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They'd been submerged for five days. Five days of stale, recirculated air that tasted of diesel fumes, sweat, and oxidized metal. Five days of red-lit twilight and the constant, low-pressure hum of the hull creaking against the deep.

Team leader, Vlad Tulugak, leaned against a chilled bulkhead and drew a slow, deliberate breath through his nostrils, holding it as if testing whether the air had somehow improved since the last time he tried. It hadn't. He let it out in a long, quiet sigh that fogged briefly before dissolving into the gloom.

Deep down, he saw the captain as a sadistic malcontent—someone who took pleasure from inflicting pain on those under his control. The captain's decision to navigate a more circuitous routing felt less like an operational necessity and more like an indulgence in petty authority, a quiet flex of power over men who had no choice but to endure it. Why take the long way across the Barents Sea when a more direct course would shave a full day off their transit? Tulugak had no answer, only a slow-burning resentment that thickened with every hour spent below.

At these northern latitudes, the interior temperature hovered just high enough to prevent frost from forming on the pipes, but not warm enough to keep a man comfortable. His skin prickled with a persistent chill that no amount of layering seemed to fully defeat. The sub's passageways and compartments felt less like corridors and more like the hollowed bones of some vast, iron beast. Few locations allowed a crewmember to stand fully upright. Most required a perpetual stoop, a constant humility before the machinery.

Ever since entering the Barents Sea from Andreeva Bay in Russia's Murmansk region, Tulugak's team of ten Siberian Yupik construction engineers had huddled on or between two narrow bunks, playing a never-ending game of poker. Cards were held close to chests, bets made in hushed tones, and the occasional grunt or muttered curse punctuated the long stretches of silence. The pile of matchsticks that served as chips had changed hands so many times that no one remembered who was winning. It was less about the game and more about passing time, about tricking the mind into forgetting where they were, a ritual of normalcy performed in an environment that was anything but.

Vissarion preferred lying on his rack and reading a magazine that one of the sailors had given him. A six-month-old issue with a creased cover and dog-eared pages, it featured an article about salmon fishing in Kamchatka that he'd now read four times. He knew the prose by heart. But he turned each page slowly, deliberately, as if the ritual of reading, the turning of pages, could insulate him from the oppressive reality of their situation. It couldn't, of course. But the lie was comforting.

The opportunity to again breathe fresh air remained ten hours away. Ten hours. To a man, it seemed a lifetime.

**********
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"It's just an old Romeo-class chugging around Svalbard," the passive sonar technician announced, his voice carrying the casual confidence of youth. He leaned back in his seat, one hand resting on the headset, the other scratching absently at his jaw. "He's snorkeling on diesel, sounds like one of those old three-meter three-bladed props. Nothing to worry about; I’ll keep ‘em tagged.”

The larger and vastly quieter U.S. sub maintained its planned course, prioritizing the surveillance of more sophisticated targets further east. As the Romeo sub glided under Greenland’s extended winter sea ice, it temporarily disappeared, at least acoustically.

“He’s under the ice. It’s diffusing his sound signature. Probably not worth an active ping.”  

“Nah, stay passive,” the ensign ordered. “Keep an open ear for him. Let’s mark his location and heading at last contact.”

**********
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The modified diesel-electric submarine, a rust-bucket hull that had seen its best days decades ago, had been retrofitted with jury-rigged cargo holds and a ventilation system that wheezed like a dying man. It carried Tulugak's surveying equipment and what he'd thought to be enough survival gear and rations to continue his team's mission for eight months.

He'd projected the winter sea ice to break up sufficiently by late July, allowing a surface vessel to push through the thaw and replenish his supplies. If they made it on time. If the ice cooperated. If the captain didn't decide to take them on a scenic tour of the Arctic Circle for reasons known only to himself.

In the meantime, there was organizing to do. He ran through the list of things he’d undertake once on the ground. Post restricted-area signs along the shoreline. Develop a location plan. Lay concrete foundations for the first five buildings. Simple objectives, all of them. But here, on the ragged edge of the Arctic, with equipment that had been bounced across the Barents in a submarine never designed for cargo runs, nothing was simple. 

If he completed all of this ahead of schedule, if the permafrost cooperated, if the concrete cured properly in the cold, and if his men didn't crack under the pressure of isolation, he’d use two snowmobiles to trek along the fjord with the geophysical survey he'd been given. The red circle on his map marked a river delta that bled into the tundra like a wound, a place where fresh water met salt and left behind the chemical signatures of buried treasure.

He'd sample the soil for brine deposits, a key indicator of lithium, the white gold of the coming century. It powered batteries and fueled the electric dreams of nations hungry for energy independence. If they found it in commercial quantities, this barren stretch of coast would become a strategic asset overnight. His company, Armageddon, would rush in with bulldozers and drilling rigs. Others would arrive with negotiators and checkbooks. The scramble for the Arctic's bones would begin in earnest, and Tulugak's survey with his signature at the bottom would be the spark that lit the fire.

Armageddon’s geologists had also marked several alluvial placer deposits along the river's ancient floodplains, deposits they said would contain monazite. The word alone carried weight in his field, a phosphate mineral dense with rare earth elements, the building blocks of everything from smartphone screens to missile guidance systems. Europium for phosphors. Neodymium for magnets. Cerium for polishing optics, and for the precision lenses that watch from orbit. A single ton of monazite sand could yield enough rare earth oxides to supply an entire manufacturing chain for months.

