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(Excerpt from Deep Six: A Decade Under The Ground by William “The Neutralizer” Silbersack, 2004, reprinted with permission.)

It amuses me to see how people react when I tell them about my job.

I’m reminded specifically of a neighborhood barbecue I attended a couple of summers back with my wife. I was chatting with a nice young fellow who’d recently moved onto our block. I asked him about his work and he said he was a geologist for an oil company. “Have you found any yet?” I joked. “Here and there,” he replied. “What do you do for work, Bill?”

His beer actually slipped right out of his fingers when I told him I was the Warden for Deep Six.

I get that kind of reaction a lot. When people discover you work in a parahuman prison, they make a bunch of assumptions. Some are fallacious, others are true. I’m neither a troglodyte nor a sadist. Actually, I’ve been told I’m a rather nice fellow, but thanks to Hollywood, people don’t expect it of a prison guard. Would they be more comfortable around me if I were surly and cruel? I doubt it, but just the same I get more than my fair share of distant, carefully polite conversation, as if somehow I had the power to bring a world of trouble down upon someone from an imagined insult.

Once I’ve explained what I do, there are questions I am normally expected to answer. Everybody asks them in some form or another. I hope this book will serve to provide in-depth answers to those questions. In the ensuing chapters, I shall endeavor to go into these answers in far more detail, but in case you are the sort who likes to be teased, here are some of the most common questions (My editor informs me they’re called FAQs) and my standard, pat answers.

Am I a parahuman? Yes. I have the unique ability to prevent others from using their own powers, making me a logical choice to work for Deep Six.

What is a parahuman, anyway? I’m no expert in the field by any stretch of imagination, but I can try to provide a short answer. A parahuman is anyone who has abilities or powers that would otherwise be considered impossible, such as flight, enhanced strength, or projecting fire. When most people think of parahumans, they think of Just Cause—the “Cause of Justice”—the iconic American superhero team that’s been around since the Fifties. Names like Lady Athena, Lionheart, Juice, and Doublecharge have become household names as the team’s various commanders.

What many people don’t realize is that Just Cause is only one group of parahumans among many throughout the country and the world. Some, like the Lucky Seven or the New Guard, fight on the side of law and order. Others have banded together for less-benign purposes. Anyone who grew up in the Seventies and Eighties will remember the Weathermen and the Malice Group as they took parapowered crime from back alley muggings to blatant daylight attacks in Times Square and the Hollywood Bowl, or Destroyer’s murderous sneak attack at a Just Cause member’s funeral service in 1985, or the Cult of Destruction’s reign of terror in the Nineties and the deadly cat-and-mouse game they played with parahuman heroes across the country.

Using parahuman powers in the commission of a crime automatically makes it a Federal felony. The problem with parahuman lawbreakers is how to keep them incarcerated. They retain their rights, just like anyone else. If bail is denied them after an arrest, they must be detained through court proceedings, and if they are convicted they must serve their prison sentences somewhere. Some parahumans can be safely held in a normal Federal correctional facility. Others require more specialized handling, and that means Deep Six.

Why is it called Deep Six? The prison is six thousand feet underground.

Where is it? Are visitors allowed? Deep Six is about seventy-five miles west of Billings, Montana. Visitors may come to the surface complex, but due to security requirements, only duly-appointed law enforcement and Bureau of Prisons personnel are permitted to descend into the hole.

Is it secure? Deep Six maintains the highest possible level of security under the auspices of the Federal Bureau of Prisons. It is the next step above SuperMax. The entire premise behind Deep Six was to answer the question “how do you contain someone who can fly or walk through walls?”

Who’s being held there? Any parahuman whose powers would make incarceration in a standard prison facility impossible is held in Deep Six. The list of prisoners changes as sentences are served. I usually refer people to our website instead.

What’s it like working there? For the most part it’s like any other job; repetitive and dull. But the nature of the prisoners does make for some interesting moments. I recall one incident where an inmate with enhanced strength—a power I cannot usually block—broke out of his cell and nearly made it to the elevator before guards were able to put him down. In the process, three guards were injured and he did so much damage that it forced a complete redesign of the wings.

Has anyone ever escaped? No. I’m very proud of that fact.
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“As of today, the Cult of Destruction and its leader, Misrule, are the top priority for Just Cause.”

—James “Juice” Forsythe, Just Cause Commander

July, 2007

Denver, Colorado

The airport was a pandemonium of police, journalists, and strange, beautiful people in colorful costumes. Katie Malone stared at them in open wonder from the coolness of the concourse. The temperature was threatening to break the hundred-degree mark for the third day in a row, and the air conditioning strained to keep up. She watched the jet from Deep Six taxi across the tarmac. A woman with feathered wings circled over the plane as it came to a halt several hundred feet away from the airport proper.

