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PROLOGUE


 


 


Father Thomas Bradley adjusted the hymnal on the music stand and flexed his fingers above the ivory keys. The ancient Hammond organ wheezed to life with a familiar electrical hum, its wooden cabinet scarred from decades of service at St. Mary's Catholic Church. The organ was older than Thomas himself, installed sometime in the 1960s when the parish could afford little more than basic functionality. Its tone was warm but imperfect, with certain keys that stuck slightly and a pedal system that required more pressure than most.


The sanctuary was currently silent; rows of wooden pews empty except for the soft glow of votive candles flickering near the altar. Saturday evening practice had become Thomas's weekly ritual, a time to prepare Sunday's music without the pressure of a waiting congregation. At forty-two, he'd been serving St. Mary's for eight years, long enough to know every creak of the old building and every quirk of the old organ.


St. Mary's was a small parish, built in the 1950s to serve Las Vegas's growing Catholic community. The church could seat perhaps two hundred people on a crowded Sunday, though attendance rarely reached that number anymore. Thomas served not only as pastor but also as music director, janitor, and whatever other role the parish's limited budget demanded. He'd learned to play organ out of necessity rather than passion, teaching himself through YouTube videos and borrowed sheet music when their volunteer musician had moved away three years ago.


Thomas opened the hymnal to "Be Thou My Vision," one of his more reliable pieces. His fingers found the opening chords, and the melody filled the empty space with gentle reverence. The acoustics in the small sanctuary were surprisingly good. He played slowly, working through passages that had given him trouble during last week's service.


As he transitioned into the second verse, Thomas noticed his mouth felt unusually dry. He paused between phrases to swallow, but the sensation persisted. There was also a strange metallic taste developing on his tongue, like he'd been sucking on a penny. He assumed it was residue from the coffee he'd drunk earlier and continued playing. He had a vitamin water back in his office and he suddenly couldn’t wait to finish it off. Had he maybe eaten something that left this awful taste in his mouth? Maybe…but he couldn’t recall.


The hymn's familiar melody helped him focus despite the odd taste. Thomas had always found music to be meditative, a way to connect with God through beauty and harmony. Even his amateur playing seemed to sanctify the space, transforming the empty church into something sacred and alive. He moved into the third verse, his fingers gaining confidence as muscle memory took over.


But the metallic taste was getting worse. Thomas stopped playing and ran his tongue across his lips. The taste now reminded him of blood, though he hadn't bitten his tongue or cut himself anywhere. 


Thomas resumed playing, determined to finish his practice session. He had three more hymns to review before Sunday morning, and the congregation expected competent musical accompaniment even if it wasn't professional quality. He started "Holy, Holy, Holy," letting the triumphant melody carry him forward despite his growing discomfort.


Halfway through the opening verse, a wave of nausea hit him. It came on fast and strong, completely out of nowhere. Thomas stopped playing abruptly, his hands falling away from the keys as his stomach lurched. The sensation was intense and immediate, like food poisoning but without having eaten anything unusual. He gripped the edge of the music stand and tried to steady himself.


The metallic taste had become overwhelming, filling his mouth with an acrid flavor that made him want to spit. Sweat was beginning to form on his forehead despite the church's cool interior temperature.


Something was definitely wrong. Thomas had experienced occasional stomach bugs over the years, but this felt different. The nausea seemed to be coming from somewhere deeper than his digestive system, accompanied by a strange weakness that was spreading through his arms and legs. His vision remained clear, but he felt oddly disconnected from his surroundings, as if he were viewing the sanctuary through a thin veil.


Thomas tried to stand up from the organ bench, thinking fresh air might help settle his stomach. Or that some of the vitamin water might help. But as he rose, his legs buckled beneath him. The weakness wasn't gradual; it struck like someone had suddenly drained all the strength from his muscles. He caught himself against the organ's wooden cabinet, his fingers scrabbling for purchase as he fought to remain upright.


The metallic taste was now accompanied by a burning sensation in his throat and chest. Thomas could feel his heart beating faster, though whether from fear or physical distress he couldn't tell. His breathing had become shallow and rapid, each inhalation seeming to provide less oxygen than the one before.


Thomas fumbled for his cell phone, which he'd placed on the organ bench beside his music books. His fingers felt clumsy and uncoordinated as he tried to unlock the screen. The simple task of entering his passcode suddenly seemed impossibly difficult, his motor control deteriorating with each passing second.


