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“SPACECOM TO WHISKEY Kilo One. Negative on your request to land in Russia. Repeat, do not land in Russia. By Presidential order, you are to attempt emergency landing on Arctic icecap. Over.”

Astronaut Curt Branson suppressed his impulse to tell Spacecom to go fuck themselves. No one had ever attempted an unpowered landing by an X-37C spaceplane on the Arctic icecap. He’d been to the Arctic and seen how irregular the surface was with ice ridges pushed upwards by ocean currents. Attempting to land with landing gear down would be like landing on a runway strewn with boulders, and a wheels-up belly landing would be almost as suicidal. And that didn’t even take into consideration that if he somehow survived the crash, he’d likely freeze to death before rescue teams could find him. The President’s order was a death sentence. How typical of the man that he would give an order like that instead of facing the political repercussions of having to deal with Russia over the return of a live astronaut and a secret military spaceplane. If only the Chinese anti-satellite warhead hadn’t damaged the spaceplane’s oxygen supply. An extra 20 minutes worth of oxygen would have allowed him to skip across the top of the atmosphere like a flat stone skipping across a pond, with enough extra range to reach northern Canada. At least there, he would have had a chance to land on a stretch of paved road or maybe even the runway of a small airport. With the oxygen supply he had left, he’d be dead of asphyxiation before his craft slammed into the ground.

“Spacecom to Whiskey Kilo One. Acknowledge last transmission. Over.”

Branson checked his oxygen supply and made a quick mental calculation, which confirmed that he had to make a decision quickly. The choice was stark. Disobey the order and survive but kiss his career in Spacecom goodbye or obey the order and endure a mostly likely painful and drawn-out death. He made his decision.

“I copy your last transmission, Spacecom. Negative on icecap landing. I’m shutting down communications because I’ll be too busy getting this wounded bird down in one piece to chat. Out.”

“DO NOT L—.” 

The apparent anger in Spacecom’s reply made Branson shiver. So much for a promising career in the Space Force, but he’d have plenty of time to dwell on his future later. Right now, he had to get his ship oriented for a de-orbit burn that would begin the descent in a controlled manner. 

The re-entry was rough going. The high-G turn to bring the X-37C back around to head south after passing over the Siberian coast, almost made him black out. As soon as the heat from the air friction died down, Branson began sending out a Mayday call on the international distress frequency. It didn’t take long to get a reply.

“This is Russian Air Defense Northern Command. We read you, Whiskey Kilo One. We’re tracking you by radar. Over.”

“I need a place to land. No propulsion. Is there an airport or long stretch of road within a hundred miles of my current position? Over.”

“Ah, stand by, Whiskey Kilo One...Yes. There is a paved road running perpendicular to your flight path approximately eighty kilometers ahead of you. As soon as you drop through the cloud cover, you should be able to see it. Over.”

Branson had to remember how to convert kilometers to miles and nodded. Roughly fifty miles. That was close enough that he could bring the ship around to line up with the road. He just hoped there wasn’t a lot of traffic on it. 

“I copy that, ah, Northern Command. Request you contact the American Embassy in Moscow and advise them of my situation. Over.”

“Not necessary, Whiskey Kilo One. We’ve already contacted your military and told them that search and rescue units nearest the landing area have been mobilized. Will you need medical assistance? Over.”

“Not unless I fuck up the landing, Northern Command. Over.”

Branson thought he heard a chuckle before the voice resumed speaking. “Understood, Whiskey Kilo One. We show your altitude now down to Angels eighty. Speed is Mach one point six and dropping. Over.”

Branson checked his instruments. His altimeter was showing that he had just passed below eighty thousand feet. The Russian officer at the other end had taken the time to convert meters into feet with his Angels eighty comment. The speed was correct, too, although the X-37C was slowing down fast. It would go sub-sonic in another 20 seconds or so. 

“I copy that, Northern Command. I’m about to pass through the cloud cover. Stand by.”

Branson felt the ship transition to sub-sonic flight just as he entered the cloud cover. He thanked whatever Gods were watching over him that he didn’t have to try this landing at night. As soon as he dropped below the clouds, he saw the paved road up ahead. From this distance, it looked like a major highway, and it was nice and straight.

“I see the road, Northern Command. Making my final approach. Too busy to chat any further. Out.”

The X-37C came around in a gentle curve, and Branson took note of the fact that while the road was wide enough to have four lanes, it was still narrow compared to the runways that he was used to landing on. If there were any crosswind, he’d be in trouble. He knew he’d be able to land okay by the time the ship had dropped down to a hundred feet with no apparent crosswind. As soon as the rear landing gear touched down, he activated the drogue parachute. With the ship rolling to a stop, he re-activated his mic.