Parahumans were uncommon in Ohio, where Katie had lived most of her life. She still had an outsider’s fascination with the earthbound gods and their miraculous abilities. She’d recently discovered, to great surprise, she belonged to that elite group. Her power was nothing spectacular. She could only generate a small flame from her fingertip, as if she’d struck a match. It certainly didn’t fall in the category of exceptional abilities—she wouldn’t be climbing into a spandex costume and battling for the fate of the world anytime soon. On the other hand, it made her the first parahuman she’d ever known. Perhaps she should start smoking; it would give her an excuse to use the power. She raised her hand up, extended a finger, and watched as a tiny flame flickered to life at the tip.

“Wow, how did you do that?” asked the airport security guard who’d escorted her to the waiting area from her own plane. She’d forgotten he was even there.

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I just can.”

“I never met a real parahuman before.”

“You still haven’t.” She nodded to the costumed figures on the tarmac below. “They’re the real ones. I’m nobody compared to them.”

The guard looked down at the heroes of Just Cause, the nation’s premier super-team. Katie thought he looked a little bored, but she imagined that with the team headquartered there in Denver, the residents became a little jaded with the heroes’ presence. “You ready to head down, Miss?”

“That’s Officer,” said Katie, used to making that particular correction.

“Sorry. Officer, then.”

Katie flipped a compact open from her purse to check herself. She didn’t make a habit of wearing makeup, but in order to make a good impression she’d applied some base, lipstick, and eyeliner, following some half-remembered advice from her mother. She fussed with her short auburn bob. The dry, high-altitude air was making it frizzy mad no amount of combing or hair spray was going to fix it without more time than she had to spare. Satisfied that she looked good enough for the circumstances, she stood, smoothed her conservative business suit, and picked up the handle of her wheeled suitcase. The guard led her out the door and down the stairs to the tarmac.

The heat was a tangible thing, a shock to her system. She already felt a little lightheaded from the ridiculous altitude of what the locals called the Mile High City, and the addition of the sweltering temperature made her nauseous. At least the air was dry; Ohio humidity would have caused her to melt into a puddle in minutes.

Despite the massive police presence which cordoned off that entire section of the airport, far too many people roamed around unattended for her liking. As she crossed the tarmac, she scanned the groups and assigned each one a number and a threat potential, a habit she’d acquired in her former position at Ohio State Prison. Pairs of airport security guards like her escort roamed nearest to the concourse. Beyond them prowled the Feds, obvious in their off-the-rack suits and flesh-toned earpieces. Local police decked out in SWAT gear formed the outermost front. A forest of satellite booms from local, national, and international news outlets sprouted in the distance.

All other current events paled against the capture of the parahuman known as Misrule.

“Ms. Malone?”

She turned to see one of the Feds regarding her with cool detachment. His query was a formality; she’d have been shocked if they hadn’t already identified her six times over already. She held up her badge for his perusal. “Yes, I’m Officer Malone.” She emphasized her rank to the suit in case he’d forgotten that she not only belonged there, but had earned that right with her own blood and sweat.

He glanced at it without really looking, which confirmed her suspicion that he already knew everything there was to know about her from her middle name to her daughter’s birthday to the incident details in her file from the Ohio State Penitentiary, where she had worked until two days ago. “I’m Ben Croft, U.S. Marshal. We’re here to oversee the transfer of the prisoner. Have you checked in with your people yet?”

“No, I only arrived an hour ago and they wouldn’t let me out of the concourse until the transport jet landed.”

“Come with me.”

Croft escorted her across the cement. He seemed immune to the sweltering heat despite his navy blue suit as he spoke into his radio. Shortly, an airport transport pulled alongside them, its quiet electrical motor drowned out by the sounds of jets landing and taking off along other runways. They boarded it and the driver steered toward the powering-down jet. The Fed’s expression didn’t change in the least, his eyes unreadable behind the mirror shades.

In a minute, they stopped next to the Deep Six jet. Three men dressed in navy blue tactical gear stood outside, smoking and sweating. Katie and the Fed stepped off the transport. The Deep Six men, deputies by their badges, regarded the newcomers with interest. One of them, a burly man with graying hair and mustache, extended his hand toward Katie, ignoring the Fed.

“You must be our transfer. They said you’d be meeting us here. I’m Lieutenant Frankes.”

Katie gave him her best, firmest handshake. Prison guards understood strength, and it was imperative they saw her as strong first and a woman second. She’d spent years cultivating that reputation at OSP and hoped she could represent the same strength to the correctional officers at Deep Six. “CO Katharine Malone.” She dug a folder out of the front zipper pouch in her bag. “Here’s my paperwork.”

Frankes made no move to reach for it. “I’m sure it’s all in order. You come highly recommended, but we’re not messing with petty offenders and minor felons at Deep Six.”

Katie refused to be baited. “Good. I’m tired of playing with the kids sent up the river for stealing apples from the neighbors’ orchard, sir.”

Frankes burst into laughter. “Oh, that’s rich. I’ll have to remember that. Stealing apples.” He snickered and turned to the other two men. “Officers Foster and Garcia,” he said. Foster had short red hair, freckles, and sparkling blue eyes. He looked miserably hot in his gear with the sunlight blazing down upon him. Garcia’s muscles bulged underneath his uniform and threatened to tear it at the seams. They both gave her polite nods.

“So when’s the big event supposed to take place, sir?” Katie squinted across the hot cement, distorted by heat waves.

