
CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
 
 
 
Admiral Lofton texted his tennis friends to let them know he was abruptly unavailable for 
their match scheduled for the next morning. Backing out of a prearranged Sunday match 
as late as Saturday evening was considered bad form and was frowned upon. It meant 
scrambling to find a last-minute substitute to make up a foursome for doubles. In a town 
like Washington, DC, the odds were never good.  

Lofton told them he had a stomach virus. It was a lie and sounded lame. And he knew 
they knew it sounded lame. When the White House calls to summon you to an 
emergency meeting the next morning, however, with explicit instructions to tell no one, 
you do the best you can in terms of excuses.  

A black SUV pulled into his driveway at seven-thirty a.m. Sunday, exactly as 
promised. The White House meeting was at eight. He grabbed a briefcase full of 
documents and, as his wife watched from an upstairs window, met his escorts halfway 
down the path leading to his driveway. He said, “Good morning.” They nodded in mute, 
noncommittal acknowledgement and gestured toward an open door. 

Fifteen minutes later the SUV entered the White House grounds through a basement 
entrance far from the prying eyes of reporters, who knew that when a flock of black SUVs 
migrated to the White House, something was up. They would want to know what. There 
were already faint strands of disconnected rumors wafting about. Reporters were scenting 
the air like bird dogs, but so far detecting nothing worth missing Sunday brunch in 
Georgetown with fellow cognoscenti.  

As a senior government official heading a visible and prestigious agency like NASA, 
and a direct appointee of the president, Lofton had been to the White House often. But 
he’d never found himself seated at the table in the Situation Room with the most 
powerful people in the executive branch, which today included the president. He was 
surprised by how cramped and ordinary and nondescript the space was, how it lacked the 
theatrics most people would associate with the drama and importance of the Situation 
Room.   

When the president entered everyone stood. As he took his seat he gestured 
offhandedly for all to be seated.  

“Thank you all for being here on short notice on a Sunday. Let’s get started. 
Welcome, Admiral Lofton. Thank you for joining us. Let’s begin with you. Please, bring 
us all up to speed.”  

Lofton had notes and papers in front of him. He’d spent several hours on the phone 
the evening before with scientists from the JPL’s NEO program, as well as researchers 
from the Impact Studies facility at the Ames Research Center in California. Among other 
things, the Ames researchers fired high-speed projectiles into various surfaces to study 
scale-model simulations of what would occur when an object from space collided with the 
Earth’s surface.  

Seated in an outside ring along the wall in the Situation Room was a gallery of aides 
and assistants. The president’s head speechwriter was among them, scribbling notes in 
preparation for the speech the president was set to deliver that evening.   



“Yes, sir,” snapped Lofton. His Navy background kicked in when briefing the 
commander in chief. “Approximately forty-four hours ago, an asteroid traveling in what 
previously was a predictable orbit that would have taken it safely past Earth by a margin 
of 145,000 miles, swerved suddenly into a trajectory that has it traveling directly toward 
Earth.”   

“For the record, there is no doubt of this?” the president interjected. 
Lofton was mildly surprised by the question. “No, sir. We have visual and 

computational data that we have checked and double-checked through multiple systems. 
We have engineers, technicians and scientists auditing each other’s audits. There is no 
doubt. I wish there were.”  

“Fine. Please continue.” 
Lofton cleared his throat. “The object has been identified as 2015DV 156. That is 

simply a classification system used by the NEO program. At its largest cross-section, it is 
3.5 kilometers in diameter, just over two miles wide. It is traveling towards Earth at 
24,000 miles an hour. That speed will increase as it nears the gravitational field.”   

