
  
  







  
  
      
        
          Spin It, Sam 

          
		      
          Barry Robbins

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  © 2026  Barry Robbins
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews or scholarly articles.
Disclaimer
This book is a work of satire and fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously for purposes of parody and commentary. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental—or, when recognizable, entirely intentional in the spirit of satire.
The author and publisher make no claim of factual accuracy and disclaim any liability for interpretations of the material contained herein.
Printed in the United States of America
ISBN: 979-8-9993944-8-4











  
  Dedication


This book is dedicated to Pam, my caregiver extraordinaire, 
without whom this book would not be possible.













































  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        PROLOGUE: VENEZUELA
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        THE WHEEL
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        LUXEMBOURG
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        FINLAND
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        ITALY
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        ALBANIA
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        UNITED KINGDOM/GREECE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        CANADA
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        MEXICO
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        BHUTAN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        INDIA
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        NEW ZEALAND
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        JAMAICA
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        THE PARTY
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Barry Robbins
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Chapter 1
PROLOGUE: VENEZUELA


The operation was called Operation Bolivar, which someone in the Pentagon had thought was clever and which the President had approved without knowing who Bolivar was, and which General Raymond Crock, newly appointed to lead the mission, had noted in his first briefing document with the quiet resignation of a man who has learned to pick his battles and has decided that operation names are not one of them. 
General Crock had been in the Army for thirty-one years. He had served in two wars, three peacekeeping operations, and one situation in the Pacific that was never officially classified as any of those things. He had worked with four administrations, each of which had presented its own specific challenges, and he had developed over those years a professional philosophy that could be summarized, if pressed, as follows: do the job, document everything, and never put anything in writing that you wouldn't want read aloud at a congressional hearing.
He had never, in thirty-one years, been asked to invade a country to capture its president.
He had especially never been asked to do it by Thursday.
Captain Diana Marsh had been assigned to him three days before the operation launched, transferred from the Defense Intelligence Agency with a file that described her as exceptional and a recommendation that used the word formidable twice, which General Crock had noted was unusual in a recommendation and which he had decided to take as a positive sign. She arrived with a leather portfolio, a precise handshake, and the expression of someone who had read the operational brief thoroughly and had questions she had decided not to ask yet.
"Captain," said General Crock.
"General," said Captain Marsh.
They looked at each other across the briefing room with the mutual assessment of two professionals who are trying to determine, quickly and accurately, whether the other person is competent.
They both were. This was a relief to both of them, though neither showed it.
Lieutenant Carson Webb had been assigned to lead the ground team. He was thirty-four, experienced, and had the specific quality of steadiness that comes not from never encountering chaos but from having encountered enough of it to stop being surprised. He read the operational brief twice, asked four precise questions, received two satisfactory answers and two answers that were less satisfactory but were the only answers available, and said he was ready.
Secretary Pete Hegseth had insisted on attending the operational briefing, arriving with his lanyard swinging and the energy of a man who has recently done pushups and considers this relevant. He sat at the briefing room table, looked at the maps, and said "Maduro. We're getting Maduro."
"That is the objective, sir," said General Crock.
"Great guy to get," said Hegseth. "Very bad guy. Great guy to get."
General Crock looked at his operational brief. It contained, among other things, the intelligence assessment on Nicholas Maduro — his known locations, his security detail, his movements, his habits, and a series of photographs taken over the preceding six months by sources whose reliability was rated, in the document's own language, as moderate to good, which General Crock had learned over thirty-one years meant unreliable but usefully so.
There was one item in the intelligence brief that General Crock had read three times and had raised with the intelligence liaison and had been told was a known factor that had been assessed and discounted.
He raised it one more time.
"The brother," said General Crock.
The intelligence liaison, a compact man named Ferris who had the watchful eyes of someone paid to notice things and the careful speech of someone paid not to say them, looked at his own brief. "Rodrigo Maduro," he said. "Younger brother. Confirmed existence. Physical resemblance described as significant."
"How significant?" said General Crock.
"Sources describe it as," Ferris consulted his notes, "considerable."
"Considerable," said General Crock.
"Yes."
"How considerable?"
Ferris looked at his notes again, as though hoping they had changed. "One source describes them as," he said, "very hard to tell apart."
The room was quiet.
"And we're confident," said General Crock, "that the man currently at the location we're targeting is Nicholas and not Rodrigo."
"We are moderately to highly confident," said Ferris.
"That's different from confident," said General Crock.
"It's on the confidence spectrum," said Ferris.
Hegseth, who had been following this exchange with the expression of a man watching a tennis match he doesn't entirely understand, said "We'll check his ID."
General Crock looked at him.
"When we get him," said Hegseth. "We'll check his ID. If it says Nicholas, it's Nicholas."
"Venezuelan presidents," said General Crock carefully, "do not typically carry ID."
"Everyone carries ID," said Hegseth.
General Crock wrote something in his legal pad. He looked at it. He crossed it out.
Captain Marsh made a notation in her portfolio. It was her first notation. It set a tone.