“We’ll take possession of the prisoner as soon as Just Cause delivers him“ Frankes glared at Katie’s business suit. “Do you have any tactical gear stowed in your bag?”

“No, sir. I was told Deep Six had its own special equipment.”

“That we do. Foster, see if you can dig up something to outfit Malone here so she looks like she’s playing in the same band as the rest of us.”

Foster grinned. “I hope you can sing better than the Lieutenant. If I have to hear his rendition of Feelings one more time . . .”

He led her inside the jet. It was roomier inside than she would have expected; most of the seats had been removed, and blessedly cool. A hospital gurney was bolted down in the middle of the floor, surrounded by numerous monitoring devices and security features. She took a good look at it all as Foster rummaged through a supply cabinet. “I’m Tim, but everyone calls me Foster. Pleased to meet you, Katharine.”

“Katie, please. Nice to meet you.”

“So you were a CO at Ohio? How’d you like that?”

Katie shrugged. “It was a job. My dad and granddad both worked there.”

“Why come to Deep Six?” Foster emerged from the cabinet with a handful of clothing and gear. “It’s about as boring a place as you can imagine. We’ve got security that makes SuperMax look like a work release program.”

She took the tactical ensemble from Foster. “I needed a change. I used to be married to another CO. He was very popular. We . . . separated. It became difficult to work there after that.” She paused. “You going to watch me change, Foster?” Undaunted, she began to unbutton her blouse as she gave him a gimlet eye.

“Oh, uh . . .” He turned around, color rushing to his fair cheeks.

Katie stripped down to her underwear and bra, climbed into the one-piece blue jumpsuit and zipped it up to her throat. It turned out to be quite a bit larger than she’d thought at first and she felt like she was wearing a tent. “You can turn around now, Foster.” She glanced out the small window and caught a glimpse of the winged woman as she cruised past in a slow glide. “She’s beautiful. I don’t remember her name, though. Eagle Woman?”

“Close,” said Foster. “Desert Eagle.”

“What’s Just Cause really like?” Katie watched as Desert Eagle banked through a sharp turn; the white feathers on the underside of her wings sparkled in the sun. Just Cause was a venerable American institution—the team of heroes had been the cornerstone of parahuman law enforcement for more than fifty years. Like a sports franchise, the players changed over time but the name remained the same. The organization operated under the aegis of the government’s recently-formed Parahuman Resources Agency.

“They’re all right. I’ve only met one or two, and it was really brief. I doubt they remember me at all.”

“Why should they?” Katie flapped her sleeves for emphasis, since she couldn’t shrug clearly in the oversized jumpsuit. “They don’t have time for ordinary assholes like us.”

“I’m a para.” His cheeks colored again. “Well, sort of.”

“Oh?” Katie rolled up the cuffs of the jumpsuit legs and sleeves. Not for the first time in her life, she wished she’d inherited her father’s or grandfather’s height, instead of measuring only a few inches over five feet.

“Yeah. A lot of us at the Six are.”

“What can you do?”

“I can almost turn invisible.” He said the almost quickly, under his breath, as if he was ashamed of it.

“Almost invisible? What’s that look like?”

Foster faded before her eyes. He grew darker, as if he stood in a shadow, and she realized she could see details of the plane cabin clearly through him. It only lasted a few seconds before he returned to normal.

“It’s not much,” he said. “It’s better in low-light conditions. Then I’m almost impossible to see.”

“Almost.”

“It’s useful for when I moonlight as a peeping Tom. Or a peeping Tim.” Foster grinned.

“I bet.” Katie took one look at the boots that went with the outfit and knew that she couldn’t wear enough extra pairs of socks to make them fit her feet. She opened her bag; her own boots were inside. “I’m para too. Just found out.” She held up a hand and sprouted a small flame from each fingertip. “Let me know if you need any candles lit or anything.”

Foster laughed aloud at that. “Typical. We get the good genes, the same lucky turn of the cards as those Just Cause yahoos. They’re out there fighting the big fights and we get to clean up the mess. It’s like they’re the circus performers doing gymnastics on the elephants and we get to walk behind them and shovel shit.”

“And you have the soul of a poet.” Katie laughed as she laced up her boots. “How in the world did you wind up at Deep Six?”

“They were hiring. I needed a job, and wanted to work with parahumans. Little did I know what I was getting into. Long hours underground, but at least the pay’s pretty good and you can’t beat the government benefits.”

“How’s the housing out there? I don’t know a thing about Montana.” Katie wrestled with the straps of the armored vest as she tried to arrange it comfortably on her chest. The damned things were not designed with breasts in mind.

“Not bad. We get subsidized housing, which means a small townhouse. But it’s good enough for me and the boys.”

“You have kids? A wife?”

“Two sons. Garth and Evan. Twelve and nine. No wife. She died seven years ago. Drunk driver.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right. It happens. At least I’ve got the boys. You have any kids?”

“Just my daughter, Lindsay. She’s five.”

Frankes stuck his head into the plane door. “I hate to break up this love fest, but they’re bringing him in now. Let’s get a move on.”

