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Chapter 1 — Old Rules Don’t Apply
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Washington had not felt like this even in January of 2026, when the planes had crossed into Venezuelan airspace and the world had woken up to a new reality.

Back then, the White House had moved fast and loud. The capture of Nicolás Maduro had been sold as a clean operation,  a necessary strike, a move for liberty. The President had stood in the East Room with flags behind him and said the words “democracy” and “freedom” but also spoke continuously about oil interests. For a few weeks, the country had argued—but it had short memories. Markets had steadied. Cable news had found its villains and heroes. And slowly, almost imperceptibly, the headlines had begun to drift back to court cases, investigations, and the old unfinished stories.

Trump did not like the way the story ended.

He did not like that the operation had come to feel contained. He did not like that allies had praised the outcome while condemning the method. Most of all, he did not like that the lesson people seemed to take from Venezuela was that it had been an exception—an aberration—rather than a beginning.

In the Oval Office, he paced the length of the rug, remote control in hand, muting and unmuting the television as different channels showed the same maps and the same cautious language.

“They’re already bored,” he said. “Can you believe that? We take out a dictator like Maduro, and they’re back on Epstein, ICE, and ‘dictatorship’”

J.D. Vance sat on one of the couches, hands folded, posture attentive in the way he had learned was useful around Trump: engaged, but not challenging. He had become very good at translating instinct into justification, grievance into policy.

“They respected it in Caracas,” Vance said carefully. “Your numbers went up. Independents, even some Democrats. People liked that it looked decisive. They loved the pictures of Maduro in prison”

Trump stopped pacing and smiled. “Exactly. People respect strength. They don’t respect talk. They don’t respect permission.”

Stephen Miller stood near the window, arms crossed, watching both the President and the city beyond the glass. He had never believed Venezuela was the point. It had been the proof for the larger concept.

“We showed them something,” Miller said. “We showed them the old rules don’t apply anymore. Congress. Allies. All of it. People are tired of process. They want decisions. They want someone who doesn’t ask.”

“And enemies?” Trump asked, turning back to him.

Miller’s mouth twitched into something like a smile. “They want to be afraid.”

It started, as these things often do, with a briefing that was supposed to be routine.

The Pentagon had been talking about the Arctic for years. Melting ice. New shipping lanes. New resources. New choke points. China investing in ports. Russia building bases along the northern rim. Slides full of arrows and color-coded threat assessments.

And always, there was Greenland.

An enormous island. Technically Danish. Practically undefended. Sitting astride the future of global trade like an unsinkable aircraft carrier.

The United States was not new to Greenland.

It already had a presence there—quiet, technical, officially cooperative. Thule Air Base had existed in one form or another since the Cold War, a relic of nuclear geometry and early-warning systems, sitting in the ice like a listening post for the end of the world. Over the years it had been modernized, renamed, and folded into broader “joint operations” with Denmark and NATO. Radar. Space surveillance. Missile tracking. The kinds of things that were always described as defensive and always treated as essential.

American personnel rotated in and out. Cargo planes came and went. The arrangement was stable, bureaucratic, and intentionally boring.

Which made it perfect.

When the briefings started talking about “expanded presence,” no one had to imagine what that meant. They already knew the runways. Already knew the logistics. Already knew which agreements could be stretched and which ones could be ignored.

They were not planning an arrival.

They were planning a conversion.

—-
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At first, it was framed as leverage.

“We push Copenhagen for expanded basing rights,” Vance suggested in one meeting. “More access, more radar, more logistics. We sell it as partnership. Maybe we can purchase the island from them.”

But partnership required patience. And patience was not in the room.

“They need us more than we need them,” Trump said, waving at the screen. “NATO needs us. Europe needs us. They complain, they protest, and then they fall in line. They always do.”

Miller had brought the language. He always did.

“Security corridor.”  

“Temporary stabilization.”  

“Preemptive protection of strategic assets.”

Words that sounded like management instead of war.

The lawyers had been a nuisance. They kept using words like “treaties” and “authorization” and “constitutional crisis.” The intelligence people had been cautious, warning about escalation, about Russia, about what it meant to fracture NATO in public. The diplomats had been openly hostile to the entire direction of the conversation.

