
​The Softer War

​By VoidAndVelvet


  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE SOFTER WAR

    

    
      First edition. March 26, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 VoidAndVelvet.

    

    
    
      Written by VoidAndVelvet.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One - What the Body Remembers

Chapter Two - The Uses of a Disgraced Prince

Chapter Three - Thirty-One Names

Chapter Four - First Impressions of a Controlled Man

Chapter Five - The Assassination That Changed the Job Description

Chapter Six - Arguments for Keeping Distance

Chapter Seven - Arguments for Keeping Distance (Rael's Version)

Chapter Eight - What It Costs to Begin

Chapter Nine - The Shape of a Careful Man

Chapter Ten - How to Manage a Nightmare (Logistically)

Chapter Eleven - What Soldiers Know About Silence

Chapter Twelve - The Things Lord Dast Collects

Chapter Thirteen - A General in Peacetime Is a Dangerous Thing

Chapter Fourteen - What It Looks Like, From the Floor

Chapter Fifteen - Visibility Has Consequences

Chapter Sixteen - The Court Has a Long Memory

Chapter Seventeen - What He Did Without Being Asked

Chapter Eighteen - The Distance He Puts Between Them

Chapter Nineteen - What They Do With the Quiet

Chapter Twenty - Who Comes Back First

Chapter Twenty-One - What a Prince Does With a Petition

Chapter Twenty-Two - Portrait of a General at Rest

Chapter Twenty-Three - What Mira Writes Back

Chapter Twenty-Four - Two Letters

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter One - What the Body Remembers
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The floor was cold.

That was the first thing Rael became aware of—the cold of the stone seeping through his shirt, through the muscle of his back, specific and grounding in the way that pain sometimes was. The second thing was his hands. He looked at them in the dark, waiting. They were shaking.

He breathed. Once. Twice. The way Emric had taught him years ago, before either of them had understood what they were managing: slow, deliberate, through the nose. Count the inhale. Count the exhale. Give your body something to do that isn't this.

He counted.

The shaking did not stop, but it changed quality—from involuntary to merely present, which was the best he could usually do. The room reassembled itself around him: the desk, the single chair, the narrow window above it showing a sky that was not yet grey. The barracks at Varenfall. Three weeks since the Cedarwood Accords. He was on the floor of his quarters because he had come to himself there, and he did not remember how, and he had stopped trying to remember how because the trying did not help.

What helped was the floor. What helped was counting. What helped was the absolute ordinariness of the room around him—the uniform folded over the chair back, the cup from last night still on the desk, his left boot placed slightly crooked beside the door in a way that was not precise and which he had not corrected because he was, apparently, the kind of man who left boots crooked now. Small disorder. Evidence of a life being lived in rather than occupied.

He sat up. His back protested—he was thirty-eight and had slept on worse surfaces, but he had slept on fewer of them in the last three weeks, which meant his body had begun expecting better—and he breathed through the protest without comment.

The wound on his left forearm had opened again. He became aware of this through the wet warmth of it, the particular familiarity of that sensation, and looked at it with the detached inventory of a man assessing damage rather than feeling it. Not deep. The scar tissue there was old and had never knit cleanly; it opened in cold weather, in certain positions, after nights like this when his body had apparently been doing things he wasn't present for. He pressed his palm against it.

He needed a bandage. He did not have a bandage. He had not restocked the field kit in his room because he had not expected to need one, which was, in retrospect, optimistic. He looked at the kit on the shelf—he could see from here that it was empty of clean cloth—and then looked at the shirt he was wearing, which was old and had already been demoted from presentable to sleeping-in.

He used the shirt.

It was not the most dignified medical intervention he had ever performed. It was effective, which was the relevant criterion. He wrapped it tightly around the forearm, tucked the end under, and rotated his wrist twice to confirm it would hold. It held. He set his arm on his knee and looked at the window again.

The sky was beginning to turn.