“Which gets it here when?” asked the president.  
“Twelve days.”  
Heads dropped. Some faces went pale. There were a few low whistles of dismay and 

brief exchanges of fearful glances.  
The director of Homeland Security spoke next. “Admiral, can you give us a 

reasonable forecast of the kind of damage we may expect?”  
“Yes, sir. But please understand that any estimate is subject to variables of the 

asteroid’s composition and the angle of impact.”  
The president: “Let’s assume a scenario halfway between best and worst case.”  
“Yes, sir. In any case, the effects will be catastrophic—in the short, intermediate and 

long term. The asteroid will punch a hole in the atmosphere as it penetrates and nears the 
Earth’s surface. The explosive power from impact will be the equivalent of two million 
megatons, and would register 11.5 on the Richter scale. Whether it hits land or water, the 
ejecta, meaning the debris it hurls upward and outward, will travel several miles up into 
the hole and then come rushing back down as super-heated material in a ballistic pattern 
spreading across hundreds or even thousands of miles. If the object hits the ocean, it will 
create mega-tsunamis that devastate coastlines along entire continents.” 

“Did you say ‘tsunamis’ . . . plural?” someone asked.  
“Yes. The size of the tsunamis will be so massive and travel so far inland that it’s 

possible they will reverberate off elevated land masses, like water bouncing off the side of 
a bathtub, creating a backwash effect—tsunamis creating their own tsunamis in reverse, 
so to speak”  

Lofton paused. There was silence around the room.  
He continued: “The impact may also jostle tectonic plates, triggering the prospect of 

earthquakes. There will be a nuclear winter effect in which soot, debris and smoke from 
fires will blot out the sun for weeks. Long term, global temperatures will drop, followed by 
crop failures plus the extinction of some species.”   

“Oh, my God,” someone half-whispered. Disbelief, shock and blank stares etched the 
faces around the table.  

“Is there more, Admiral Lofton? Is there any reason for hope or is it all downhill from 
here?” asked the president.  



“Well, sir, that’s the general outline. In some respects the details are, shall we say, 
worse.”  

“Worse?” 
“Yes, sir, worse.”  
The chairman of the joint chiefs leaned towards Lofton. “How sure are you of all this, 

Admiral?”  
Lofton turned slowly and returned the stare. “Only as sure as hundreds of computer 

models and simulations can predict, plus what geologic and physical evidence we have 
from known impacts.”   

The joint chiefs chairman noticed the absence of “sir” in the response.  
“Why did it swerve, Admiral?” the national security advisor asked.  
The secretary of defense, who could barely stand the national security advisor, 

growled, “What difference does it make?”  
The president, having grown weary of refereeing between them over many months, 

interjected: “It may not matter but I suppose it’s a legitimate question. Admiral?”  
“We don’t know. Some have suggested the Earth’s gravity but that doesn’t make 

sense. This asteroid passes by much larger planets in our solar system with much more 
powerful gravitational fields, in the same manner as any number of other comets and 
asteroids. Up until now, whatever small gravitational effects there are have been 
predictable and easy to chart. This is an anomaly, totally without precedent, inexplicable 
through any scientific frame of reference we can discern.”  

“Almost like an act of God,” someone offered.  
The words hung in the air, uncomfortably. It was impossible to dismiss, but to 

entertain or give voice to such a notion in this setting would mean instant loss of 
credibility. These were people used to dealing with facts, not theology or supposition. The 
president could hardly go on TV, before the American people and the world, and suggest 
or even hint at supernatural causes. On the other hand, what else was he going to say? 
The asteroid had swerved towards the Earth in a way that baffled astrophysicists and left 
them groping for explanations. It wouldn’t take long for people the world over to fill in 
the blanks.   

The CIA director was quick to pick up on the subtle contradictions and asked Lofton, 
“Are we talking about the end of the world, Admiral? Not figuratively, mind you, but 
literally? Will it wipe out all forms of life?” 

Lofton reached for his handkerchief, mopped his brow and took a deep swig of water 
before continuing. “Sir,” he replied, resuming a tone of mutual respect, “we are traipsing 
into the realm of speculation. If it hits land, our models project a massive loss of life within 
a certain radius of the impact, thousands of miles perhaps. But whether the impact is on 
land or water, the immediate regional aftermath, and worldwide aftereffects for months 
following may claim billions of lives. Animal species will go extinct. But we believe as well 
that by the sheer weight of numbers, and the stubborn resilience of the ecology, even one 
devastated to this degree, there will be survivors.”  