So they were cut out.

The meetings got smaller. The memos got shorter. The circle got tighter.

What finally pushed it over was not strategy. It was narrative that they could easily sell to right-wing media.

“They think you’re bluffing now,” Miller said one evening, in a late meeting that had no official record. Just the three of them. “After Venezuela, they told themselves it was a one-off. That you wouldn’t push it. That the system would reassert itself.”

Trump leaned back in his chair. “And if I don’t?”

“Then you redefine the world,” Miller said. “And you redefine the presidency.”

Vance looked from one to the other. He understood, better than either of them, what this meant for the country. He also understood what it meant for him.

“If we do this,” he said slowly, “we can’t half-do it. We can’t ask. We can’t negotiate. We move fast. We create facts. And then we dare them to undo it.”

Trump’s grin was immediate. “I like fast.”

The Danes were warned, officially, about “regional instability.” NATO was briefed about “emerging threats to Arctic security.” Canada was quietly assured that “nothing fundamental would change.”

None of it was true.

Behind the scenes, orders were drafted in fragments and passed through back channels. Units were repositioned under the guise of exercises. Ships were moved for “readiness.” The press noticed some of it. Analysts argued on television. But without an official story, it stayed in the realm of speculation.

By the time the first real leaks appeared—satellite images, shipping logs, nervous statements from European defense ministries—the decision had already been made.

Not by Congress.  

Not by the public.  

Not even by most of the Cabinet.

By three men in a room who had learned that consequences were negotiable, and they were the real leaders. They hadn’t faced any consequences for Epstein. Why would they face any now?

The night before the operation, Trump watched cable news and complained that no one was talking about him enough.

“They will tomorrow,” Miller said.

They did.

When the planes crossed into Greenlandic airspace, the world reacted the way it always does at first: disbelief, then outrage, then fear.

Denmark invoked a NATO summit within hours. Canada condemned the action in a carefully worded but unmistakably furious statement. European capitals filled with protests with American flag burnings. The UN held emergency sessions that produced resolutions no one could enforce.

Inside the White House, Trump watched the maps light up and said, “We should have done this years ago.”

Vance stood nearby, already thinking about how to sell it. About phrases like “defending the free world” and “staying ahead of our adversaries.” About which senators could be bullied, which could be flattered, and which could be ignored.

Miller was already thinking past Greenland.

Because by then, this was no longer about territory.

It was about precedent.

It was about whether there was any limit left at all.
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Chapter 2 — Flags at Half-Light
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The morning the war began in late fall, Charleston was beautiful. The city was buzzing with tourists and the local college students were gearing up for their final exams. Thanksgiving was just around the corner.

Rev. Caleb Turner noticed a smell as soon as he stepped out of his car—the sharp tang drifting up from the harbor, mixing with pluff mud and the faint burn of fuel. The wind off the Cooper River snapped the American flag at the edge of the church parking lot so violently it sounded like a whip. He had ordered the flag installed the year before, after a donor suggested the church needed to be clearer about where it stood in this moment.

Families streamed past the flag now, dressed in Sunday best, faces bright with a nervous energy he recognized. It was the same look people wore before hurricanes, before deployments, before moments that felt historic but undefined. Everyone knew something had happened overnight. Everyone knew it mattered.

Inside his jacket pocket, his phone buzzed again. He didn’t take it out. He already knew what it would say. It was from his Fox News app:

“Trump says that Denmark must be secured from Russian and Chinese interests.”

The word *secure* had followed him all morning like a hymn lyric he couldn’t shake.

Inside the sanctuary, lights glowed softly against polished wood. The worship band finished its final song, the last chord hanging in the air before dissolving into applause. Caleb stepped onto the stage and smiled by instinct, lifting his hands slightly in a gesture meant to calm and gather.

“Good morning, church,” he said.

The response was immediate and loud. A cheer rippled through the room. Someone shouted, “God bless America.”

Caleb nodded and opened his Bible. The pages fell naturally to Romans 13. He had chosen the passage days earlier, before Greenland was on everyone’s mind, before invasion was a word spoken carefully or not at all.

