*The Wagte Land* by Charles Sheffield

Thisfina story from the wonderful Hugo- and Nebula-award winning author, Charles Sheffield, who died
in November, isascience fiction mystery tale that takes a compelling look at apeculiar murder in ... The
Waste Land.

Jeff King groped at his belt and wondered what mad impulse had let him come here without his gun. Or
without his partner, who should have been covering him from ten paces behind. Or without his sanity,
which he must have left & home.

The dley was one he knew wdll. It led from Pennsylvania Avenue through to H Street. There werelights,
but a midnight they were dimmed. Even so, it should till be easy to see anybody inthe dley -- except
that night cleaning staff for neighboring buildings used the narrow throughway astheir private parking lot,
and any of adozen vans and pick-up trucks could hide a man -- or woman -- crouched behind it. All he
had seen was arunning black-clad outline.

Jeff moved forward, carefully and dowly. He could fed his heartbegt, the pulse fast and irregular. The
dley was perfectly quiet.

Then suddenly it wasn't quiet a al. A telephone was ringing -- his own phone, whose presence made
about as much sense as the absence of hisgun.

* % %

Jeff jerked upright. Instead of midnight in Washington, DC, he opened his eyesto the clear pale light of
an ldaho dawn. Theringing phone was the one at his bedside. As he reached for it his heart felt ready to
jump out of hischest.

"Security?' said awoman's nervous voice.

"Yes." Jeff shouldn't be getting acal a home, Johnny Tabott was on duty. What time wasit, anyway?
He squinted at the clock. Fiveforty. "Thisis Security. Jefferson King spesking.”

"Thisis Lauren Begler with Remediation.”
"Yes?' Meaning, | never heard of you, and why the hell are you calling me at thishour?

"I'min charge of the Number Three Nuclear Waste Section. We have asurvey operation going onin Site
62, as part of the Snake River aquifer tests. Two of my staff were out on anight run, checking reference
points with a GPS termina. When they were driving between two corner markers they saw something
and went for acloser look. It wasabody. A dead body. They caled me."

" Sweet mother." Jeff was already looking around for his shoes. Eighteen years of habit made him say,
without thinking, "Natura causes?'

"I don't know. | haven't seen the body -- I'm heading out there now. But my staff don't think so. They
say there's something very peculiar about it. Should | call you when | see the -- the dead person? |
thought you ought to know about this as soon as possible.”

"Smart thinking. No need to cal me, though -- I'll be there myself. Give me driving directions.

"Wonderful." Therelief in her voice was enormous. "If you like, | could pick you up and driveyou. The



areawe're talking about is quite away north.”

"Give meten minutes. Y ou know the corner where the roads meet near Central Fecilities, just past the
gym?1'll bewaiting.”

Jeff used two of those ten minutes sitting on the bed, waiting for his heart to steady. A body. No wonder
Johnny Talbott had passed Lauren Begler on to him. " Security” at the Idaho Nationa Lab usualy meant
somebody failing to lock asafe at night, or maybe taking adocument marked " Secret” home in their
briefcase to read at night. Bodies, especialy oneswhere natural causes could not be assumed, were
nowhere in Johnny's universe. But Johnny was sure that Jeff, with his big-city long-time cop experience,
thrived on them.

Jeff dressed quickly, buttoned up hislong overcoat, and went outside. It was partly hisown fault. When
you sat for many hoursin an office with someone, and the most exciting thing that came adong in aweek
was anew set of security Regulations and Procedures, you tended to color your past a bit more lurid
than it had been.

Jeff reached the corner and stood waiting, wishing that he had inssted on time enough for hot coffee. In
mid-June the Idaho nights were gill cold, and the sun was barely up.

Even without artificial coloration, his past had been exciting enough. Too much, in away. The doctor
who had examined him in Washington four years ago hadn't Ieft room for doubt. "Hypertension, and
heart arrhythmia. And you're overweight. Stay in thisjob, whereit's greasy meals or missing mesls,
congtant stress, and running on adrenaline a al hours, and you won't need to worry about what you'll be
doing after your retirement.”

So you took that retirement early, applied for ajob at Bechtel, and with alittle help from the fact that
they had few blacksin security and fewer il out on the Idaho facility that the company managed for the
Department of Energy, you found yoursdlf a cushy job where the stress was minimd, the scenery was
gorgeous, and the fishing was spectacular. Where you would never find yourself out at dawn, with your
heart pumping amile aminute, waiting to go off and view the body of aman who had died of possbly
unnatural causes.

Had Lauren Begler said aman? Jeff felt sure that she hadn't. On the other hand, he felt just as sure that
she definitely would have told him had it been awoman. When you had been in police work long enough,
what people didn't say and didn't see was as informative as what they did.

Lauren Begler rolled up, two minutes|ate, in abeige Ford Explorer. She was along, lanky woman, a
pale redhead of about forty. She nodded to Jeff as he climbed in and handed him a sixteen-ounce cup.

"Coffee. | took an extraminute. Hope you like cream and sugar.”

"You'vesaved my life" And forget the fact that he was supposed to drictly limit his caffeine intake. Even
if you did everything the doctorstold you, you still died someday.

The road north was deserted. She drove well, she drove very fast, and at first she didn't seem inclined to
talk. That suited Jeff. He hunched in his seat, drank coffee, and watched the rising sun play on the
landscape of southeast 1daho. He was learning to love this place. Everything was peaceful, everything
looked harmless. Y ou had to remind yourself that this area had contained the world's biggest
concentration of nuclear reactors -- more than fifty of them -- and back in the 1940s and 1950s people
hadn't been careful enough with radioactive waste products. The whole areg, close to athousand square
miles of it, was dotted with nuclear hot spots. That'swhat Lauren Begler's remediation team was doing:
locating every problem spot in an areadmost the Size of Rhode Idand, removing and containing the



worst of the nuclear waste, and then -- cross your fingers when you said this -- finding asafe place to
goreit for alongtime. A _very longtime. Some of the radioactive isotopes in the waste had half-lives
of many thousands of years.

The car phone rang, making Jeff jump. Lauren Begler picked it up, listened, and said, "That's good. Who
else?' And then, after listening for afew seconds, "'Five more minutes, if | pushit alittle harder.” She
glanced at Jeff and said, "Don't touch anything?" And, at his vigorous nod, spoke into the phone again.
"Yes, | know the body was touched aready, but don't touch anything else.”

She put the phone back in its cradle. "Walden and Bronsteed, my staff people who found the body, say
that they just had acdl from RHR -- the Radiologica Hazard Research group.”

"How did they find out about it?'

"| caled them. Right after | called you, Walden phoned meto say that the body had an ID tag and was
wearing aradiation monitor. It'saman named Frank Lazenby. He worked for RHR." She glanced at the
speedometer, which showed seventy-eight, and pressed the accelerator.

"Any other information about him -- Lazenby?'
"Not about him. But the film on his radiation monitor was black from end to end.”
Jeff said, "The place we're going, the place where they found him -- *

"Not aproblem. Walden'sacareful man, and he's been around nuclear radiation sitesfor awhile. Their
van is equipped with counters. The first thing they did, even before they approached the body, was
check radiation levels. Lazenby wasn't in ahot spot. Apparently the count is even below typica
background levels.

Jeff, in spite of histhree yearsin Idaho, was still amember of Scared Joe Public at heart. The world had
changed alot since the residents of atown just south of the test Site had proudly named it " Atomic City."
The words "radiation hazard" made Jeff very uncomfortable. Lauren Begler sensed that, and went on,
"Mr. King, | know you must have seen maps of the lab site with 'hot spot’ written all over them, but it'sal
relative. Evenin theworst places, locationswhereillegal dumping of highly radioactive materialswas
performed thirty or forty years ago, short-term exposure would do nothing. Y ears of exposure produce
awful results, because the effects are cumulative. But the dose a person might get in afew hours wouldn't
hurt.”

But something killed Frank Lazenby. And something turned the film of his radiation badge to solid black.

Jeff kept those thoughts to himsdlf. He felt that most people at the facility had too casua an attitude
toward nuclear radiation. Perhapsit was just that kind of attitude, thirty and forty years ago, that led to
maps today with "hot spot” labelsal over them.

The Explorer l&ft the road and headed up a hill of eroded volcanic lava. Lauren Begler eased off the gas
only alittle, and Jeff bounced around in his seat asthe car hit potholes and buffeted across narrow
cracks. If aperson didn't have a heart problem when they started out on atrip with Lauren Begler, they'd
sure have one after it was over.