* * *
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Maxim de Witte was born in Denmark in 1965 and became a naturalized American citizen in 1986. Sometime after that the parahuman known as Misrule debuted, and in the wake of his crime wave investigators found sufficient evidence to prove the two men were one and the same. Misrule specialized in large, spectacular crimes involving massive amounts of property damage and loss of life. He accumulated a group of parapowered followers who called themselves The Cult of Destruction. They moved around the country to battle various local superteams as they carved their way into the history books with such dramatic incidents as the Broward County Bloodbath, the Bank of Albuquerque Heist, and the Salt Lake City Shootout. The Shootout had resulted in nineteen deaths—eleven police officers and eight civilians, half directly at the hands of Misrule—and the director of the FBI himself had asked Just Cause to focus their efforts on the Cult of Destruction.

The Cultists were wanted for crimes ranging from assaults to arson, burglary to battery, robbery to rape, and many, many murders. Misrule was at the top of that list, the Most Wanted parahuman criminal in the country. It seemed that not a law existed he hadn’t broken, not a crime he hadn’t committed. Murder was far too sanitary a term for the bloodbaths he often left in his wake. If convicted of even a tenth of the outstanding charges against him, his prison term would stretch into centuries, maybe even millennia.

Over the ensuing six years, Just Cause hunted down the Cult members one at a time. The cells of Deep Six became filled with captured Cultists, and by summer of 2007 only Misrule remained free, but had dropped completely out of sight. Just Cause’s best investigators were unable to turn up the slightest bit of information on his whereabouts. Some of them theorized he was building up a new Cult and would turn up in some astonishing new crime of unbelievable scale. Others thought perhaps he had retired, having stolen close to half a billion dollars and uncounted valuables over the course of two decades. Still others believed he had left the country to work elsewhere in the world.

Nobody had expected him to show up at Just Cause headquarters to turn himself in.

* * *

[image: ]


“You dealt with paras before, Malone?” Frankes shouted over the roar of the Just Cause jet’s engines as they idled.

“No, sir.”

“Think of the worst offenders you’ve ever had to escort, and these guys are almost always harder than that.”

“I’ve read the file on Misrule, sir.”

“Maxim de Witte.”

“What?”

“First rule of Deep Six is that you don’t refer to the prisoners by anything but the name on their birth certificate. Calling them by the names they call themselves gives them legitimacy, and that’s something we just don’t want to do.”

“I understand, sir.”

“All right, lean in,” bellowed Frankes to the others. The four correctional officers huddled together. “We’ve got most of Just Cause to cover our asses here, and that’s a good thing, but we’ve also got a shitload of media types with zoom lenses and shotgun mikes, so let’s not screw this one up. Foster, you administer the sleeper set. Garcia and Malone will cover. I’ll drive the flatbed back to the jet once we get him situated. The file says he’s bulletproof, super-strong, and generally one tough son of a bitch. But ultratasers should be effective if we need to motivate him to cooperate.”

A normal taser like those issued to police officers was about the size of a flashlight. The ultrataser was developed specially for Deep Six and looked like an unholy union of shotgun and Super Soaker by way of Black and Decker. It could deliver anything from a standard taser charge up to a jolt equivalent to a lightning bolt. Katie felt the hairs on her arms stand on end as she took the ultrataser in hand and adjusted it to the setting Frankes recommended.

“All right, let’s put on a good show for the press. Foster, watch your language around the press.”

“I will shut the fuck up, sir.”

“Nobody likes a wise-ass, Foster. Button it.”

Katie thought she rather did like Foster’s wise-assery, but kept that to herself and focused on the task at hand.

Foster unpacked the sleeper set from its carrying case. It used an electronic signal to induce a comatose state in the wearer. It was the safest way to transport prisoners who were strong enough to rip their way out of an airplane, or fly away if given the chance. At one time prisoners incarcerated in Deep Six had worn them twenty-four hours a day, but the ACLU filed a complaint about cruel and unusual punishment. The Supreme Court agreed and now the sets could only be used for transportation or extreme circumstances.

“Set’s ready, Lieutenant,” said Foster after he checked the settings on the device.

The aft door of the Just Cause jet opened, a ramp lowering down to the concrete. Frankes halted the motorized cart just at the base of the ramp. Garcia rolled off the cart to take a position at one side, his ultrataser at the ready. A moment later, Katie followed suit on the other side.

Misrule—Maxim de Witte, thought Katie as she remembered Frankes’ words—stood at the top of the ramp. He was much larger than he looked on the archival video footage she’d seen. At nearly seven feet, he towered over the two Just Cause heroes who flanked him. His dark red, leathery skin contrasted sharply with the plain gray sweats he wore. Yellowed claws extended from his toes and fingertips. Pure white hair fell straight to his shoulders. His face was twisted into a demonic visage complete with ram’s horns. Katie didn’t realize she’d started to lower her ultrataser in awe until Garcia hissed at her and she focused again.

A length of sturdy chain bound Misrule’s arms and a thick iron bar hobbled his legs, but he made no effort to battle his bonds. His head hung low and his shoulders slumped; he looked defeated. He’s sick or something, she thought, recognizing the same stance her daughter had when she had a bad cold.