“For there is no authority except from God,” he read, his voice steady, “and those that exist have been instituted by God.”

Heads nodded. Pens scratched notes. Relief moved through the sanctuary like a shared exhale.

Caleb preached about order. About trust. About God working through imperfect leaders. He avoided specifics. He did not say Greenland. He did not say hospital. He did not say civilian.

As he spoke, another verse pressed against his thoughts, uninvited and persistent: *Woe to those who decree iniquitous decrees.* He tightened his grip on the pulpit and continued.

When the service ended, congregants surrounded him—handshakes, gratitude, praise for his clarity. A retired colonel from the local Air Force base clasped his shoulder and said, “We need pastors like you right now. God is with us.”

Caleb smiled.

Later, alone in his office, he closed the door and sat heavily in his chair. The applause still rang in his ears, but beneath it was another sound—the flag outside, snapping again and again in the wind.

For the first time in years, he wondered whether obedience could be a sin. Was he following Herod or Jesus?
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Chapter 3 — Marcus
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The sanctuary of New Hope Baptist had always been too warm, no matter the season.

Even in January, even when the wind off the river found every crack in Charleston’s old buildings, the church seemed to hold heat like a memory. The old brick walls trapped it, the bodies trapped it, the Spirit trapped it—at least that’s what Marcus used to say. This morning, though, the warmth felt heavier, like the air itself was bracing for something.

Marcus Reed stood at the pulpit, hands resting on the worn wood, and looked out over his congregation.

They were a faithful people. Teachers. Dock workers. Nurses. Retirees. A few college students home for the weekend. Families who had been coming here for generations and families who had only found New Hope in the last year or two, after being priced out of everywhere else. The choir sat behind him, fans already moving in slow, tired circles.

He knew most of their stories.

He also knew what many of them had been watching.

He hadn’t planned to talk about Greenland today. Or the speech. Or the rumors. He had planned to preach from Amos—“Let justice roll down like waters.” He had planned to talk about food drives and the tutoring program and the new roof that still needed more money.

But you don’t get to choose the moment you’re in.

“Church,” he said, his voice steady but low, “we are living in a time when the line between right and wrong is being intentionally blurred.”

A few murmurs. A few nods.

He continued. “This week, many of us watched our government announce possible military action against another people. An action not approved by Congress. Not approved by our allies. And justified by fear and pride.”

The room was quiet now.

“I am not here to tell you how to vote,” he said. “But I am here to tell you this: when power stops listening to truth, it becomes dangerous. And when the church stops speaking truth to power, it becomes complicit.”

He felt it land. He always could.

After the service, people lingered more than usual. Small knots of conversation formed in the aisles and outside under the oaks. Some were worried. Some were angry. Some were afraid.

And some were defensive.

Sister Evelyn pulled him aside near the back. “Pastor, my nephew’s in the Navy,” she said quietly. “They moved him to the base this week. He won’t tell us why.”

Marcus nodded. “I’ve been hearing that from a lot of folks.”

“You think... it’s really going to turn into something?”

He looked at her, then away. “I think it already has.”

He drove across town afterward, past neighborhoods that changed block by block—from historic homes to crumbling duplexes to new developments that looked like they’d been dropped from the sky. He passed the billboard that still read GOD BLESS AMERICA in fading paint, and another newer one that read STRONG LEADERS MAKE STRONG NATIONS.

He pulled into the small gravel lot behind Faith Harbor Church.

Caleb’s church.

Marcus sat in his car for a moment, hands on the steering wheel.

He and Caleb had met years ago at an interfaith housing meeting. They weren’t close friends, but they’d shared coffee more than once, argued more than once, and prayed together once—after a teenager in the neighborhood had been shot.

Caleb was a good man. Or at least, he had been.

Marcus had watched, over the years, as Caleb’s sermons had shifted. Slowly. Almost imperceptibly at first. More flags in the sanctuary. More talk about “order” and “Christian nationhood.” Less talk about the poor. Less talk about refugees. He knew the rise of MAGA was behind it.

Still, Marcus hadn’t given up on him.

Inside, Faith Harbor was quieter than New Hope, more minimalist. A small staff member recognized Marcus and led him to Caleb’s office.