Operation Bolivar launched on a Thursday, because it always launched on a Thursday, at 0300 local time, in the particular darkness of a Venezuelan night that smelled of heat and vegetation and the specific tension of an operation that has been planned in three days and is now happening whether it is ready or not.
Lieutenant Webb led the ground team into the safe house compound with the precision of a man who has rehearsed this and the adaptability of a man who knows the rehearsal is never quite the same as the event. The compound was secured in eleven minutes. The security detail was neutralized without casualties. The building was cleared room by room in the systematic way that Webb had been trained to clear buildings, which is to say thoroughly and without assumptions.
In the third room on the second floor they found a man.
He was approximately the right age. He was approximately the right height. He had approximately the right face, in the way that a photograph taken in moderate to good lighting by a source of moderate to good reliability can be said to resemble the person it is meant to depict.
"Maduro?" said Webb.
The man looked at him. He was calm in a way that was either the calm of a man with great self-control or the calm of a man who knows something the other person doesn't.
"I am Rodrigo," said the man.
"Yes sir," said Webb, who had been briefed on this possibility and had been told it was unlikely. "We're going to need you to come with us."
"I am not Nicholas," said the man. "I am his brother. Rodrigo. We look similar. This is a known problem in our family."
"Yes sir," said Webb. "Please come with us."
"I have identification," said Rodrigo Maduro, if that was who he was, reaching slowly for his pocket.
Webb's team tensed.
Rodrigo produced a Venezuelan national identity document. It said, clearly, in the relevant field: MADURO MOROS, RODRIGO ALEJANDRO.
Webb looked at it. He looked at Rodrigo. He looked at the photograph on the document, which looked like Rodrigo, which also looked like Nicholas, which was the entire problem rendered in laminated card form.
He picked up his radio.
"Sir," he said to General Crock, who was monitoring from a forward command post, "we have a Maduro."
"Confirmed?" said General Crock.
A pause. "He has ID, sir. It says Rodrigo."
A longer pause. "What does the ID look like?"
"Official, sir. Venezuelan government issue." Another pause. "He says he's the brother."
"They all say they're the brother, Lieutenant."
"Sir, I don't think they all—"
"Bring him in," said General Crock, who had been told by Ferris that the moderate to good intelligence was highly confident on this point and who was passing this confidence along despite not entirely sharing it.
They brought him in.