Tulugak didn't need to be told what that meant. He'd seen the geopolitics of rare earths play out in the news and in hushed conversations between men who understood that the next great conflict would be fought not over oil, but over the elements that made modern technology possible.

He folded the map carefully, running his thumb along its creases, and tucked it into his jacket. The paper was worn soft from handling. The red circle had begun to fade. But the coordinates were etched into his memory, as much a part of him as his own name.

Tulugak pressed his palm flat against the cold steel of the bulkhead and felt the submarine's vibrations travel through his bones—the heartbeat of an aging machine carrying men with aging hopes into a future neither of them could fully see.

The tenseness in Tulugak's body relaxed once the sub surfaced from the depths without scraping against the constantly moving ice. The hull groaned as it settled, a sound that had become too familiar on this voyage.

**********
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Fresh air at last. The offload happened quickly. Tulugak watched as the sub pushed forward and slowly disappeared below the icy surface. He took a deep breath.

“Welcome to Camp X, Vissarion. This is the start of something big, really big. When Greenlanders vote to become an independent country, Inuit will comprise the majority of voting citizens. I want to increase our numbers in that category, and to do that, we’ll quietly eliminate any Greenland Danes who live and work in this region. It won’t take long to gain influence and serve our motherland more directly. Don’t lose sight of that. Take two others and explore this valley. Find a suitable place to set up the tents and have the others move all those supplies to that flat spot over there. Once you’ve separated the campsite equipment, cover what’s left with our camouflaged tarps.” 

When Vissarion looked back at their limited supplies, stacked in a meager heap on the gravel beach, an ominous premonition of fuel shortages and starvation brought a nervous quiver to his stomach. He counted the fuel barrels again. Then again, as if repetition might change the number. It did not. Fourteen barrels. Fourteen, for ten men, through the tail end of an Arctic winter, in a place where the wind cut through canvas like a blade. The sun, when it bothered to show itself, offered nothing but pale, cold light. It appeared obvious from the quantity they'd offloaded that Tulugak hadn't factored the requirement properly. Vissarion had done the calculation three times in his head, each time arriving at the same grim conclusion: they’d run out of fuel weeks before the thaw.

He wondered what overly optimistic parameters Tulugak had used to come up with so little fuel. Probably the available room on that damned submarine. Didn't he realize that without a source of heat, they'd freeze to death before the fjord opened and their resupply ship arrived?

Hypothermia didn't care about mission timelines. It settled into a man slowly at first, a shiver that wouldn't stop, a creeping numbness in the extremities, and then all at once, when the core temperature dropped past the point of no return, the body simply gave up.

He couldn’t publicly blame Tulugak for such a mistake. So he suppressed the thought for the time being, burying it beneath the immediate tasks of camp setup, of survival, and putting one foot in front of the other. Understandably, his queasy stomach remained. It was a cold, hard knot just below his ribs, and it had nothing to do with the food.

“Vissarion, come over here,” Tulugak called as he cupped a hand over the lighter and puffed life into his smoke. 

“This project has to remain totally hidden from curious eyes, at least until it’s fully operational. Got that?” 

“I guess so. No problem.”

“I want the others to understand it as well. There’ll be no tolerance for carelessly exposing our presence.”

Vissarion found Tulugak’s paranoia misplaced, but said nothing. Their survival needed to be the top priority, and he’d keep focused on that.

“Sir, we’re gonna need to ration the heating fuel, starting today. I suggest we assign five people to each tent, at least until we can determine our rate of fuel consumption. Running out will be suicidal. I also recommend that we never use the heaters during the day. It’ll be painful, but we’ll adjust, and it might save our lives.”

**********
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“Got the Romeo again, sir. He’s off the west coast of Svalbard. Looks like some sort of training mission.”
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[image: ]BLUIE EAST TWO

Three years earlier, Nukilik "Kili" Petersen, Greenland’s Prime Minister, had shuffled along the gravel runway, absorbed in his thoughts, his boots crunching against the frost-hardened stones. The wind off the ice cap cut across the airfield at a steady thirty miles per hour, whipping his parka hood against his ears, yet he barely registered the cold. What he saw, what spread before him like a wound that had never been allowed to heal, filled him with something far more biting than any Arctic wind.

He stopped walking. Planted his feet. Let the sheer scale of the desolation sink in.

"This mess has existed for far too long," he grumbled, his voice carrying a hard edge that cut through the wind. He turned to his deputy prime minister, a man half his age who had the decency to look uncomfortable. "Tourists come here to see glaciers, not rusted hulks of abandoned dump trucks and bulldozers. Investors come here to see opportunity, not an environmental eyesore.”

**********
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​Ever since his election, he’d pestered the Danish Minister of Foreign Affairs with requests to clean up Bluie East Two. His persistence eventually paid off, and a reclamation crew found their way to the remote site. They consolidated and removed a portion of the scrap metal over the succeeding two summers. But Denmark had harbored a lackluster enthusiasm for the project from the start and had funded it accordingly. Once cost overruns outweighed the project’s few tangible benefits, they paused the work indefinitely, leaving over forty thousand barrels behind.

That’s when the U.S. government found value in completing the work. It now fell on the shoulders of U.S. Project Manager Jimmy ‘Tork’ Kowalski to do just that.