Doublecharge, the commander of Just Cause, stepped forward, resplendent in her black and white costume. She held out a tablet computer to Frankes. The screen was on standby mode, but Katie could see Maxim de Witte “Misrule” printed on a label across the top. Behind Doublecharge stood a handsome man with curly hair going gray at the temples and a sly grin that had graced hundreds of magazine covers for two decades. People called him the Face of Just Cause—Jack Raymond, known as Crackerjack, the Indestructible Man. He wore a jumpsuit similar to those worn by the Deep Six guards, weighed down with all manner of useful gadgetry and weapons. He’d been on Katie’s list of celebrities she’d do since she’d been a teenager. She felt her pulse quicken at his presence, but he paid her no attention.

“He’s been pretty docile and cooperative,” said Doublecharge. “He claims he’s got cancer.”

Frankes tucked the tablet into a briefcase. “Nothing like free health care at the taxpayers’ expense. Hard copy already sent?”

“It’s on its way.”

“Good. Let’s go, de Witte. I’d like to be back home in time for dinner tonight. Know what we’re having? Turkey. Know what we’re having tomorrow? Turkey. And Friday? Turkey. Hope you like turkey, you asshole, because it’s all you’re going to get for the duration of your stay.” A few of the Just Cause members looked uncomfortable at the taunts but nobody said anything. Katie could understand Frankes’ lack of sympathy; the charges against Misrule could have filled a whole journal.

Misrule started down the ramp, but broke into a coughing jag halfway down. The man’s bonds didn’t allow him to hunch over as they wracked his body with heavy, wet sounds. Katie winced in unexpected sympathy as bloody sputum flew from his mouth to stain the concrete below.

“Maxim de Witte is being held on multiple outstanding warrants, and the detainee has been denied bond by the judge due to the high flight risk and lethal parahuman abilities,” said Doublecharge. “All the information on his charges is contained within his file.”

“Deep Six acknowledges the charges and accepts responsibility for the prisoner,” said Frankes, following what sounded to Katie like official protocol. He turned to Misrule, who stood by the flatbed. Katie knew he was strong enough to break the chains and bars with ease if he made an effort. He could even fire destructive energy bolts from his hands, which didn’t seem fair in the greater scheme of things; parahumans were supposed to be super-strong bricks or energy blasters, but Misrule was rare because he was both. Despite his tremendous level of power, he stood docile and awaited his fate.

Foster approached Misrule without hesitation. Katie wasn’t sure she could have applied the same professional nonchalance herself. She gripped the ultrataser tightly, prepared to give the prisoner a powerful jolt if he so much as made an aggressive blink. Misrule remained placid as Foster ordered him to sit on the flatbed and installed the sleeper set on his head. It sat on Misrule’s head like an aluminum skullcap. Katie thought it looked like a colander with electronic gizmos all over it. Foster had some difficulty fitting it over the prisoner’s horns, but at last he twisted it just right and it settled into place. Foster activated the set and Misrule’s eyes rolled back as he fell back onto the transport.

Foster caught him and lowered his torso onto the flatbed. “Christ, this guy’s heavy.”

“That’s his muscular density,” said Doublecharge. “His tissue is so dense that our MRI couldn’t read his insides. He certainly seems sick, though.”

Frankes nodded. “That he does. We’ve got special equipment back at the Six that ought to get us a look inside him.”

“Good luck with that one. We’ve been after him for a long time.”

“Warden has his cell all set to go. We’ve been expecting him.” Frankes started the flatbed’s engine, and then turned to Doublecharge. “Kind of funny that he gave himself up after all this time, don’t you think?”

“Quite.” She turned and walked back up the ramp into the plane.

* * *
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Katie had expected someone else would pilot the jet back to Deep Six, but instead Frankes and Garcia went to the cockpit to perform a preflight checkup, leaving her and Foster to arrange their prisoner.

“You’re not kidding about his weight. It feels like he’s made of lead or something,” she said as they struggled to move the comatose Misrule onto the gurney. She was no slouch about spending time in the gym—it was important for guards to be physically strong—but she and Foster barely managed to get Misrule into place. Her heart pounded and blood rushed in her ears as they strapped him down. “This altitude is a bitch. How do people live up here?”

“It’s not so bad. Maybe we’re just out of shape.” Foster seemed just as winded and dropped into a seat at the aft of the cabin.

Katie joined him. “Are all prisoner pickups like this?”

“No. This one went smoothly. Thank God it’s a short flight back to the Six from here. We won’t have to do the icky part.”

“Do I want to know?”

He smiled. “Ever install a catheter?”

“Oh. No.”

The jet taxied to a runway and took off without delay. Katie caught a glimpse of the Rockies as the plane banked to the north. Snow still sat on the highest peaks, even in the middle of summer.

Foster got up, went to a cabinet at the plane’s tail, and returned with two bottles of water. Katie accepted one and held the cool plastic against her hot forehead. “I had to manhandle a prisoner by myself back in Ohio once. He was about Misrule’s—I mean, de Witte’s—size, but not nearly as heavy.”

