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A slice across
the sky

SHANDONCG, CHINA

The green flash slicing through
the skies in this shot is a fireball.
It'sa meteor, in other words, but
an exceptionally bright one.

Meteors are fragments that
break off comets, in this case, the
Swift-Tuttle comet (the source of
the annual Perseid meteor
shower). As Earth crosses the
orbital path of a comet, it passes
through the trail of debris the
comet leaves behind. Some of the
fragments enter our atmosphere
and burn up from friction as they
tear through the air. The bigger or
faster the meteor, the brighter it
glows. And depending on the
meteor’s chemical composition
and how it reacts with the
oxygen in Earth's atmosphere, it
could burn blue, yellow, white,
red or, as seen here, green.

Fireballs are a rare sight — the
American Meteor Society
estimates that an experienced
observer will only see onein
every 200 hours spent observing.
Photographers Yurui Gong and
Xizhen Ruan, however, stumbled
onto this one by accident.

“I' wanted to capture a close-up
of the M31(Andromeda) galaxy
[the dusty swirl you can see
behind the fireball]. When |
retrieved the camera the next
morning, | discovered this
wonderful surprise,” said Gong.

YURUI GONG AND XIZHEN RUAN /
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