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The properties of dilute electron gas have attracted
attention since Wigner predicted that it crystallizes in
its dilute limit [1].  The behavior of electron gas is often
discussed in terms of its ground-state energy, given
as a function of the expansion parameter rs (the
Wigner-Seitz radius in units of the Bohr radius). rs

increases with decreasing density and scales
approximately as the ratio of the electron interaction
energy to the average kinetic energy.  As the
interaction energy dominates the kinetic energy (rs

increasing), various phase transitions or instabilities
such as ferromagnetism or superconductivity have
been predicted.  Among the various properties of
electron gas, compressibility is an intriguing property
deduced from the ground-state energy.  It becomes
negative when rs > 5.25 [2], implying an instability in
low-density electron gas.  Theoretically, a negative
compressibility results in a negative static dielectric
function (DF) of the electron gas, ε(q, 0), for smal|
q.  This has interesting consequences, including
the possibility that test charges of the same sign might
attract.   However, the existence of a negative DF in a
three-dimensional system has not yet been confirmed. 

Expanded fluid alkali metals [3] are good systems
for investigating the problem of electron gas instability
for several reasons.  First, alkali metals are a natural
realization of the electron gas because of the nearly
spherical Fermi surface of the conducting electrons.
Second, a continuous and substantial reduction in
electron density is possible by volume expansion
along the liquid-vapor saturation line as shown in Fig. 1.
Third, positive ions in fluids can readjust their
positions more easily than those in solids; thus

structural changes might be clearer in fluids through
the coupling of electrons and ions.

We have recently fabricated a sample cell with
X-ray windows made of single-crystall ine
molybdenum, which is resistant to the high reactivity
of hot alkali metals.  By combining this cell with a
high-pressure apparatus, we have succeeded in
measuring the X-ray diffraction and small-angle X-ray
scattering (SAXS) of fluid rubidium over a wide range
of temperatures and pressures from the triple point
up to supercritical regions [4].  X-ray diffraction
measurements were carried out in a dispersive mode
at beamline BL28B2 using an incident white beam
and an energy resolving germanium detector.  Small-
angle X-ray scattering measurements were performed
at beamline BL04B2 using monochromatic 38 keV
X-rays, with the scattered X-rays detected using an
imaging plate.  For the first time, stable and precise
measurements were carried out from the triple point
up to 2123 K and 22.0 MPa, beyond the critical point
of rubidium.

The variation of the position of the first maximum,
R1, is shown as a function of density in Fig. 2(a).  R1

corresponds to the nearest-neighbor distance and it is
located at approximately 4.85 Å at 373 K.  It
decreases slowly with decreasing density to about
1.1 g·cm-3, and then drops more rapidly.  In Fig. 2(b),
the density dependence of the S(0) of fluid Rb
is shown.  Below the density of 1.1 g·cm-3, S(0) starts
to increase substantially with decreasing density,
which indicates the appearance of spatial atomic
fluctuations in the fluid.

The change in character of the SAXS results
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Fig. 1.  Schematic illustration of the phase diagram of rubidium (Tc = 2017 K, Pc
= 12.45 MPa) [3].  A continuous and substantial reduction in electron and ion
density is possible by volume expansion along the liquid-vapor saturation line.
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occurs at a density, rs, of between 5 and 5.5, near the
critical value of rs (= 5.25), beyond which the static
electron DF becomes negative [2].  The negative
electron DF generates an attractive Coulomb
interaction among test charges with the same sign.
Therefore, the structural features of expanded fluid
Rb, such as local contraction and the appearance
of the density fluctuation in the metallic state below
1.1 g·cm-3, might be caused by the enhancement in
the attractive interaction among the ions in the
medium of the electron gas with a negative DF.  This
also suggests a possible connection to electron
pairing. A close connection between the negative
static DF and superconductivity has been suggested
[5] in the doped cuprates [6].  Expanded fluid alkali
metals may show superconductivity at low
temperatures if their structural response to the
negative electron DF can be frozen.
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Fig. 2.  Density dependence of the structural parameters of fluid rubidium.  (a) Density
dependence of interatomic distance R1 and (b) density dependence of S(0).  Dots represent
the data measured from 373 K - 1.0 MPa up to 2123 K - 22.0 MPa along the liquid-vapor
saturation line.  Open circles indicate the data measured from 373 K up to the point near
the saturation line at a constant pressure of 5 MPa.  The critical density is denoted by ρc.
The corresponding scale of rs is shown on the upper axis of the graph of R1.