The CIA director turned to all those gathered around the table. “Maybe we should all 
pray that we’re not among them.”  

The horrifying resonance of that observation prompted a range of responses among 
the principals of the president’s National Security Council: some in defiant denial of the 
inevitability, others in hopeful avoidance, grasping at any straw of hope or optimism.  



The joint chiefs general looked sternly at the CIA director. “I believe you 
underestimate the human spirit, sir, the power of the survival instinct.” 

“Right,” the director replied. “Especially since all of us here and most senior 
government officials will be burrowed like scared rabbits in underground bunkers with 
layers of concrete and mountains on top of us and plenty of food.”  

The secretary of state asked, “Why won’t some or all of the asteroid burn up in the 
atmosphere?” 

 “The mass and speed of the asteroid is such that it would, as I said, punch a hole 
right through the atmosphere as it descends. It’s traveling too fast—the effects of friction 
would be negligible.”  

The SecDef again: “Admiral, wouldn’t the ocean cushion or absorb some of the 
effects of the impact?”  

“Again, sir, the mass and speed of the object would punch a hole in the water, 
displacing billions of tons as it slammed down through the depth of the water and into the 
ocean floor. It would crater the ocean floor somewhat less than a land impact, but still 
expel unimaginable volumes of water and material far up into the atmosphere. Much of 
the water would then rain downward and outward in a mixture of superheated steam and 
debris.” 

Lofton looked down to check his notes. “The resulting tsunamis I believe we’ve 
already covered.” 

“I want to ask about a land impact,” said the president, “but I don’t know if we want 
to hear the answer.”  

 Lofton sighed. “A land impact will produce a crater approximately forty miles 
across. The blast radius and fireball will flatten and incinerate virtually everything within 
500 miles of ground zero. The ejecta, the debris blown up to the upper levels of the 
atmosphere, will reenter and rain down to produce firestorms across an area 1,500 miles 
wide. The other effects, the darkened skies and global cooling will be roughly similar 
whether the impact is on land or water.” 

The director of Homeland Security asked for one more bit of clarification. “This 
nuclear winter effect and global cooling you describe—can you give us an idea as to the 
extent and duration, the degree to which crops and food supplies may be affected?”  

“This is speculative, an estimate within ranges, but models suggest that skies will be 
darkened for something on the order of six to eight weeks. Global cooling, as much as five 
degrees Celsius, or forty degrees Fahrenheit, will last as long as a year, diminishing 
gradually after that.”   

“Jesus,” someone muttered softly. Then silence. 
The president looked around the table. “I’m looking for volunteers. Anyone want to 

sit in for me tonight and deliver this speech?”  
Bursts of laughter swept across the table. The tension broken, the president allowed 

himself an ironic smile. He was doing his best to rally the troops.  
“Somebody’s got to be the morale officer around here,” he added. He nodded toward 

his head speechwriter. “How about you, John? Want a volunteer to write it?”  
More laughter. As it faded, sooner than it otherwise might have, the vice president 

spoke up. “Admiral, I was under the impression that NASA had programs in place for 
just this situation. Isn’t there technology available that can intercept or knock down an 
asteroid? Lasers? Something? I’m grasping here, I realize.”    



Lofton shook his head slowly. “Mr. Vice President, all they are at this point is 
programs. They’re conceptual. And the funding has been reduced lately. The design and 
engineering are there but nothing close to actual working technologies that could be 
deployed or even tested. At best they’re two to three years away, probably longer.” 

The brightening mood, such as it was, died quickly. The pall returned. The vice 
president offered, “Well, I guess Mother Earth is about to be one giant catcher’s mitt. 
Nothing to do now but wait for the fastball, I guess. And pray.”  

The chairman of the joint chiefs, an Air Force four-star general, cleared his throat. 
“Mr. President, if I may, sir, there may be something we could try. It’s an option, not a 
great one, but an option.” 

