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Foreword
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War silences people long before it kills them. In An Enemy’s Gift and Mark of Prudence, I told the story from a distance—from the command chair, from the reports that history approves.

But the truth of that war never belonged to orders or ledgers. It lived in the people who carried it.

In The Mercy of the Wicked, I’ve stepped aside and let them speak.

Each chapter belongs to one of three survivors: Goran, Zimmer, and Alwinno. Their voices rise from the same battlefield but remember it differently. Together, they finish the conversation the war began—about mercy, obedience, and the quiet cost of kindness.

They are telling their own story now. I’ve only tried to listen well enough to write it down.

— Larry Armstrong
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Chapter One

The Village of Silence

Goran
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As we rode our pastumil, the plain looked calm until you listened. The air shimmered with heat, every breath a mouthful of grit. The wind gathered the low croon of beasts working against the harness. A Darosi village slept in that sound. Mud walls exhaled mist, thick with char and dung; a distant furnace belched dull heat.

My rifle’s battery blinked low. Tesco checked the rangefinder. “Nothing on scan but heat ghosts.”

I counted six herders, two pastumil, and one Gorath under a timber frame. Nothing hostile, only exhaustion arranged for order. A day’s labor ended well.

Alwinno stepped into the sun from a doorway and waited for us to notice. A delkin took wing from the rooftop. I dismounted. Protocol demanded more than curiosity.

“Captain Minaret,” he said, bowing the small Darosi bow, his palms at his sides, eyes lifted. “I hoped you’d come.”

I returned his politeness.

“Your message carried no hope,” I said. “Speak plain.”

“The rebels have taken our people again. They say it’s conscription for the Spire’s repairs. In chains. I need your help.”

He stood easy, like a man who had practiced patience until it became armor. His long arms wrapped his chest, then he walked in small steps. The wind lifted dust between us. Sand stung my lips. It carried the smell of iron and animal sweat from the Gorath’s straps.

“You’ve filed reports before,” I said. “Command calls it a regional dispute. My hands are tied.”

“It’s not a dispute if one side can’t say no.” Alwinno straightened his arms. His fists balled.

Tesco shifted behind me, rifle angled low. “Sir, if they’re taking Darosi to the Spire, that puts them inside Alliance logistics.”

Alwinno’s eyes moved to the sergeant, then back to me. “You see why I came to you.”

“Because I disobey nicely?” My smile broke too quickly. I dropped my chin.

“Because you still hear what living things need.” He glanced at the Gorath. Huge arms trembling, knees shaking under the weight of a water frame. “That one will die before sunset if the harness isn’t cut.”

“That’s the handler’s problem.”

The animal moaned and stamped its hooves.

“The handler’s son was taken yesterday.”

I looked again at the animal. Sweat darkened its hide in long stripes, a sour musk thick in the heat. A wind-reed brushed its leg and sang one thin note. “Its handler’s grief makes him forget the loyal creature.”

Alwinno didn’t answer. An insect pestered him and he swatted it away.

“Why not appeal to your council?” I asked. “Couldn’t they order it loosened?”

“The council prays to men with guns.” My friend bored me with his eyes. “You command such men.” Then he glanced at Ban and Tesco.

He said it without accusation, but with a friend’s hurt.

Does he want me to coerce the council to act for kindness to the Gorath? Why?

I pulled off my gloves. “How many missing?”

“Seventy-two in this district. More in the north. They build night and day. The Spire burns blue now—did you see?”

“I saw.” I remembered the color surrounding the space elevator at night.

“Blue means power drawn from lives, not reactors.”

“You think they’re feeding the tether with blood?” Tesco asked.

Alwinno turned his head, polite. “I think some Hoimani steal every life miracle.”

Ban snorted. “Miracles cost overtime where I’m from.”

“Where you’re from,” Alwinno said gently, “nothing survives without permission.”

I cut in. “Enough philosophy. If this is true, Alwinno, I need proof.” Red sand grabbed my eyes as a breeze passed. I rubbed them.

“Come and see,” he said. “Bring only those who remember mercy.” His eyes tipped toward Tesco and Ban.

The word hit harder than it should have. I’d been avoiding it. Mercy meant weakness in briefings and damnation in Stavel’s office.

