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An EMP devastated the world. Now life is a brutal battle for survival…When a powerful EMP
blast knocks out power across the country, Molly, former Marine bus driver, Colton, and the five
students they’re supervising are trapped inside a prison, surrounded by hardened criminals and
with no safe exit. And it doesn’t take long for a riot to throw everything into even more
chaos.Molly and Colton must find a way to escape with their charges, even if it means trusting a
prisoner who may be using them for his own secret agenda.Once outside the prison, they
discover that the world is just as dangerous, as local townspeople fight over dwindling supplies
and shelter. Molly will do anything to protect her students. But can she lead them to safety as
what’s left of the world collapses around them?Loyalties are tested, new bonds are forged, and
survival is a daily battle in a dying world. This boxset contains books 1-3 of the Dark Nation
series, a thrilling post-apocalyptic trilogy.
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HamiltonSneak Peek: Fractured WorldAlso by Grace HamiltonBLURBThey’re trapped inside a
prison when the power goes out…Molly is determined to get the troubled teens she teaches
back on the right path and is convinced a trip to a local prison will show them the consequences
of bad behavior. But when an EMP blast knocks out all power across the country, Molly and her
five students, along with their former-Marine bus driver, Colton, are locked in with the prisoners
with no safe exit.The guards are little help against clever convicts, and when a riot throws
everything into chaos, Molly and Colton must find a way to get to freedom with their charges,
even if it means trusting a prisoner who is using them for his own gains.Prisoners aren’t the only
danger in the suddenly powerless world. Escaping the prison may be more dangerous than
staying inside as it becomes clear to everyone that the power isn’t coming back, and society is
about to crumble.1MOLLYMolly O’Neil adjusted in her seat and groaned softly as her back



twinged in protest. School bus seats hadn’t improved much since her high school days—if
anything, they’d gotten worse. Behind her, the handful of teenagers she was in charge of for the
day were becoming restless, but she couldn’t bring herself to confront them. They were already
in for a tough day.“How much longer?” She bent forward and put her hand on the back of the bus
driver’s seat.Colton shrugged his thick shoulders at her and pointed to the ugly red line on the
satnav that indicated heavy traffic. “Who knows?” he replied, drumming his large fingers
impatiently on the steering wheel. “Could be an hour or more.”Molly looked at her watch and
sighed. It was unseasonably warm, and the musty smell of the school bus was making her feel a
little car sick. She took a long sip from her flask of lukewarm coffee and wondered—not for the
first time that day—why she, as an English teacher, had been roped into this.The school’s
annual “Scared Straight” trip was usually handled by their brash and bulky gym teacher, Mr.
Jones. This year, however, the principal wanted to “spread the wealth,” and she was elected as
chaperone. Now here she was, stuck on the highway on the way to Fairfield Prison with five
disgruntled teenagers. The only saving grace was that they weren’t all bad kids.Flick. Flick.
Flick.It was the unmistakable flick of a lighter. I stand corrected, she thought and bit back a sigh.
What if she pretended she hadn’t heard it? What if she just hunkered down at the front of the
bus, stared out of the window at the slow-moving landscape, and imagined the scrawny trees at
the side of the highway were actually a vast and glorious forest that she could escape to? A
place where she could hide herself away and not have to deal with any of this anymore.Flick.
Flick. Flick.Molly placed her palm on the armrest and steadied herself as she stood up. Slipping
her phone into her jeans pocket, she cast her eyes over each seat in turn until she came to the
obvious culprit: Lucky.“Hand it over.”Lucky had been so busy staring at his phone that he didn’t
notice Molly standing over him until she spoke. “The phone?” he said, slipping his phone-free
hand down into the space between his hip and the side of the bus.“The lighter.” Molly held out
her hand and wriggled her fingers. “Now, please, Lucky.”For a moment, she thought that Lucky
might protest. But he was only fourteen, younger than the others, and essentially a decent kid.
So, after looking around to see whether the others were watching, he did as he was told. “I
wasn’t going to do anything,” he said. “And I don’t think you’ve got a right to take my personal
property from me.”Trying not to smile at the fake bravado, Molly folded her arms. “Well, you
haven’t exactly got a good track record, have you?” she said, even though she knew that she
shouldn’t really be getting into it with him.Rolling his eyes, Lucky leaned a gangly arm on the rim
of the window and waved his hand at her. “It was an accident,” he said. “How come no one
believes me?”From the back of the bus, Jenna, who had been in more fist fights than Molly
cared to count, shouted, “Because you’re a pyro freak, that’s why!”Ignoring her, Molly put the
lighter into her pocket and said, “Whether it was an accident or not, you set fire to your uncle’s
barn. You’re on this trip for a reason. Plus, you and I both know that if you’re caught in possession
of a lighter, you’ll be in a whole world of trouble—especially if you’re caught trying to take a
lighter into a prison. So, consider me confiscating this a little taste of what it’s like in jail. No
luxuries. No control. Someone else deciding what you can and can’t do.”“All right,” Lucky whined.