**********
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Tork stood with his chief engineer, Wookie McFinn, on the same graded alluvial flow that the prime minister and his secretary had walked years earlier, a flat expanse of compacted gravel and silt deposited by ancient meltwater, now serving as the staging ground for the most ambitious cleanup operation Greenland had ever undertaken. Behind them, the ship's crane groaned as it offloaded another pallet of supplies. Ahead, the rusted graveyard sprawled toward the horizon. Tork stared at it the way a boxer stares at his opponent across the ring, not with fear, but with the grim acknowledgment that this was going to hurt before it was over. He pulled out one of his hand-rolled cigarettes and lit it.

​

He'd flown in late the previous afternoon and had spent a restless night in his tiny berth onboard the project's support vessel. The bunk was too short for his frame, the mattress thin as a prayer mat, and the engine's low vibration hummed through the hull like a second heartbeat, keeping him teetering on the edge of sleep without ever letting him fall fully into it. He'd awakened in a foul mood, hadn't shaved, and looked rough. He wore a jacket rumpled with its collar askew, presenting himself less like a project manager on the cusp of a historic operation and more like a man who'd spent the night sleeping in a bus station. 

Wookie sensed Tork's lack of conviction. His disheveled appearance and huffy demeanor hinted at it, as though he regretted ever having set foot on Greenland's tundra-like soil.

He suspected that Tork's previous two days with Greenland's prime minister had gone badly. Whatever had transpired in those meetings, it clearly irritated him. Tork dropped the cigarette to the gravel and ground it out with the heel of his boot, twisting hard as if he were crushing something more substantial than ash and paper. 

"Alright," Tork said, his voice flat, stripped of enthusiasm. "Let's see what we're dealing with."

He didn't sound like a man about to begin a great work. He sounded like a man about to serve a sentence.

**********
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Tork had assumed that his meeting with the prime minister would be a formality, little more than a grip-and-greet before proceeding to the cleanup site.

Unfortunately, he assumed wrong.

Kili sat behind his desk with the easy confidence of a man who had won elections and survived challenges, his hands folded on the blotter, his eyes fixed on Tork with a stillness that should have been a warning. Tork, seated across from him, missed the warning entirely.

When the prime minister hinted at assigning a government representative to monitor his work, using the word liaison, softening it with diplomatic language about "coordination" and "cultural alignment," Tork's first instinct was to nod along. But then Kili added the detail, delivering it with a slight tilt of his head as if it were the most natural thing in the world: the representative would be an Inuit. A local. A person of the land.

Tork fumed inside. The fire started in his chest and spread up through his neck, heating his face. The thought of having a seal hunter, a seal hunter, judge his work, question his methods, report back to the prime minister on whether Tork knew what he was doing... It felt like the prime minister had not-so-subtly questioned his character.

The words were out before he could stop them.

"Not while I'm in charge."

The room went silent. A clock ticked somewhere on the wall. The radiator hissed. Tork heard all of it with perfect, terrible clarity.

Kili saw the fire in Tork's eyes. His own expression didn’t change; if anything, it grew calmer, which was far more dangerous than anger would have been. But his face reddened, a deep flush spreading from his collar to his temples, and the skin around his mouth tightened until his lips became a thin, hard line. When he spoke, his voice had dropped an octave, carrying the quiet weight of a man who was not accustomed to being talked back to.

"Listen, young man." The words came slowly; each one placed with deliberate care. "You will accept our representative. And you will explain your cleanup actions whenever a question arises. Do you understand?"

Tork swallowed hard. He could feel the prime minister's gaze boring into him, demanding a response, leaving no room for ambiguity. For a long, awful moment, the two men held each other's stare. But something in the prime minister's stillness, the absolute certainty of a man who had survived the Arctic's harshest winters, told him that pushing further would be a mistake he couldn't undo.

He silently acquiesced, nodding his head ever so slightly. The whole time, behind the mask of compliance, he was already planning his defiance.

The prime minister smiled. It was not a warm smile.

"Good," Kili said. "I'm glad we understand each other."

Tork nodded again, the same slight motion, and said nothing. But as he left the office, stepping out into the cold Greenland air, he made a silent promise to himself: they could assign a watchdog, but they couldn't make him listen.

**********
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“We’ve already offloaded all the friggin’ vehicles and most of the ancillary equipment for the job,” Wookie explained as he pointed to the spot where the trucks had been parked. “For now, I’ve had the boys secure most of ‘em on that concrete pad. It’ll keep the god-damned wheels from sinking into the permafrost and freezing overnight."

“What about the scrap metal baler?”

Wookie hesitated, mostly because he hadn’t finalized the process for crushing all the fifty-five-gallon drums.

“Well, it’s a piece of hydraulic crap for starters. I’m debating whether it’s better to crush the scrap closer to where it lies or to do it at the wharf. At least near the ship, it’ll be easier to replace the hydraulic lines after they freeze and start leaking. There’s also the issue of cutting those long-ass beams and all the shit falling off the vehicles.”

Tork shuffled his foot across the frozen dirt. “Well, decide before noon. Also, you’re eventually gonna have an Inuit observer at your side. Keep him out of my way; out of sight would be better.

“Let’s look at the far end of this friggin’ site,” Tork grumbled as he turned to walk inland along the dirt roadway.

“This place ain’t so bad,” Wookie responded in an attempt to keep the conversation light. “Even during high winds, it brings a rawness to the land, a good time to piss away the time onboard the ship. Not sure how bad it’ll get in the months ahead, but for now, it’s definitely tolerable.”

Tork continued walking without responding.

