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Although this is a work of fiction, the very real threat posed by asteroids to humanity cannot be ignored. I dedicate this work to the individuals who have devoted their careers to planetary defense—those who work tirelessly to detect potential asteroid threats, raise awareness, and develop strategies to avert or mitigate their impact, safeguarding the future of life on Earth.
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September 26, 2025. The sky was perfectly clear over the Pan-STARRS (Panoramic Survey Telescope and Rapid Response System) telescopes atop the Haleakalā volcano in Maui, Hawaii. Sitting at over 9,800 feet, free from light pollution, these telescopes were among the most powerful in the world, constantly scanning the night sky for hazardous objects. It was the perfect place for this kind of work.

Inside the control room, Juan Carlos settled in for his 8 p.m. to 4 a.m. shift. The odd hours had taken some getting used to, but he couldn’t complain. Fresh out of the Institute for Astronomy at the University of Hawaii, landing a job at Pan-STARRS was a dream come true. He had the best seat in the house for studying the cosmos.

Tonight’s assignment? Calibration. It wasn’t the most exciting work—double-checking the accuracy of the 1.8-meter telescope and its 1.4-gigapixel camera—but it was necessary. Point, compare, point. Over and over. After 45 minutes, Juan was done—ahead of schedule. With 15 extra minutes to kill, he figured he’d sneak in some time on something much more interesting: Apophis.

This asteroid had been Juan’s obsession since grad school. He was still stuck in that dreaded “All But Dissertation” (ABD) stage, where the only thing standing between him and his PhD was finishing his research. And Apophis was at the center of it.

Discovered in 2004, Apophis had caused a panic when initial observations suggested it might hit Earth on April 13, 2029. Later calculations ruled out a direct impact, but Juan never lost interest.

He typed the coordinates into the system, double-checked, then peered through the lens. He expected to see Apophis right on its projected path.

Except... it wasn’t there.

Juan frowned, re-entered the coordinates, and checked again. Still nothing. His pulse quickened. “Damn it,” he muttered. This wasn’t good.

His mind raced. Protocol dictated that he report any anomalies. But telescope time was expensive—$50,000 a night—and this wasn’t on his assigned task list. If his boss found out he’d gone off-script, he could be in real trouble. And he needed this job. With student loans about to kick in, losing it wasn’t an option.

But there was no getting around the fact that something was wrong. Apophis was off course.

Meanwhile, 5,000 miles away in Washington, D.C., Secret Service Agent Mark Talon was just trying to make it to the end of his shift. It was nearly 5 a.m., and the smell of cinnamon muffins from the kitchen down the hall was making his stomach growl. He hoped he could snag one before heading home.

Then he heard it—the unmistakable sound of hard-soled shoes on the plush carpet. He didn’t need to turn around to know who it was. James Franklin, the White House chief of staff, was heading straight for the President’s bedroom.

James Franklin had been by President Michael Johnson’s side for years—first in Congress, then the Senate, and now in the White House. He wasn’t one for small talk or unnecessary delays. If he was here at this hour, it had to be important.

Franklin knocked on the door and waited. He knew better than to barge in. After a moment, a groggy voice answered. “Come in.”

The chief of staff stepped inside and got straight to the point. “Mr. President, NASA has just confirmed that the asteroid Apophis has changed course. There’s now a 1 in 10 chance it could hit Earth on April 13, 2029.”

President Johnson rubbed his face, trying to shake off the last remnants of sleep. “Who else knows?”

“No one yet, sir. Just our scientists.”

The President was quiet for a moment, processing. Then he asked the next logical question. “How long do we have before the rest of the world finds out?”

Franklin explained it would take a few days for other observatories to confirm the change. The European Space Agency’s Near-Earth Coordination Center would likely be the next to spot the deviation, and under UN protocols, the U.S. would be required to share its findings soon.

President Johnson sighed. “Alright, wake everyone up. We meet in the Roosevelt Room at 8 a.m. I want a press briefing at 10. And get the Secretary of State on the line—now.”

Fifteen minutes later, Secretary of State Elizabeth Williams called in from South Africa, where it was already late-morning. She listened carefully as the President relayed the situation.

“So what do you need from me, sir?” she asked.

Johnson didn’t hesitate. “I need you to notify our closest allies—China, India, Japan, and Russia. Before the press gets a hold of this, they need to hear it from us.”

Williams raised an eyebrow. “Why those four?”

“Because apart from us, they’re the only countries that can launch rockets into space,” he said. “And if we have to stop this thing, we’re going to need rockets.”

Later that morning, as President Johnson walked into the Roosevelt Room, he could feel the tension. His cabinet, top military advisors, and the leaders of Congress were all gathered, waiting for answers.

He laid it out for them. NASA had spotted a problem. Apophis was off course. There was a real chance it could hit Earth in just over three years. And if that happened, the consequences would be catastrophic.

Treasury Secretary Jim Griswold immediately jumped in. “The markets won’t take this well. We should suspend trading until Monday.”

Johnson shook his head. “No. That would only add to the panic. The markets will hold.”

Next up was Homeland Security Secretary David Cogan. “Mr. President, should we prepare for civil unrest?”