“I wouldn’t worry so much about calling him by his real name, Katie. Frankes is kind of a stickler for the rules, but we all know these assholes by their parahuman identities. If something happens and somebody tells you to go get de Witte, you don’t want to waste time looking him up in the computer. I say Misrule, and you know exactly who I mean.”

“I get it. Just don’t say it around Frankes?”

“Not unless you want an ass-chewing. So what happened with your prisoner?”

She sipped her water. “I got him into a joint lock and introduced his face to a wall and held him there until someone backed me up.”

“I’m surprised you had to deal with someone by yourself at all.”

“Well, Ohio has always been kind of short-staffed, but . . .” She was unsure of how to explain the sexism, the constant tests of her ability to measure up to other guards, the general antipathy toward women, all of which had grown worse after she and Lindsay left Simon. Her ex-husband was very popular with the other officers and they’d all made it very clear whose side they were on, and it wasn’t hers.

“You won’t ever have to deal with anyone by yourself at the Six,” Foster said. “These are the people who are too dangerous to hold even in a SuperMax. With the addition of him—” Foster nodded toward Misrule. “We’ve got the entire Cult of Destruction there now. We also hold the group that tried to rob the Denver Mint a couple of years back, and a slew of independents. Bad, scary people.”

Katie nodded. She’d spent several nights paging through the Neutralizer’s book and looking over Deep Six’s and Just Cause’s websites. “Are most of the staff members pretty easygoing, like you? Or . . . are they more like the Lieutenant?”

Foster chuckled. “That man has a real chip on his shoulder. He’s jealous of paras, even if they’re stupidly low-powered like you and me. He took the Musashi-Kitaro genetic test twice, and each time it came back negative.”

Katie had never taken the MK test herself. It checked for the presence of the common genetic marker within most parahumans. She’d never had any reason to take the test, and now that she knew she had parahuman abilities, it was a moot point anyway. “So he hates parahumans. How many of us are on the staff?”

“Several. Garcia’s one. He never sleeps. Ever. The man has been constantly awake for the last seventeen years.”

Katie’s mouth dropped open. It didn’t sound like much of an ability, but then she thought about what she could do with another six-to-eight hours a day every day. “Wow.”

“Yeah. He’s got three degrees, his pilot’s license, speaks four languages fluently, and three open-minded girlfriends.”

“There are others?”

“Yes. You’ll meet them soon enough. Nice folks for the most part.”

“Good.”

The jet’s engines howled and they ate up the miles toward Montana and a very deep hole in the ground.
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“How do you contain someone who can fly or walk through walls?”

—Thomas Denton, Director of the Federal Bureau of Prisons

July, 2007

Deep Six, Montana

“We’re on final approach to Deep Six now. Our baby still sleeping?” Frankes’ voice jarred Katie out of a sound sleep. Her early-morning flight from Ohio to Denver followed by the excitement of the prisoner transfer and finally another air journey to Montana had her jet lagged and exhausted. She sat up and checked on Misrule—de Witte! she corrected herself. He hadn’t moved, which was a relief. In theory, with a sleeper set on he was incapable of any voluntary actions. She glanced over at Foster. He also dozed, his mouth hanging open, head tilted back against the seat. She smiled; her daughter slept the same way in the car.

“What the hell?” shouted Frankes. “Anybody awake back there? Some guards you are.”

“Sorry, sir. We’re awake. Misrule—I mean de Witte—is fine. He’s still secured.” Katie hoped there was an open microphone somewhere in the cabin and she wasn’t just talking to the air.

Foster opened his bleary eyes and looked around. “We there already?”

The jet descended at a rapid clip and swung around toward an isolated runway. Katie couldn’t resist pressing her nose against the window like a child, trying to get a better look as the runway rose up to meet them. “What happens next?”

“There’s a secure hangar at the end of the runway,” said Foster. “We taxi in there and once it’s locked up, we can take the prisoner out. We’re allowed to keep him asleep until we take the elevator down to Booking.”

Katie shivered a little at the phrase elevator down to Booking. She wasn’t claustrophobic, but had never been deeper underground than the basement levels of Ohio State. Deep Six was more than a mile beneath the surface. “What’s it like, working so far underground?”

The landing gear touched down with a slight jolt and the engines’ timbre changed as Frankes applied them to braking.

“Noisy. Between the air circulation, the plumbing, the generators, and all the electronic monitoring, there’s a perpetual background hum that’s occasionally loud enough you have to shout to be heard. It’s also hot and humid. You ought to feel right at home, coming from Ohio.”

Katie chuckled at that. The plane slowed and rolled into a hangar. She peered out the window at the reinforced walls as they bumped to a stop.

“We’d like to thank you for flying Deep Six airlines. Baggage claim is to your right, six thousand feet straight down,” Garcia announced over the speakers.

The cockpit door opened and Frankes stepped through. “Everybody’s a goddamn comedian.” He stared at the comatose Misrule with professional intensity. “All right, let’s get this asshole under the ground.”

