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Prologue

Authorization

FOB Sharq, Khoristan

Third-Person Past Tense

Daniel POV

Daniel Reade approved the operation without standing up.

The room was quiet. Screens glowed softly. A map occupied the center display, its colors muted, its lines precise. No weapons were visible. No uniforms marked urgency. The air smelled faintly of coffee and recycled conditioning.

The target package had already been assembled.

Objective: capture.

Location: confirmed.

Partner force: capable.

Civilian presence: assessed.

Risk: within acceptable parameters.

Daniel read the summary once. Then again.

The intelligence language was clean. Confidence percentages replaced doubt. Terms like “likely” and “probable” carried weight without demanding imagination. The analysis did not ask how the information had been obtained. It did not need to.

A photograph sat in the corner of the screen. Grainy. Cropped. A figure moving through a doorway. No face. No context.

“Partner force is ready,” the operations officer said. “Coalition oversight will remain ISR only.”

Daniel nodded.

“Legal review?” he asked.

“Concurred,” came the reply.

There was no discussion of contingency. None was required. The capture authority already existed. Daniel’s role was not to question necessity. It was to authorize execution under existing frameworks.

He placed his thumb on the tablet and scrolled to the final screen.

Approve.

The word appeared alone. No signature line. No flourish. Just a confirmation prompt.

Daniel hesitated long enough to register the weight, then pressed it.

The screen changed.

Authorization transmitted.

No sound followed. No movement. The room did not react. The operation had left Daniel’s hands and entered systems he would never see.

Minutes later, the screen refreshed.

Status: operation in progress.

Daniel remained seated.

He did not imagine the entry. He did not picture resistance or compliance. The intelligence package had removed the need for visualization. Violence, when abstracted correctly, required no witnesses.

An update arrived twenty-seven minutes later.

Status: objective encountered resistance.

Outcome: one detainee deceased.

Partner force secure.

No coalition casualties.

Daniel read the line twice.

Deceased.

Not killed. Not shot. Not executed.

Deceased.

“Within assessed risk,” the operations officer said quietly.

Daniel nodded once.

The room moved on.

The next item appeared on the agenda. Another map. Another package. Another set of numbers that suggested certainty.

Daniel closed the first file.

Somewhere, a body existed that would never appear in any briefing. No photograph would follow. No name would surface in the summary he would receive.

The system had worked.

Daniel remained where he was, hands resting flat on the table.

He had not raised his voice.

He had not issued an order.

He had not seen a weapon.

And yet, someone had died because he pressed a word on a screen.

That was command now.
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The Authorization

FOB Sharq, Khoristan

Third-Person Past Tense

Daniel POV

The second authorization came faster.

Daniel noticed that before he acknowledged it. The packet appeared in his queue while he was reviewing logistics updates. No urgency flag. No escalation marker. Just another item waiting its turn.

He opened it without shifting position.

The format was familiar now. Objective summary. Confidence assessment. Partner-force readiness. Legal concurrence already embedded. The language had been scrubbed of personality. It did not ask for imagination.

Objective: capture.

Secondary risk: assessed.

Civilian presence: within tolerance.

Daniel scanned the timeline. He did not read it twice this time.

“Partner force standing by,” the operations officer said.

Daniel nodded. “Oversight?”

“ISR only.”

That had become standard.

Daniel scrolled to the final screen.

Approve.

The word no longer felt heavy.

He pressed it.

Authorization transmitted.

The room continued breathing. Someone adjusted a chair. A keyboard clicked. No one marked the moment.

The update arrived later, folded into routine traffic.

Status: objective secured.

Outcome: detainee deceased during resistance.

Partner force stable.

Daniel read the line once.

He did not pause on the word this time.

Deceased.

He closed the file and opened the next item in the queue.

Another authorization followed within the hour. Different location. Same structure. Same confidence language. The system had learned his tempo.

Daniel approved that one as well.

By afternoon, the rhythm had settled.

Authorize.

Receive.

Archive.

He noticed the absence more than the presence.

No faces.

No voices.

No aftermath.

The violence existed only as language that passed briefly across his screen before disappearing into records.

Walker stopped beside him.

“You’re quiet,” Walker said.

Daniel did not look up. “There’s nothing to say.”

Walker studied him. “You good?”

Daniel considered the question. “I’m current.”

That was the word he chose.

At the evening brief, the major referenced the operations in aggregate.

“Good progress,” he said. “Partner forces effective. Tempo sustained.”

No names were spoken.

Daniel listened and made no corrections.

Later, alone, he opened his notebook and wrote the date. Beneath it, he wrote two numbers.

Two authorizations.

Two outcomes.

He closed the notebook.

The work was not difficult.

That was the problem.

Command, Daniel was learning, did not feel like violence.

It felt like continuity.
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Clean on Paper

FOB Sharq, Khoristan

Third-Person Past Tense

Daniel POV

Daniel read the report once without stopping.

That was enough to know what it was.

The language was smooth. Professional. The kind of writing that suggested competence without inviting scrutiny. Every sentence ended where it should. No gaps. No questions.

Operation complete.
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