The nausea hit him again, stronger this time, accompanied by cramping pains in his abdomen. Thomas doubled over, his phone clattering to the floor as he pressed both hands against his stomach. The weakness in his legs was getting worse, making it difficult to remain standing even with the organ for support. He feared he was going to puke all over the floor.


He tried to call out for help, but his voice came out as barely more than a whisper. The church was empty anyway, and the nearest building was the parish office fifty yards away. Even if someone heard him, they wouldn't be able to reach him in time to prevent whatever was happening to his body.


The burning sensation in his chest was intensifying, spreading outward from his core like he'd swallowed acid. He could taste blood now, distinct from the metallic flavor that had started this ordeal. His vision began to blur around the edges, and he realized he was in serious medical trouble.


He stumbled away from the organ, trying to reach the center aisle where someone might eventually find him. Each step was a monumental effort, his legs barely responding to his commands. He made it perhaps ten feet before his strength gave out completely. He collapsed between the front pews and the altar steps, his body hitting the carpeted floor with a dull thud. The impact jarred his remaining awareness, but he no longer had the strength to lift his head or call for help.


As consciousness began to fade, Thomas found himself staring up at the wooden crucifix mounted above the altar. The familiar image provided some comfort even as fear and confusion overwhelmed his thoughts. He tried to pray, but the words wouldn't come. His breathing was becoming more labored, and the burning sensation had spread throughout his chest and abdomen.


The last thing Father Thomas Bradley saw was the soft glow of the votive candles, their flames dancing gently in the still air of St. Mary's sanctuary. The metallic taste filled his mouth one final time as darkness closed around the edges of his vision, and the peaceful church fell silent except for the distant hum of the old organ.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Miles Sterling settled into the familiar leather chair across from Dr. Rachel Mitchell's desk. He was taking notice of how the afternoon sunlight filtered through her office windows in geometric patterns across the hardwood floor. The room had become oddly comforting over the past month, with its wall of psychology textbooks, framed diplomas, and the small succulent garden she maintained on the windowsill. 


"How are you feeling today, Miles?" Dr. Mitchell asked, her pen poised over the yellow legal pad she used for session notes. She was in her late forties, with graying brown hair pulled back in a simple ponytail and warm, blue eyes. Her voice carried a gentle authority that had gradually worn down his initial resistance to these mandatory sessions.


"Fine," Miles replied automatically, then caught himself. "Actually, that's not true. I had the dream again last night. The one where I find Elena in our kitchen, but this time I arrived before Crawford murdered her."


Dr. Mitchell nodded, making a brief note. "Can you tell me what happened in this version?"


Miles shifted in his chair, still uncomfortable discussing the details of his recurring nightmares despite their growing familiarity with each other. "I came home early from work and walked into the kitchen just as Crawford was setting up his equipment. We fought, and I managed to overpower him before he could release the fluorine gas. Elena was safe."


"How did that make you feel when you woke up?"


"Angry." The word came out more forcefully than Miles intended. "Angry that it was just a dream. Angry that in reality, I was sitting in an FBI break room while she died. Angry that I've spent four months hunting disciples instead of getting to the mastermind himself."


It all came out easily enough…much easier than it had been just as recently as four weeks ago, sitting on this very same couch.


Dr. Mitchell set down her pen and studied his expression. Over the past month, their sessions had evolved from Miles providing minimal responses to conversations that almost felt natural. She had a way of asking questions that didn't feel like interrogation, and her office environment was more comfortable than clinical. Still, Miles found himself holding back certain thoughts, unwilling to reveal the full extent of his rage toward the Elementalist.


"You mentioned last week that your anger has been affecting your work relationships," Dr. Mitchell said. "Have there been any new incidents since our last session?"


Miles remembered the argument he'd had with Agent Kim three days ago over database search priorities. His voice had risen to a level that made other task force members look up from their desks, and Kim had later mentioned to Vic, his partner, that she was concerned about his emotional stability.


"Nothing major," Miles said, though he knew Dr. Mitchell would likely see through the deflection. "I've been impatient with some of my colleagues. Maybe more demanding than necessary when it comes to investigative timelines. But it’s getting sort of tiring to be the person everyone tiptoes around, you know?"


"What does that impatience feel like in your body?"


