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This book is dedicated to those who love a good morally grey character. 
If you like emotionally complex, good human people who do heinous things, this is the story for you and it is yours. 
Greetings, my complex ones. 
I see you. 
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  Darius 


The storm was rising again. Darius pulled up his wrap, tucking it in closely around his nose. The storm looked like the normal wind but he wasn't taking any precautions, not after watching Jen die last month, his skin flaking into the air. They might not have put anything poisonous in the wind since that day but the Flames were unpredictable. If you wanted to survive, it was best to be cautious.  
The wind picked up, swirling brown dust in clouds, tiny raging tornadoes that ripped and scoured the surface. He paid them no heed. The ore spots in this area were sparse, with only a few spots left on the surface – hardly worth scrabbling around for. Prisoners normally left the place alone as a result, preferring the easier pickings elsewhere. It was precisely why he had chosen to settle here when he first arrived in Woestynn. 
The wind swept away, moving off towards the deserted mines, leaving the place quiet. He looked towards the mountains, shielding his eyes from the glaring Sun rising in the East. It still looked empty, the vast plains free of movement. It was time to move before the Sun got too high. 
Adjusting his pack, Darius reached out to take his staff from its spot against the wall of the hut. He refused to call it home, despite it being where he had lived for longer than he wanted to imagine. It wasn't home, here. It was somewhere you had to live, or endured, until you were released or died. Home had heart in it. Hope. This place had neither. 
Stepping out with a determined stride, he found his rhythm. One, two, one, two. It was almost as if he was back in the military again, marching with his fellow soldiers. Except back then, he had a life to live, a purpose. 
The plains loomed on his left, great flat desert that seemed to stretch for leagues. He avoided it, keeping to the cool shade of the rocks, walking in shadow. It was quicker to cross the plains directly but the Sun beating down was torturous. It was easier and safer to take the long way, at least in the daytime. But he didn't much care for travelling at night. Not with the damned Crawlers coming out when the Sun went down. 
The ground was cracked in places, creating narrow crevices of glassy rock. Darius stepped carefully, despite having walked this way countless times. The way to survive this planet was to always respect it, to never assume that you knew its secrets. He mentally catalogued his surroundings as he walked. Tower Rocks was up ahead. The great pillars of stone were stacked upon each other, almost haphazardly, as if a small child had built towers with their bare hands. 
He could see the prison far in the distance, its domed humps distinct under the sun. And behind that was the Cairns, as he called it, the jagged teeth of the red mountains reaching up to the dusty orange sky. It was all so familiar to him now, more real than his old life on Mourn. He could only get snatches now of his home planet, of the fir trees waving in the wind, of the cool grey sky. 
"Better that way," he murmured. "Mourn is gone. This is where you are. Focus on that, Dar." 
He focused. He turned his head, wincing at the angry glare of the sun across the desert, mentally preparing himself for the searing heat later. He breathed out, his eyes logging the distance, planning out his stops. 
If he got the timing right he could cover the distance, collect enough ore to pick up his weekly supplies and put something aside. What he put aside the ore for, he did not know sometimes, but it was helpful to have spare for the times of need, for if new metals came in that he could use to reinforce his shelter. Or if he needed some salve or another small necessity. 
The guards were familiar with him now, and treated him almost with a geniality. Darius wondered who would be on today, cycling through names, thinking about who was there last. 
He growled, shaking the thought off. What was it to him if a certain guard was on? They would not cheat him as they needed the ore, and despite all their best efforts with the winds, they had not managed to wipe out those who flocked to the Mines. They could not send civilians out to collect the ore, and it was still in demand in the wider solar system. He did not know why, and he did not care why. Let them do whatever they wanted. It did not affect him. 
Rocks loomed overhead, sharp talons of shadow stretching over the sand. He hugged the rock, feeling the relief of the shade even this early in the morning. It did not matter how long you had been Woestynn's slave, you did not ever get used to her heat. She would boil those dry who did not learn. Darius was a fast learner. But still he gasped, feeling the sweat drip from his forehead, those beads of moisture that had escaped his headscarf. The heat shrivelled you somehow, beating on your forehead, on your arms, making you submit. Making you fall. She was a stern taskmistress. 