Rodrigo Maduro arrived at a secure facility outside Caracas at 0500 and immediately asked to speak to a lawyer, which was refused, and then asked for coffee, which was provided, and then said, in careful English, that he understood the situation and that he was happy to cooperate with any verification process that would establish his identity and distinguish him from his brother Nicholas, whom he loved but with whom he had a complicated relationship and who was, he noted, not here.
The verification process took four days.
At the end of four days, the intelligence assessment was upgraded from moderately to highly confident that they had Nicholas Maduro to moderately confident that they might have Rodrigo Maduro, which Ferris delivered to General Crock with the expression of a man who has been asked to explain something he would prefer not to explain.
General Crock read the revised assessment. He read it again. He set it down.
"We have the wrong one," he said.
"We have a Maduro," said Ferris carefully.
"We have the wrong Maduro."
"The situation is more nuanced than—"
"We invaded Venezuela," said General Crock, "and captured the president's brother."
Ferris looked at his notes. "The brother's role in the Maduro government is not insignificant," he said. "He has attended several—"
"Where is Nicholas?" said General Crock.
Ferris consulted his notes with the thoroughness of a man hoping the answer has appeared since he last looked. "Nicholas Maduro," he said, "is believed to be in Cuba."
"Cuba," said General Crock.
"Yes."
"He was in Cuba when we invaded Venezuela."
"Intelligence suggests he may have moved to Cuba shortly before the operation, yes."
"How shortly before?"
Ferris examined his notes with great care. "Approximately," he said, "three days."
General Crock looked at the ceiling. He looked at it for a long time. It was a good ceiling — solid, institutional, without cracks — and it offered him nothing.
"The President," said General Crock, "has announced the capture of Nicholas Maduro."
"Yes," said Ferris.
"On television."
"Three times," said Ferris. "Also on Truth Social."
General Crock closed his folder. Opened it. Closed it again.
Captain Marsh, who had been sitting at the far end of the table taking notes since the beginning of this conversation, looked up. "What happens to Rodrigo?" she said.
Everyone looked at her. Then at each other. Then at Ferris.
"That," said Ferris, "is currently under review."

The debrief with the President was held in the Situation Room on a Tuesday, which was when the President was available and which General Crock had spent the intervening days preparing for with the thoroughness of a man building a document that is accurate, defensible, and as short as possible.
The President arrived in good spirits, which was the worst possible opening condition for the conversation General Crock was about to have.
"Tremendous operation," said the President. "People are saying it's the best capture since Bin Laden. Maybe better. Bin Laden took ten years. We did this in a week."
"Sir," said General Crock.
"The Venezuelans are very happy. Well, not Maduro. Maduro is not happy." He smiled. "That's the point."
"Sir," said General Crock, "there is a development regarding the identity of the individual currently in our custody."
The President looked at him.
"The man we have," said General Crock, "is Rodrigo Maduro. Nicholas Maduro's younger brother."
The room was very quiet.
"The brother," said the President.
"Yes sir."
"Not Nicholas."
"No sir."
"We got the brother."
"Yes sir."
The President absorbed this with the stillness of a man whose brain is doing considerable work behind a face that is trying not to show it.
"How similar are they?" he said finally.
"Very similar, sir," said General Crock. "The intelligence brief noted the resemblance. It was assessed as a known factor and—"
"Where's Nicholas?"
"Cuba, sir."
"Cuba," said the President.
"Yes sir. He appears to have relocated shortly before the operation."
"He knew we were coming."
"That is one interpretation, sir."
"He ran," said the President. "To Cuba. He was scared." He appeared to find a thread of dignity in this and pull on it carefully. "He was so scared of us he ran to Cuba."
"That may be, sir," said General Crock, who was not going to take this away from him.
"So we have the brother," said the President.
"Yes sir."
"What's he like?"
General Crock looked at his notes. "Cooperative, sir. Calm. He has asked repeatedly to speak to an attorney and has provided consistent testimony regarding his identity."
"Of course he has," said the President. "That's what you'd say." He looked at Hegseth. "That's what anyone would say."
"Absolutely," said Hegseth.
"Keep him," said the President.
"Sir?" said General Crock.
"Keep him. He's a Maduro. Close enough. We'll sort out the Nicholas situation separately." He looked around the table. "Nobody hears about the brother situation."
"Sir," said General Crock, "the situation is somewhat—"
"Nobody hears about it," said the President again, with the finality of a man who has made a decision and is not interested in the architecture of the problem it creates.
He stood. Adjusted his tie. Looked at the map of Venezuela on the wall.
"Cuba's next," he said. "We'll get Nicholas in Cuba. And then—" he looked at the map, at the world beyond Venezuela, at the broad geographical spread of countries that had, each in their own way, annoyed him over the years. "There are a lot of countries," he said.
"There are, sir," said General Crock.
"We should be more organized about this," said the President. He looked at Hegseth. "Get me a wheel."
"A wheel, sir?" said Hegseth.
"A big one. With all the countries on it. We'll spin it. Pick the next one. Make it a whole thing." He looked almost cheerful. "It'll be great. Very dramatic. People will love it."
He left.
Hegseth wrote WHEEL on his notepad. He looked at it. He wrote BIG underneath it. He looked at that too.
General Crock sat for a moment in the quiet of the Situation Room. He looked at his legal pad. At the top he had written VENEZUELA. Below it, over the course of the operation, he had written:
Moderate to good intelligence. Rodrigo, not Nicholas. Nicholas: Cuba. Rodrigo: custody. Indefinitely. Wheel: incoming.
He looked at the last line.
Then he closed his legal pad, picked up his coffee, and went back to work, because there was always more work, and because a wheel was coming, and because General Raymond Crock had been in the Army for thirty-one years and had stopped being surprised by anything, which was not the same as being prepared for everything but was the closest thing available.
Captain Marsh walked out beside him.
"The wheel," she said.
"Yes," said General Crock.
"How many countries are there?"
"One hundred and ninety-five," said General Crock.
Captain Marsh considered this. "I'll need a bigger portfolio," she said.
It was the first joke she had ever made in his presence. General Crock felt it was exactly right.
He almost smiled.
Almost.