The car crested the hill, going briefly airborne, and plunged down the other side. Findly, the brakes went
on and the last quarter of amilewas onelong skid. A controlled skid, though, because the car finished
paralld-parked next to awhite van marked with hand-painted lightning bolts on the sde like the front of
Captain Marvd's shirt. Two men were leaning on the hood, smoking.



Lauren Begler was up and outside the Explorer while Jeff was till trying to unbuckle his seet belt. He
took histime, and when he joined the other three one of them was pointing away toward another dipin
theland.

"About four hundred metersthataway.” He was short, with adark ponytail and aMexican bandit
mustache. "We moved the van to here because we werein aradio dead spot. Y ou probably heard the
interference when we called you."

"Right. And you didn't touch him any more, after you found hisID?"

At the man's firm shake of the head, Lauren Begler turned. "Thisis Sergeant King. He's with security.
Before that he was a cop in Washington.”

The two men looked at Jeff with new and what he suspected was unjustified respect. He had noticed it
snce hisfirst day in Idaho. Mention that you had been acop in DC, and people assumed you dedlt daily
with muggings, murder, and mayhem. Sometimes that was true -- Jeff had the scar of abullet wound in
hisleft caf, if anyonewanted proof. But mostly the daily and nightly rounds were drugs, drunks, and
driving tickets. The big frustration was the number of people protected by cars with DP plates and by
diplomatic passports, which made them untouchable no matter what they did.

Jeff held out his hand, and the mouth beneath the bandit mustache spat out the last inch of ahand-rolled
cigarette, grinned wide, and said, "Wally Bronsteed.”

"And I'm Pete Waden." Thetaller man aso favored aponytail, had a scar on his chin, tattoos on each
forearm, and wore a striped shirt with abolo tie. His grip was as strong as Jeff's. "Ready to see the scene
of the crime?”’

Both men sounded as though they were enjoying themsalves, but that didn't make them suspects. Jeff
pegged both asretired Hell's Angels, settled into alife that allowed them to work dmost dl thetime
outside. Maybe "respect” was the wrong word for the way they had looked at him.

"May be no crime. But show me."

"Right." Walden picked up a counter and led the way to the little fold in the hills. Jeff decided that Lauren
Begler wasright, Walden and Bronsteed might look like a couple of live fast/die young buzzheads, but
when it cameto their work they were cautious. Jeff approved of that -- and of the fact that the radiation
counter didn't give out asingle click while they walked. No one had been dumping hot waste around
here.

That changed asthey walked farther down the dope. The clicks began, at firgt just an occasiona one,
then more frequent.

"Nothing to worry about." Lauren Begler had seen Jeff staring at the instrument. ™Y ou could camp here
for months and be just fine. The radiation level back where we started happensto be unusualy low."

Jeff nodded, but his attention was e sewhere. He had just caught sight of a splash of bright green at the
bottom of the shallow valley ahead.

"I thought you didn't touch the body after you made an identification.”

"Wedidn't. But we covered him with aground-sheet.” Wally Bronsteed made acircling motion with his
finger. "Buzzards™

Jeff stared up. He saw no hovering birds, just blue sky and patches of broken cloudsfar off to the



northwest, where Saddle Mountain reared its head above ten thousand feet. But Wally and Pete had the
right idea. Eydess, flesh-ripped corpses were not awork hazard of the DC scene, but they might be
here.

"Stand back while | take alook."

A look for what? Footprints? There was no way they would show on the dry, hard ground. In any case,
in eighteen years of police work Jeff had never found footprintsto be of the dightest use. He had the
distinct fedling that he was out of his depth as he bent forward and carefully peeled back the covering
shest.

Frank Lazenby lay face down with his head toward the north. His back showed no signs of awound.
When Jeff leaned closer he felt sure there would be none anywhere. Lazenby's face and hands were a
bright and unnatural purple. A man'sface might turn that color in an apoplectic fit, but the skin of faceand
hands was dso covered with swelling fluid-filled blisters.

He turned to Bronsteed and Wa den, who were showing alot more internd fortitude than Lauren Begler.
She had turned away and looked asif she might throw up. On the other hand, the two men had seen the
body before. "Thisiswhat you meant when you said he looked peculiar?!

"Yep." Wdly was smoking again, a skinny hand-rolled cigarette made from strong tobacco that burned
bluein the clear morning air. "Looked like that when wefirst got to him."

"How did you cometo see him at al? It must have been dark.”

"Could hardly miss him. We were checking marker points and coming right down the middle of this
vdley. | wasdriving, but me and Pete both spotted him at the sametime.”

"Hewasjud likethis?'

"Y ep. Wefigured he had been waking north. Theré's astation with afield phone amile away. When he
couldn't walk no farther, hefdl on hisface and died.”

"So whatever happened to him, it was back in the direction where you parked the van?"
"That's what we figured. That'swhy we drove that way. Didn't see athing, though.”
"What did you expect to see?'

"Waan't sure. But you know what? We had an idea" Wally glanced to Pete Walden for support. “The
way Lazenby looks, it'slike them cases you seein training films, where they want you so shit-scared of
radiation you won't take risks ever. They show you pictures of people who were in accidents and got
huge doses of radiation. They got picturesfrom Chernobyl of the men who wereright in the death zone
when the reactor blew. They died quick, like, in just afew minutes or afew hours." Wally pointed.
"That's sort of how they looked.”

"Yeah." Jeff had seen those same movies. They had made him fedl sick, and he was no stranger to
unpleasant forms of degth. "Y ou checked radiation levels dl the way when you moved the van south?

"Y ou bet your asswe did. Wouldn't you, after you'd seen him? Clean as awhistle, not enough radiation
to tickle the counter. And there's no radioactivity on the body, either, even though the film on hisbadgeis
solid black. What happened, Sergeant? How did he die?’

_Means, motive, opportunity . Jeff had been a street man and alegwork man; homicide and detection



were far from hisline of expertise. On the other hand, you couldn't watch acop show on TV for more
than ten minutes without knowing those basics.

Opportunity was easy -- out in the middle of the test Site, at night and miles from the nearest people,
anybody could have killed Frank Lazenby. But motive? And, above al, means? Somebody had to have
popped Lazenby insde the pressure vessal of anuclear reactor for afew minutes, long enough to provide
ahuge and rapidly lethal dose of radiation; then they had to fly him out to a deserted region of the Idaho
test Site, drop him down, and let him stagger forward for the time that the radiation took to cook his
bones.

Jeff squatted back on his heels and looked al around him, at the rolling empty scrubland. Then he turned
back to the other three, waiting expectantly for forensic wizardry. "Well have to wait for an autopsy, and
confirm cause of death. But I'll be honest with you. Even if it's radiation overdose -- which it sure looks
like-- | don't have oneideain my head how it could have happened.”

* * %

Jeff had never been involved in asecurity issue anything likethisin histhree yearsin Idaho. Hedidn't
even know who had jurisdiction. The Lab was federa property, the whole areaforming a protected
enclave from which the generd public was excluded. Even indde, there were restricted buildings and
aress, where entry required high security clearances. A few employeesworked directly for the federa
government, but most people were on the payroll of Bechtel, who had the facilities management contract.

Jeff was not the only one with questions. The head of security, Tom Markin, spent al morning on calsto
DOE Headquartersin Washington, then called amidday meeting of his staff.

Markin was atal, moon-faced man, over Sx-39x, alongtime company employee who had lost the lower
part of hisleft leg in some childhood accident. Jeff had sized him up during their firgt interview and
decided to steer clear of Markin whenever possible. The head of security had ano
women-and-children-first philosophy. Whoever went down with the ship, it would not be Tom Markin.

It might well be Jeff. No one would come out and say that Markin was awhite supremaci<, but they
could certainly think it and hint to Jeff that he should watch his step.

He had, for three years, but today avoiding Markin was impossible. The meeting took place in one of
Centrd Facilities smdler lecture hdls, big enough to hold al thirty attendees. Jeff, heading for the back
row, had been stopped by Markin and placed right up at the front.

"The stuation goeslikethis" Markin said. "It makes no differenceif we are deding with asuicideor a
homicide, this death could involveissues of national security. Two days from now, we're going to be
flooded with people from Washington. Not only DOE Headquarters, but FBI. It would be very niceif
we could tell them, when they arrive or sooner, that we know exactly what happened, how, and why. I'm
setting up aspecid task force to work on this, and aspecid charge number. Its memberswill berdlieved
of al other duties. Jeff King, who | think al of you know" -- he gave Jeff abig, friendly grin -- "will bein
charge. Don't get in hisway, and if he needs your help, cooperate in any way you can. Questions?'