“So far as I know, General, there are no other options. Let’s hear it.” 
“Well, sir, a DoD agency, the Missile Defense Agency, has within it an element called 

GroundBased Midcourse Defense. A component of GroundBased Midcourse Defense is 
deployed at Vandenberg Air Force Base. One of our Air Force teams there has been 
working on a variant of a missile known as ground-based interceptor, with the idea that it 
could be adapted to intercept an incoming asteroid.”  

“Were you aware of this, Admiral Lofton?” asked the president.  
“Mr. President, Vandenberg Air Force Base is a vital resource and partner with 

NASA. But I personally have no knowledge of this.”  
“Go ahead, General. In the simplest terms possible, please.” 
“The concept is to soup-up the GBI, the ground-based interceptor missile normally 

used to carry kill vehicles into space to intercept incoming ballistic missile warheads. We 
add extra horsepower to the GBI so that it flies higher and faster. The key difference is 
that a small nuclear warhead would be the missile’s payload in place of the typical kill 
vehicle. The warhead hits the asteroid and the detonation either destroys it, reduces its 
size, or shifts its trajectory enough so that it misses Earth.”    

“Sounds simple,” said the national security advisor. 
The general replied, “Ma’am, I wish it were that simple but it’s not, unfortunately.” 
“Meaning what, General?” His impatience growing, the president was ready to bore 

in on the conversation. “Please, no more chit-chat or commentary. I want the bottom line 
on this.”  

“Sir, the complications are these. First, we’ve never done it live before. Second, the 
incoming asteroid has to be on a certain trajectory in order for our attack angle to be 
viable.” 

“Got it. And that means . . . ”  
“It means that the incoming asteroid’s approach has to be with a certain latitude of 

Vandenberg. For example, an asteroid coming in at a shallow angle in the southern 
hemisphere will be below our horizon of attack. In other words, the more straight on the 
incoming angle, and the closer it is the equator, the more we have a clear shot at it.” 

“Okay. What else?”  
“We’d need the fire control, planning, tasking and threat analysis assets to shift their 

focus from hostile ballistic missile threats to an incoming asteroid. But mostly we’d need 
to shift the fire control, the actual pulling of the trigger, to Vandenberg. The window to 
launch as the asteroid comes within range is very short. It will be traveling at nearly twice 
the speed of inbound warheads.”  

The SecDef’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the general. A former senior military 
officer himself, he was a combative type, one of those senior administration people who 



believed deep down that he truly belonged in the Oval Office. Indeed, he had been 
among the field of presidential hopefuls a few primary seasons ago. He sensed a turf grab 
by the Air Force, which was not uncharacteristic of that service branch. 

“General, I’m almost sure that the operational assets you describe are controlled by 
the Army, and that the current commander of the Missile Defense Agency is a Navy 
admiral. How does the Air Force suddenly become the key player in this?”  

The general was about to reply when the president slammed his hand down on the 
table. “Okay, listen up!” he said sharply, using a term he knew military people favored. 
“The last thing this country or the world needs is a Pentagon turf battle. I’ve seen enough 
of it to last a lifetime and I’m not going to stand for it,” he said, his voice rising. 

“As commander in chief I am hereby issuing these direct orders. General, by my 
order you now have whatever authority you need to give the interceptor missile option 
the best chance of success—people, assets, resources, whatever it takes. You are to use 
that authority, my authority, and devote every waking hour to that effort. Mr. Secretary, 
you will see to it that the DoD machinery shifts into high gear—irrespective of turf—to 
make this happen. It is your absolute highest priority. Is that clear?” 

“Yes, sir,” the SecDef said stiffly. 
“To reiterate, these are my direct and unequivocal orders to both of you. Do I need to 

put them in writing?” 
“No, sir!” the general snapped, with enthusiasm.  
“Mr. Secretary?” 
“No, sir.” 
“Good.” The president turned to his chief of staff and his national security advisor. “I 

want you two to be monitoring progress on this on an hourly basis. I will want twice-daily 
updates. Any problems or delays will be referred to me. Understood?” 