Not yet grey. The specific deep blue-black that preceded grey by twenty minutes or so, the color that meant the night was spent but the day had not yet committed. He knew this color well. He had spent years in this color, on campaign and off it, this particular hour when the dark gave up and the light had not yet arrived and the world existed in a kind of pause that nothing during the day could replicate.

He was not afraid of this hour. He had never been afraid of the dark.

What he was afraid of—and he did not name it, even now, even alone—was the specific quality of silence that followed a night like this. The silence of a room in which something had happened that he could not account for and would not speak of. The silence of having no one to account to and no one who would have heard him, and the understanding that this was both a relief and the specific texture of a life that had been arranged, over the course of twenty years, around the absence of anyone who could be hurt by proximity to him.

He was not maudlin about this. He had made the arrangement deliberately. It was the correct arrangement.

He got up.

This also took longer than it should have—the floor had stiffened his hips, and his right knee had an opinion, and his body in general communicated its unhappiness with the previous several hours in the comprehensive way of something that had been badly treated for a long time and had learned to say so through accumulated minor complaint. He acknowledged the complaints, did not respond to them, and stood.

The room was four paces wide and six long. He had measured it the first night. He measured every room he slept in—not from anxiety, exactly, but from the habit of a man who had spent twenty years needing to know the size of a space in the dark without thinking about it. Four wide, six long, door in the southeast corner, window centered on the north wall, a single hook on the back of the door where he hung his coat. The desk was military-issue, battered at the corners. The chair was also military-issue and more comfortable than it had any right to be. He had not brought personal effects, because he did not have personal effects, except for the letter in the left breast pocket of his coat, which was his sister's handwriting on paper so old and so often refolded that the creases had worn through and he had reinforced them with careful tape some time in the fourth year of the Reach Campaign and had not thought about why he did that, because thinking about why was not useful.

He stood at the window.

The sky was becoming grey now. He watched it happen—the slow, impersonal arrival of morning, the way it came not as a revelation but as a gradual increase in information, the world resolving out of dark into shape. A tree. The barracks wall across the yard. Three birds on the ridge of the nearest roof, sitting with the specific stillness of birds in cold weather.

He watched the birds for a while.

This was new, the watching of birds. He had not watched birds before the Accords. He could not have said what had changed except that the war was over, and with it the particular focus that war required—the absolute economy of attention that left no room for birds, for the specific grey of early morning, for the question of whether the clouds today were the kind that carried rain or the kind that only looked like it. On campaign, weather was tactical. Here, weather was weather. He did not know what to do with that yet.

He re-dressed methodically, replacing the improvised bandage with a clean strip of cloth he found in the bottom of his kit after all—he had been wrong about it being empty, which was a failure of assessment he noted without forgiveness. He changed his shirt. He folded the bloody one into a tight square and placed it at the bottom of the laundry pile, where it would be taken away without comment by the barracks staff, who were military and understood that some things were not remarked upon.

He was good at not being remarked upon. He had cultivated it.

He ran a hand over his jaw—two days of growth, which was past the point of appearing deliberate and approaching the point of appearing negligent—and considered shaving. He decided against it. He decided he would go for a walk instead, which was what he did in the hour before the barracks came to life on the mornings when the nights had been bad. He moved through the building at this hour like something that lived in the quiet spaces of it, before the noise began.

He put on his coat. His hand checked the left breast pocket automatically. The letter was there.

He opened his door.

Emric was asleep against the wall of the corridor.

He was sitting upright, back against the stone, arms crossed, fully dressed in his second-lieutenant's uniform with his boots still on and his chin dropped to his chest. The posture of a man who had gone to sleep sitting up, which was a skill acquired on campaign and which Rael recognized because he had done it himself. Emric's hair, which had been entirely brown when they met and was now more salt than pepper, had fallen forward over his forehead. His breathing was even.

Rael looked at him for a moment.