Sheer-faced mountains shot up several thousand feet on either side of the narrow valley before them. Isolated patches of snow highlighted their deepest crevices, while elsewhere, solid rock and crushed stone smothered the growth of shrubs and grasses.

“It’s a shit job,” Tork eventually muttered, returning the conversation to his darker perspective. “I can’t understand why we’re the ones to clean up a mess that Greenland let fester for so many years. Sure, it looks like a disaster now, but back in ’45, when we handed it over to the Danes, Bluie was a fully functioning airfield.

“And why is Greenland suddenly so interested in monitoring my actions? I keep dreaming of darkness ahead, like we’re not meant to be here.”

Wookie let Tork’s words fade before responding. “Well, it’s good they finally got off their asses and took action, even if we’re the ones doing the work. If we work our butts off and have a bit of luck, we might get it done before the fjord freezes over.”

"That's the god-damned problem," Tork interrupted. "It's gonna get much worse before it gets better. At some point, the ship's gonna leave, and we'll be stuck surviving in tents." He jabbed a finger at the frozen landscape. "There'll be no help because no one can get to us. What about frostbite, injury, a polar bear attack, or running out of food?" His breath came in bursts. "Did you ever hear of Ernest Shackleton? He got trapped in Antarctica's pack ice back in the early 1900s. It crushed his ship, and only by the grace of God did he and his crew survive." Tork's eyes were distant now, haunted by something deeper than the cold. "In my dreams, we're cursed the same as them."

Visions of a freezing Shackleton, the ship’s groaning timbers, and the starving men distracted Tork as he stepped onto the temporary bridge spanning a small drainage ditch. The wood looked rotten. He should have checked. He should have known better.

Suddenly, a sharp crack pierced the relative quiet, sharp as a rifle shot. The planking gave way; his foot dropped through the opening; his arms flailed. Time stretched thin. He fell sideways.

Crack.

Wookie heard the bone snap before he heard Tork's cry, a sickening sound that cut through the wind like nothing else could. Then the scream came, raw and animal, swallowed only partly by the vast, indifferent silence of the ice.
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[image: ]A NEW PROJECT MANAGER

"Hello, this is Gar."

The line crackled with the static of a satellite connection spanning half the globe. Gar pressed the phone tighter to his ear, already knowing with the weary certainty of a man who had taken too many of these calls that whatever came next would upend his plans.

"It's Smithberger. Hope all's well because I need your help."

Gar closed his eyes. There it is.

Garfield "Gar" Randolph maintained an office one floor below Major General (Ret.) Tommy "Grits" Smithberger, deputy director at the Department of Homeland Security in Washington, D.C. His office was a formality. He'd used the desk maybe a dozen times in the last eight years. A nameplate gathered dust. The window looked out over a city where he never stayed long enough to unpack.

Gar spent most of his time traipsing around the globe at Smithberger's behest. He'd become a low-key fix-it man on an international scale, the kind of operative who appeared in remote corners of the world with unusual equipment and people. He solved problems before anyone thought to ask how. For the most part, he did so in the shadows, remaining unseen and unheard. He managed a small aviation company, and when not traveling, he dabbled in cutting-edge research and development. His company, Greyhawk International, operated out of several hangars at U-Tapao Airport near Rayong, Thailand. It's where he answered Smithberger's call.

He stood in the open bay of his main hangar, the tropical heat wrapping around him like a wet blanket. A half-disassembled drone motor sat on a workbench nearby, its wiring exposed, a project he'd been meaning to finish for three weeks. It would have to wait. It always did.

Smithberger had been assigned the Greenland project several months earlier, and now, on the first day of the environmental cleanup, a major setback demanded quick resolution. The over-arching Greenland initiative had pulled together numerous supporting projects, only one of which currently involved Smithberger, and none of which made financial sense. It was, by all accounts, a boondoggle dressed up as diplomacy. Assistant Secretary for Political-Military Affairs at State, Jerry Hendson, had described the initiative as a political gambit in which he'd attempt to forge a mutually beneficial relationship with Greenland's young and possibly soon-to-be independent government. In other words, they were throwing money at a problem and hoping something stuck.

Smithberger hadn't given the initiative much thought. After all, his role in it amounted to little more than a moderately challenging cleanup effort, a few months of oversight, a signed report, a ribbon-cutting ceremony that nobody would remember. But now, with the project manager sidelined on day one, the stakes had changed. He needed a replacement on-site manager, someone who could land in a remote Arctic outpost, take charge of a demoralized crew, and deliver results under a tight deadline. His list of willing and relatively qualified candidates had quickly dwindled to a single name.

Gar Randolph.

Gar could hear the strain in Smithberger's voice, the tightness of a man who’d run out of options and was calling in a favor he'd been saving for something worse. He ran a hand over his face and looked around the hangar, at his half-finished projects, his overworked staff, the life he kept trying to build between Smithberger's emergencies. He knew that he'd be pulled away from his company once again. He'd known it the moment the phone rang.

"Go ahead, I'm all ears."

"Back during World War II, the U.S. carved out ten runways from Greenland's coastal fjords." Smithberger's voice settled into the rhythm of a briefing, the facts delivered with practiced efficiency. "Those gravel airstrips provided emergency landing fields, refueling stops, and weather diversion sites for aircraft flying to and from Europe. Without them, the air bridge across the Atlantic would have been far more costly in lives and matériel. After the war, we turned them over to Denmark, which, once freed from German control, had reclaimed Greenland as its own. Almost all of the airstrips evolved into functioning airfields." A pause. "Almost all."