There were many -- what do we know about Frank Lazenby, what did he do, why was he out on the
test dteat night?

Jeff hardly listened. For one thing, Tom Markin didn't have any answers, and took along time saying
nothing. For another, it was clear to Jeff that the "specid task force" was going to beisolated from the
rest of security for areason. If they succeeded, which at the moment seemed remotely improbable, Tom
Markin would re-absorb them into the rest of the operation and claim credit. If they got nowhere, they



were there to be pointed at as ateam who had failed. It was no comfort to know that the other two
people on the task force were marginal employees who had aready received warnings for poor
performance.

Jeff escaped from the meeting as soon as he could. Outsidein the corridor he found that there was more
bad news waiting for him. It took the shape of a pudgy woman in awhite lab coat.

"Sergeant Jefferson King?' she said, as soon as he appeared.
"That'sme."
"I'd like to talk with you about the desth of Frank Lazenby."

He stared at her. She was black, with corn-row hair and rimless glasses. "Y ou, too. | guessthey hopeto
get rid of dl of usat once, eh? No quotas under thisadministration.”

It was an absolutely stupid thing to say, and Jeff regretted the words before they were out of his mouth.

The woman stared at him. "I don't know what you mean by that, and | think that | prefer not to ask. My
nameis LassandraKane, and I'min charge of research for the lab -- including Radiological Hazard
Research.”

She held out ahand. Jeff took it, feding like atotd fool.

"Frank Lazenby worked for me," shewent on. "And just so we won't be blinded by stereotypes, I'm
going to do what | hate doing and usudly refuseto do. I'm going to tell you my background. | mgoredin
physicsat Texas A& M, fully-funded merit scholarshipsal the way; then| did aPh.D. at Berkeley
doubling with a position at Lawrence Livermore. Then two years post-doc at SLAC, the Stanford Linear
Accderator, working on decay modes of the superheavy dements. | _earned _this pogition. All right,

Mr. King?'

Shewaslooking at him expectantly. Jeff decided there was only one way to handle this.

"Morethan dl right, Dr. Kane. And now for me. | worked eighteen yearsfor the policein Washington,
DC. | saw as much corruption inside the force and in the city government as| did in the Streets. | wasa
good street operator, and the best when it came to legwork. That makes me well-quaified to serveasa
genera security officer here. But | never worked for homicide, and I'm as unqudified to investigate a
murder from unknown causes as that there goldfish.”

He pointed to the little aguarium aong the corridor wall, where a pale and solitary fish goggled out a
them. The sgn above the aguarium read: " Department of Energy |daho Nationa Engineering and
Environmental Laboratory (INEEL): Making our country safefor dl formsof life

LassandraKane glared at the goldfish for afew moments, then to Jeff'srelief she burst out laughing.

"I can live with that. Knowing what you can't do well is something alot of people never learn. But you're
in charge of looking into Lazenby's death, aren't you? That's the word my office got from Tom Markin."

"l am."
"Areyou free to come and go where you like?"
"So Markin says.”

"Then let's get out of here, and find somewhere quiet where we can talk.”



The weather had warmed up alot since Jeff's early morning ride. It was a shirt-deeve day, and he had
put on a suit for the meeting with Tom Markin. He was glad he had, though he would pay for it now.

LassandraKaneled him to asmal blue hybrid-eectric convertible. She seemed to be one of the few
people at the Lab who didn't favor giant SUV's and pick-up trucks. That showed admirable concern for
energy conservation, but had other disadvantages. Jeff squeezed into the passenger seat with nothing to
spare. The upholstery was burning hot under his broad behind.

"I'll take us over to the breeder reactor Site," she said. "I have an office there, and chances are better that
wewon't be disturbed. Why don't we start with basics. How much do you know about Frank Lazenby?'

"I never heard of him before. | don't think 1'd even seen him around, though it was hard to tdll just from
looking a hisbody thismorning.”

Shegrimaced. "It was horrible. | had to identify him. If the cause of death was radiation burns, it wasfar
worse than anything I've seen or heard of "

"What else could it be?'

She turned to give him aquick grin, and the sun glinted off her rimless glasses. "' Aren't you supposed to
tdl me?’

Jeff judged that as arhetorical question. "No wife, no family?* He would ask for afull background from
personnd, but there was no harm in getting a head Sart.

"He must have had family somewhere, everybody does. But he never talked about them."
"A bad persond higtory, do you think?'

"Morelike just avery private person. Which hewas."

"No women friends?'

She hestated. "Definefriends.”

"Y eah, that sounds like aman's definition. No, no friends.™

"Could be either awoman or aman."

"Still no. Look, | wouldn't want you to take just my opinion on this, but | think Frank Lazenby was one
of those people who are natural neuters. | don't think he had any sex drive at al. There are peoplelike
thet."

"Sothey say. I'll tell you, from my time asacop I'd never have known it. In DC, thewholeworld is
sex-mad.”

"Even Congress?'
"Especidly Congress.”

They had reached the experimenta breeder reactor Site, which Jeff had driven past athousand timesand
never been indde. Lassandra Kane parked in aspot labeled DIRECTOR ONLY, right in front of the
main building.



"He'sin Washington,” she said. "Or hewas, firgt thing thismorning. My bet ishe's on aplaneto Idaho
Fdlsthis minute, heading back."

The office she led Jeff to was not what he had expected, given her position, and most of the space was
filled with what looked to him like junk.

She saw his skeptical expression. "If you want to know where the real work gets donein alab, look for
trailing wires and duct tape. My officein the other building isal coffee cups, conferencetable, and
projection screens.” She cleared amonitor off achair and gestured to Jeff to Sit down. "Ask.”

"How sure are you about Lazenby's private life?"
"Pretty sure. Though if it was_private_private, | wouldn't know. Why do you keep asking?'

Jeff wasn't sure. He organized his own thoughts as he answered. "Assume that we're dealing here with a
homicide, by unknown means. If you look at the Satidtics, the vast mgority of homicides arefamily
matters -- son shoots father, jealous woman stabs lover, husband killswife during a messy divorce.”

"Terrible"

"But true. Now, when | first asked about Frank Lazenby's family, | wasn't thinking too clear. It doesn't
matter a hoot how well he got on with hisrelatives, because unlessthey worked here a the lab they'd
have trouble getting anywhere near him. This placeis pretty good when it comesto security. So we're
looking for aningder. If it'snot alover, we're down to the next leve of intimacy. Was Lazenby popular?

"Too private and standoffish to be popular. But hewasn't _unpopular_."
"You liked him, didn't you?'

"Actudly, | did. How could you tell? Never mind, every profession hasits secrets. Doesthat make mea
sugpect?'

"No._Why didyou like him?"

"Oh, that'sahard one." Lassandra Kane frowned at the monitor beside her desk. "Wdll, for starters he
wassmart. | mean, _redly _smart, inashy and quiet way. He didn't show it off at al, but in some ways
he was maybe the brightest man I've ever met.”

"Or woman?"'

"That, too. Thebrightest _person _| ever met. But just being smart wouldn't do it. Some very intelligent
peopl e are absolute sons of bitches. The thing about Frank Lazenby, there was asort of innocenceto
him. He believed in absolutes. The United Statesisthe greatest country in the world. Our form of
government is the best. Motherhood and apple pie and fireworks on July 4th, and people are
fundamentally good and can be trusted. Smple things, and you might think they're old-fashioned. But |
never knew Frank to do a mean thing, or say amean word.”

"Not ambitious?'

"That's a different and more complicated question. He didn't care about money, or titles. A couple of
times he refused promotion, because he wanted to go on with his research and administration would get
intheway. But in hiswork, he was as ambitious as you could get. Not for persona fame, you
understand, but for worthwhile results. He dways said that this country had been very good to him and
given him alot, and he wanted to give something back.”



"Did he succeed?' Jeff wasfinding it harder and harder to visuaize the sort of person who would kill
Frank Lazenby.

"Oh, yes. He had over forty patentsin thefield of lasers and electronic detectors. They would have been
enormoudy vauablein private industry, but of course here they dl belong to the government. The only
problem was getting him to talk about them.”

"How can you possibly file a patent without talking about it?"