Emric had not been stationed in the corridor. He had quarters of his own three doors down. He had come here because he had—heard something, or known something, or simply been the particular kind of person who slept with one ear open and had spent two decades calibrating that ear to a frequency it would not name. He was here because he knew, and because he would not say that he knew, and because saying would have required Rael to acknowledge what there was to know.

Instead, Emric was asleep against the wall.

Rael looked at him for another moment. Then he stepped over his legs carefully, adjusted the angle of his own coat, and continued down the corridor.

Behind him, from the wall, came the sound of Emric's breathing, unhurried and even, like a man who had decided he was not going anywhere.

Rael did not look back.

The morning came in grey and cold through the barracks yard, and he walked into it alone, and when he returned an hour later Emric was awake and leaning in Rael's open doorway with two cups of coffee that were bad in the specific, reliable way of barracks coffee, and handed one over without a word.

Rael took it.

They stood in the doorway for a while and looked at the morning.

Neither of them said anything.

This was, as it had always been, the whole of what either of them required.
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​Chapter Two - The Uses of a Disgraced Prince
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The letter from the northern land collective had been addressed to the wrong ministry, routed through three offices, and arrived on Caelen's desk six weeks late with a water stain across the bottom third that had rendered the most legally relevant paragraph largely illegible. He had reconstructed it from context. This was, he had found, a reliable method: people said what they meant in the parts of their letters they thought would be read, and they said what they actually meant in the parts they assumed would not be.

The relevant information was in the water-stained section. It was always in the water-stained section.

He made a notation in the margin in his small, precise hand, added the letter to the second pile on his left, and lifted the next one. The fire in the study grate was doing its best against the late autumn cold. He had not noticed the cold specifically, but he had noticed, in the abstract way he noticed most things, that the candle on his right had burned lower than the one on his left, which meant he had been sitting in this chair for approximately two hours more than he'd intended. The meal on the corner of the desk was entirely cold.

He was unsurprised by this.

"You have not eaten," said Wren, from the chair by the window.

"I am aware of the meal," Caelen said.

"Awareness is not nutrition, Caelen."

"It is not. Eat your biscuit, Wren."

Wren Calleth was fifty-seven years old and had the particular patience of a person who had spent a career teaching the obstinate. They had appeared in Caelen's doorway an hour ago with a pot of tea and the quiet authority of someone who did not require invitation, and Caelen had opened the door and stepped back without a word because this was how these visits had worked for twenty years. Wren came when they felt like it. Caelen let them in. Whatever followed was usually useful and occasionally devastating.

Wren ate the biscuit. "How is the northern situation?"

"Becoming manageable." He reached for his tea without looking at it, found it cold, drank it anyway. "The collective has three legitimate grievances and one manufactured one. I'm handling the legitimate ones through the land registry and allowing the manufactured one to proceed to the Chancellor's committee, where it will be reviewed for four months and dismissed at moderate expense to everyone involved."

"And the manufactured grievance benefits whom?"

"Lord Harren's second son, who has a parceling interest in the northern territories and has been attempting to establish it for six years through a succession of increasingly creative administrative fictions." Caelen set the letter down. "He'll try again. He is, I will say, more inventive than most."

"You admire him."

"I respect the persistence. I don't admire the method." He glanced at the next letter in the pile. "He uses people who cannot afford the dispute costs to file challenges they don't understand, which means the dispute isn't between him and the collective—it's between the collective and itself, and he watches from a distance. It's elegant, as a structure. It's also cruel."

"And you are dismantling it."

"I am redirecting it." He opened the next letter. "Dismantling it would make enemies I'm not ready to make yet. Redirecting it makes me appear helpful to everyone involved, which is more useful and also more accurate."

Wren was quiet for a moment, which was not the same as having nothing to say. Wren's silences were full of pending observations, organized by priority and deployed when the room was ready for them. Caelen had learned this at ten years old and it still occasionally caught him.

"You spend a great deal of effort," Wren said, "protecting things that don't know they're being protected."

Caelen did not look up from the letter. "The collective knows."

"I was not talking about the collective."