Gar waited. He already knew what was coming.

"One exception, Bluie East Two, remained mostly untouched and, over time, decayed into the rusted remnants that tarnish the environment today. Little by little, local Inuit removed everything of value, including all the stored fuel. But it wasn’t a meticulous removal, and what they left behind has become a blot on the landscape. Greenland never possessed the resources to clean the site, and until recently, Denmark didn’t see a need to address the issue. After increased badgering by Greenland’s prime minister, they eventually began the cleanup. That is, until they ran out of funds.

“As a gesture of goodwill, the U.S. agreed to complete the job, and that’s where you come in. The previous project manager broke a leg while conducting an initial inspection. His chief engineer, a salt-of-the-earth technician by the name of Wookie, stepped in to temporarily hold down the fort.”

“Any idea how I’m gonna get there?”

“I’ve got a plane headed your way. It’ll be a long flight. Despite that, you’ll be breathing fresh Greenlandic air before you know it.”
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[image: ]KILI AND AVI

Kili Petersen leaned back in his office chair while scanning Nuuk’s modest city skyline. Thoughts danced around the question that had nagged him for months: Who can I trust? His hands cupped a mug of steaming coffee. Its warmth felt good. The wall clock read 5 a.m. and already, the morning’s twilight illuminated Nuuk’s snow-cleared streets and modern buildings. Two short hours remained before the quiet of the night would give way to the sound of office workers scurrying about the old government administrative building. Until then, he’d make use of the distraction-free time to address several important issues.

He’d told himself long ago that transforming Greenland from an isolated, dependent island into a self-sufficient, self-governing nation would require immense personal sacrifice. It had become his passion. He set the coffee mug aside and reached for the nearest stack of papers. Bluie East Two Project appeared across the top coversheet.

He'd convinced the Danes to take on Bluie's cleanup two years earlier, no small feat, given Copenhagen's well-honed talent for deferring expensive colonial obligations. He’d wisely included the expansion of Kangerlussuaq and Nuuk airports in the request. The negotiations had stretched over eighteen months, through three Danish administration reshuffles and a budget crisis that nearly killed the deal outright. Kili had watched Danish bureaucrats find new and creative ways to say "not now" while the rusted drums of Bluie East Two continued to bleed into Greenland's soil. But he'd persisted, and eventually, grudgingly, they’d agreed.

The original agreement also blocked potential Asian investors from gaining an economic foothold, as they'd conveniently submitted an unsolicited low bid for the same work. Kili had seen that bid before the Danes had, thanks to a contact in the Ministry of Mineral Resources who'd passed along a copy with a handwritten note in the margin: "They're offering half the market rate. The Danes will be furious." And well they should be. By locking in Danish funding first, Kili had quietly closed the door on foreign debt-funding, a door that would have been nearly impossible to close once it was opened. Most importantly, the work checked a necessary box in Kili's national transition plan, a sprawling document he kept locked in a fireproof safe beneath his desk, updated by hand in the small hours of the night when sleep wouldn't come.

As the push for an independence referendum gained momentum, Kili struggled to find a mechanism for replacing Denmark's significant annual block grants. The numbers haunted him. He'd memorized them the way a captain memorizes the draft of his ship: precise, unforgiving, a constant reminder of how close disaster lurked beneath the surface. The Danes provided for the island's defense, foreign affairs, citizenship, currency, and monetary policy. Additionally, they subsidized healthcare, education, welfare services, infrastructure development, and the local fishing and aviation industries. Without those subsidies, the entire economy would collapse within months. The hospitals would run out of supplies. The schools would close. The fishing boats would stay tied to the docks. And the dream of independence, the dream of a green and white flag flying over a sovereign nation, would curdle into a humanitarian crisis that no amount of national pride could fix.

"We must first break these bonds of dependency," he often lamented when speaking of independence. It represented a daunting task—the kind of task that kept him awake at night, staring at the ceiling of his apartment, tracing the contours of an impossible problem that had no clean solution. For Kili, securing a source, or sources, of government funds seemed impossible, each potential avenue closing as soon as it opened. Mineral rights required foreign investment he wasn't ready to authorize, tourism revenues wouldn't materialize for a decade, and a sovereign wealth fund needed a budgetary surplus to fill. He worried about the nation's autonomy he'd be forced to sacrifice in the process. Every offer of help came with a string attached. Every hand extended was a hand that expected something in return. The Asians. The Americans. The Europeans. They all had their own interests, their own maps, their own visions of what Greenland should become. Kili's job was to navigate between them without letting any single power gain the upper hand.

Worse, a staggering forty percent of expenditures directly supported the administration of national and municipal government. Forty percent. For every ten kroner the government spent, four went to keeping the government itself running: salaries, buildings, and heating bills. The basic machinery of statecraft consumed resources without producing anything tangible.

Perhaps, as several University of Greenland professors had suggested, he could approve compacts of free association. Among other things, they’d establish the mechanism to barter with foreign corporations or governments for services. Kili pondered the questions: With whom? Who’d define and approve the terms of such associations? Which nations can I trust?

When the U. S. offered to complete the cleanup at Bluie East Two, Kili viewed it as an opportunity to evaluate their true intentions and trustworthiness. In addition to clearing an environmental blemish, it opened the door to further engagement. But he needed an honest on-the-spot appraisal of the work, and more importantly, he wanted to assess the character of those managing the effort. On that score, Tork had left a sour taste. But the issue loomed larger than one man’s rudeness. He’d need another opinion. Avi’s.