Foster opened the door. Several guards armed with ultratasers at the ready stood outside. One had a heavy-duty powered wheelchair. As they struggled to get Misrule’s heavy body out of the plane, Katie glanced around the interior of the hangar. Tungsten-steel and concrete lined the heavily-armored walls, with numerous cameras mounted high above. Behind the plane, a massive shuttered door had sealed them inside. Ahead she saw a small building, which likely housed the elevator to the prison below.

They placed Misrule in the wheelchair and fastened his arms and legs into thick restraints. A brace kept his head upright while another clamped around his neck. For a moment Katie felt sympathetic for the man; the bonds seemed cruel. But then she reminded herself this man represented a far more dangerous and deadly felon than any she had dealt with in her previous position. Given his abilities, she wondered if the current restraints would even be sufficient to hold him when they removed the sleeper set.

The wheelchair operated via a remote control, and Frankes drove it into the elevator building under the watchful eyes of the surface guards. Katie noticed there were no operator controls inside the elevator, only a card reader and a plastic tube with a silicone tip. Frankes slid a card through the reader and blew into the tube.

“What’s that tube?” Katie asked.

“Genetic reader. It’s the same technology that Just Cause uses. The Command Center has sole control over this elevator, and they won’t raise or lower it without a match to existing genetic codes, the card, and the verbal code,” said Foster.

“Prisoners are a pretty resourceful bunch,” agreed Katie. “But I can’t imagine how someone could fool all three.”

“I hope we never have to find that out.”

Katie shivered. It was bad enough when normal prisoners escaped. “Same here. What happens if you lose your card or forget your verbal codes?”

“I suggest you don’t do either,” said Frankes, still facing the reader.

“Welcome back, Lieutenant.” A voice sounded from several speakers mounted behind a heavy screen in the elevator roof. “Your authorization, please.”

“Hopscotch. Green. Woodrow. Ablative.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant. Beginning your descent.”

The elevator jerked when it started and then dropped at a steady rate, sending Katie’s heart into her throat as she thought about six thousand feet of dirt and rock over her head.

Frankes turned to her. “Welcome to Deep Six, Malone. You’ll be issued an ID card and authorization codes once we’ve gotten this bastard locked down.”

“What if I was a spy? Or an impostor?” she asked.

“Are you?”

She glanced at Foster, who shrugged. “No, of course not.”

“Once you’re under the ground, you can’t get back without help from the Command Center, and they won’t do anything without authorization codes and genetic verification. If you have parahuman abilities, the Warden can cancel those out. And if you don’t, you’re way out of your league if you’re trying to sneak into Deep Six.”

The rest of the elevator ride passed in interminable silence. Katie checked her watch and was surprised to discover the journey downward took over ten minutes. Garcia and Foster lounged against the walls. Only Frankes stood ramrod straight, his back to the others, facing the door. Eventually the car braked and came to a halt. The doors opened into a lobby. Two men waited there, one in a plain navy jumpsuit matching those worn by the guards, the other in medical scrubs.

“Welcome back,” said the older of the two. He was in late middle age, with a paunch that years of calisthenics couldn’t hide and hair the color of steel wool. His face was lined but pleasant and he carried about him a youthful energy which didn’t match his appearance. It reminded Katie of her grandfather before he died. He only glanced at Misrule for a moment before approaching Katie and giving her a firm handshake. “You must be Officer Malone. Welcome to Deep Six. I’m William Silbersack, Warden of this facility. Pleased to meet you.”

“Thank you, sir. I read your book.”

He smiled. “Did you enjoy it?”

“Very much, sir.”

“Always a pleasure to meet a fan. Now . . . we don’t take much stock in the whole sir and ma’am thing down here in the Six. My friends call me Chief, and I hope you will too.”

“I will, sir. I mean Chief.” Kate smiled. It was nice that he’d been so pleasant to her right off the bat without being condescending. He hadn’t even let his eyes drop to check out her figure like most men did upon introduction. She’d grown so used to the male gaze upon her daily that she only noticed it when it didn’t happen.

“This is Doctor Donald Mayfair. He’s in charge of the prisoners’ well-being.”

Dr. Mayfair’s mouth twitched as if he suppressed a grin before making his face once more a mask of professional neutrality. “This means I spend most of my days dealing with all manner of the imagined maladies to which prisoners are prone.”

“All right, everyone . . .” Silbersack’s manner turned officious. “Let’s wake up Mr. de Witte and get him processed. Be on your guard. I can prevent him from using his destructive energy blasts, but he’ll retain all of his strength. He shouldn’t be able to break free of those bonds, but we’ve all been surprised before.”

Katie wondered just what it took to surprise this bunch of jaded guards. The officers readied their ultratasers, standing alert as Frankes removed the sleeper set. Everyone tensed as it came off. Seconds ticked by; not in silence, for the prison was as noisy as Foster had said, but it seemed silent nevertheless as tensions increased.

“Usually they wake up by now,” Foster muttered to Katie. Misrule hadn’t moved a muscle since the set was removed.

“Check his vitals,” said Silbersack.

Dr. Mayfair stepped forward, his stethoscope at the ready. “He’s alive, but I don’t like the sound of his respiration. It’s very strained. He claimed to have cancer?”