“Kindness gets people killed,” I said.

“Only when the wicked offer it,” Alwinno answered. “The righteous know the needs of their animals and kin.”

He said it like a memory, not a proverb.

The Gorath coughed, a hollow, chest-deep sound that shook dust loose from the frame, spilling water.

Tesco muttered, “Sir, General Stavel won’t sign off.”

“I know.”

“Goran,” Alwinno’s face turned to mine. “You profaned the Before People’s road. Your debt to the Darosi grows—like butter bowls in the wild.”

Tesco saluted me and said, “So we walk into a violation of orders.”

“Probably.” I was being trapped by two friends.

“Then we should pack for it.”

I nodded once and wet my lips. “We’ll talk to command first.”

Alwinno smiled faintly. “You will ask permission to do what is right to do. Your mercy is slow.”

I didn’t rise to the criticism. “If command says no, that’s the end.” I parted my hands, palms down, the Darosi sign for enough.

“Can the end come so easily?”

He said it quietly, not as challenge but as correction. The wind carried his doubt away before I could answer.

The herders were watering the pastumil now, letting the smaller beasts nuzzle their hands. One child ran forward with a tin cup and filled it half for a creature, half for himself. The animal drank first. The boy smiled, teeth bright as salt.

“Where do they take your people?” I asked.

“East of the Selan Flats, where the ground hums at night. They call it Aquanor again, though it died once already.”

“Rebel-held?”

“For now.”

“And Fencer?”

Alwinno’s voice tightened. “He oversees what he pretends to stop. His mercy is very callous.”

That name again—Fencer—like a knife that learned to speak your name.

I said, “You’ll stay here until I know more.”

He shook his head. “I’ll wait by the south gate. If the gate opens, I ride with you. If not, I walk.” His head nodded to the east.

“You’ll walk through rebel patrols?” Ban asked.

“They already see me,” he said. “They think I belong.”

He turned to leave, then paused beside the Gorath. The animal shifted its weight, groaning softly. He ran a hand down its flank, unbuckled one strap. The beast sighed—a rasping breath, relief. It began to chew again.

“You shouldn’t—” I started.

Alwinno looked back. “If the righteous know the needs of their animals, then someone must remember to listen.”

He walked down the path, slow as patience. Dust lifted behind his feet and drifted into the sun until it looked gold like the moon Selan’s light. What did he hope for?

Ban spoke. “He’s going to get himself killed.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But not alone.”

Tesco tilted his head at the Gorath. “Sir, if we’re leaving, should I cut the rest of the straps?”

The animal leaned against the frame, eyes half-closed. I could smell its heat, its trust.

“Cut them,” I said. “Then give it water.”

“That an order or mercy?”

“Whichever lives longer,” I said.

He grinned, faint and tired, and went to work. The leather fell one strip at a time. Each cut made the animal’s breathing come easier.

I watched the creature straighten, free for the first time in however long it takes for cruelty to become routine. It walked three steps, shook itself, and began to hum—a note so low the ribs of the world seemed to lament.

Ban whispered, “What now?”

“Now we find out whether command still knows what pity costs,” I said.

The comm in my enhanced ears crackled once, then cleared—no recall, no new orders. Tesco checked our rear sweep; sensors clean. Ban logged the route and time. Routine. Mechanical. Safe.

But I didn’t trust it. Peace on Daros always feels staged.

The wind kept moving east, tasting faintly of potash, the Spire’s hum threading through like a pulse. I felt its hand pull at my coat as though it meant to show me things I didn’t want to see.

As our beasts plodded west, a delkin perched in a sunlit burlip tree and watched us pass below.
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Chapter Two

Rumors of Fire

Zimmer
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The anteroom of General Stavel’s office always smells like warmed plastic, and coffee that forgot how to be kind to your throat. A clerk took Goran’s slate without looking up. “You’re early, Captain.” The door buzzed. Goran went in.

I stayed with the coffee and the plastic and the click of machines that never admit they’re tired. I could see Stavel through the glass, hands behind his back, the Spire like a blade on the monitor. I couldn’t hear the words, just cadences. Stavel’s iron phrases, Goran’s sandpaper patience. Every so often the printer in the corner stopped mid-line like it felt awkward eavesdropping.
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