manage.  

“Good. I’m sending bots over there to clean up. Don’t do anything stupid! Wrip! Are you listening?!” 

Wrip wasn’t listening. Her large eye was fixed on the spot where the star cruiser had torn its way into the sea like a falling comet, and a frown of determination suddenly creased her brow. If she waited for the bots to come, she’d never get to see who was on the ship or what they looked like. It suddenly occurred to her that she’d never seen aliens before, only on the wivi-vision and sometimes in the holo messages Wviria received from her pirate friends. Now was her chance to finally see a piece of the world, to know for once what was out there!  

Clicking off her communicator with an annoyed stab, Wrip let the water swirl away from her before hopping down the rock face toward the beach. She put on her helmet as she went, trying not to lose sight of the ship’s point of entry as she pulled it down over her head. Smoke was still fizzling over the water, and she noticed debris floating on the surface. The sea warbled in pain as it was burned, and it tossed and recoiled, trying to heave the scorching debris to land. The sea on Acrux wasn’t like water on other planets: it was alive.

As Wrip drew near, a piece of debris washed ashore, swirling to a stop at her feet. She could see strange symbols on the fragment and halted when she recognized them. They were entirian symbols, which she had seen on pieces of old entirian credits in Wviria’s wallet. Entirian didn’t hunt the worbits and indeed had shown little interest in the cyclorpian people for the last one hundred years. So why had an entirian ship crash-landed here of all places? 

Wrip stepped into the water, wading slowly as the tide fought to buckle her knees. Once submerged, her feet gently lifted free of solid ground, and she let the blue mist carry her down and down into the darkness. The sound of her own breath was loud and slow inside the helmet as she descended, drifting
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