  
  Chapter 2
THE WHEEL


It arrived on a Tuesday, crated in wood and stamped FRAGILE in three places, which the Secret Service agents ignored as they muscled it through the West Wing corridor. It was six feet in diameter, mounted on a polished mahogany stand, and divided into one hundred and ninety-five segments, one for each country in the world. Each segment bore a small flag. The whole apparatus was lacquered to a high shine. 
The President had seen something like it on a game show and decided it was exactly what American foreign policy had been missing.
"Beautiful," he said, when they set it up in the Oval Office. "Tremendous wheel. Probably the best wheel ever made. People are saying that."
Hegseth circled it slowly, nodding with the expression of a man who had stopped asking questions three months ago.
"Sir," said General Crock, who had been summoned from the Pentagon on forty minutes notice and had not yet had his second coffee," with respect, foreign policy traditionally involves—"
"Spin it," said the President.
The General did not spin it.
Captain Marsh stepped forward, gave it a firm professional spin, and stepped back. The wheel blurred into a carousel of tiny flags, slowed, wobbled, and stopped.
Luxembourg.
The President squinted at it. "Is that a real place?"
"Yes sir," said Captain Marsh.
"Tremendous," said the President. "Book the Situation Room for Monday."






  
  Chapter 3
LUXEMBOURG


THE PLANNING SESSION
The Luxembourg expert's name was Dr. Ferdinand Helps, and he had spent twenty-three years studying the economic and cultural institutions of the Grand Duchy. He had written four books, delivered lectures at Georgetown and the London School of Economics, and was considered by his peers to be the foremost American authority on Luxembourg. 
He had never expected any of this to matter.
He sat at the long Situation Room table between Captain Marsh, who had introduced herself with a handshake and an expression of genuine sympathy, and an empty chair where someone named Hegseth would apparently be sitting. Dr. Helps had arranged his notes into three neat folders. He had prepared a short presentation. He had brought a pointer.
General Crock entered first, set down a legal pad, and looked at Dr. Helps with the eyes of a man who had seen too much.
"Doctor," he said.
"General," said Dr. Helps.
Hegseth arrived next, jacket open, lanyard swinging, radiating the energy of someone who had just done pushups. He dropped into his chair, looked at Dr. Helps, and said "Luxembourg. Yeah. I've been reading up. Tiny place. Shouldn't take long."
Dr. Helps opened his mouth.
"How tiny?" said the President, who had entered behind Hegseth and was already pointing at the map on the wall. The map had been prepared overnight by Captain Marsh and showed Luxembourg in considerable detail. The President was pointing at Belgium.
"That's Belgium, sir," said Captain Marsh.
"Beautiful country," said the President. "We could do Belgium too."
"One country at a time, sir," said General Crock.
The President sat down, straightened his tie, and looked at Dr. Helps. "You're the expert?"
"Yes sir. I've spent twenty-three years—"
"What do they have?" said the President.
Dr. Helps blinked. "I'm sorry?"
"What do they have. Resources. What are we getting."
Dr. Helps looked at his notes, then at General Crock, then back at his notes. "Luxembourg is primarily a financial center, Mr. President. It hosts numerous European Union institutions, has one of the highest per capita incomes in the world, and—"
"Banks," said the President. "They have banks."
"Many banks, yes."
The President sat back with the satisfied expression of a man whose instincts had been confirmed. "I knew it. They've been hiding money. Probably our money." He looked at Hegseth. "Write that down."
Hegseth wrote something down. General Crock leaned slightly to his left to see what it was. It said BANKS (OURS?).
Captain Marsh made a small notation in her leather portfolio. She did not show it to anyone.
"How many soldiers do they have?" said Hegseth.
"Luxembourg maintains a volunteer army of approximately nine hundred personnel," said Dr. Helps.
Hegseth laughed. It was not a cruel laugh. It was the laugh of a man doing very easy math.
"Nine hundred," said the President. "We have millions."
"Yes sir," said General Crock.
"Millions and millions of beautiful soldiers."
"Yes sir."
"So we go in, we take the banks, we're home by—" the President looked at Hegseth.
"Thursday?" said Hegseth.
"Thursday," said the President.