The question caught Miles off guard. Dr. Mitchell often asked him to identify physical sensations rather than just describing events or emotions. He’d found it cheesy at first but had soon come to appreciate this new way to look at things. "Sort of like pressure building up in my chest. And my hands clench into fists without me realizing it. Sometimes I catch myself grinding my teeth during briefings."


"Those are stress responses your body has learned since Elena's death," Dr. Mitchell observed. "Your nervous system is essentially stuck in fight-or-flight mode, always preparing for the next threat. It’s normal, but we do need to work on it."


Miles understood the concept intellectually but experiencing it was different from analyzing it. "The dreams are getting worse, too not just about Elena but about confronting the Elementalist. Sometimes I dream that I'm torturing him for information about his network. And I wake up feeling satisfied rather than disturbed. They're…well, they're good dreams."


Dr. Mitchell made another note, her expression remaining neutral despite the concerning nature of his revelation. "Those dreams suggest your subconscious is processing very intense feelings of powerlessness and desire for control. When someone we love is murdered, it's natural to want justice. But when those feelings become consuming..."


"They become an obsession," Miles finished. "I know. Trust me, I know."


The admission felt both relieving and frightening. Miles had been aware for weeks that his focus on the Elementalist network was becoming unhealthy, but verbalizing it made the problem feel more real. He spent every waking hour thinking about case files, victim patterns, and potential leads. Even when he tried to relax, his thoughts inevitably returned to the investigation.


He saw that Dr. Mitchell was taking a bit of time to form her next question. She did this from time to time, and he knew it meant it was going to be a deep one. Finally, she asked: "Can you help me understand what justice looks like for you? When you imagine confronting the Elementalist, what do you want to happen?"


Miles was quiet for a long moment, considering how honest to be. "I want him to suffer. Not just arrest and trial and prison. I want him to experience the same fear and helplessness that Elena felt in her final moments."


She nodded. "That's a very human response to loss and trauma," Dr. Mitchell said without judgment. "But I'm wondering if holding onto that anger might be preventing you from processing other emotions about Elena's death."


"Like what?"


"Sadness. Love. Gratitude for the time you had together. Even an acceptance that she's gone." Dr. Mitchell leaned forward slightly. "When we stay focused on rage, sometimes it's because other emotions feel too painful to experience. Do you think your anger toward this man should rule over the love and good memories you had with Elena?"


Miles felt something tight and uncomfortable in his throat. "The anger is easier. It gives me something to do, a purpose. If I just accept that she's gone and move on with my life, what does that say about how much she meant to me?"


"Moving through grief doesn't mean forgetting or caring less," Dr. Mitchell replied gently. "It means learning to carry love for Elena alongside acceptance of loss. Right now, you're carrying rage instead, and that's much heavier."


The insight hit Miles with unexpected force. He'd been using anger as a way to stay connected to Elena, as if letting go of his rage toward her killers would somehow diminish the love they'd shared. But Dr. Mitchell was right about the weight. The constant anger was exhausting in ways that love had never been.


"I'm afraid that if I stop being angry, I'll lose motivation to continue the investigation," Miles admitted. "What if processing my grief makes me less effective at catching these people?"


"That's a valid concern," Dr. Mitchell acknowledged. "But consider this: right now, your decision-making is being influenced by trauma and rage. You've described several incidents where your anger has nearly compromised investigations or damaged professional relationships. What kind of agent would you be if you could approach this work from a place of clarity rather than vengeance?"


Miles had never considered that possibility. His post-Elena identity had become so intertwined with hunting the Elementalist that he couldn't imagine pursuing the case without being driven by personal hatred. "I don't know who I'd be without this anger. Not right now. Not anymore."


"You'd still be someone who cared deeply about preventing other families from experiencing your loss," Dr. Mitchell said. "Someone whose expertise could save lives. But you'd be making decisions based on professional judgment rather than emotional compulsion."


The distinction felt important, though Miles wasn't sure he was ready to let go of the emotional fuel that had sustained him through months of investigation. "This is going to sound terrible, but sometimes the anger feels good. Powerful. Like it makes me stronger and more capable." What he thought but didn’t dare say was that he felt as if he was much better at his job when the anger was at the center of everything.


"Anger can provide energy and focus on the short term," Dr. Mitchell agreed. "But it's not sustainable long-term without causing damage to your physical and mental health. And it tends to narrow our perspective, making us less creative and flexible in our problem-solving."