"Oh, held write everything up eventudly -- when he was sure that there were no unresolved problems.
Y ou know, everyoneis supposed to keep daily notebooks, recording the status of their work. Y ou
should have seen Frank's. They were utterly useless. They reved ed nothing but platitudes and minor
progress, until one day there would be aworking model and a perfect paper on his desk. He couldn't
publish in the open literature, of course, because of nationa security. But within the classfied community
he has aterrific reputation.”

She stared shrewdly at Jeff. ™Y ou don't look too happy with any of this."

"I'm out of my depth. Show me anight club where two guys get drunk, argue, and one of them sticksthe
other in the street outside, I'll figure out who started it and who to charge. Here, theré's no motive, no
method, and no suspects. Hell, where Lazenby was killed there's not even astreet to fight in.”

"Theres dtill ascene of the crime.” Lassandra Kane turned to the computer on the desk. She hit adozen
keystrokes, and a color image popped up like magic on the monitor. "Want to see exactly where Frank
Lazenby died?' A red cursor showed on the screen. "It was here.”

Jeff stared at the picture. It didn't tell him onething. "What isthat?!

"A Landsat-7 image of the Idaho test area. Taken from space, seven hundred kilometers up, then
ortho-rectified so we know exactly where each point on the picture is on the ground. What you're
looking at covers about ten thousand square kilometers. Here's the test area boundary.”

Anirregular polygon traced itsdf on the screen. Jeff recognized the shape from maps he had seen. "How
did you do that?'

"It'snot hard. The Landsat image and the boundaries are layersin aGIS -- a Geographic Information
System. Y ou can enter different kinds of information into the computer as different datalayers, registered
to acommon reference frame, and overlay them on each other. Likethis, for instance.” A series of closed
curves gppeared, black outlines on the monitor. "Altitude data. Important if you care about water run-off
and landuse”

"Doesthishave anything at dl to do with Frank Lazenby's death?"

"Believeit or not, it does. The Landsat imageisjust akind of background, to give the user afed of
whereyou are. The datathat we care more about for our work arethese.” A grid, regular and
close-spaced, jumped onto the image. "What you are seeing isthe overal radiation leve at each grid

m’m.ll
"Y ou can measure the radiation value from space?’

"I wish. No, thisisthe result of thousands and thousands of hours of ground measurements. And what
you are seeing has been simplified for display purposes. Thered data provide dose rates to one percent
or better, but we only use eight colors on the image. Blue indicates |low-dose, and red means a bad hot
spot that we need to worry about in the remediation program for nuclear waste clean-up. So, for



ingance..."

Her voicetrailed off. Jeff had been following her technica explanation -- just. However, he found the
puzzled tonein her find wordsfar more sgnificant.

"What isit?'Y ou've seen something, haven't you?'

"l don't know. But thisis strange." She moved acursor on the screen. "Thereés where Frank Lazenby's
body was found. Didn't you say he was walking north?*

"It looked that way, from the orientation of the body."
"Well, look at the radiation data to the south. Every grid point isred for the next kilometer."
"So he would have been in danger, waking that way?'

"Oh, no. Weve taken care of the very worst clean-up. Y ou can walk through the hottest hot spot on the
Idaho test range, and not be hurt. But Wally Bronsteed and Pete Walden drove that path this morning,
and they reported that the radiation levelsweredl _below _norma.”

"They were. | waswith them when we waked back from the van to Lazenby's body. The radiation
counter didn't click at dl. Isthat telling you something important, Dr. Kane?"

"Perhaps -- but I'm afraid it's not something relevant to the desth of Frank Lazenby. It just meansthat the
grid mesh in the areaistoo coarse. Y ou see, ground measurements were only recorded every two
hundred meters. In the area south of where you found Frank's body, those grid point measurements
indicate high radiation levels. But you walked aong a path about halfway between grid lines, and you
found low radiation. It means we need afiner grid, because were missing loca highsand lows. I'd better
get onto that -- it could affect our whole remediation program.”

She spoke as though what they had seen ended the discussion of radiation levels where Frank Lazenby
had been found. It seemed to Jeff that he would have argued exactly the other way. Finding low values
where a data base told you to expect high ones suggested something odd, something that needed to be
looked into further.

Unfortunately, that sort of exploration wasfar beyond Jeff's powers. He pushed the discussion back
toward the only areawhere he might have an edge over Lassandra Kane: people.

"The place where we found Frank Lazenby's body is twenty miles from the building he worked in.
Assuming he didn't walk there, somebody must have given him aride. Y ou say he was a solitary and
private person. So who?'

"| can't give you adefinite answer, asyou very well know. But the fact that Frank was aloner actudly
helps. He had his own office, but he shared a small |aboratory with three other people. Dr. Willoughby,
Dr. Watts, and Dr. Schagfer. He didn't mix much outside that.”

Wal-to-wal Ph.D.s, but after three years Jeff was used to that. "Would those three know that heis
dead?"

"Not from me. But that sort of newstravelsfast. I'd guessthey do know, along with amost everyone ese
at INEEL."

"Then I'd liketo interview them. All a once, if that's possble.”



"Wouldn' it be better to talk to them one-on-one? Y ou know, to check consistency.”
"I'm more interested in observing how they relate to each other -- how they watch each other.”
"l guessyou know your business. Isitdl right if 1 Stin?"

It was adifficult question. Since Lassandra Kane was the genera head of research, they worked for her.
But were there things they might be reluctant to say in her presence?

"I'd rather do it without you. I'll promisethis, though: anything | learn, | will tell you. And my questioning
will beinformd."

She stood up. "As| said, you know your business.”
Jeff wasn't at dl surethat hedid.

"They're over in the Radioactive Waste Management Complex,” shewent on. "I'll cal and say who you
are, and that we are on the way over. We could walk, but if it'sdl right with you, well drive. Since
won't be involved past theintroductions, | want to head over to where they've got Frank's body."

"An autopsy?"

"There hasto be, but it's on hold until we hear from Washington.” She made aquick phone cal, then led
the way back out of the building and over to the blue convertible. Jeff squeezed in and found the seat
hotter than ever. As she garted the engine he felt sweat beginning on the back of his neck. Two-seventy
was too much, even for somebody six-four. What happened to the resolution to take off forty pounds?

"Dr. Kane, I'm sure you know far more about the effects of radiation than | do. Even without the
autopsy, what's your best guess asto how Frank Lazenby died?’

Thelittle car was underpowered and had a tick shift. Lassandra Kane changed gears with swift,
economical movements. She stared straight ahead as she answered. "Radiation overdose. _Huge
_radiation overdose, something that killed in minutes rather than days or months. That's abigger dose
than I've ever heard of or believed possible -- and the Radiologica Health Handbook has been like my
Biblefor ten years. Frank Lazenby wasn't just irradiated, he was _cooked. _And now I've said that, I'll
tell you why | must be wrong. That much radiation should have induced secondary radioactivity in his
body, thingslike potass um isotopes with haf-lives of hours and longer. Therewasno sign of them.”

Jeff redlized that he was listening more than he was understanding. " This Bible you said you used.”
"The Radiological Hedth Handbook?!
"That'sit. Do you know where | could find a copy, to borrow for awhile?’

She gave him aquick sdeways glance, not quite asmile. "Reach under your seat, and you'll find my
copy.”

"Oh, | wouldn't want to take yours." But Jeff groped around beneath him and pulled out an oversized
book with a pale blue cover. He opened it at random, stared, then flipped through the pages. "Whoever
wrote this didn't have much use for words, did they?"

"It'sbasic radiologica data. Tables and graphs of decay modes and haf-lives and chemica propertiesfor
radionuclides. Theré's atremendous amount of information packed into that one book."

"Maybethereis. My problemis_unpacking _it." Jeff kept the book on his knee open at one page. "l



guess| won't be borrowing your copy. Can you tell me what thishere actualy _means? "
Lassandrapulled the car over to the side of the road and carefully turned off the engine. "L et melook."
She took the book. "Right. Do you know what plutonium is?*

"Something you use to make atomic bombs. It's poisonous as hell.”

