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Moscow 10:54 AM

Fyodor Kovalenko was seventeen when news of a possible asteroid strike began to circulate.

“Too soon,” was his reaction. “I haven’t fucking done anything yet.”

That realization lit a fire under him. 

The first thing he decided to do was move out of the small apartment in Moscow he shared with his parents and two sisters.

“Where will you live? What will you do for money?” 

It was a surprising inquiry from his father, who he thought of as a Bolshevik. 

“I’ll get by,” was Fyodor’s faint reply.

“You will be back. You will miss your mother,” his father had intoned as he closed the apartment door in Fyodor’s face.

Fyodor was not certain of much but knew he would not be back. For one thing, ever since he heard the news about the gigantic approaching space rock, he had been certain that it would be coming for him.

Unbeknownst to his parents or sisters, a year earlier he had traded his meager possessions for a used iPhone 13 Pro, mainly for its camera, and he had spent the only happy hours he could remember taking photographs and uploading them to the cloud. He created a simple online gallery and a surprising number of his pictures sold, enabling him to buy a more recent, although still used, iPhone. It was enough to also buy him the use of a room in a rundown hotel for what he was sure would be the rest of his young, asteroid-shortened life.

Soon enough his expectation was confirmed when the news spread that the asteroid would impact the Earth and shortly after that a group of scientists concluded that Russia was very likely in the target zone. On the morning of its expected arrival, Fyodor went up to the hotel’s gravel-strewn roof with his phone and a blanket and began waiting, making himself as comfortable as possible. He could hear the pandemonium in the streets below. There were people screaming, car horns blaring and the occasion burst of gunfire, but he remained strangely at ease.

An hour or so before noon, iPhone clutched in his hand and its camera app opened, he glimpsed a dazzlingly brilliant streak of light moving swiftly through the clear sky. He snapped off a photo and uploaded it to the cloud.
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And Then...

An immense space rock struck the Earth that fine spring day.

The initial impact, according to expert analyses done in the immediate aftermath, had taken place in the vicinity of Kabul, Afghanistan, in the triangular valley between two mountain ranges, a hundred or so miles from the border with Pakistan. Twenty-four hours later, despite the devotion of an unprecedented commitment of the surviving world’s humanitarian and technological resources, precisely what had happened and the true nature and extent of the catastrophe still had not come into clear focus. What did become clear was that the experts’ initial conclusions had missed the mark.

It was generally agreed that the object had been an asteroid, specifically the one designated 2023AC under International Astronomical Union (IAU) naming conventions and reflecting its discovery as the third such astronomical object found in early January of 2023. Despite having been tracked for a period of time after its close encounter with Jupiter, the object’s track had been lost soon thereafter before its orbit had been determined. Thus, again per IAU convention, it had not been given a permanent name until it was rediscovered upon its emergence from behind the sun. At that point it was said to be roughly 150 million miles from Earth and traveling at approximately 70,000 miles per hour.

Notwithstanding the historical unlikelihood of such objects impacting the Earth, its size was widely believed to be far greater than one kilometer, rendering it a potential planet killer, so called for the likely result should an impact occur. Accordingly, once its trajectory was finally understood, work began in earnest to determine 2023A’s orbit. Given its higher-than-typical speed for such objects, that left only 29 days to determine whether an impact with the Earth might occur. 

In the case of most asteroid discoveries, NASA astronomers, working with the European Space Agency, work to assess an object’s orbit to determine if, when and where the orbit may at some point intersect with that of the Earth. This process ordinarily consumes up to two weeks of observation and normally begins soon after initial discovery when the object is still an enormous distance from our planet. In the case of 2023AC, such early discovery had not occurred and astronomers were left not only with a hugely shortened time frame because of the proximity of the object from Earth and its elevated speed at the time of its re-discovery, but also with only a tiny piece of the arc of its orbit to analyze.

Ultimately, the team of astronomers failed to determine whether an impact would occur until 2023AC’s impending approach became clear to anyone with a decent telescope and an even rudimentary knowledge of such things. By then the possibility of any sort of deflection mission had been lost. 

The findings of a group of noted astronomers from several countries were presented at a hastily-arranged meeting of the UN Security Council at United Nations headquarters in New York. The group confirmed that 2023AC was in fact a potential planet killer, although the scientists hedged that conclusion based on a number of hyper-technical and somewhat uncertain assumptions about its composition. Although questions were shouted out by several of the panicked Council members, the scientists were not able to be more precise. The grumbling that followed was interrupted by a member of the Russian delegation who asked whether there was any possibility that the threat was man-made. The answer by the rather dismayed lead scientist was one of certainty as to its celestial origins. What followed was a rare and rather belated show of unity by the other members of the Council and the body formally and unanimously agreed, with the reluctant vote of the Russian member, to the scientists’ conclusion that no hostile act by any nation was responsible for the coming cataclysmic event. 

Context provided the only ray of hope. Since more than 70 percent of the Earth’s surface is water, one of the astronomers explained, a water impact was likely, mathematically at least. Computer modelling suggested that even tsunamis resulting from the impact of very large asteroids, while severe for coastal areas and islands, as well as vessels at sea, would dissipate quickly, although more permanent damage could occur at lower ocean depths. But even this glimmer of hope was tempered when the scientists revealed that the data suggested that 2023AC would more likely strike the Earth in the Northern Hemisphere, somewhere between the equator and the Arctic Circle. The Northern Hemisphere contained only about 60 percent of the world’s oceans while the Southern Hemisphere was over 80 percent ocean. 

It was not lost on the Council members that the expected impact area included the home countries of five permanent members of the Council. It did, however, raise the spirits somewhat of those representatives of more southerly locales.