Miles considered his recent behavior through that lens. His aggressive questioning of suspects, his impatience with colleagues, his willingness to take unnecessary risks. All of it stemmed from anger rather than strategic thinking. "I've been making this personal when it should be professional."


"It became personal the moment Elena was targeted," Dr. Mitchell corrected. "The question is whether you can acknowledge that personal dimension while still maintaining professional standards."


Miles felt something shifting in his understanding of his own motivations. "So you're not saying I should stop caring about catching the Elementalist. You're saying I should examine why I care and how that affects my approach."


"Exactly. There's a difference between being motivated by love and service versus being driven by rage and vengeance."


The conversation was approaching territory that felt uncomfortable but necessary. Miles realized he'd been avoiding these deeper questions about his mental state because confronting them might require changing his approach to the investigation.


"What if I can't separate the two?" Miles asked. "What if the anger and the professional motivation are too intertwined?"


Dr. Mitchell was quiet for a moment, apparently choosing her words carefully. "That might be an indication that continuing with the Elementalist task force could be detrimental to your mental health and recovery."


The suggestion hit Miles like a physical blow. "You think I should request reassignment?"


"I think you should consider whether staying on this case is serving your wellbeing or your compulsions," Dr. Mitchell replied. "Only you can make that determination, but it's worth examining honestly."


Miles felt panic rising in his chest at the thought of stepping away from the investigation. "But I'm good at this work. I've helped solve multiple cases, prevented murders, arrested dangerous people."


"You are excellent at this work," Dr. Mitchell agreed. "But being good at something and being healthy while doing it aren't necessarily the same thing."


Miles sat in silence, processing the implications of what she was suggesting. Leaving the Elementalist task force felt like abandoning Elena, like giving up on the mission that had become his entire identity. But he also couldn't deny that his mental state had been deteriorating since Denver.


The session went on, and it was more of the same…though Miles understood the repetition. She did ask what sort of things he had been doing outside of work and outside of his constant dwelling on Elena and the Elementalist, and he’d had to give a very lame answer. He’d started watching old reruns of classic TV shows like The Brady Bunch, Andy Griffith, and I Dream of Genie. It had started because, for a while during their dating years, Elena had been obsessed with those old-timey shows. She’d said there was something simple and comforting about them, something about families with no real complications and where every street was pristine and safe…yes, even on The Andy Griffith Show, where the central character was a sheriff. 


Near the end of the session, Dr. Mitchell made a final note and set down her pen. "I want you to consider something over the next week, Miles. Try to notice when you're thinking about Elena versus when you're thinking about the Elementalist. See if you can identify which thoughts bring you peace and which ones increase your distress."


"Okay," Miles agreed, though he suspected he already knew the answer. “I can do that.”


As he prepared to leave, Miles found himself reluctant to end the session. Dr. Mitchell had become something like a friend over the past month, perhaps the only person in his life who knew the full extent of his struggles. Her office felt like a sanctuary where he could acknowledge doubts and fears without being judged unfit for duty.


"Thank you," Miles said as he stood up from the leather chair. "This was helpful, even though it was difficult."


"Difficult conversations are often the most necessary ones," Dr. Mitchell replied. "I'll see you next week."


Miles left her office feeling conflicted about everything they'd discussed. The suggestion that he might need to step away from the Elementalist investigation challenged his entire sense of purpose and identity. But he also couldn't deny that Dr. Mitchell might be right about his obsession preventing proper healing.


As he walked to his car, Miles tried to imagine what his life might look like without the constant focus on finding others who were connected to Elena’s killer—and the man who was more or less sending them out and assigning them their orders. The prospect felt both terrifying and oddly appealing. For the first time in months, he wondered if there might be a version of himself that could honor Elena's memory without being consumed by rage toward the people who'd taken her away.


But that version of himself felt distant and uncertain, while the anger felt immediate and familiar. Miles wasn't sure he was ready to let go of the emotional fuel that had sustained him through the darkest period of his life, even if holding onto it was causing its own kind of damage.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Michael Tatum pulled into the parking lot of St. Mary's Catholic Church at 5:50 AM, noting how the early Sunday morning quiet seemed to amplify every sound his vehicle made on the asphalt. Las Vegas at this hour was a different city entirely, stripped of its neon energy and tourist ramblings. The desert air was crisp and still, carrying the faint scent of sage from the undeveloped land beyond the church property. Even the distant hum of the Strip felt muted.