The fire crackled. Outside the window, the palace gardens were doing their late autumn best, which was not their most impressive performance. The trees had mostly given up their leaves. The paths were empty at this hour. He was in the northeast wing, which had been technically described in his room assignment as "well-appointed" and was, in practice, comfortable in the specific way of spaces that were not quite grand enough to be used for anything important and not quite poor enough to constitute an insult. He had been assigned here eleven years ago. He had improved it substantially since, because he had the taste and the time and there was little else he could do about most things.

"Wren," he said, not unkindly.

"Caelen," said Wren, with identical mildness.

He changed the subject, which Wren permitted, because that was also how this worked: Wren said the true thing, Caelen redirected, and Wren allowed it, and the true thing remained said between them like an object placed carefully in the middle of a table that both parties agreed not to pick up today. The table was getting rather full. Caelen was aware of this.

They talked about the eastern provinces for a while. Wren asked about the legal work he had been doing on the post-war land reallocation—dry, intricate, the kind of work that would be done by the Chancellor's staff if the Chancellor's staff were better at it, which they were not, so Caelen was doing it from his technically comfortable exile in the northeast wing, uncredited, through a minor court functionary who owed him a favor and whose name appeared on the documents. This also was not new. He had spent eleven years being useful in ways that were not attached to his name, because the alternative was being useless in ways that were, and he had made his preferences clear to himself early.

Wren asked, eventually, whether he had given any further thought to the question of his standing.

He had given it thought. He gave it thought the way the tide gave thought to a particular stretch of shoreline—consistently, and with a certain inevitability. His standing was the problem it had always been: he was a prince of the Solvaine line, third of his name, holder of a title that had been stripped of its function and retained only because stripping it entirely would have been a political embarrassment the Emperor's court preferred to avoid. He existed in the court as a kind of footnote—present, technically documented, carrying the name without the authority it was supposed to carry. This had been his father's arrangement. His father was dead. The arrangement persisted.

He intended to change this. He had been intending to change it for eleven years, which sounded like a long time and was, in the context of imperial courts, not particularly remarkable. You changed these things slowly, through procedure and patience and the accumulation of debts you could one day call in. You did not change them by being right, as he had learned at seventeen. You changed them by being right and also irreplaceable, which was a different thing entirely.

"I am proceeding," he told Wren.

Wren nodded as if this were sufficient, which it was, because they were both people who understood that proceeding was the whole of what could be done sometimes.

They finished the tea. Wren departed with the pot and the remaining biscuits and the quiet authority of someone who had accomplished what they came for, which was neither the tea nor the biscuits. The fire had burned lower. Caelen sat with the last of his correspondence and the cool quiet of the room and did not think about what Wren had said, because it was more useful to file it and return to it later when he had the vocabulary for it.

He was partway through the final letter when the knock came.

Not Wren—Wren did not knock, as a policy. This was one of the palace functionaries, slight and apologetic in the way of people delivering messages that were above their authority to understand. A sealed letter from the Chancellor's office. Caelen received it with his usual equanimity, tipped the boy two small coins because he looked like he'd been standing in the cold corridor for some time, and closed the door.

He held the letter for a moment without opening it. The Chancellor's seal was unremarkable. The delivery hour was not—Chancellor Orvyn Mathe sent official correspondence in the morning, as a policy, because he was a man who believed in the orderly conduct of business during business hours. An evening message meant something that had been decided today, which meant something that had moved faster than Mathe's usual pace, which meant someone had applied pressure.

He opened it.

He read it twice.

The language was bureaucratic and correct and thoroughly impenetrable to anyone not fluent in the particular dialect of official displacement that Caelen had been reading since his early twenties. Translated from that dialect: he was being assigned a bodyguard. This assignment had come from above the Chancellor's desk—probably from the imperial security apparatus, possibly at someone's suggestion, the suggestion itself obscured in the passive-voice construction of the letter's central paragraph. The bodyguard in question was General Rael Voss, Commander of the Northern Reaches, author of the Ashford engagement and the Carath siege and a number of other military events that had shaped the last twenty years of imperial history. Legendary in the specific way of men whose legends had outgrown their persons. Recently—with the signing of the Accords—without a war.