Dr. Helps raised a tentative hand. "If I might, Mr. President — Luxembourg is a founding member of NATO. An invasion would technically constitute an attack on a treaty ally, which would obligate the remaining member states to—"
"We're in NATO," said the President.
"Yes sir, that's rather the point—"
"So we can't attack ourselves."
Dr. Helps opened his mouth, closed it, and looked at General Crock with an expression that crossed several stages of grief simultaneously.
"We'll work through the NATO question," said General Crock, in the tone of a man who had stopped believing his own reassurances.
"What's the capital?" said the President.
"Luxembourg City," said Dr. Helps.
The President frowned. "They named the capital after the country?"
"They also named the country after the capital, depending on which came—"
"That's very confusing," said the President. "We'll rename it. Something better. Something classy." He thought for a moment. "Trump City."
Hegseth wrote TRUMP CITY on the whiteboard.
General Crock looked at the ceiling.
Captain Marsh made another notation.
"I want a parade," said the President. "When we take Trump City, I want a parade. Bigger than the French one. You've seen the French one?"
"Yes sir," said General Crock.
"Tremendous parade. We'll do better. More tanks."
"Luxembourg City has a great deal of medieval architecture," said Dr. Helps faintly. "Tanks might—"
"Bigger tanks," said the President.
The meeting continued for another forty minutes. By the end of it, the United States was committed to liberating Luxembourg's banks, renaming its capital, holding a tank parade through a UNESCO World Heritage Site, and withdrawing from NATO long enough to conduct the invasion before rejoining immediately afterward.
Dr. Helps gathered his three folders, his notes, and his pointer. Nobody had asked him to use the pointer.
He paused at the door.
"General," he said quietly.
"I know," said General Crock.
THE PRESS BRIEFING
The James S. Brady Press Briefing Room was full. It was always full these days, though the nature of the fullness had changed. Reporters no longer arrived with coffee and mild curiosity. They arrived with coffee and the expressions of people who had learned to expect anything and had been wrong about what anything meant.
Karoline Leavitt strode to the podium with the confidence of someone who had never once considered the possibility that a question might be unanswerable.
"Good afternoon," she said. "The President has asked me to announce that the United States will be conducting a Liberation and Financial Recovery Operation in the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg, beginning this Friday at dawn. The operation, which the President has named Operation Trump City, reflects his unwavering commitment to reclaiming American assets that have been quietly held overseas for decades. The President has described this as, and I'm quoting directly, 'probably the most important thing any president has ever done, maybe in history.'"
She looked up from her notes and smiled.
In the third row, a reporter named Daniel Frye of the Associated Press wrote the word Luxembourg in his notebook and underlined it twice. Then he drew a small question mark. Then a larger one.
"I'll take questions," said Leavitt.
Every hand in the room went up.
She pointed to a woman in the front row.
"Can you clarify what American assets are currently being held in Luxembourg?"
"The President has identified significant financial resources that belong to the American people," said Leavitt. "The specifics are part of an ongoing assessment."
"So you don't know what they are."
"The assessment is ongoing."
Daniel Frye raised his hand. She pointed at him.
"Luxembourg is a NATO ally," he said. "Attacking a NATO ally would seem to conflict with our treaty obligations. How does the administration reconcile that?"
"The President has been very clear that the United States will always honor its NATO commitments," said Leavitt.
"But we're invading a NATO member."
"We're liberating it."
"From what?"
Leavitt smiled the smile of someone who had prepared for this question and found the preparation adequate. "From circumstances that have long disadvantaged the American people."
Frye looked at his notebook. "Luxembourg has a per capita income of approximately $135,000. It's consistently ranked among the happiest and most prosperous countries on earth. What circumstances—"
"The President's assessment differs," said Leavitt.
A hand shot up from the back. "Will this affect our NATO membership?"
"The United States will be temporarily adjusting its NATO posture for the duration of the operation."
"Temporarily withdrawing?"
"Adjusting its posture."
"For how long?"
"For the duration."
"Of the invasion?"