Both nodded as they wrote hurriedly on legal pads. 
“Okay. General, I have a few more questions before we wrap this up.” 
“Yes, sir.”  
“What is the size of the nuclear warhead you plan on?” 
“Fifteen kilotons, sir. The size of a large tactical warhead.” 
“That’s big enough?” 
“We believe it is, Mr. President. There is a balance to be struck between the size and 

weight of the payload, the speed of the missile and its altitude when it reaches the 
moment of impact.” 

“Assuming there is an impact.”  
“Yes, sir.” 
“Speaking of that, how difficult is this technically? Is eleven days enough to pull this 

together?” 
“If we work like hell, yes, sir, it is.” People didn’t get to be four-star generals by telling 

superiors things couldn’t be done. Can-do, and doing, were part of the culture.  
“Amping up the power of the rocket shouldn’t be too big a deal. It’s been done for 

other reasons so the engineering is fairly well established. Rigging the nuke as part of the 
kill vehicle payload is a little trickier, but the team’s been working on engineering that in 
their spare time. We can do it, but we can’t rush it, as I’m sure you can imagine. And 
we’ll have to double- and triple-check all the launch procedures and systems, can’t afford 
to have a launch mishap with a nuke aboard.”  

 “Of course. What about actually hitting the asteroid?” 



“Sir, as I said, the geometry and physics have to be right for this to work. An object 
coming in at a relatively direct angle, from ninety degrees straight up and down to fifty or 
so degrees on either side of that, and heading for an impact anywhere between forty 
degrees north of the equator to, say, twenty-five degrees south, we think we can hit it. 
And an object two miles across is a lot bigger than an incoming warhead. We’ve got that 
in our favor.”  

“In a manner of speaking.” 
“Yes, sir. In a manner of speaking.”  
Around the table people whose high station and ego drove them to make their voices 

heard no matter what, were now quiet. The enormity of what was menacing the human 
race, the president’s admonition to cease the chit-chat and editorializing, and his sharp 
tone with the two DoD officials all had the desired effect. 

The general offered a final observation. “Mr. President, if I may, we have a first-rate 
team of officers and civilian technicians working on this. My confidence in the 
commander couldn’t be higher.” 

“And who is that?” 
“His name is Phillips, sir. Lt. Col. Layton Phillips.” 
“Phillips. Okay. I’ll remember that. Wish him luck, wish everyone luck, and tell him 

for me that the world hopes he is really good at what he does.”  
“Yes, sir, Mr. President. I will.”  
The president stood. “John, we have a speech to write. Thank you all very much.” 

 
  



CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
 
 
World Prayer Day eventually turned into night, and as the light of breaking day followed 
the time zones westward the next morning, the world’s inhabitants woke to learn that 
nothing had changed. To their despair, they were still in the crosshairs of a nearly two-
mile-wide asteroid that was gathering speed as it was reeled in by the Earth’s gravitational 
pull.  

The Earth was a moving target only insofar as it spun on its axis. The real moving 
targets were the seven billion souls who spun along with it, each of them faced with the 
grim and inescapable sensation of living on an 8,000-mile-wide roulette wheel. The 
difference being that you and your family didn’t get to place your bet on black or red or 
the number you wanted. Fate was about to place that bet for you. And of course there 
would be no such thing as a winning bet; it was only a matter of degree how badly you 
lost and how soon.  

Gallows humor and resignation spawned philosophical debates across hundreds of 
blogs and comments sections of websites about which degree of winning or losing might 
be preferable. At one extreme, better to be at ground zero and instantly incinerated? Or 
find yourself on the other side of the globe, where the onset of prolonged, total darkness 
and drastic climate change would be noticed within thirty-six hours but whose frigid, 
crop-killing effects would be more gradual. The consensus worst case was to be within 
1,500 or so miles of impact, where the ejecta hurled miles up into the atmosphere would 
come raining back down as monstrous super-heated boulders, scalding steam, noxious gas 
and choking clouds of hot, suffocating dust that would blanket and smother every living 
thing. Death within that radius could take place in minutes, hours or days.  