“Whiskey Kilo One to Northern Command. Whiskey Kilo One is down. Do you read me, Northern Command?” There was nothing but static. Branson felt his breath becoming labored and checked the oxygen supply. The indicator showed that the tank was empty. He had to get out of the ship before he passed out. Opening his helmet visor helped a little, but the cockpit was small and airtight. What little oxygen there was in the air would not last long. After hitting his harness release and disconnecting the air hoses from his flight suit, he was finally able to open the hatch behind the cockpit and climb out. The cold air smelled fresh. It was summer in the northern hemisphere, but he was still close enough to the Arctic Circle that the temperature was only a few degrees above freezing. He carefully dropped down to the ground and took off his helmet. That was when he noticed the approach of a car. As the rugged, utilitarian vehicle came to a screeching stop a few yards away, two men came out grinning, their eyes wide with surprise. One of them waved and said something in Russian.

Branson shook his head. “I’m American.”

“Yes, of course, you are!” said the driver in heavily-accented English. He turned to his companion. “Yuri, I should have noticed right away that he’s an American. That’s one of their X-37 spaceplanes!”

The other man laughed. “So, did you get lost after taking off from Alaska?” Both Russians laughed, and Branson felt the urge to laugh too. The question was asked in a good-natured ribbing kind of tone.

“Not Alaska. I was in orbit and ran out of oxygen.” By this time, both men had come up to him and were offering to shake his hand. Branson shooked the driver’s hand first then the other.

“Welcome to Russia! I’m Sergei Sloslov, and this buffoon is my very good friend, Yuri Chekov! What’s your name?”

“Major Curt Branson, United States Space Force,” he said in a calmer voice.

Chekov slapped his forehead and then his friend’s arm. “Jesus Christ, Sergei, what an idiot I am! Here’s a chance to record a video, and I’m fucking it up!” Sloslov laughed as his friend pulled a smartphone out of his pocket and held it up to begin recording. Branson felt a momentary impulse to try to stop him but quickly remembered that images of X-37s had been on the Web for years already, so letting him make his video would not reveal any secrets. Sloslov shook his head as he turned back to Branson.

“My car’s dash camera has been recording everything already. I’ll bet you I get a million views when I put the recording on Youtube!”

That made Branson more aware of his posture and stance. He tried to stand straighter and realized that he was beginning to feel cold. It was only then that he noticed that Yuri and Surgei were both dressed appropriately in cold weather gear. Branson was about to reply to Sloslov’s comment when he heard the unmistakable sound of more than one helicopter coming from the left. Both Russians heard it too. Sloslov looked in that direction and then pointed.

“I see them. Two...no, three, helicopters. Our military doesn’t waste any time.” He glanced back at Branson. “Not a moment too soon either, I’d say. You look like you’re getting cold, Major.”

Branson nodded but said nothing. He wasn’t sure what kind of reception the Russian military would give him. They might just arrest him.

The three helicopters were military types that Branson recognized. One of them had a big red cross on it. All three landed in the field about a hundred yards away and began disgorging men and a few women wearing military clothing, but only a few were armed and only with holstered pistols. The man leading them was clearly an officer. He had a smile on his face as he quickly walked to Branson. Surgei and Yuri took a step back, but Branson noticed that their expressions were excited, not apprehensive.

“Congratulations on your safe landing!” shouted the officer. “I’m Captain Petrov, Public Relations Officer at the nearby army base!”

Branson waited until the officer was close enough so that he didn’t need to raise his voice. “Major Curt Branson, United States Space Force.”

Petrov stopped, came to attention, and saluted. “A pleasure to meet you, Major. Are you injured? Do you require medical attention! There are medical personnel here if you do.”

“No, I’m fine. Thank you, Captain. Should I consider myself under arrest?”

“What? Arrest?” Petrov looked at the two civilians who shrugged. Turning back to Branson, Petrov shook his head. “You’ve been watching too many of those Hollywood movies, Major. You’re not under arrest. Our two countries aren’t at war.” He paused, then checked his watch. “At least not up to about ten minutes ago when we left the base. When our President was told that your spaceplane was likely to make an emergency landing, he gave orders that you were to be treated as an honored guest of our country.”

Branson felt relieved but tried not to show it. The Captain sounded sincere, but the friendly attitude could still be a ploy to put him off his guard. By this time, everyone who had gotten off the helicopters had formed a circle around Branson, Petrov and the two civilians.

“I’m glad to hear that, Captain, but what about your men who are armed?” 

“Not to worry, Major. They’re here to make sure that civilians stay clear of your spaceplane. We don’t want clumsy civilians climbing all over it to get pictures of themselves taken or maybe try to pry loose a piece of the hull as a souvenir. A convoy of trucks is on their way to tow your ship back to the base.” Petrov took another look at Surgei and Yuri. “Have these two been bothering you, Major?”

“No, no. They’ve been quite friendly. What happens now, Captain?”

“We fly you back to the army base while alternative arrangements are made.” Petrov turned to look at the cluster of medical personnel. “Did someone think to bring a coat for the Major?” Someone had. Petrov offered the coat to Branson, and at the same time, held his other hand out to take Branson’s helmet. He got the helmet handed back after putting on the coat. Now that it was clear that they wouldn’t be needed, the medical personnel began walking back to their chopper, and the armed guards were spreading out to form a cordon around the ship. Petrov looked at the two civilians.

“You two can continue on your way if you can maneuver around the Major’s ship without hitting it,” he said in English. Sloslov nodded and replied in Russian. Turning back to Branson, he held his hand out again, and Branson shook it then Chekov’s too.