“That’s what the initial report from Just Cause says,” Silbersack said. “Doublecharge has doubts about his claim.”

“Just the same, I’d like to do a thorough examination as soon as you’re done booking him.”

Misrule’s eyes snapped open. “Watch it!” called Foster. The huge red-skinned man flexed his arms and chest, straining mightily at his restraints. An inch-thick steel pin dropped to the floor in two pieces with a ringing sound like a quarter flipped through the air. Mayfair tripped over his own feet and fell in his hurry to get out of Misrule’s reach.

Around the lobby, officers raised their ultratasers, each on a hair trigger. Silbersack took a step forward. “Hold it right there, Misrule.”

“My apologies.” Misrule’s voice had all the smoothness of a well-oiled blade. “I forgot myself for a moment, and it can be rather a shock to awaken in restraints. I shall behave myself.”

A booking technician stepped out of the back offices to face Misrule. She looked to be in her early thirties, but had the face of a teenager. Katie shivered a little; a cool draft followed the young woman around, like she had her own portable air conditioner.

“That’s Cassie Haig,” whispered Foster. “She can raise or lower the temperature around her by a few degrees. She hates being too hot.”

“Mr. de Witte,” said Cassie, “I’m going to ask you a series of questions and will need you to answer them honestly.”

Misrule smiled. “Of course.”

“State your full name.”

“Maxim Aeschylus de Witte.”

“Date of birth?”

“Six August, Nineteen Sixty-Five.”

“Have you ever been known by any other names?”

Misrule chuckled at that before his laughter degraded into a coughing fit. Dr. Mayfair moved over to check on him, his sense of duty to the infirm overriding basic common sense.

“At times it has pleased me to call myself Misrule. As have others.”

Katie stifled a yawn. She’d always found the booking-in routines to be boring. The questions continued, getting Misrule’s basic personal information. His answers were quiet and complete, never hesitating, stammering, or any of the other obvious signs of dishonesty.

The list of charges against him spanned several pages. Cassie didn’t dwell on reading them all. Instead, she informed Misrule a federal judge had denied him bond. Misrule didn’t seem upset at that.

“I’ve spent twenty years running from this. I’m very tired now.”

“Do you have any medical conditions that require treatment and if so, what medications are you taking, if any?”

Misrule’s smile turned sad. “I have cancer. I have been told it is inoperable due to the nature of my body. I am not currently taking any medication for it.”

“Who told you it was cancer? What kind is it?” Dr. Mayfair stared at Misrule, as if he could determine the nature of the illness by visual examination.

“My doctor told me. He believes it to be lung cancer of a somewhat advanced nature. His prognosis for my survival was . . . grim.”

“Who is your doctor? Does he have records he can send us?”

Misrule met Mayfair’s eyes with his own. “I will not disclose his identity to you. I do not know if he keeps records, but it is doubtful he would release them if he did.”

“Bullshit,” said Mayfair. “No legitimate doctor works that way.”

“I never said he is a legitimate doctor. He practices on . . . the less-upstanding parahuman population.”

Mayfair turned away. “So some unlicensed quack tells you you’re sick and you believed him. I don’t know who’s the greater fool.”

Misrule coughed, as if for emphasis. Bloody phlegm slid from the corner of his mouth.

“Check him out nevertheless, Doc,” Silbersack said. “His lawyer will have a field day with us if you don’t.” He looked around as if he sought the origin of a rank odor. “Speaking of which, have we heard from his attorney yet?”

“Not yet, Chief,” said Cassie.

“I have not yet contacted an attorney,” said Misrule.

“I find that astonishing,” said the Warden. “You’re supposed to be fabulously wealthy and you don’t have an ambulance chaser riding shotgun?”

Misrule shrugged shoulders like basketballs. “When you’ve been given only a few months to live, certain things no longer become a priority.”

“Are we done here?” asked Mayfair.

“I believe so. Cassie?” Silbersack glanced over to where the booking technician typed notes into the computer.

“Yeah, we’re done.”

Mayfair stalked over to the secure door leading to the medical wing. “Well, bring him along and we’ll see how sick he really is.”

* * *
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Katie stood in the Command Center with Foster and watched the video feed of Misrule being escorted to the prison level below. Even though he was surrounded by several armed guards, he remained cool and collected and didn’t offer even token resistance as he went into his cell.

Like all cells in Deep Six, Misrule’s had been customized to minimize the effectiveness of his powers. Silbersack’s own ability to inhibit other parahuman powers required his concentration, and unlike Officer Garcia, he had to sleep sometimes. Therefore the cells had to be capable of holding an inmate indefinitely, or at least long enough that he or she could be subdued before breaking out. The technology used for the customization was an offshoot of that in the Just Cause training facility. Using the vast resources of the Earth itself, swarms of microscopic robots built appropriate layers into the walls and ceiling of each prison cell. Misrule’s cell was reinforced with a titanium grid layer both within and without. Tiny zirconium crystals had been mixed into the grid which should diffuse his destructive energy blast into harmless visible light.
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