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      Prologue

      The Ring, Nevada, United States

      The Hanford Site—America’s most contaminated location. More than two hundred thousand liters of radioactive waste lay buried under its soil. The risk of leaks continued unabated.

      The Handler administration had made it a goal to greatly reduce the cost of its cleanup—down from hundreds of billions to just forty—though privately no one believed such an objective was feasible.

      “Keep ’er coming! Keeeeep ’er coming! Stop!”

      The man driving the truck hit the breaks as instructed. A second man climbed up, grunting slightly, and sat himself in the passenger’s seat. He turned to the driver, concern palpable.

      “Is this really...okay? I know it’s a dungeon, but...”

      “Orders are orders. We don’t ask. We execute.” The driver pushed the button to open the truck’s tailgate.

      “But still...” the man in the passenger seat replied.

      The contents tumbling from the truck bed looked from the outside like any ordinary oil drums. What no outside observer would have guessed was their contents: a total of a thousand kilograms of radioactive Hanford Site waste.

      “The Hanford waste treatment plant won’t even have its furnace running for another few years. Can’t do GeoMelt yet.”

      He was referring to a process in which radioactive water and mud were mixed with glass components and vitrified—transformed into glass—inside containers. After thirty years of cold storage, the chunks of glass could then be safely buried. There had long been plans to use vitrification for Hanford Site cleanup, but it had repeatedly wound up as an item adorning annual to-do lists produced by the Office of Environmental Management in the US Department of Energy—going nowhere.

      “Specialist Fennel,” the driver said, addressing his passenger.

      “Sir.”

      “That’s enough.” The man in the driver’s seat then dumped the contents of the loader.

      At first, teams had apparently experimented with dropping in a single dry cask filled with waste, then measuring the air dose rate, checking for radiation. After dropping the first cask, the reading had shot up—then, after a moment, disappeared. Several repetitions provided the same results. Something was eating through the outer cask, then disposing of the material inside.

      Those findings had led to their current operation.

      The cans slid off the loader, rolling some 150 meters down a track to a cave-like opening.

      Fennel listened to the sounds of their tumbling growing softer, biting his lip in apprehension. He almost felt as if they were being watched—as if something down there was looking upward, acutely aware of humanity’s trespasses.
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