“Good-bye, Major Branson. I’m glad you survived the battle up there.”

Branson pretended he didn’t know what the now somber Russian was talking about. “What battle?”

“Oh, you’re not fooling us, Major. Something put those holes in your X-37. We can see them from here. Anyway, good luck to you. Come on, Yuri. If we hurry, we can get our videos uploaded before the news people get their videos on the air.”

Branson watched them get back into their vehicle, which carefully pulled off the road and around his ship with plenty of room to spare. As he turned back to look at Petrov, he saw that the Captain was taking a closer look at the damage to the X-37. Branson walked over to stand beside him.

“What the hell happened to you up there, Major? That hole there is just about big enough to let me put my fist through it.”

“I’m sorry, Captain. I’m not at liberty to discuss the details.”

Petrov looked at him and nodded. “No, of course not. Military security protocols are the same here in Russia. I understand completely. I’m just naturally curious. I think we should get you back to someplace that’s warm and has food and vodka. That sound okay to you, Major?”

“Yes, Captain. That sounds fine.”

As the helicopter revved up its engines, Petrov handed Branson a pair of headphones with attached mic. Branson noticed that the medical chopper was getting ready to lift off, too, but the third chopper was not. Once they were in the air, Branson turned to Petrov.

“Will I be allowed to call the American Embassy in Moscow when we get to the base, Captain? I’d like to let them know I’m okay.”

Petrov smiled. “You can call anyone you wish, Major. We can even put a call through to your Spacecom people. You can talk with your General Morgan.” He laughed when he saw Branson’s look of surprise. “You’re surprised we know who’s in charge of Spacecom?” Branson nodded. “All we had to do was look at Spacecom’s website, Major. I did that when we heard that you might try to land here.”

Branson wondered if the US military had any secrets left. “Yes, if you can connect me with General Morgan, I’d like very much to speak with him.”

“And I’m certain that he would like very much to speak with you, Major.” Was it his imagination, or did Petrov’s voice carry an undertone of sympathy?

To Branson’s surprise, Petrov said nothing more for the rest of the flight back. When the helicopter landed, it was soon surrounded by a gaggle of Russian Majors, Colonels, and even a couple of Generals, all eager to meet an American astronaut. Branson didn’t even try to remember their names as Petrov introduced him to one after another with salutes flying back and forth like ping pong balls. Only a few of the Russian officers spoke English, and Petrov did his best to translate for the rest. Finally, everyone had their chance to meet him, and he and Petrov entered a Russian equivalent of a Humvee for the drive to the quarters that had been assigned for Branson’s temporary use. The apartment was compact but comfortable. As soon as they entered, Petrov went to the phone and spoke to someone in Russian while Branson took off his coat and wondered what he should do about his flight suit. It wasn’t designed to be worn when not flying. What he had on underneath might be okay to sleep in but would be embarrassing to wear when he was interacting with others. 

Petrov looked at him even as he continued talking on the phone and must have guessed what Branson was thinking. He pointed to the doorway that led to the bedroom. On the bed was a black, military issue coverall with a pair of shined military boots on the floor next to it. Branson checked the overall carefully. There were no insignia or patches. It looked brand new, and he suspected that it would fit him perfectly. He was still in the process of getting his flight suit and attached footwear off when Petrov stepped into the room.

“They’re arranging for the call to General Morgan, but it’ll be at least a few minutes yet. The call will come through here. I’m sure you’ll be more comfortable in that outfit, Major.”

Branson nodded. “My flight suit wasn’t warm enough outside, and it’d be too hot inside, so this coverall will be just fine.”

The phone rang just as Branson was about to try on the boots. Petrov picked up the phone, listened for a few seconds, and then gestured for Branson to come over.

“General Morgan is on the line, Major.”

Branson took the phone and said, “Major Branson speaking.”

“What’s the condition of the ship, Major?” Branson recognized the General’s voice, and the tone indicated that he was not in a good mood.

“I was able to land on a paved road, General. The ship is in one piece.”

“Is it damaged?”

“Yes, sir.”

There was a pause before the General resumed speaking. “Understood. Are you under arrest?”

“No, sir. I’m being treated well so far.” Branson noticed Petrov’s eyebrows rise upon hearing the last sentence.

“Well, that’s something anyway. The President has already spoken with Rusnak about bringing you and the ship back. The Russians have offered to fly you to Fairbanks, where one of our planes will pick you up for the rest of the trip back. The ship is another matter. Rusnak says he’s willing to let a C-5 fly to Russia. The problem with that is that the ship is too big to fit inside a C-5, and I suspect that Rusnak already knows that. Have the Russians done anything to the ship?”

“Not to my knowledge, General, but I’ve been told that they’re going to tow it to the nearest military base.”

“Well, they better not take it apart. The President made it clear to Rusnak that we want it back in one piece. And as for you, do I need to remind you to keep your mouth shut about your mission?”

“No, General, you don’t need to remind me.”

“Glad to hear it. I’m sure you’ve heard the cliché that shit flows downhill. Well
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