"It is-- chemically poisonous, and bad newsif you inhae even amicrogram. It's so aby-product of
working nuclear reactors, so there'slots around the Idaho site. It's element number 94, and its symbal is
Pu. What this pageisall about isaparticular isotope of plutonium, called plutonium-241. It's radioactive.
This chart shows its complete decay chain. In an average of thirteen years the plutonium changesto
another dement, americium, but that's radioactive, too. So in four hundred and fifty-eight years-- on
average -- it changes to neptunium. That's radioactive, but it takes two million years before it becomes
protoactinium, which changes to uranium in twenty-seven days, which changes to thorium after ahundred
and sixty thousand years, which changesto radium, then to actinium, thento -- *

"All right." Jeff held up hishands. "I surrender. I'm not going to borrow your book."

"I'm sorry if it sounds like gibberish, but we have to ded with sequenceslike this every day. The decay
chain, and how long each piece of it takes, isthe basis of the whole nuclear waste problem.” She gave
the book back to Jeff and started the car's engine. "'If everything had a hdf-life of only afew minutes, we
wouldn't _need aremediation program. Everything would tumble right down the nuclear decay ladder,
giving off particles or radiation on the way, until it ended up at some stable dement. Unfortunately, nature
doesn't work that way."

"l don't know that it'sall unfortunate. If it did work fast, | wouldn't have ajob here.”

"True. But do we want to pass on to our kids a problem that will sill be around in ten thousand years?”
She pulled the car up outside a building in the waste management complex. "I'm sorry, Sergeant. | wasn't
trying to blind you with bullshit. It'smy field, and | tend to get carried away."

"No gpology needed. I'm interested in knowing what goes on in this place, but the briefings | got when |
came on board didn't mean athing to me. Maybe someday you could say it dl again, dower."

Theinside of the building was as cold as the car had been hot. They went through a deserted foyer and
cameto acipher-locked door marked " Authorized Personnel Only."

"Laser research, this section,” LassandraKane said in answer to Jeff's question. " _Nuclear laser
research, in particular. Y ou know how alaser works?'

"Not aclue. My sister had her eyes done.”

"Not with one of these, she didn't. An ordinary laser, like the onesthey usein CDsor in surgery, takesa
wholelot of atomswhose e ectrons are above their lowest energy, and makesthem give al that spare
energy out a once. Y ou get abeam of light asaresult. All a the same wavelength.”

"I've seen them used in light shows.”

"Those are low-power versions." They were through the cipher-locked door and Lassandra Kane was
leading the way dong awindowless corridor. "A nuclear laser uses the same genera principle, but it
works on the protons and neutrons inside an atomic nucleus. The energies are orders of magnitude
greater, and the radiation far shorter in wavelength.”



"Could anuclear laser have been used to kill Frank Lazenby?'
"Not a chance. Even the most powerful ones, like those over there, are thousands of times too weak."

They had entered alab with optical benches set dong three of the four walls. The devices on them
seemed to Jeff to be surprisingly smdl.

"Might Lazenby have been working on abigger and more powerful verson?'
"Hemight. If 0, he never mentioned it.”
_Or anything else hewas doing, until it was perfected.

A test version, a prototype. Lazenby wanted to try it out, secretly, and took it at night onto the test range
far from anybody. But something went wrong, it didn't work as planned....

Jeff decided that he was fantasizing. He had to believe Lassandra Kane, dl the lasers were far too weak.
Also, Wally Bronsteed and Pete Walden had |ater searched the area around the body, and found
nothing.

"Y ou sure you want to see everyone at once?' Sheinterrupted his wandering thoughts. "If you do, you'd
better gt out here. Youwont dl fit in any of the offices.”

That sounded like ady comment on Jeff's Size, until she opened adoor with asign onit reading "Dr.
Lazenby."

It was of medium size, but every square inch of floor space was covered with instruments and
half-assembled equipment. Stacks of preprints overflowed the bookcases and sat dl over the desk.

"l wastold that Frank's office is off-limits until we have the representatives here from Washington,” she
sad. "l don't know if that would apply to you."

Jeff thought of Tom Markin's devotion to proper procedure. "'l think we ought to assumeit's off-limitsto
me, too." He waved hisarm at the mess of junk and papers. "Are the other offices anything like this?*

"Worse. So far asthislab is concerned, Frank was the neatness freak.”
They had made no attempt to keep their voices down, and other doors were opening.

"Thisis Sergeant Jeff King," Lassandra Kane said to the three people who emerged. "As | mentioned to
Dr. Willoughby on the phone, heisinvestigating the desth of Frank Lazenby."

"'Investigating' isabit strong.” Jeff shook hands with the two men and the woman, reading their names
off their badges and committing them to memory: Dr. Stafford Willoughby, Dr. Jennifer Wetts, and Dr.
Glenn Scheefer; dl, hewould say, intheir early thirties. " A group will be arriving from Washington in the
next day or two. I'm just performing some of the groundwork for when they arrive.”

He motioned to the only placein thelong lab where they could sit, on the tall seats placed on either sde
of awork bench. They looked suspicioudy like bar stools.

"Cooperate with the sergeant in any way you can," LassandraKane said. "I'm going to let you get on
withit."

Sheleft, but instead of going out of the lab she entered Frank Lazenby's office and closed the door. Jeff
sat down cautioudy -- the other three each looked to be no more than half his weight -- and wondered



whereto begin.
With questions; they were staring at him expectantly, and no one seemed ready to speak.
"When did you last see Frank Lazenby?"

Glenn Schaefer wasthefirst to answer. "He was at the lab late last night, and so wasl. | didn't notice the
time he actudly left, because | was till working. But it had to be about nine.”

Jeff decided that answer was consistent with Schaefer's appearance. He was a thin, white-faced man
with dark-socketed eyes, who looked as though he worked eighteen-hour days and never saw the sun.

"And when did you leave?"

"I'm not sure, but probably around ten. That'swhen | usudly leave. | logged out, and that will show the
actud timeif you want to be sure”

"I'll check." Jeff turned to the other two.

They glanced at each other before they answered. Jennifer Watts said, " Staff -- Dr. Willoughby -- and |,
we | eft together about five. Frank must have been in his office, but he had the door closed. We didn't see
him."

Stafford Willoughby was nodding agreement. "We | ft early because we had a dinner gppointment.
Off-base, over in Idaho Fals."

Jeff looked at the body language between the two, and decided that it might have been more than a
dinner appointment. Idaho Fallswas forty milesto the east, along way to drive for dinner. It would be
easy enough to check where they were, and with whom, but that was not atop priority.

"Did any of you ever work on the same projects as Dr. Lazenby?'

Thistimeit was Jennifer Watts, plump and red-headed with pale blue eyes, who answered first. "Were
all in the same section.” She sounded perplexed. " Some projects are so big that we have to work on
them as ateam. So every one of us hasworked projects with Frank -- and with each other."

"Were you working together recently? | mean, like within the past week or two."
She shook her head. "Not me."

Glenn Schaefer echoed, "Not me," but Stafford Willoughby, after afew moments of hesitation, said,
"Frank and | were. Not an officid project, but an ideafor aresearch proposa.”

Helooked at the others, and especidly at Jennifer Watts. "I'm sorry, but | didn't say anything to anyone
el se because Frank asked me not to. He wanted to keep it a secret until it happened.” Willoughby turned
to Jeff. "To be honest, | fdt flattered. Frank normally liked to develop hisideas done.”

"So I've heard. Did your research proposal involve anything that might have taken Frank Lazenby out
onto thetest range a night?"

"No. Quite the opposite. We had an ideafor a better way of producing biologica tracers -- radioactive
isotopes used in medicine. The work would involve the experimental breeder reactor, and everything
would be done indoors at that facility.”

"Do you know of any other secret projectsthat Lazenby might have been involved in?"



It was the sort of query that almost guaranteed a negative answer, and Jeff was not surprised at the
shaking heads.

His next question made good sense in the seedier depths of Washington, but here in Idaho it sounded
faintly ridiculous. "Do you know of anyone, anyone a al, who might have reason to kill Frank Lazenby,
or to wish him dead?’

Again atrio of shaking heads, interrupted by the opening of Frank Lazenby's office door. Lassandra
Kane appeared. She was holding in her hands a brown ledger about ten inches by fourteen.

"Excuse me, Sergeant King, but can you spare me afew minutes?’
Jeff stood up from the stool, dowly and carefully. It il felt asthough it might collgpse under hisweight.
"Will you be needing us some more?' Jennifer Waitts asked.

It was afirg-rate question, but not one that Jeff was sure he could answer. He said, "Maybe. Just go
back to your regular work, would you, but if you have to leave this building let me know where you're

going.”