But then, weren't they all. Nobody came to Woestynn for love, or because they were in need of solace. Woestynn was a planet designed to break you. He pushed on, his eyes lowered as the sun rose, unfurling her ferocity, the heat beating on his forehead, his skin. He felt the heat branding him, hearing the pulsing rage of the huge Sun as it blazed down. Had it not branded him enough already? He felt the pulsating burn spread as he strode, even in the shadow. He wished for the wind, dry and hot as it was, to lift some of the heat away. 
Look at me, the  sun commanded. He did not look up. To look up into that heat was death, a searing of the eyes that blinded the hopeful prisoner. Never look up. 
His instruction, to so many new prisoners, resounded in his mind. It warred with the part that wished to end it, to look up, to stop this purgatory. The new prisoners did not always listen either. He couldn't blame them. Their end was not short but was still more merciful. 
It did not matter though, to him. The Sun may call so sweetly but his crime was not one that would invite a speedy purgatory. As if they could purge their crimes so easily. They were caught in Woestynn not to find forgiveness, but to face death, slowly, to see it flaying blistered skin, burned faces, before ripping their minds away from its wretched consciousness. And that was if they were lucky. 
He tore his mind away from that, from his objective. Find ore, collect funds, and go back to your shelter. That is why you are here. 
He gripped his staff, concentrating on the feel of it, putting one foot carefully in front of the other. 
One, two, one, two. 
The rocks continued to provide him with some shade, although he was careful not to touch the rock, now. As the sun rose she heated the rocks up almost to boiling point. When the stones began to gleam and shine, that was when they were too hot. He had seen one explode once, shattering into sharp shards like knives, slicing into the air. A beautiful, deadly sight. He still had some of the pieces, the sharp ones, stowed away in his pack. They were useful for starting fires and for defending himself if the Crawlers got too near. 
The wind picked up a little, moving back over the plains. Darius adjusted the pack, then pulled his scarf up a little. He was thirsty, his mouth and throat dry. But that was normal. The agonising burn of thirst was an ever present companion in the day. He thought longingly of the hydration tablets that rested in the bottom of his bag. Those tiny squares that kept him alive. 
One, two. One, two. Keep walking, he thought. Hydrate when you get to the ore field. Keep going. 
The rocks to his right began to change, the sharp shapes giving way to the glassier, smoothed shapes of volcanic rock. He climbed, stepping onto the flat surface, walking through the corridors of rock, hearing the echo of his boots. It was cooler here, sheltered by the rocks, and he welcomed the respite, brief though it was. He stepped out on the other side, feeling the sun greet him again with a wall of heat. It burned his eyes, slamming them with heat, drying them out again. He looked down, searching for which spots had been exposed by the winds since yesterday. The winds had been busy. There were patches here and there of exposed ore, dark brittle black gleaming strong against the burnt orange sand. He unhooked his pack from his shoulders, setting it on the ground, as he rolled his shoulders. He should be able to collect enough today for a reasonable amount of supplies. 
Opening his pack, he removed his tools, the pick and the shovel. Despite all the technology that civilisation had, nobody had improved on the simplest tools to mine with, either above or below ground. Or if they had, they did not give them to prisoners like him. 
Bent double, Darius scraped, lifted and removed the ore, painstakingly placing it into his backpack. He worked efficiently, ignoring the strain in his back from bending. He would work that ache out on the walk to pick up supplies. Life here was never without pain. His pack was full at last, and there was much ore still remaining. 
Wiping the sweat from his brow, Darius undid and retied his headscarf, tucking it firmly around his chin. He scooted back against the rocks, finding a spot where the sun could not peep in. He rested his head against the rocks for a moment, letting the fatigue leave his body. He pulled the pack closer, fingers searching for the hydration tabs. 
He had a good supply, but he still rationed himself carefully. He did not want to experience the hot sun without them to hand. He found one, wrapped in the foil to keep them fresh. Deftly, he unwrapped
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