Caelen read the name twice. He was not particularly surprised by it. A general without a war was an administrative problem, and administrative problems in this court were frequently resolved by attaching them to other administrative problems until they simplified each other or compounded catastrophically. He had been an administrative problem for eleven years. The logic was not unusual.

What was unusual—and he sat with this for a moment, the letter resting across his fingers, the fire reduced to low red coals—was the particular choice. Rael Voss was not a man who was typically assigned. Rael Voss was a man who assigned things. This posting was, in any reading, a demotion. The question was whose demotion it was designed to be: Voss's, or his.

Both, probably. This court had always been efficient about its embarrassments.

He set the letter on his desk. He looked at his tea—cold, long since cold, he had been cold and not noticed for the better part of an hour. He picked it up anyway and held the cup in both hands and looked at the fire, which was not going to survive the night without attention he was not going to give it.

The general was being sent to protect a prince who didn't need protecting. The prince was being given a guard he hadn't requested. Neither of them had been consulted.

This was, by some distance, not the strangest thing that had happened to him in this court.

He thought about what it would mean—the logistics of it, the schedule adjustment, the particular question of how a man like Rael Voss occupied space. Military men occupied space differently than court men. They were accustomed to purpose. He would have to think about what to do with that.

He found he was mildly curious.

He was not, he noted, unpleased. This was interesting and he filed it away without looking at it.

He rose and put out the last of the candles and stood for a moment in the dimming room—the coals giving off enough light to see by, barely, the study in its habitual quiet around him. Four letters answered, one pending, the land dispute advancing through its proper redirected channels. Tomorrow, apparently, a general.

He went to bed.

He did not, as it turned out, sleep especially well.

He did not examine why.
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Chancellor Orvyn Mathe's office was very clean.

Rael had been in a great many offices over the course of his career, and most of them told him something about the person who occupied them: the generals whose desks were buried under strategic maps and cold cups, the logistics officers whose filing systems were private alphabets no one else could read, the administrators who surrounded themselves with the evidence of their own authority. Mathe's office was clean in a way that was, itself, a kind of evidence. Everything had a position. The papers were aligned. The single decorative object—a small bronze inkstand in the shape of an imperial eagle—was centered precisely on the corner of the desk, which was not where inkstands were useful but was where this one lived. Mathe was a man who did not permit his objects to be inconvenient.

Rael stood at ease in front of the desk and read the orders he had been handed.

He read slowly. Not because the language was difficult—he had spent twenty years reading military documents and spoke bureaucratic fluently—but because he had learned, early, that orders had layers, and reading them well the first time saved the cost of reading them wrong.

"The assignment is straightforward," Mathe said, from behind the desk. He had the measured cadence of a man who had delivered difficult information many times and had learned to make it sound administrative. "The Prince has been without formal protective detail for three years, which the security apparatus has determined to be an unacceptable gap given the current post-war environment and certain elevated threat assessments."

"What threat assessments," Rael said.

Mathe's expression did not quite shift. "General."

"The orders mention elevated threat assessments. I would like to know what they are."

A pause. "I'll have the relevant briefing documents sent to your quarters."

Which meant there were documents, and they had not been attached, and whether this was an oversight or a decision Rael could not yet determine. He noted it. He returned to the orders.

Personal protective assignment. Indefinite duration. Full authority to establish security protocols for the charge's movements and residence. Charge: Prince Caelen Solvaine, Third of the Solvaine Line, currently resident in the northeast wing of the palace.

He knew the name. Anyone who had spent time in the capital knew the name, though knowing the name and knowing anything accurate about the person were, in Rael's experience of court life, frequently unrelated. What he knew: the public disgrace, eleven years past. The physical illness that the court treated as a kind of polite open secret. The succession rights, stripped. The continued presence in the palace that was technically voluntary and practically what it was when the alternative was an estate in a province that no one of any consequence ever visited.