The commentators, amateur and professional alike, mostly agreed that a tsunami, 
depending on one’s location, rated somewhere in the middle on the scale of horror. An 
impact at sea would spell doom for anyone living anywhere near a coastline within 2,000 
miles of where the asteroid hit. It would mean having to wait for the end, but not for long. 
A 400-foot-high wave could arrive within minutes or hours, traveling at 250 miles per 
hour, crushing, inundating and sweeping away everything in its path as far as 100 miles 
inland.   

Not knowing where fate would place your bet on the roulette wheel meant not 
knowing if you’d be dead in fifteen hours, two days, two weeks, or whether in two months 
you might be on your way to slowly starving to death. Even for people who ordinarily 
lived life one moment at a time, the uncertainty and fear exceeded the human capacity 
for dealing with the unknown. Which meant searching desperately for something to cling 
to, and finding very little, except for a missile cocked and ready in a silo at Vandenberg 
Air Force Base in California.  

As the global outpouring of prayer appeared to have no effect, the world turned its 
eyes to the improvised and untested ABM technology hastily jury-rigged over the last 
eleven days.  

When the president had eventually disclosed the existence of the missile technology, 
he was careful to emphasize its theoretical nature, cautioning that the engineers had very 
little besides computer models and supposition to go on. As levels of fear and despair grew 
in intensity, however, those warnings were lost, swept away in a desperate clutching for 



any strand of hope. Despite the president’s determination not to fuel unrealistic 
expectations, demands for reports on the technology’s progress were unrelenting, 
emanating from a shrill chorus of voices that would not be denied. 

In actuality, there was not much to report. Successive computer models were nothing 
more than refinements of previous models. What little news did leak out was imprecise 
but seemed mildly encouraging: Expert opinion on its prospects for success, from an 
endless stream of talking-head guests on cable outlets, ranged across a spectrum of 
estimates. One likened it to kicking a fifty-yard field goal on a rainy day in a stiff 
crosswind: difficult, but possible. Another believed that under optimal conditions it had a 
better than even chance.  

This widespread collective effort of weighing the odds led naturally to questions of 
how they might be improved, which led to discussions of prayer. But that in turn spawned 
other theological dilemmas. If the most intense and prolonged period of prayer in human 
history had produced nothing so far, would there be any further point in praying for the 
ABM missile’s success? And, if Dr. Derek Hancock’s account was to be believed, God had 
redirected the asteroid towards Earth with a purpose in mind. Would it make sense, then, 
to hope or assume that he would heed prayers asking for it to be destroyed by the ABM 
missile?  

Ultimately, none of that mattered. Theology, at this juncture, was time-consuming 
and irrelevant. The pile of sand in the upper half of the hourglass was diminishing. In 
homes and places of worship around the world, volumes of fervent prayers went forth, 
despite the counterintuitive nature of what the worshippers hoped to achieve.    

 
There was a global stadium clock, unwinding humanity’s time remaining till the game 
was over. In this prolonged, agonizing second half, government officials in capitals 
around the world were juggling multiple tasks. Along with preparing for impending 
nightmare scenarios no one could truly comprehend, of more immediate concern was 
tamping down, to the degree possible, the ugly side effects of a virulent contagion of 
panic.  

Looting, leading to violence, was the worst of these effects. Desperate to amass and 
hoard large stockpiles of provisions and other supplies deemed necessary to survive 
anticipated scarcities, mobs were descending on supermarkets, corner markets and 
humble vendor stalls in every corner of the globe, battling each other and the owners and 
sellers of the foodstuffs to grab armloads of whatever they could gather up and take home. 
In some locales the looting evolved to include invading the homes of neighbors to raid 
their stockpiles. It was Darwinism at the very edge of being unchained from the restraints 
of civilization.  

In the U.S., the president and his charges faced a hell-broth of combustible forces that 
had sweat breaking out on the forehead of every official from local sheriffs’ offices to the 
Departments of Defense and Homeland Security to senior agents from the Bureau of 
Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms.  

In the vast majority of countries around the world, democratic or otherwise, advanced 
or developing, gun ownership was strictly controlled. Gun violence, under normal 
circumstances, was rare. Therefore, the body count arising from the current brawling and 
mayhem overseas was held in check by virtue of the limits on rioters’ choices in weapons: 
clubs, knives, rocks, fists or, worst case, machetes.   