The scene at St. Mary's was anything but reverent. Police cruisers formed a loose perimeter around the small church, their red and blue lights casting intermittent colors across the building's modest facade. Tatum counted at least half a dozen uniformed officers positioned at various points around the property, along with an unmarked white van he didn't recognize parked near the main entrance. Yellow crime scene tape stretched between light posts and around the church steps, creating a barrier that kept curious onlookers at a safe distance.


Tatum grabbed his equipment bag from the passenger seat and approached the nearest officer. The cop was a young man who looked like he'd rather be anywhere else at this early hour. He was holding a cup of coffee like it was a shield. 


"I'm Michael Tatum, hazmat specialist,” he said. “Someone called about a potential chemical or radiation concern?"


"That's right," the officer replied, consulting his notebook. "Detective Martinez requested you specifically. We've got a deceased male inside, Father Thomas Bradley. The choir director found him when she came to prepare for morning services."


"What made you think it was chemical or radiation related?"


The officer glanced toward the church entrance. "The woman who found him said she started feeling sick after just a couple minutes inside. Ms. Gutierrez…said she experienced nausea, and a metallic taste in her mouth. She called us from outside and refused to go back in…said something felt wrong about the air in there."


Tatum nodded, already forming preliminary theories about what they might be dealing with. "Where is Ms. Gutierrez now?"


"The paramedics checked her out and released her. She went home but left her contact information." The officer pointed toward the church steps. "Detective Chance is coordinating from that unmarked van. He can give you more details about the scene."


Tatum made his way to the van, passing other officers who were maintaining the perimeter and keeping a small group of early churchgoers at a safe distance. The detective inside the van was a man in his fifties with graying hair and the weathered appearance of someone who'd seen too many crime scenes.


"Detective Chance? I'm Michael Tatum, hazmat response."


"Thanks for coming out so early," Chance replied, shaking his hand. "This one's got me concerned, if you want the truth. Father Bradley was found collapsed near the altar, and the woman who discovered him reported immediate illness after entering the building. No obvious signs of violence, but the victim's skin has an unusual pallor that doesn't look like natural death."


"Any idea how long he'd been inside before he was found?"


"Ms. Gutierrez said she arrived around five o’ clock for her usual setup routine. Father Bradley's car was in the parking lot, and she assumed he was inside preparing for services. When she found him collapsed, she estimated he'd been dead for several hours based on body temperature, though we'll need the coroner to confirm. Like I said…she wasn’t in there for very long."


Tatum considered the timeline and symptoms, filing it all away in his head. "Did Ms. Gutierrez mention any unusual smells or visual signs inside the church?"


"Nothing specific, just that the air felt wrong somehow. That’s the word she used: wrong.”


The description of immediate illness upon entering a confined space, combined with the victim's unusual skin pallor, suggested several possibilities. Chemical exposure was one option, but the symptoms Ms. Gutierrez described sounded more consistent with radiation exposure.


"I'm going to suit up and take some readings inside," Tatum said. “Is the place clear?”


“You’re good to go,” Chase said. 


Tatum returned to his vehicle to retrieve his protective gear. Standing by the truck, he pulled on his radiation protection suit, checking the seals and ventilation system before activating his Geiger counter. The device immediately began its familiar clicking as he calibrated it outside the church; he established baseline readings for the surrounding area. Everything appeared normal in the parking lot and near the building's exterior.


"I'm going in," Tatum called to Detective Chase, who was watching from a few feet away. "If my readings spike significantly, I'll be back out immediately."


Tatum approached the main entrance of St. Mary's, noting how the heavy wooden doors stood slightly ajar from when Ms. Gutierrez had fled the building. As he crossed the threshold into the church's interior, his Geiger counter's clicking increased noticeably. It wasn’t dangerously high yet but definitely elevated above normal background levels.


The sanctuary was smaller than he’d imagined it would be, with perhaps twenty rows of wooden pews leading to a modest altar area. Stained glass windows filtered the scant light of dawn into patterns of colored illumination across the floor. 