When the Security Council meeting ended, the scientists’ conclusions were shared with all 193 United Nations members for dissemination as they saw fit. 

It was only post-impact—which did take place in the Northern Hemisphere on the “east” side of the planet during daylight—that the precise timing and nature of 2023AC’s arrival became known.
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The Experts Were Wrong

An impact of this magnitude could be expected to cause global devastation irrespective of the point of impact, not due primarily to the staggering force of the impact itself, including the ferocious wind storms and massive fireballs with thermal radiation igniting conflagrations within a circle of a thousand or more times the body's diameter, in this case substantially more than a thousand kilometers. Even worse was the release of staggering amounts of dust and other material kicked up by the impact, which would then typically remain in the atmosphere and block sunlight from reaching the Earth. It is this kind of impact that is believed to have caused the dinosaur extinction, which was the last known previous event of such a magnitude. 

Far more recently, in 2013 a relatively small, 20-meter asteroid had caused a good deal of damage and 1,500 injuries in the Russian city of Chelyabinsk. The shallow angle at which the large boulder approached Earth meant that it had to travel through more of the atmosphere before approaching the ground, with the result that the asteroid exploded high above the Earth’s surface and it was not an impact but the force of the resulting mammoth explosion that caused the damage and injuries.

Like 2023AC, the so-called Chelyabinsk meteor appeared from the direction of the Sun, although being far smaller it went totally undetected.

The possibility of such a scenario occurring again, especially one involving an object so much larger than the Chelyabinsk meteor, had prompted NASA to establish the Planetary Defense Coordination Office in 2022. Sadly, despite the significant progress made by a network of ground-based observatories managed by the PDCO in its brief existence, the people charged with uncovering potential asteroid collisions were rendered late-to-the-party by yet another Sun-shielded object, notwithstanding that this one dwarfed the meteor that blindsided Chelyabinsk.

Doubling the diameter of a space rock increases its lethality eight times. Prior to its impact the precise size of 2023AC continued to be the subject of some debate, but as one well-regarded astrophysicist known for his calm, understated manner put it, this one, while huge, was not quite the planet killer that finished off the dinosaurs and is favored in post-apocalyptic Hollywood films. On the other hand, the man, who was a Carl Sagan acolyte and frequent TV talk show guest, admitted, after the event, that it had not been unreasonable to describe it as an existential threat and he was now of the view that the asteroid must have broken up into several pieces, all of them lethal in their own right, in order to have caused the unusually wide spread of devastation that had apparently occurred. In any case, his earlier words, along with the UN conclusion of no hostile actions, were believed to have helped to somewhat mitigate the general panic that would be expected to follow the disclosure of such a coming event, which the majority of experts in the astronomy community had widely regarded as a planet killer.

That those experts now appeared to be wrong did not keep scientists and media analysts in the unscathed Western hemisphere from speculating as to why a doomsday scenario had not, thus far at least, developed. For whatever reason, most seemed to reject the breakup scenario espoused by their well-regarded colleague, possibly because of envy of his high public profile. In any case, some said it was the presence of the mountains that enveloped one of the principal target areas, Kabul, the presence of which tended to push the matter ejected up and outward from the impact point into a steeper and wider trajectory than would have occurred from an impact on a totally flat plain. Others claimed that the single object itself must not have been quite as large or been traveling quite as fast as believed. Whatever the reason, the collection of real-time information was hindered by the mass of material sent skyward, with most of what little data could initially be collected coming from satellites in orbit, including spy satellites, most of which remained above the fray, so to speak. It would, of course, be impossible for aircraft, let alone people in vehicles, to enter much of the eastern hemisphere, and perhaps beyond, for some time to come, even if the atmospheric impact was less than many had predicted. 

In addition to the matter ejected into the atmosphere, the collision of course had other devastating effects on the likely continent-wide impact zone, including immense shock waves, fires and earthquakes, as well as the release of sulfur aerosols and other effluvia. Like overflights, communications with most of the region thought to have been impacted were impossible. And even if it was correct that the event was ultimately to stop short of being an extinction event, it was rapidly becoming clear that the extent of the devastation and human suffering the event had engendered were going to be nearly incomprehensible. There would likely also be unpredictable and unprecedented long-term implications given that no similar impact had occurred since the rise of human civilization, let alone one as advanced as ours.
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This Changes Everything

Another meeting took place at the United Nations building in New York three days after the arrival of 2023AC. The previous pre-impact meeting had been a hurried affair at which most of the attendees were member states’ ambassadors and staff, virtually all of whom resided in the New York area, and they had been understandably on edge and eager to get to the airport to board the few remaining flights to their home countries. The post-impact meeting, though, was a somber one, attended by far fewer people, which hammered home the point that a great many of their fellows, both friend and foe, were no longer alive. The meeting was hosted by the US President who believed it could provide an opportunity to gather more information. He hoped to add to the database that was being developed by a mostly American team working in the White House Situation Room, which was to serve as a roadmap for what the surviving regions would need to deal with in the coming weeks and beyond.  The team would also work to pinpoint where, if anywhere, in the affected areas assistance could still be rendered and whether, as a practical matter, it was achievable and how it might be delivered.

After his opening remarks, the President introduced the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who remained silent at
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	No further earthquake aftershocks expected

	No manmade structures remain above ground

	No indication of human or animal life or remains or plant life found

	Hundreds of small craters 

	Remaining concrete runway surface pocked and glazed

	Samples taken for biohazard, etc. analysis








[image: ]



















[image: ]
























[image: ]
















[image: ]
















[image: ]











































[image: ]













d2d_images/cover.jpg
~
N s We Knew It
N

.

e h
Novella by
David M Benson






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