Hefollowed Lassandra Kaneinto Lazenby's office. She closed the door, motioned him to sit on the only
available chair, and perched hersdlf on the least-cluttered corner of the desk. She tapped the book she
was holding.

"Frank Lazenby's daily notebook. | told you that everyone in the labs has to keep them.”

"You did. But hiswere more or less usd ess, because what he wrote didn't bear much relation to what he
wasworking on."

"Youreagood listener."
"Lotsof practice.”
She held the book out to Jeff. "Take alook at the past three weeks."

He opened it. Frank Lazenby'swriting was neat and legible, written remarks interspersed with line
drawings of equipment and with graphs and tables of mysterious variables. Jeff leafed forward. Then he
had to turn back. The last entry had been made twenty-five days earlier. Beyond that, the sheets were
blank.

Helifted his head. Lassandra Kane was regarding him steadily, her brown eyes made huge by therimless
glasses she was wearing.

"What doesit mean, Dr. Kane?"

"I'm not sure, but I'll make aguess. | dways suspected Frank of fudging his notebooks. | don't mean he
wrote things in them that were untrue, but he didn't keep them up every day, the way the research staff
are supposed to. He'd become deeply involved in aproject and obsessed by it, so he would forget about
everything else. Then after awhile held redlize that his notebook was way behind, and fill it out dl inone
swoop. | could tell he was doing that, because there would be aweek's worth of materid all written with
the same pen and in exactly the same sze writing."

"But thistime he never had the chance to play catch up.”

"Morethan that. As| said, sometimes held do aweek al at once. But thisis _twenty-five days .



Whatever he was doing, it had him so wrapped up iniit that he neglected filling out his notebook for much
longer than he ever had before. | think that Frank Lazenby was pursuing amgjor discovery when he
died."

"Areyou offering that asamotive?'
"I don't know. What kind of things usudly provide motives?'

"For murder? Because that's what were dedling with in this case.” Jeff closed the book and let it Sit on his
lap. "If it's unpremeditated, then anger. Lust. Money, if the killing occurs during ahold-up. Stupidity, if it
happensin a hijacking. But thiswas premeditated. We don't know how it was done, but it called for
advance planning. So then the motives are different. Jealousy. Envy. Greed. Revenge.”

"Y ou sound like you're running through the list of the seven deadly sins.”
"Why do you think they're caled deadly?"
Lassandraretrieved the ledger. " Should | have touched this? What about fingerprints?'

"A hit late to worry about that. In any case, | doubt if the murderer wasinterested in Lazenby's
non-existent notes.”

"Which motive, then?'
"If | had to make a guess, greed.”
"Greed! Frank Lazenby didn't carry alot of money, he didn't wear jewelry, he wasn't from arich family."

"I know. It's fill the best of the dternatives. Revenge and jed ousy don't make sense, because you assure
me he had no close rdationships. | can imagine envy, of his scientific reputation, but | can't see anyone
killing him for that. After dl, it would till be hisreputation, and no one else's.”

"So we're stuck. Y ou didn't get anything out of talking to histhree co-workers."

"Did | say that?| got quite abit. Infact, if | werein my old working place, 1'd bet you ten bucksthat |
know who killed Frank Lazenby. Not because I'm smart, but because it's the only sensible option.”

Findly, Lassandralost her cool and controlled look. "Who?"
"Dr. Scheefer.”
"Glenn Schaefer? That'sridiculous. Do you have _evidence 7

"Not that I'd liketo give to adistrict attorney. But the pieces don't fit any other way. Lazenby wasa
loner, with no sexua or other closetiesto anyone. That reduces the choice of possible killersamost to
zero -- in fact, to the people he worked with. Two of them left early yesterday for Idaho Falls, and | bet
when we check well find out they didn't come back last night. Jennifer Watts and Stafford Willoughby
have an affair going, which they don't want people around here to know abouit. 1t makes them too avare
of each other to notice much about anyone else. But Glenn Schaefer |eft late -- after Frank Lazenby,
which he couldn't deny because he hasto log out. Also, he said he usually leaves very late, around ten.
Hewould be in aperfect position to keep an eye on what Lazenby was doing over the past weeks or
months. It's hard to hide aproject, | would imagine, inasmal lab."

"Impossible, if it calsfor the use of equipment. But -- Glenn Schaefer! Y ou said that we would need a
motive and amethod, as well as a suspect. We have neither. Where do we go from here?”



"I don't know." She had posed the question that Jeff could have expected, and he didn't have an answer.
What he had told Lassandrawas true. He didn't have a smidgen of real evidence.

"So what are you going to do?' she asked.

"Well..." What Jeff was going to suggest next was an act of desperation, the action of aman whose main
police experience was plodding legwork and little ese. "'l want to take another look at the place where
we found Frank Lazenby's body. Maybe | can find evidence."

"Didn't you look this morning, with the people from Remediation?'

"Welooked. I'd like to look again, dl around the area. The oddity that Lassandrahad dismissed, of high
radiation levels on the digplay in her office while they had measured low levels near Frank Lazenby's
body, was gtill nagging at Jeff. "I'd like to take aradiation counter. And could you hook it up with one of
the gadgets that Wally Bronsteed had? The thing that tells you exactly where you are. A GP-something.”

"GPS, standsfor Globa Positioning System. Sure, | can provide you with atermina. We have them
connected to radiation meters, so you can measure and record the dose level any place you go,
automatically. When do you want to do it?"

Jeff considered. He had been up and active since before dawn, and aready fdlt tired. On the other hand,
he knew from experience that he wouldn't be able to relax until he had revisited the scene of Lazenby's
desth.

"I'd like to go as soon as possible.”

"It's hot outside, and getting hotter.” She was ingpecting histie, button-down shirt, and tight suit.
“I'll change dothes”

"The equipment you want weighs over ten kilos, maybe close to twenty."

"Areyou trying to talk me out of going?"

"No." Her stare was steady and evauative. "Unless | read you wrong, theresno way | could. But | have
afriendin personnd, and | took apeek at your file. | know you left the Washington police for hedth
reasons.”

"I'm much better now."

"I'm glad to hear it. But | don't think you ought to go tramping up and down hill in ninety degrees carrying
aheavy pack."

"So what'sthe dternative?’
"l could come with you."
"| gppreciate the offer. But thisis something I'd rather do alone.”

"l understand. Y ou want uninterrupted thinking time, the same as | would. But you should at least take
one of the eectric runabouts that they usein Remediation. Y ou won't be able to wak adong with your
nose to the ground, but you can crawl the car as dow asyou like and stop wherever you want to. Y ou'll
gtill be hot -- the carshave no air conditioning -- but you'll fed alot more comfortable than if you
waked."



It took Jeff no more than a second to make up his mind. He had no ideahow far he might have to walk,
but he knew from experience that once you were physicaly fatigued your ability to observe and andyze
what you saw went way down.

"Thanks. Can you fix the radiation monitor into the runabout while | change clothes?!
"Take meten minutes, max. I'll get somebody onto it.”

She was heading for the door when Jeff said, "Dr. Kane?'

Sheturned. "Yes?'

"Y ou are being extremdy helpful. | just want you to know that my going out thereisared long shot. |
don't expect to find anything. Ninety-nine percent of police work islooking, and not finding."

She amiled. "That makesit just like scientific research. | guessthe two of us do have something in
common, after dl.”

* % %

Jeff had asked the doctor who first saw Frank Lazenby's body adirect question: "How far could aman
inthat condition walk?'

Obtaining adirect answer was not so easy. Dr. Kellogg had hemmed and hawed. "We are not sure of
the cause of death -- dthough the appearance of the body is certainly suggestive. Also, there are few
medica records of such cases."

"Doctor, I'm not asking you a question under oath in acourt of law. I'm just asking for the best ballpark
figure you can pull off thetop of your head.”

"We-e-e-ll. My guessisthat damage to and rapid deterioration of the body's balance centers would
induce acute vestibulitis, and that would limit mobility. In other words, held fal over and after that be too
disoriented evento crawl.”

"How far?'

"Mm. Maybe three hundred meters? But it could well be only ahundred meters, or asmuch asa
kilometer or more...."

It was vague, but it was the best that Jeff was going to get. He towed the eectric runabout behind one of
thelab's jegps until he was a kilometer south of where Lazenby's body had been discovered. If Kellogg
were correct, and Lazenby had in fact staggered north as the body position suggested, then Jeff was till
seven hundred meters away from ground zero, the place where something inexplicable and deadly had hit
Frank Lazenby.