Not so in the U.S., a nation inundated with guns. By some estimates Americans had 
amassed some 270 million guns, just short of one for every man, woman and child. Gun 
culture, gun worship and random gun violence permeated everyday life to a point where 
news of murder rates or the most recent mass shooting outrage was received as casually as 
the daily weather forecast. Worse yet, over the last ten days gun sales had skyrocketed. 
Many dealers no longer bothered with background checks, which they’d always 
considered a pointless hindrance.  

Another lethal complication was that high-quality guns are expensive. A magazine-
fed, semi-automatic rifle or handgun could run anywhere from $400 to $1,200, more if a 
dealer decided to price-gouge, which, naturally, many did. That was beyond the reach of 
someone barely making ends meet between paychecks. Yet no one wanted to end up on 
the wrong side of an arms race when it came time to protect one’s home and family. 
What they couldn’t afford to buy, some tried to take by force. Mobs closed in on gun 
stores, smashing reinforced windows and doors. Well-armed storeowners and their staffs, 
determined to safeguard what little inventory they had left, stood firm and opened fire, 
with predictable results. Gunfire crackled through the streets, the precursor to a national 
nightmare. National Guard troops and police SWAT teams moved in before the toll of 
dead and wounded became too appalling.  

U.S. federal officials had realized from the outset that state and local law enforcement 
would have no chance to manage uncontrolled pandemonium. Exercising his 
constitutional authority to federalize National Guard and reserve components, the 
president ordered, as an interim step, ninety percent of those units to be placed under the 
direct command and control of the Department of Defense. Preparations had been 
underway to deploy those units, as well as regular Army formations, at strategic points 
around the country.  

A holdover law from the Reconstruction era limits the power of the federal 
government to deploy federal troops within the U.S. There are emergency exceptions, 
however, that allow the president leeway to use federal troops to maintain order. Even 
now, as the remaining strands of civil order were unwinding at an accelerating pace, the 
president had one last option. In the final phase of a series of Continuity of Government 
contingency plans, known as Continuity of Government Condition Zero, or COGCON 
Zero, the president had the authority to declare martial law. Much of the plan was 
classified, but the general outline was that the federal government would divide the 
country into ten military “operational zones.” The authority of the troops and their 
commanders would be total, and virtually every civil liberty would be suspended.  

For the cadres of extremist militia groups across the country, all this set off the call to 
arms and battle cry they’d been expecting and training for all along. News accounts with 
video footage showing federal troops coming between citizens and their right to bear 
arms was itself enough of a Pavlovian trigger. That and the prospect of martial law took 
them to critical mass. It was the fulfillment of every fevered paranoid fantasy they’d been 
nursing for years.  

Now it was only a matter of time before the government troops turned away from the 
rioters, they reasoned, and came to seize their stockpiles of weapons and ammunition. 
The militia members assembled quickly according to well-rehearsed plans, spread out 
through the farms or wooded areas surrounding their headquarters, set up positions, and 
waited. They were heavily armed, reasonably well trained, and ready. For what, exactly, 
few of them knew for sure. 



 
The president stood alongside his desk in the Oval Office huddled with a small group of 
his national security advisors. Though he had paid special attention to maintaining 
outward appearances, beyond the reach of TV cameras his eyes were glassy and red-
rimmed with fatigue, his countenance gray and haggard. The faces of those surrounding 
him, among the most powerful people in the world, were no different. They were 
scanning reports of troops being deployed into infernos of firefights and mob violence in a 
dozen locations across the U.S. None of them were immune to the effects wrought by an 
unfolding horror that was on the verge of cascading out of anyone’s control. As they 
exchanged anxiety-ridden glances, they found nothing in the drawn and ashen 
expressions of the others that didn’t reflect the jagged ends of their own nervous systems.  

