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This was the day I, Claire Clement, died and my true Goddess claimed my soul to stop the predations of the Death God from devouring and torturing me forever.

The awfully heavy noise of my own breathing filled my ears as did the humming, banging and vibrating of my rebreather mask as I stood in the middle of an ancient warehouse. The immense warehouse was easily big enough to fit two light cruisers inside and my breathing was probably barely loud enough to be more than a whisper in the sheer size of the place.

I hated how clouds of ash, toxic mould and the ash of corpses twirled, swirled and whirled around me as a cold wind blew through the entire warehouse. This wasn’t a perfect position at all and I hated it, but I had to be here in service of my Goddess.

The immense grey metal walls of the warehouse were mostly destroyed now much like the rest of the planet. Large tears like claw marks had ripped into the walls like rotting flesh and pulled chunks out. According to my research this had once been a type of spaceport that delivered military supplies and food to the world.

All that was gone now and there wasn’t meant to be anyone left alive here. That was of course a lie because I had already witnessed three very fresh corpses that hadn’t even been touched by wildlife in the past hour.

Yet another reminder of the lies, deceit and chaos that bound the Imperium together. Yet I wasn’t here for the Imperium of Humanity and the foul Rex, I was here for my Goddess and I would do my duty to her no matter what.

Over a thousand years ago and even now, it was commonly believed that humans as a species cannot tap into the divine, the holy or the magical forces that pulse and flow and dance through every single living (and dead) thing in the galaxy.

I used to completely agree with that stupid, shallow opinion but growing up poor on a doomed farming world, left me wanting something, anything to cling onto. A lot of my friends turned to drugs, sex and criminal gangs to cope.

But I was extremely different, or so my friends and parents and the local Enforcers thought before they cut off my left hand.

I was playing around in a poor abandoned spaceport, a massively dusty, dirty circular creation that hadn’t been touched in a hundred or so years, I found a book. It took me ages to understand it but it spoke of the Keres, a beautiful humanoid alien race, and their Gods and Goddesses I was fairly hooked immediately.

And I have tried to serve the Goddess of Life, Genetrix, ever since. 

That service led me to the world of Ash 4. 

I carefully started to go through the immense twirling, whirling and swirling masses of dirt and ash as I went deeper into the warehouse. In my service to Genetrix, I had learnt a lot over the years about the corruption of the Imperium and when I became an agent for the Enlighted Republic, a wonderful little breakaway region of humanity that believed in democracy, fairness and justice. I had learnt even more.

And there was something on this world that the Imperium wanted.

I stepped over a large chunk of metal wreckage that was unleashing a hell of a lot of heat towards me. I almost didn’t want to step over it in case I burnt myself but I had to keep going.

The Republic had already sent three fleets of their extremely limited navy anyway, and none of them had returned. I had a good sense they had managed to make planetfall judging by the sheer destruction and how badly the planet was scarred.

All the ash and dirt stopped moving for a moment and I almost froze, surprised at the sheer stillness I felt, but I kept going careful to watch my step. There were tons upon tons of metal wreckage, old machinery and skeletons that covered the damn floor.

I focused on one particular machine for a moment as I passed it and it was some kind of massive drill, probably used for riveting or drilling the white metal sheets that the foul Imperial warships were famous for. I was glad it was destroyed.

The strange aroma of death, ash and smoke filled my senses as my own annoyingly heavy breathing continued in my ears. I had managed to use the data the Republic had gifted me and found that everyone was probably interested in a resource known as Gatix.

I had learnt about it in science class about two decades ago and it had only ever been found on three planets in the entire galaxy. It was meant to be this super strong, super conductive and super whatever you wanted. It was easy to programme if you knew what you were doing so if you had the material then you could do whatever. Including coat all your ships in the material to give them extreme levels of protection.

I didn’t want the Imperium to have it. The Republic didn’t want that, and I was fairly sure the alien Keres seriously didn’t want that.

Something crashed behind me so I turned round and rolled my eyes as I saw bright white lights shine through the still clouds of ash and dirt. I had company.

I pulled out my gun from my waist out of my instinct, I normally forget about having it and I prepared to fight but thankfully my company decided to talk to each other and they hadn’t noticed me yet.

“I keep telling you we should just annihilate this world,” a woman said with a strange accent. “The Rex can have the Gatix like we promised but this world is useless,”

“You forget the true bargain that was struck,” a man said but I couldn’t understand his accent. “There is a spy here and this planet belongs to the Rex and humanity,”

My skin turned icy cold at the realisation that he was hunting me. I didn’t want to be hunted, I didn’t want to die, I only wanted to find the material and leave. It shouldn’t have been that hard considering how tiny Gatix deposits were.

“Do you sense her?” the woman asked.

My own heavy breathing was replaced with the even more annoying sound of my pounding heartbeat. That stupid man had to be a Keres warrior, probably a Dark Keres dedicated to their Death God. Only someone with magic would be able to sense out people.

I immediately crouched behind a large metal piece of machinery in some silly effort to hide myself not that I really expected it to do much.

“I can sense her life force but it is strange for a human woman. It is almost like she believes in Genetrix,” the man said.

I focused on the random movement of the light beams so I supposed my two hunters were certainly looking around for me now. They were going to find me so I just had to be ready.

Yet I couldn’t understand what the Dark Keres meant about my soul. I believed wholeheartedly in the power of Genetrix. Sure I was only a human so I couldn’t feel her, benefit from her magic or connect with her but I still believed in her. Because it was that belief that gave me so much strength, love and admiration for life in the galaxy.

And I needed some of that strength now because I was about to do something extremely ballsy.

I threw my voice across the warehouse. “Where is the Gatix?” 

Both the light beams stopped moving and they both pointed in my direction so clearly I wasn’t as good at throwing my voice as I thought.

“The Gatix is somewhere you will see very shortly,” the man said behind me.

I went to spin around and shoot him but he whacked me over the back of my head and my world went black.
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When I eventually regained my senses, the first thing I sadly noticed was the sheer overwhelming aroma of burning petrol =You simply couldn’t avoid the damn smell but I was surprised that I was freely standing on a massive red metal balcony overlooking tens upon tens of miles of pure annihilation.

For as far as I could see there was nothing except twisted wrecks of obliterated hab-blocks that looked like twisted metal corpses, entire warehouses and factories were reduced to ash and a lot more corpses than I even wanted to admit littered the tiny concrete streets like little dead ants.

The entire horizon was awful to look at and I couldn’t help but wonder what Genetrix would say about this foul event. So much life had ended here, Genetrix would have grieved or cried or screamed out in bloody murder at what had happened here.

Even now small fires lit up the horizon with paper-thin lines of black smoke trying to veil the sky. There were rumours that Geneitor tried to use fire to devour the souls of his victims but I doubted it, I didn’t want to believe it. I hated the very notion that he had been able to claim millions of souls from this single world and each soul only made him stronger.

And Genetrix, weaker.

I turned away from the awful horizon and just frowned at the tall Dark Keres standing there with his arms folded. I hated how humanoid they looked and I could only tell he was Keres and not a human because of his pointed ears, extremely thin waist and his pointed, almost angelic face.

It was amazing that the Keres were created by the Goddess of Life and yet some turned their back on her and joined the Death God that had created humanity.

Just behind the foul Keres was a large circular chamber with cracked black walls and a large holographic display of the planet, where a heavily armoured human woman was standing focusing on something I couldn’t see. They didn’t seem bothered by the smell but I wanted to cough or cover my nose, but I knew it would be useless.

And I didn’t want to show weakness in front of these monsters.

“The Gatix
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