Jeff unhitched the runabout. The first thing he did was check the reading of the radiation monitor. It
showed avaue thirty times as high as Wally Bronsteed had reported, early in the morning. Nowhere near
dangerous, but enough to make Jeff feel uncomfortable.

Lassandra had told him he might find rapid variationsin recorded dose. "Most of the origina sources of
radioactivity register as point sources, meaning something specific happened, like an unauthorized
drop-off of cooling liquids or spent fuel rods. Over the years, weeather and wind and run-off diffuse the
source over larger areas. But you can still expect hot spots.”



Maybe Jeff was close to one of those hot spots now. He headed the runabout north. The instrument that
Lassandra Kane had placed in the space behind the driver's seat measured total radiation dose and GPS
location every thirty seconds. It showed the value on aremote display fixed on the dashboard. It a'so
made acomplete digita record that could be anayzed within the framework of a Geographic Information
System like the one that Lassandra Kane had shown Jeff.

Jeff crept north, keeping the runabout to asow walking speed. He examined the ground ahead, seeking
any oddity or any sign of amanmade object. He saw neither, and there was so little vegetation that
anything as big as a beer can would not be missed. The display of the radiation dose dropped steadily.
After eight hundred metersit read aflat zero. Jeff halted the car to make sure that everything was till
hooked up. It was. He kept driving. The measured dose gradualy crept higher. When the car reached
the place where Lazenby had been found, the value was exactly the same asthat noted by Wally
Bronsteed. Apparently the onboard device was working.

Jeff halted the car and walked all around the body's location. As he made adow spira outward, hest
came up at him from the ground in waves and he could fed swest trickling down his forehead.

There was nothing to be seen, nothing odd or even mildly interesting within forty meters of the marked
point where the body had been discovered. Lazenby had died here, but the cause of his deasth was
farther away -- maybe as much as akilometer away. Suppose that he had turned as he fell, and had
actudly been staggering not from the south, but from some other direction?

Jeff climbed back into the runabout and drove alarger version of the pattern that he had aready walked,
adow outward spird. He saw nothing. He heard nothing but the whir of the car's e ectric motor and the
regular click, every thirty seconds, that indicated aradiation measurement was being made and its
position recorded.

The temperature ins de the runabout mounted. Jeff doggedly went on, driving and looking, until adifferent
factor became important. He had gone round and round, until he was dmost a kilometer from where the

body had been found. In doing so he had covered close to twenty kilometers and the el ectric power was
depleted to a point where the car was moving more dowly. He had to get back to the jeep, or be forced
to abandon the runabout and go home without it.

The power lasted -- just. The find two hundred metersto the jeep were at a tately two miles an hour.
As Jeff bent over to connect the tow, he felt dizzy from heat, fatigue, and hunger. All he had eaten since
breakfast was junk food grabbed from vending machines. On the other hand, he had drunk three times
hisdaily allowance of coffee. His heart was jumping and skipping like alamb in the springtime.

Judt likethe old days. Missng medls, or loading in empty caories.

When he climbed into the jeep for the trip back south, he glanced at the clock. Almost five-fifteen. On a
normal day that was quitting time. He should be going hometo a plain medl, his one-a-day permitted
acohalic drink, and aquiet evening watching televison or amovie.

Jeft started the engine. There must be something serioudy wrong with him. In spite of the hest, in spite of
the exhaugtion, in spite of the tension and the knowledge that he had just wasted two hours driving round
and round in order to discover nothing, he had enjoyed today so much more than a"norma day" that the
difference couldn't be measured.

* % %

As Jeff parked the jeep outside the Waste Management Complex where Lassandra Kane should be
waiting for him, he had adisturbing thought. His cell phone had not rung dl day, while normaly he had at



least adozen cdls. That had to be asaresult of instructions to others from Tom Markin. The head of
security was ddliberately isolating Jeff, making sure that he could point to asingle point of respongbility --
and blame -- in the investigation of Frank Lazenby's degth.

Jeff unhooked the recording unit and hauled it insde. Lassandra Kane's estimate of its weight had been
optimigtic. It felt asif he was carrying an eighty-pound bag of concrete mix. There was no way he could
have wandered the hills and valleys of the test Site with that thing on his back. Not that its abbsence would
have done any harm. It hadn't told him anything.

He banged on the door of Lassandra Kane's office with his elbow, pushed through without waiting, and
staggered on to drop the recorder on the nearest available surface, which happened to be a conference
table.

Shewas on the telephone, listening but not talking. She raised her eyebrows at him.
He shook his head. "Nothing useful. Not athing.”
She shrugged, pointed at a plate of cookies and a coffee pot, and waved him to achair.

More caffeine and more sugar. Well, why not? He was going to be fully dert until the very moment he
dropped dead.

Lassandrafinally hung up the phone and cameto stand next to Jeff. "Things are moving faster than |
thought. That was word coming down that the Washington troop and the FBI rall in first thing in the
morning, SO we have to be ready for them. What happened with you?'

"I roamed the range. | covered alot of empty redl estate. | sweated alot. That's about it."

"Did you receive information from anyone elsein security? Maybe somebody e seis making progress or
having idess"

"If they are, nobody istdling me. | think I'm being kept in abox ddiberately." Jeff mentioned his
suspicions of Tom Markin's actions and motive. "Or am | being paranoid?’

"I don't think so. I've heard bad things about Markin. He was here twenty-five years ago and in those
days he was an open racist. Now he'sjust gone underground with his opinions.”" Lassandrawent to the
end of the conference table and stared down at the recorder that Jeff had dropped there. "Thisworked
al right, did it?"

"Sofar asl could tell. There was apoint early on when the radiation reading dropped to zero. It came
back up later. But to be honest with you, | wasn't taking too much notice of the values. | wastoo busy
looking for visud evidence. Which | didn't find."

"A _zero_radiation reading?' She had homed in on the one word.
"That'swhat it said. | guessthat's the opposite of ahot spot.”

"I think 1'd better take alook." Lassandralifted the recorder -- easily; Jeff decided that she was much
stronger than she looked -- and carried it across to the computer on her desk.

Shewent on, "One of the ridiculous things about environmental nutsisthat they try to require nuclear
waste clean-up to the point of zero radioactivity.” She was making connections between the recorder and
the computer. "But there's naturd radioactivity _everywhere. _Zero radioactivity isn't naturd; it's
postively _unnaturd_."



She touched akey, and a"Hot Synch" message appeared on the computer screen. "There. We're doing
afiletrandfer, and then I'll use your GPS readingsto put al today's radiation measurementsinto a
geographic format. Takesaminute or two."

She turned away from the computer. "By the way, are you still backing Glenn Schaefer asthe person
who killed Frank Lazenby?"

"I've seen nothing to make me change my mind."

"Maybethiswill. After you left, he cameto see mein my office. He told me that Frank's desth had
disturbed him profoundly, and confirmed the feeling he has had for along time that he ought to bein a
different kind of work. Heis consdering resigning from the lab, and going off to teach high-school
physics. What do you make of that?"

"When murder isinvolved, you can run but you can't hide. But if you mean, isit evidence, thenitisnt. It
would make more sense asamotive if Schaefer _stayed, because then you could argue that he was
after Lazenby'sjob."

"They were equas, employed to do the same kind of work. Frank Lazenby was alot more talented than
Glenn Schaefer, but neither one worked for the other.”

"So crossthat idea off thelist. As| said, even if Schaefer worked for Lazenby hisdecison to leave
arguesthe wrong way o far as motive is concerned.”

On the computer screen, isolated points of color were popping into view. Associated with each, just
below it and to itsright, was anumber. Lassandra, watching the display, suddenly grunted and moved
closer.

"You're quiteright. There'sa point with an actual zero recording for radiation dose. And there's another."

Jeff stood up to join her. He could discern on the screen the track of his own progress on the ground, a
wobbly outward spiral of dose readings. He hadn't realized there had been so many; two and a half hours
of driving produced close to three hundred data points.

At hisside, Lassandra breathed, "Well, isn't that the damnedest.” He stared at the values, and saw
nothing Sgnificant.
"Wha?'

"Just aminute, and you'll see.” Lassandrawas over at the computer. "I've got aroutine here, takesa
two-dimensional array of values, performsinterpolations, and plotsisograms -- in this case, the program
plots curves where the measured radiation dose is aparticular vaue. Take alook at this."