Father Bradley's body lay between the front pews and the altar steps. He was positioned as if he had collapsed while trying to reach the center aisle. Even through his protective visor, Tatum could see the unusual pallor Detective Martinez had mentioned. The priest's skin had taken on a grayish tone that looked distinctly unnatural, consistent with acute radiation exposure. As Tatum moved closer to the body, his Geiger counter's clicking increased dramatically. He was definitely dealing with a radioactive source somewhere in the immediate area. The readings were high enough to cause serious health effects with prolonged exposure, which explained both Father Bradley's death and Ms. Gutierrez's immediate illness.


He began a systematic survey of the altar area, following his Geiger counter's readings to locate the source of radiation. The clicking intensified as he approached the organ, an old Hammond model positioned about eight feet from where Father Bradley had collapsed. When Tatum moved around to the back of the organ bench, his Geiger counter erupted in rapid-fire clicks that indicated a very strong radioactive source. It happened so quickly and so suddenly that it took him slightly off guard.


Studying the area, he saw that the organ’s bench had a hinged seat that provided storage space underneath. Tatum carefully lifted the bench lid and immediately saw the source: several small containers, positioned directly beneath where someone would sit while playing the organ. The placement was deliberate and sophisticated, designed to expose anyone using the instrument to lethal doses of radiation over time. And he was sure that’s what it was. Even if his hunch was wrong, the Geiger counter was going nuts.


This wasn't an accident or natural occurrence. Someone had deliberately placed radioactive material in a location where they’d known Father Bradley would be exposed—or, if not him, whoever else might have been unfortunate enough to sit there first. Tatum was looking at murder by radiation poisoning, carried out with considerable planning and technical knowledge. Because surely it had to have been released at a certain time. Otherwise, Father Bradley would have noticed the wrongness in the air in time to get out.


As he documented the scene with his radiation detector, Tatum noticed a sheet of paper placed on top of the organ's music stand. The document appeared to be a handwritten note, positioned where it would be easily visible to anyone investigating the scene. Tatum moved closer to read the contents, though his protective equipment made it difficult to examine the text clearly.


The note was written in precise handwriting on standard white paper. As Tatum read through the contents, a chill ran through him as he made several mental connections. The language was elaborate and philosophical, discussing themes of "atomic purification" and "nuclear cleansing of corrupted souls." The writer described Father Bradley as a "false shepherd" whose "molecular structure had been contaminated by synthetic faith and artificial devotion."


Most disturbing was the note's conclusion, which claimed that "the sacred atoms of uranium have revealed the truth hidden beneath his religious disguise" and that "elemental purification through nuclear fire has freed his corrupted essence from earthly contamination." The signature at the bottom was simple but ominous: "In Service to Elemental Truth."


"Shit," Tatum muttered. He instantly recognized the ideological framework from news reports he'd read about involving a string of murders across the country. Some kind of cult or terrorist network had been using different elements as weapons, targeting victims based on twisted scientific theories about molecular contamination. He'd heard rumors about federal task forces investigating these cases, though details were kept classified.


If this note was authentic, Father Bradley's murder wasn't an isolated incident but part of a larger pattern of elemental murders. Las Vegas had just become the latest target city for what appeared to be a sophisticated and dangerous criminal network. Tatum realized that within a few hours, St. Mary's would be swarming with federal investigators, crime scene specialists, and media attention. Even if, somehow, this was not connected, he needed to make a few calls to report it. In a case like this, it was always better to be safe than sorry.


He needed to get out of the church immediately and contact his supervisors about upgrading the response to this scene. The radioactive materials would require specialized cleanup crews, and the potential connection to a national terrorism case meant this was far beyond the scope of local law enforcement. Quickly, he photographed the note's contents with his equipment's built-in camera before backing away from the organ area. His Geiger counter continued its rapid clicking as he moved through the sanctuary toward the exit, confirming that the entire church interior had been contaminated by radiation exposure.


He then headed outside and waved Detective Chase over. He instantly began the decontamination process for his protective equipment. He carefully removed his outer gloves and placed them in a designated contamination bag, then used a handheld radiation detector to scan his suit for any radioactive particles that might have adhered to the surface. Following standard protocol, he would need to remove the protective gear in reverse order of how he'd put it on, ensuring that any contaminated exterior surfaces never contacted his skin or clothing. "We need to expand this perimeter immediately and call in federal assistance. This isn't just a radiation incident. It's connected to a national terrorism investigation." 
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