"Of the liberation," said Leavitt pleasantly.
Daniel Frye raised his hand again. She considered not pointing at him. She pointed at him.
"Luxembourg City is a UNESCO World Heritage Site," he said. "The operation apparently involves tanks. Has the administration considered—"
"The President has ordered the most beautiful tanks ever deployed in European history," said Leavitt. "The people of Trump City will be very proud."
The room was quiet for a moment.
"Trump City," said Frye.
"The President has announced a renaming as part of the liberation package."
"Luxembourg City will be renamed Trump City."
"Correct."
"The capital of Luxembourg."
"Of liberated Luxembourg, yes."
Frye looked at his notebook. He had stopped writing. He was simply looking at it, as though it might offer guidance.
"One more question," said Leavitt, pointing to a reporter on her left who she felt might be more manageable.
"What does Luxembourg say about all this?"
Leavitt smiled. "The people of Luxembourg are going to love it," she said. "The President is certain of that."
She gathered her notes, delivered one final confident smile to the room, and walked off the podium.
Daniel Frye sat for a moment in the silence.
Then he picked up his phone and called his editor.
"You're not going to believe this one," he said.
His editor, who had been saying variations of that's impossible for four years and had been wrong every single time, said "try me."
THE INVASION
Operation Trump City launched at dawn on a Friday, which several senior Pentagon officials noted was an unusual choice, as European financial institutions closed early on Fridays. General Crock had raised this point in a memo. The memo had been used as a coaster.
The invasion force crossed the Belgian border into Luxembourg at 6:47 AM, comprising four hundred and twelve soldiers, nineteen armored vehicles, two media teams, a Fox News helicopter, and a parade coordinator named Kevin who had been flown in from Mar-a-Lago and had never left Florida before.
The first obstacle was the road.
Luxembourg's roads were immaculate. They were also, in the older parts of the country, quite narrow, having been designed in the medieval period for horses and the occasional ox rather than for M1 Abrams tanks weighing sixty-eight tons. The lead tank entered the village of Clervaux at 7:15 AM, took a left turn the driver described later as "optimistic," and removed the facade of a fourteenth-century inn that had survived two world wars, the Black Death, and seventeen changes of sovereign without significant structural damage.
The inn's owner, a compact woman named Madame Engel, came outside in her apron, assessed the situation, and went back inside to call her insurance company. She did not appear alarmed. She appeared to have a list of things to do and had simply added one more item to it.
"Sir," said Captain Marsh, who was monitoring from the Situation Room, "we've had a structural incident in Clervaux."
"How's it look on camera?" said the President.
"The Fox News helicopter is circling it."
"Tremendous footage," said the President. "Very dramatic."
General Crock said nothing. He had been saying nothing for twenty minutes with great discipline.
By 9 AM the invasion force had reached Luxembourg City, which was gleaming in the morning light, prosperous and unbothered, its ancient fortifications rising above the Alzette river gorge with the serenity of a place that had genuinely seen worse. The nine hundred soldiers of the Luxembourg Army were nowhere in evidence, having been given the day off by their commanding officer, who had read about the invasion in the newspaper and decided that engaging four hundred American soldiers was not, strictly speaking, in the national interest, and that a strategic absence was the dignified response.
This turned out to be completely correct.
The American troops entered Luxembourg City and stopped.
It was very clean. The architecture was beautiful. There were flowers. Residents were already out with their morning coffee, watching the soldiers with the polite curiosity of people observing an unusual weather event that didn't require them to change their plans.
A woman walking a small dog nodded pleasantly at Sergeant First Class Dale Pruitt of Akron, Ohio, and said something in Luxembourgish.
"What did she say?" said Pruitt to the soldier next to him.
"I don't know," said the soldier. "I think it was Luxembourgish."
"Is that French?"
"I think it's also French. And German. And something else."
The woman, apparently satisfied with their response, continued walking her dog.