The scattered points of the readings Jeff had made during his excursion on the ectric runabout were il
there, but overlaid on them he now saw anumber of closed curves. They nowhere intersected, and they
formed an dmost perfect set of concentric circles.

"Here'swhere Frank Lazenby's body was found." Lassandra used the mouse and a cursor moved to
midway between the center and the top of the screen. "If he walked north, as you think, and asfar as Dr.
Kellogg thinks, then whatever happened to him would have happened just about _here ."

The cursor moved, until it was close to the center of the set of concentric circles.

"Now look at the measured radiation values. Zero at the center, zero everywhere until about here -- the



scale bar says that represents about two hundred meters on the ground. And then the numbers gradually
increase. By the time were akilometer out -- asfar as you went -- the values are typica of what | would
expect in that region of thetest Site. And Frank Lazenby died of amassive radiation overdose, but his
body showed no residua secondary radiation.”

Jeff could follow the pattern on the screen. That was clear enough. But nothing esewas clear. He said, "l
seethelines. But what do they mean?”

" think they mean -- | think they mean | haveto think."
Lassandra sat down, placed her elbows on the conference table, and covered her eyeswith her hands.

Jeff knew when to keep quiet. He waited, until at last she sighed, laid her hands on the table, and said, "I
think | understand what killed Frank Lazenby. But | don't know why."

"Y ou're ahead of me, Dr. Kane. Let's start with how."

"Hewaskilled with his own invention. Remember how | told you that the problem with radioactive waste
materialswould be solved, if you could make every decay in the chain hgppen in seconds or minutes
instead of some of them taking thousands of years? Frank solved the problem. Thetrick isto _gtimulate
_the decaysto take place, using anuclear laser. Y ou force the nucleus to descend to alower energy
levd, in just the same way as an ordinary laser makes eectrons drop all a onceto lower energies. The
process has been understood since 1917, when Einstein published the basic paper on stimulated
emission. Of course, the machine you need will be very complicated and have many different operating
energies, because there are many different stepsin the nuclear decay ladder.”

Jeff thought that he understood. He said, very dowly, "So he had away of solving the nuclear waste
problem. But he didn't want to talk about it until he had proved it worked. | can understand that. | still
don't seewhy he died. Wouldn't what he built_get rid _ of radioactivity, not make it worse?"

"What it would do -- what it did -- is make the stored particles and radiation that would normally be
released naturaly over aperiod of thousands of yearscomeout _al a once,_ in one huge flood. Anyone
close by would be hit with enough radiative energy and particlesto bekilled dmost ingtantly. But after
that happened, if the machinewas il operating it would then get rid of dl the_induced _radioactivity in
the body. Asit did in Frank Lazenby's case. And of course, there would be no radioactivity at dl inthe
ground nearby -- asyou found."

"Dr. Kane, Lazenby must have known that what he had could be dangerous. He wouldn't have tested his
machine when he was standing next right to it."

"Hedidn't intend to. My guessisthat he set the machine to operate with atimer. He planned to go out
onto the test range at night, when no one was around, with the timer set so that he could observe what
happened from a safe distance. Afterward, when he knew it was safe, he would come back and collect
his machine and make his measurements. He thought he was doing al hiswork in secret; but somebody
€lse had been following his progress.”

"Glenn Schaefer."

"Maybe. Whoever it was tampered with the timer in the lab, so that the machine operated when Frank
was standing right by it. The other person probably followed Frank out to the testing place in an ectric
runabout -- they are very silent. He watched to make sure that Frank would die, then loaded the
runabout onto the van that Frank had been driving and came back with that and Frank'sinvention.”



"What would he do with it?'

Lassandrashrugged. "Hideit. Study it. Then, once he was sure he knew how to build another, he would
dismantleit. He would want to leave no evidence of what Frank Lazenby had been doing. But _why
_would he have killed? Glenn Schaefer didn't have any reason to hate Frank Lazenby."

"Hedidn't hate him." Jeff was back on his own ground. "But he had ahdll of agood reason to want him
dead. Suppose you have amachine that can be driven across an area and get rid of excess radioactivity
asit goes. How much would it be worth?'

"Priceless. The cost of nuclear remediation for al the Sitesin this country doneis estimated to bein the
trillions of dollars.”

"Of which Frank Lazenby would have received nothing. He would have given the secret away, gladly. In
any case, you told me that the patent rights for work done here dl belong to the government. But if
somebody _didn't _work for the government -- say, somebody was teaching high school -- then after a
period of time he would be free to patent the invention in his own name. Hed become abillionaire. We
knew from the beginning that Glenn Schaefer had the _opportunity _to bethekiller. Then you told methe
_means, _the way that he was able to kill. Now we havethe _motive _-- and a damned good one.”

Jeff had spent most of the day fedling like ahaf-wit. It was atreat to see Lassandra Kane's jaw hang and
her eyes open wide. Shesaid, "My Lord. Soit_was_greed, theway you said. But are you sure?'

Jeff nodded, for areason that went beyond rational argument. Since midday he had been running on
adrendine. Now he could sensethe level dropping insde him, asit dways did when the gut fed wasright
and a case was wrapped up asfar as he could take it. He redlized that he wastired, deepy, and starving.

Lassandrawas staring a him. "What do we do next?"

"Write up everything we know or think. | giveit to Tom Markin. Well have the people here from
Washington tomorrow, and it will be out of our hands. Finding proof of what we say, or breaking
Schaefer, will be up to them.”

Shewas nodding, but also frowning as though she did not agree. She said abruptly, "Are you hungry?’
"l could eat ahorse.”

"I don't think it's on the menu, but you could ask. | want to take you off base to the Toledo Steak House,
and buy you dinner and adrink." And, when Jeff smply stared, "I want to try to talk you into something.”

She was dready moving toward the door, taking his acceptance of the dinner invitation for granted. Jeff
followed her, fedling dow, lumbering, and physically and mentaly depleted. They were outsde, and Jeff
was blinking at the big red sun, low in the sky, before he asked, "Tak meinto what?"

They climbed into her little blue car -- at least the seat was cool now -- and she drove toward the test
gte's southern exit. "Tak you into doing things alittle differently. | know proper procedure. Y ou're
supposed to write up your daily report. It will go to Tom Markin. What do you suppose will happen
then?'

"It will be hisreport. Hell shunt meto one side, and helll ded with the Washington people himsdif."

"That's cong stent with everything I've heard about the man. Suppose the report that you hand in for
today saysyou got nowhere. What then?'



"I'm not sure. There'sagood chance hell trot me out in front of the Washington group, so he can point
me out asthe man in charge of the investigation who didn't do adamn thing.”

"More than agood chance -- aflaming certainty. But suppose that when he doesthat, I'm there, too. I'll
be asked to attend, because Frank Lazenby worked for me. And suppose that when Markin points you
out as the ex-cop who couldn't do athing right, you pipe up. Y ou say that you and | just had ameeting,
and we put things together. That wouldn't be alie, becausewe _did _put things together. Without what
we both did, we wouldn't have ameans for committing murder. Without what we both did, we wouldn't
have amotive. And then you tell them the whole story, with me there to back you up. What do you
think?'

"I think Tom Markin will shit in hisboots. He won't say anything at the time, but helll do everything he can
to have mefired.”

"More than he's been doing dready? But it will be harder for him, because you will have cracked the
most important security problem thelab ever had. _And _you'll have someone -- me -- with friendsin
high places, to protect you if Markin tries something. Well?'

“I'm not too good at lying, Dr. Kane."

"Lassandra, please -- were off base and we're off duty. It's not redly lying, just abrief delay in reporting.
Well rehearse you tonight, over atwenty-ounce steak and a pitcher or two of beer. What do you say?'
When there was no immediate reply, she dug him in the ribs with a sharp ebow. "Come on, Jeff. | know
you hate that son of abitch. Live dangeroudy for achange. Say you'll doit.”

Jeff thought, A twenty-ounce steak and two pitchers of beer? That sounds wonderful, but it's more than
my weekly ration of red meat and acohol. How much more dangeroudy do you want meto live? But
he could fed aglow of possible future satisfaction. To seethelook on Tom Markin'sface....

Heleaned back in his seat. In spite of aday when he had done everything he had been told not to do, his
heart felt fine. No speeding up, no missing beats.

He knew shewaslooking at him and waiting. At last he said, "Lassandra, | like my job here. I'd hate to
befired and have to go back east. So | won't say yes. But get alittlefood and drink inside me, and | just
might be ready to be persuaded.”