**********
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Despite the early hour, Avi stood at her kitchen counter blending fish scraps with commercial dog food. Her hands moved with practiced efficiency, scooping, measuring, mixing. The smell was sharp and briny, the kind of odor that would send most people reaching for a plastic bag, but to Avi it represented the bond between musher and team. She'd transition the dogs to their single-meal feeding cycle later in the week, once their bodies had adjusted to the rhythm of rest and recovery. But at the moment, they needed the additional nutrients to restore spent energy. She'd driven them hard through a whiteout three days ago, trusting their instincts when her own compass had faltered, and they had earned every extra scrap she could give them.

Avi seemed to possess boundless energy. It was the first thing people noticed about her, the way she moved through the world with a quiet, unhurried purpose, never still, never idle. She also held a deep-rooted appreciation of her Inuit ancestry, a connection that ran through her like a current beneath ice, invisible most of the time, but always present, always pulling. It's why she took such pleasure in guiding small tour groups to the central ice cap, sharing not just the landscape but the names of places that had been authored by her ancestors, the stories embedded in the contours of the land, the way the light moved across the snow at different times of day. She didn't just show people the ice; she taught them to hear it.

She also possessed a unique Inuit beauty, including a pragmatic, curious personality that blended perfectly with her traditional attire and tolerance for the cold. Like all Inuit girls, her glossy black hair flowed thick with a mild coarseness, resilient, the kind of hair that shrugged off wind and frost and emerged from under a parka hood as if it had been brushed moments before. When pulled back and braided, it framed her striking olive-colored facial features in a way that caught the attention of those around her, dark eyes that seemed to hold a perpetual awareness of the horizon, and a mouth that rarely smiled fully but could warm a room when it did. In a nutshell, she put an attractive and wholesome stamp on life, the kind of presence that made people feel steadier just by being near her.

Her warm, loving personality revealed itself slowly. It was not a door that swung open at the first knock. When assessing strangers for the first time or when thinking deeply about difficult issues, her engaging persona morphed to a more serious, indifferent personality. Only later did her trusting side appear, after she had measured a person's character against the quiet standards she held for everyone. 

Avi grew up along Greenland's west coast in the sleepy village of Ilulissat, three hundred miles north of Nuuk. She lived with her parents and siblings in a brightly painted house huddled at the edge of a fjord choked with icebergs calved from the Sermeq Kujalleq glacier. It was a place where the day's rhythm was dictated by the light and the weather, where children learned to read the sky before they learned to read books. She spoke Kalaallisut with a thorough understanding of its descriptive vocabulary, words that described the precise texture of snow underfoot, the quality of wind against skin, and the way ice groaned when it was about to shift. Like other girls, she learned to fashion cold-weather caribou and seal-skin clothes for maximum warmth, the stitching guided by her grandmother's patient hands.

But unlike the others who stayed behind when the men hunted seals, she insisted on accompanying her father during extended winter treks. She was eight years old the first time she begged to go. He taught her the art of building snow shelters, forecasting the weather, and listening to the sounds of the ice. 

She lived on the ice during winter seal hunts and understood the nuances of its constant and often subtle movements. She learned to read the language of the frozen world: a hundred distinct ice sounds, from the low groan of pressure ridges building against each other to the sharp, rifle-crack pop of a new fracture opening in the distance. Determining its changing thickness came naturally, the hollow echo beneath her feet that warned of thin ice, and the dull thud of a solid shelf. Understanding its relationship to the fish and mammals beneath it was instinct, passed down through generations of hunters who had survived because they paid attention. To Avi, it represented fun and adventure, a world of endless discovery where every creak and shift was a message waiting to be understood. She played, hunted, and slept in the frigid air, her breath frosting the fur trim of her hood, her body tucked into a caribou sleeping bag that smelled of hide and woodsmoke. 

"It can kill quickly. Respect it," her father often said, his voice flat and serious, the same words every time they stepped onto the ice. And she did. She respected it the way a sailor respects the sea, not with fear, but with a deep, abiding awareness of what it could take from you if you forgot yourself for even a moment.

As a teenager, she moved to Nuuk and enrolled in the country's only university. So many new experiences, the paved streets, the electric lights that burned all night, the constant hum of generators and snowmobiles, and human voices pressed close together in buildings. She arrived with a single duffel bag and a heart full of doubt. Over time, she gained fluency in Danish and English, piecing together grammar and vocabulary in crowded lecture halls where the pipes made popping sounds in the cold, and the students tapped at laptops she had never learned to use. She came to appreciate foreign concepts such as governance and environmental science, ideas that had no direct translation in Kalaallisut, concepts that required new mental frameworks to hold.

She discovered prepackaged food and experienced the convenience of indoor toilets that flushed away waste with the push of a lever, a marvel that made her laugh the first time she used one. She learned to ride snowmobiles, which replaced the dogs she had grown up with, but could never replace the bond she felt with them. It was a magical world, yet her heart remained with the Thule Inuit and their life on the ice.

After graduation, she built a career as a tour guide, leading groups of foreigners, Europeans mostly, some Americans, out to the ice cap and the fjords, showing them the places her father had shown her. It honed her foreign language skills as she exposed her clients to the Inuit culture, answering endless questions about how she could survive in such a place, how anyone could call this barren wasteland home.
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The beep of her phone came as a surprise so early in the morning, especially since it originated from the prime minister.