Sergeant Pruitt looked up and down the immaculate street. A café was opening. The smell of fresh bread was coming from somewhere. A tram went past.
"Are we supposed to be doing something?" said the soldier next to him.
Pruitt checked his orders. The orders said SECURE THE FINANCIAL DISTRICT. He looked at his map. The financial district appeared to be three blocks away. He looked at the café. It was fully open now. Someone inside was making coffee with equipment that looked extremely serious.
"Let's secure the financial district," said Pruitt, without notable urgency.
The financial district was quiet, modern, and staffed entirely by people in excellent suits who looked at the soldiers with expressions that were not frightened, not hostile, and not particularly interested. They were the expressions of people who processed complexity for a living and had provisionally categorized this as complexity.
The lead soldier, Lieutenant Carson Webb, approached the reception desk of the first bank, which was large, marble, and smelled of money in the abstract sense that very serious banks do.
"We're here to recover American assets," said Webb.
The receptionist, a young man with perfect posture and a name badge that said ALEXANDRE, looked at Webb with calm professional attention.
"Do you have an appointment?" said Alexandre.
"We're the United States Army," said Webb.
"Yes," said Alexandre pleasantly. "Do you have an appointment?"
Webb looked at his soldiers. His soldiers looked at Webb.
"We don't need an appointment," said Webb. "We're here on behalf of the President of the United States."
"Of course," said Alexandre. "If you'd like to speak with someone regarding American-held assets, I can arrange a consultation with one of our client relations officers. There may be a short wait. Would you like some coffee while you're waiting?"
Webb opened his mouth.
"It's very good coffee," said Alexandre.
There was a short wait of three hours.
During those three hours, twelve soldiers accepted coffee. Four accepted pastries. Sergeant Pruitt, who had drifted in from the street, had a croissant and then a second croissant and then asked Alexandre where the café across the street got their bread because it was remarkable and Alexandre gave him the address of the bakery and they had a brief conversation about regional baking traditions in which Pruitt learned more about Luxembourg than he had previously known, which had been nothing.
The client relations officer, when she appeared, was a composed woman named Madame Schiltz who wore reading glasses on a chain and carried a folder approximately four inches thick.
"I understand you're inquiring about American assets," she said.
"We're here to recover them," said Webb.
"Recover them," said Madame Schiltz, in the tone of someone tasting an unfamiliar word.
"The President believes American money is being held here."
Madame Schiltz opened her folder. She turned several pages. She turned several more. She looked at Webb over her reading glasses with an expression of complete professional neutrality.
"Client information is confidential under Luxembourg banking law," she said, "as established under the financial privacy statutes of 1981, amended in 2004, 2009, and most recently 2021. To access account information you would need a formal request from the Luxembourg Ministry of Finance, countersigned by the European Central Bank, reviewed by the EU Court of Justice, and submitted in triplicate in Luxembourgish, French, and German."
Webb stared at her.
"We also accept German first if that's easier," said Madame Schiltz helpfully.
"We're the United States Army," said Webb.
"Yes," said Madame Schiltz. She closed her folder with a sound like a very polite full stop.
By 2 PM, Operation Trump City had secured one café table, eleven parking spots, and a municipal flower bed that Kevin the parade coordinator had cordoned off for the victory parade route before discovering that the streets of the UNESCO World Heritage old city were, as Dr. Helps had attempted to mention, not engineered for tank traffic and that the parade would need to be conducted on foot, which the troops were willing to do but which Kevin felt diminished the spectacle considerably.
The Fox News helicopter had run low on fuel and landed in a field outside the city, where the pilot was given directions to the nearest fuel depot by a farmer who spoke to him in four languages simultaneously until the pilot agreed to accept a map drawn by hand, which was extremely accurate.
The nine hundred soldiers of the Luxembourg Army had spent the day at a training exercise in the north of the country. Several of
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