The president glanced at his watch. In a few minutes it would be time for all of them 
to depart via separate helicopters for Site R, a fully equipped alternate Pentagon 
command center buried deep under the granite of the Catoctin Mountains on the 
Pennsylvania-Maryland border. The Department of Homeland Security decreed that the 
threshold for Continuity of Government Condition One, or COGCON 1, had been 
reached, mandating the prearranged dispersal of the executive branch and other key 
officials to hardened locations scattered throughout the mountainous terrain of the 
Appalachians. The president’s family would be flown to take shelter in a bunker at Camp 
David, within a few miles of Site R.  

From Site R, whose communication capabilities were cutting edge, the president 
would have his finger on the figurative button of the ABM missile at Vandenberg Air 
Force Base. The decision point whether to launch was drawing near. He and the joint 
chiefs chairman and secretary of defense would be fed, second-by-second, a steady stream 
of input dovetailed from radar and visual tracking stations, coordinated through video 
and data links with Phillips’ launch console at Vandenberg.  

The president and his advisors were gathering up folders and binders to take with 
them to Site R when an aide knocked on an Oval Office door, hurried in, and handed the 
president a document. The president glanced down through it and then held it out for the 
others to read. It was the report of a National Guard CH-47 helicopter with twenty-six 
troops aboard taking ground fire from a rural area in South Dakota. The helicopter had 
taken hits but there were no injuries and the aircraft reached its destination safely. All the 
circumstantial evidence pointed to hostile fire from a suspected militia group based in that 
region.  

The president looked into the faces of those gathered around him. “Let’s hope and 
pray Col. Phillips has learned his craft well,” he said, “and that his aim is true.” 

 
In the evening, Derek sat at the dining room table with his laptop open. He and his 

colleagues had set up a Skype network to stay connected with the progress of 2015DV 
156, now inbound at 26,000 miles per hour. Kathryn, wisely, did not want him logged in 
and interacting while the girls were about. Derek had tucked them into bed a little while 
ago, a ritual that had grown more painful and taken a little longer with each passing 
night. The part of the ritual involving the rote recitation of prayers dutifully mumbled 
was also increasingly awkward. He had been a vocal and devoted fan of prayer. Now he 
had no answers for the girls’ understandable skepticism in the mysteries of faith.    

The terrifying immediacy of 2015DV 156 had, in essence, blotted out the remnants of 
NEO’s central mission. Still, NEO was central to the critical task of charting the 



trajectory of the incoming asteroid. Its scientific and computational capacities were the 
nerve centers of the theoretical targeting and destruction of the asteroid. To that end, 
NEO managers set up a system of rotating five-hour shifts on-site at JPL, with the Skype 
connection linking all of them remotely to allow them time at home with their families.  

But beyond the immediate, life-and-death demands of looking down the barrel at 
2015DV 156, there was also a residual scientific curiosity that tantalized Derek and his 
colleagues. They were drawn, paradoxically, to the physical power and destructiveness of 
an object that came from places they’d made careers out of trying to understand and 
foresee, and in the end, didn’t.  

Dylan appeared at the end of the hallway leading from the bedrooms. Derek turned 
to face her as she squinted her eyes. “Dad, Emily’s crying. I can’t sleep.”  

He rose and enfolded Dylan in his arms, guiding her back to the bedroom. “Let’s go 
talk to Emily and see what’s wrong, okay?” Dylan knew what was wrong. So did everyone 
else in the world that night. 

Derek gently escorted Dylan back into her bed, and then went and sat on the edge of 
Emily’s. “What’s the matter, Hope Solo?” he ventured, hoping to borrow from the brand 
name and aura of one of America’s most famous female soccer players. 

Emily sniffed. “I’m really scared, Dad.” 
“Me too.” 
 “Really?” 
“Yeah, a little.”  
“You said if we prayed God would hear us and save us from the asteroid.” 
He wiped a tear from her cheek. “I said if we prayed God would hear us and I hoped 

he would save us. There’s a difference. Besides, it’s not too late. He might still save us.”  
Her eyelids drooped. “Okay … I hope he does.” 
“Me too, Hope Solo.” 
She drifted off. And it was all he could do to stop his heart from bursting out of his 

chest. 
 