Caleb looked tired. Dark circles under his eyes. His American flag pin was still on his lapel.

“Marcus,” Caleb said, standing and offering a hand. “Didn’t expect to see you.”

“Figured that was exactly why I should,” Marcus replied.

They sat.

For a moment, neither spoke.

Then Marcus said, “You watched the speech.”

Caleb nodded. “I did.”

“And?”

Caleb hesitated. “I think... I think it’s complicated.”

Marcus leaned forward. “Children are not complicated. Bombs are not complicated. Illegal wars are not complicated. We just make them complicated so we can live with ourselves.”

Caleb flinched.

“They’re saying Denmark and NATO are becoming a threat,” Caleb said. “Strategic position. Russia, China—”

“They’re saying a lot of things,” Marcus said. “They always do.”

Silence again.

“Your people,” Marcus said gently, “are cheering this.”

Caleb looked down. “Some of them.”

“And mine are scared,” Marcus said. “And some of them are getting ready to bury their kids. You know in these times, that the black community gets hurts the most.”

That landed harder.

“You don’t think I care about that?” Caleb said.

“I think you care,” Marcus replied. “I also think you’re afraid of what it’ll cost you to say what you know is right.”

Caleb didn’t answer.

Marcus stood. “I came because I still believe you’re a pastor. Not a mouthpiece. Not a chaplain to empire. A pastor.”

At the door, he paused.

“History is going to remember what we did in this moment,” Marcus said. “Not what we meant to do.”

That evening, Marcus sat at his kitchen table, watching the news with the volume low.

Footage of ships moving. Troops boarding planes. Protests in Europe. A clip of Canada’s prime minister condemning the provacation. Another clip of the President promising “decisive victory.”

His phone buzzed.

A text from one of his deacons:

They’re saying the base is on high alert. People are panicking.

Marcus closed his eyes.

He thought of Caleb. Of Sister Evelyn’s nephew. Of the young soldier he’d counseled once who had said, “I just follow orders, Pastor.”

He whispered, “God help us.”

Outside, the city hummed as usual—cars, sirens, laughter from a nearby porch.

But underneath it, like a fault line shifting, something had begun to break.
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Chapter 4 — A Hospital at the End of the World
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Nuuk’s hospital was not built for war.

It was built for broken wrists, snowmobile accidents, heart attacks that came in on fishing boats. It was built for quiet emergencies, for the steady, manageable rhythm of a small city at the edge of the world...Greenland.

Dr. Oda Kristiansen liked that rhythm. It made problems feel like they could be solved.

She was finishing her second coffee when the first helicopter passed over the building low enough to rattle the windows.

She paused with the chart still in her hands and waited for the sound to fade.

The weather was clear. There were no scheduled flights.

Then a second helicopter followed.

And a third.

By the time the fourth passed, someone in the hallway said, “That’s not Danish.”

They were right.

The uniforms were wrong. The shapes were wrong. The sound was wrong. The rotors did not have the familiar weight of the coast guard or the careful cadence of medevac flights.

The charge nurse came out of her office holding a phone that had stopped pretending to make sense.

“They’re saying something’s happening at the airport,” she said. “Or near it. The radio keeps cutting out.”

Within minutes, the emergency channel began to fill with half-formed messages.

Something about “joint operations.”

Something about “temporary control.”

Something about cooperation that did not sound like a request.

Oda told herself this was probably another exercise. The Americans did exercises. The Danes did exercises. Everyone did exercises now. That was what you called it when you wanted people to get used to seeing things they were not supposed to get used to.

Then the first soldiers came through the doors.

They did not run. They did not shout.

They walked in as if they had been there before.

They were polite. That was the first thing Oda noticed. Polite and efficient and already acting like they owned the building.

An officer with careful posture and a voice that had learned how to sound reassuring in many countries said, “We’re securing the facility. This is for everyone’s safety.”

“For what?” Oda asked.

He smiled, as if she had asked something naive. He did not answer her.

They put two soldiers at the doors and one in the hallway by radiology. They asked for floor plans they already seemed to understand. They asked for lists that no one was comfortable giving.
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