Avi,

I’ve gone out on a limb and agreed to have a U.S. team complete the cleanup at Bluie East Two. Not sure if you remember the challenges I faced in getting the project started, but they were significant, and I want the effort completed.



Someone will need to monitor the work over the next several months. And, when the cleanup is finished, I’ll need an assessment of whether or not the work met our expectations. The person I choose to do the monitoring will need to be someone I can trust, and that leads me to you.



Can you wrap up your current commitments and fly to Nuuk? I’ll fill you in on all the details then.



Regards,

Kili




Nuuk’s activity level exceeded that of anywhere else in the country. Whenever Avi visited, it energized her and piqued her interest in exploring the museum or window shopping along the main street. This time, however, she headed directly to the government building.

Her presence warmed Kili, as he’d looked forward to hearing her thoughtful assessment of his plan for the country. “Tell me about your tour guide business. Is it sustainable?”

“It’s interesting. I can say that much. Some trekkers look for an Inuit experience, and those are always fun outings. Others come to chase some sort of elusive dream, to be the first explorer at some remote location, or to simply survive our harsh climate. They tend to spend more time filming themselves than enjoying the world around them. Others seem to be prospecting, looking for a resort location, or examining rock formations for gold. They’re all interesting in their way.  

“Many people are curious about Greenland, and I think that in addition to my current outings, I could generate a lot of interest by exploring the coastline farther north.”

Kili enjoyed hearing of such tourists, regardless of their motivations. Greenland remained an incredibly unique nation: raw, uninhabited, and so severe that few humans could exist for long if left alone.

“In a sense, I hate to pull you away from such adventure. But, I’d like to ask for your support elsewhere.”

Avi remained expressionless, curious.

Kili had left Ilulissat several years before Avi started school in Nuuk. They’d been youthful brother and sister playmates, and as they grew older, she enjoyed listening to Kili’s vision for Greenland’s future. It came as little surprise when he ascended the ranks within the government. “Okay, tell me what’s on your mind.” 

“From a broader perspective, I want to move Greenland in a positive direction and do it without losing our Inuit culture. Once we become fully independent, we’ll need to protect our nation from those who’d steal its resources or simply trash its pristine beauty. Unfortunately, we don’t have the resources or the people to do that, at least not yet. We also have a deeply traditional culture, one that we’ll lose if we’re not careful. It’ll take a balance of modernization and preservation to achieve such goals.

“So, here’s the more specific issue at hand. Bluie East Two has festered as a forgotten environmental eyesore for the past eighty years. I say all this without assigning fault to anyone. The whole sequence of events that led to the mess is complicated and a bit inconsequential. What matters is that it’s become a symbol of what can happen if we’re not prudent in managing the land.

"And now, the U.S. government has offered to clean up the portion that the Danes couldn't complete." Kili paused, setting his coffee cup down with a deliberate clink that echoed in the small office. "I know they've got other aspirations, some of which I'm currently evaluating.”

He leaned back in his chair, studying Avi across the desk, weighing his next words. "This past week, I talked with their project manager. And unfortunately, that conversation left me with doubts about how sensitive he'll be to the environment." He let the sentence hang, then leaned forward, his elbows on the desk.

"If you'll excuse my bluntness, he acted like a condescending bastard."

Avi tilted her head, processing his words. It struck her as odd because Kili generally took such people at their word, giving them the benefit of the doubt until they proved otherwise. For him to come away from a single meeting with this level of conviction meant the man had done something to earn it.

"How do you mean?"

Kili exhaled slowly, collecting his thoughts. "I got the impression that he considered Greenland to be his island. Not ours, his. As if we were merely tenants who had let the property fall into disrepair, and he had arrived to set things right. He told me directly that he doesn't want anyone monitoring his efforts. He said it flatly, without hedging or diplomacy, a decree, not a request. That alone convinced me that someone needed to be looking over his shoulder. A man who doesn't want to be watched is a man who plans to cut corners." He fixed Avi with a steady gaze. "He was gruff, irritable, and crude, the kind of man who mistakes rudeness for honesty and abrasiveness for strength. So be forewarned and hold your ground. He’ll treat your presence as an insult to his authority."

Avi absorbed this, letting the picture form in her mind. A project manager who thought he owned the land. Who blamed the victim. Who resented oversight before it had even begun. She allowed a small, wry smile to cross her lips, though her eyes remained cool and assessing.

"I can hardly wait," she replied in a light-hearted, sarcastic tone that did not quite mask the steel underneath.

Kili matched her smile with a thin one of his own, then grew serious again. "Look, the project will definitely continue throughout the summer. Once the fjord begins freezing, I'm not sure whether they'll keep working or withdraw until spring.” He paused, and when he spoke again, his voice carried a warmth that had not been there before. "And always remember, I'll have an airplane available to shuttle you back here should the working environment become too toxic. You are not a prisoner there. If he makes your life impossible, you return. No questions asked."

Avi met his eyes. She thought about the trek she had just completed, about the dogs recovering outside, about the ice that was already beginning to shift in her bones, calling her back. She thought about this man, this arrogant American who needed watching, and felt something stir in her chest. Not fear. Not anger. A quiet, patient resolve.

"You know," she said, her voice level, "you're asking a lot."