He did not know what the Prince actually did. He had not thought to ask.

"There will be a period of adjustment," Mathe was saying, "as His Highness has particular preferences regarding his schedule and the management of his—correspondence." A careful pause before correspondence, the kind of pause that meant something more was contained in the word than was being said. "I would ask that you work within those preferences where operationally possible."

"And where not operationally possible?"

"I trust your judgment, General."

Which was a diplomatic way of saying that Mathe had no intention of adjudicating between them and wished them both well with it.

Rael folded the orders with the same precision he would have given a battle map and placed them inside his coat. He looked at Mathe for a moment—the chancellor behind his very clean desk, the inkstand precise on its corner, the particular practiced blankness of a man who had been answering questions from generals for thirty years and had learned which ones to actually answer.

"The assignment," Rael said. "Whose idea was it."

Another careful pause. "The recommendation came through the imperial security apparatus."

"Whose idea."

Mathe looked at him. It was, Rael recognized, the look of a man deciding how much he was being asked to give up by answering. "Lord Dast has an interest in the stability of post-war court arrangements. He has been—involved in several security restructuring conversations."

Rael nodded once. He did not know what to do with that yet. He would think about it.

"I'll report to my new posting this afternoon," he said. "I'll need the threat briefings within the hour."

Mathe said that this could be arranged.

Rael left.

The corridor outside the Chancellor's office was wide and well-lit and smelled of the particular mixture of wax and old wood that characterized this part of the palace—the administrative wing, the empire's working interior, nothing like the formal reception spaces that most people imagined when they thought of the imperial court. He had spent enough time in the palace over the years to know it by its useful parts: where the fastest routes ran, where the kitchen access was, which sections of the east corridor had load-bearing walls and which had been retrofitted in the last decade and were thus structurally unreliable. He knew buildings the way he knew everything—as a set of operational variables.

Emric was waiting at the corridor's end, leaning against the wall with his arms folded and the expression of a man who had already read the outcome.

"Personal protective assignment," Rael said, without stopping.

Emric fell into step beside him. "How long?"

"Indefinite."

A pause. "Who."

"Prince Caelen Solvaine."

Emric processed this with the particular quiet of someone doing quick arithmetic. "The disgraced one."

"There's only the one."

"I've heard things," Emric said.

"Everyone has heard things."

"About him specifically. That he's—" Emric made a small gesture, searching for the right word. "Not what people say."

Rael walked. The corridor was long and he kept his pace even and he did not answer, because not answering was not the same as not hearing, and Emric knew this, and the information would sit in him without needing to be acknowledged. He had been collecting information about the Prince since the orders had appeared on Mathe's desk—purely operationally, because knowing a charge was the fundamental requirement of protecting them, and knowing them required more than the official record.

What the official record said: physically compromised, politically neutralized, intellectually adequate. What official records consistently failed to contain was accuracy about people who had spent eleven years being underestimated, because the underestimating parties rarely bothered to write down their errors.

He thought about that, walking. Not with particular urgency. As a note.

They stopped in the bad hallway near the south mess—a corridor that was nobody's destination, which made it the most private space in this section of the building, a fact Rael and Emric had discovered during Rael's second posting to the capital and exploited ever since for conversations that were not appropriate to the rooms around them.

Emric handed him a cup of coffee. The coffee was bad. It was always bad. He drank it.

"You could decline," Emric said.

"The orders are direct."

"You could request reassignment on operational grounds. Protective detail isn't your classification. Mathe would accept the argument."

"Mathe would accept any argument that simplified his afternoon."

"So."

"I'm not declining." Rael looked at the wall, which was unremarkable. "I'll retire from the posting cleanly. That's all."

Emric was quiet for a moment. He was, among his many functional qualities, very good at quiet
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