Johnson took a deep breath. “We don’t know enough yet. But we’re not ruling anything out.”

Then he turned to the congressional leaders in the room. “I need funding. A lot of it. And I need you to lift all sanctions on Russia and China.”

A stunned silence filled the room. Then, an audible gasp.

The President looked each of them in the eye. “If we’re going to stop this thing, we need every space-faring nation in the world working together. This is bigger than politics.”

By 10 a.m., the world was watching as President Johnson stepped up to the podium in the White House Press Room.

“My fellow Americans, and to those watching around the world,” he began, “this morning, I need to speak to you about a real and tangible threat. NASA has detected an asteroid—Apophis—that could pass dangerously close to Earth in forty-three months. The chance of impact is significant and the consequences would be enormous. And so, we will prepare.”

He paused, letting the words sink in. Then, with quiet confidence, he continued.

“This is our moment. Our time to change the course of humanity. We will mobilize the full strength of the United States, alongside the global community, to defend our planet. We will meet this challenge—and we will prevail.” 
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Friday, September 26, 2025. The report from Pan-STARRS caught Cristian Alejandro at NASA’s Center for Near-Earth Object Studies (CNEOS) completely off guard. As part of NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory, CNEOS calculates precise orbits for all known Near-Earth Objects (NEOs) and supports the Planetary Defense Coordination Office (PDCO), which is responsible for identifying and responding to hazardous space objects. PDCO coordinates efforts with institutions worldwide, helping astronomers predict close approaches and impact probabilities.

CNEOS operates two key monitoring systems: Sentry, which forecasts long-term asteroid impact threats over the next century, and Scout, which assesses the paths of newly discovered asteroids. When astronomers first detect an asteroid, image differencing software matches it with previous observations, helping to determine an initial orbit. More powerful telescopes then conduct follow-up observations to refine calculations. The Minor Planet Center (MPC), based at the Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory, collects observational data from around the world and circulates the most up-to-date asteroid database. When a NEO crosses a certain hazard threshold, MPC must alert NASA through official government channels.

NASA classifies asteroid impact hazards using the Torino Scale, which ranges from zero (no danger) to ten (a catastrophic impact). Most discoveries rate a zero, meaning no concern. However, NASA rated Apophis a 4—the highest ever recorded—when it was first discovered in 2004. Early calculations suggested a possible Earth impact in 2029. Only after further study in 2006 was the risk reduced to zero.

Cristian Alejandro’s job at CNEOS was to verify that the risk of an Apophis impact remained zero. He was skeptical of the young astronomer in Hawaii who had raised the alarm. Had Juan Carlos really been tracking Apophis for months without authorization? It seemed amateurish. But as Cristian reviewed the data, he couldn’t ignore the numbers. Something had changed.

He printed out orbital calculations spanning the past year. The shift in Apophis’s path had occurred right after it reemerged from behind the Sun—after its closest pass to our star.

Cristian picked up the phone and dialed his boss, General Baker.

“Well, Cristian, what have we got?” the General barked.

Cristian hesitated, but the data didn’t lie. “Sir, the kid in Hawaii might be right. MPC ran the calculations twice, and they check out. Something altered Apophis’s trajectory.”

The General grunted. “Cristian, you know I trust you. But this isn’t my first rodeo, and I have my doubts.”

Cristian understood. Apophis had sparked panic before. In 2004, some briefly believed it had a 2.7% chance of hitting Earth. That fear had dissipated after follow-up observations, but not before funding poured into planetary defense. In a way, Apophis had been the wake-up call that jumpstarted serious asteroid monitoring.

General Baker demanded answers. What had changed? Cristian knew the General preferred clear answers—yes, no, or I don’t know, but I’ll find out. Right now, he only had one response: “I don’t know, sir. But I will find out.”

“What about the kid?” the General asked. “After all, he started this mess.”

Cristian explained he was about to call Juan. The General made it clear—before anything was made public, they needed to check things out. “Sit on this observation until I say otherwise,” he ordered, hanging up before Cristian could reply.

Early that morning, the phone rang in the Pan-STARRS control room. “Pan-STARRS, how may I direct your call?” the duty officer asked.

“This is Cristian Alejandro with General Baker. I need to speak to your director.”

The officer didn’t recognize Cristian’s name, but he knew General Baker. Nobody ignored a call from him. “Yes, sir,” he said, transferring the call immediately.

The director picked up. “How can I help?”

“I need to speak to Juan Carlos.”

The director hesitated. “Juan? He’s on administrative leave.”

Cristian’s patience snapped. “Not anymore. I want him available for a call with General Baker in the next hour.” He hung up before the director could argue.

Meanwhile, Juan Carlos sat in his small studio apartment in Kula, completely unaware of the firestorm he had ignited. He had just finished his shift and was unwinding when his phone rang. Recognizing the number, he sighed. “That was fast,” he muttered, expecting disciplinary action.

“One hour. Be at Pan-STARRS.”

Juan barely had time to process the urgency before the line went dead. The station was only 25 miles away, but the winding mountain roads made the drive treacherous. He climbed into his dusty white BMW and hit the road.

Back at Pan-STARRS, the director met him




















​

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
ASTEROID
APOPHIS

JOHN S. PRITCHETT





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