Kili nodded slowly, not denying it. "I know."

She held his gaze for a long moment, the silence between them filled with the weight of unspoken understanding. Then she gave a small, almost imperceptible nod.

"When do I leave?"
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Smithberger ended the call, but his finger hesitated over the end button. One more complication, and this whole thing unravels.

The general at U.S. Transcom had agreed, grudgingly, to divert a C-17 to U-Tapao. It had taken twenty minutes of heated negotiation, a pointed reminder about a favor the general had called in six years ago in the South China Sea, and a veiled mention of a phone number belonging to a certain subcommittee chair on the Hill, the bureaucratic equivalent of a gun to the head, but it worked.

Gar waited in Delta Golf's operations office. The company had carved a niche as an airfield logistics support coordinator, including cargo handling equipment, refueling, and transportation. They’d supported Greyhawk’s unusual needs on a more-or-less routine basis over the past several years.

A laptop sat open beside Gar, satellite uplink confirmed by three green LEDs. On the floor, a footlocker held the gear that couldn't be explained if customs ever cracked it open. On top sat a duffel bag stuffed with cold-weather layers, Arctic-grade. 

"It's on short final," the Delta Golf manager called from his second-floor office, his face tight. "But we've got a problem. The pilot is authorized a single stop-and-go landing. Nothing longer. Get him to the runway. Now."

Ten minutes later, the C-17's massive engines spooled up, immediately after its aft clamshell doors closed. Gar strapped into a web seat along the fuselage wall. The plane lifted off moments later and banked hard northwest.

Somewhere over Bangladesh, Gar’s laptop beeped with a message from General Smithberger.


Gar,

There are a couple of loose ends for your team back in Thailand. I’ve got eight large quadcopters headed their way on a cargo ship. The quads look a lot like the ones you’ve been experimenting with over the years; however, the form and function of these will be slightly different. Our State Department wants to use them for hauling up to six passengers between remote sites, let’s say five hundred miles apart.


These won’t need a stealth exterior or a nuclear reactor to charge the batteries. Just the basics. Have your guys modify them as you see fit within those guidelines. I’ll eventually send another ship to retrieve them.


Jerry Hendson at State hinted that he may have some sort of follow-on plans for Bluie East Two, but wouldn’t elaborate just yet. He’s been struggling with Greenlandic government officials on whatever he has in mind. Nonetheless, you should be aware that amendments to your cleanup effort may be forthcoming.


Before the fjords freeze over this fall, the support vessel at Bluie will need to depart. If you haven’t finished the work by then, plan to remain on-site and keep working. We’ll eventually extract you and the others via airplane.


Lastly, the Air Force tells me there’s a storm approaching Bluie, and they may need to drop you off in Iceland. The pilot will keep you apprised. Hang in there and know that I truly appreciate your efforts.


Regards,

Grits



Chambo, Greyhawk International’s operations manager, needed to hear some of this, which seemed awkward after having just updated him on everything two hours earlier.


Chambo,

Smithberger is sending you several large quadcopters that he’d like modified and shipped back to him. I’ll provide all the details later, once I’ve given his tasker some further thought.


I also wanted to have our engineering brainchild, Andrew, set up a small team to add the Inuit language to our translator tool. I brought the translator components that I used in Chile, but of course, I don’t have Inuit loaded yet. Once I arrive in Greenland, I’ll figure out a way to push vocabulary, sentence structure, and as much grammatical syntax as possible your way.


Thanks,

Gar



The cargo compartment seemed cavernous, especially since Gar sat alone on one of a hundred empty sidewall seats. His footlocker and duffel bag were the only cargo. The loadmaster assured him that it’d feel more homey after they landed in Germany and loaded twenty cargo pallets and fifty troops. 

The C-17's cabin hummed with the steady drone of its engines. The original flight plan had been straightforward: Ramstein, then a quick hop to Bluie, then...then whatever came next. Smithberger hadn't told him everything yet.

"Sir." The pilot spoke into his boom mike as he turned toward Gar. "The ceiling at Bluie East Two is only one to two hundred feet. With all the mountains in the area, coupled with a complete lack of navaids, it’ll be too risky to land. I'm afraid that Iceland is your best bet for now. I've already notified General Smithberger's office."

Gar had been invited to the cockpit jumpseat and looked up to respond. "Thanks, it's understandable. I've heard the weather in this area can be both fickle and severe."

Fickle and severe. A diplomat's way of saying: the Arctic wants you dead.

The announcement, although not totally unexpected, came with the depressing reality that his journey would be extended considerably. 

He reached for his SATCOM handset, thumbing the encrypted channel. Smithberger answered on the first ring.

"Tell me."

"Change of plans," Gar said, keeping his voice low over the engine noise. "Bluie's socked in. They're dropping me in Iceland."

A pause. Then Smithberger's voice, flatter than before. "I just heard... sorry. I’ll get you on the first available flight out of there."

The pilot's voice crackled over the intercom: "Thirty minutes to Keflavik, sir. We'll have you on the ground at 0215 local."

Gar clipped the handset back to his vest and stared out the window. Below, the North Atlantic churned, dark and infinite. Somewhere to the west, Greenland's ice sheet lurked beneath the clouds, hiding Bluie East Two and whatever Smithberger had waiting for him.

Tourists of all sizes and nationalities milled about the check-in area of Reykjavik’s airport. The movement provided




































[image: ]









d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image004.jpg





d2d_images/scene_break.png