“Can’t we wait till we get there before starting the lectures?”Molly opened her mouth to reply but
thought better of it; she’d been teaching long enough to know that the worst possible thing you
could do was allow yourself to be sucked into an argument. Especially if you were trapped in an
airless bus on the longest school trip in history. She continued her walk down the bus aisle; now
that she was up, she might as well check on the others.At the back, the Banks twins, Erik and
Scarlett, leaned into the aisle, bickering with Jenna. Seriously? Molly thought. There’s only five
of them—how can they be this much hard work?“Right,” she said, positioning herself between
the twins and Jenna. “What’s going on with you three?”“Nothing,” Scarlett replied, narrowing her
eyes at Jenna, and sinking back into her seat to look at her phone.“Yeah,” Erik agreed.
“Nothing.”Molly looked from Jenna to the twins, then shook her head. “Okay, well, keep it down.
Mr. King is trying to concentrate up there.” She had turned and started to head back to her seat,
when she unmistakably heard Erik mutter loudly to his sister, “No wonder she gets in so many
fights—she’s got arms like a freakin’ dude.”Scarlett sniggered loudly. There was a millisecond of
silence before Jenna yelled, “Yeah, so what if I have!”Molly spun around in time to see Jenna
lunge for Erik. He scrabbled backwards, backwards, almost right into his sister’s lap, but Molly
dashed forward and planted herself in front of him. Placing her hands on Jenna’s shoulders, she
met her eyes. Jenna was breathing quickly, her eyes were wide and furious, and her cheeks
were flushed.“It’s not worth it,” Molly said, willing Jenna to listen to her. “Really, it’s not.”Jenna
was trembling, but she’d been in too many fights. One more, and she’d be kicked out of school
and sent straight to Juvie.“Jenna—it’s not worth it,” Molly repeated. Slowly, she saw Jenna’s
shoulders drop. “Good. Right. Now why don’t you go sit up front?”Jenna nodded. Molly let out a
long slow breath as she watched her release her clenched fists, pick up her backpack and move
several seats away from Scarlett and Erik. Jenna could easily have taken Erik; he was mouthy
when he was with his sister, but he was skinny too, and had never so much as thrown a punch
as far as Molly knew. Thank God she’d managed to calm Jenna down and hadn’t had to return
the kids to their parents with black eyes and bloodied noses. Although, at least if she had, it
might have assured she was never selected to chaperone a trip like this again in the
future.Sitting down opposite the twins, in the seat Jenna had just vacated, Molly leaned forward
and put her hands on her knees. “Come on, you two. You know better than to instigate anything.
Out of everyone, I thought the two of you were the ones who probably didn’t deserve to be here.”
Molly shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe I was wrong.”Scarlett buried herself in her phone and
refused to look at her. But Erik looked sheepish and almost apologetic as he said, “Yeah.
Whatever.”“Well, not ‘whatever’, Erik—”Ahead, Colton swore under his breath, and Molly looked
up. Standing up and stepping away from the twins, she saw that he was shaking his head and
gesticulating at something out of the window.“What the hell is this?” he said loudly.Molly dipped
her head and narrowed her eyes. Ahead, a couple of yards away, the road sign which had—a
few seconds ago—announced a detour due to a traffic accident, flickered.. The orange lights
flashed on and off and on again. Then they disappeared completely. Molly frowned.At the front
of the bus, Lucky let out a clap of laughter. Jenna was sniggering too.“What the...” Colton turned



to look at Molly, and she felt her cheeks begin to flush, because the sign now read: SHEEPLE
MAKE GOOD VENISON. It was accompanied by a crude drawing of what she could only
assume was supposed to depict cannibalism. And Molly knew exactly who was
responsible.“Scarlett....” She whirled around and snatched the girl’s phone from her
hands.“Hey!” Scarlett and Erik yelled at the same time.Molly didn’t give in. She put her hands on
her hips and shook her head. “You’re on this trip because of exactly this kind of behavior.”Scarlett
opened her mouth to speak, but Molly interrupted her.“And don’t even bother trying to tell me it
wasn’t you. Change it back.” She handed Scarlett her phone. “Now.”With the road sign back to
normal, Jenna sitting in the middle section of the bus with her headphones on, and the others
seemingly done with causing trouble, Molly returned to her seat. Without meaning to, she
exhaled loudly as she sat down, and Colton turned to her.“Don’t know how you do it,” he said,
looking past her at the unruly concoction of students she’d been put in charge of. “This lot. Every
day.”Molly attempted to smile. Her temples ached with tiredness, and what she wanted to say
was, I don’t know either. And I don’t know how long I can keep doing it for. But she didn’t. “You
don’t have it too easy yourself,” she said. “Driving busloads of rowdy kids around every
day.”Colton shrugged at her. “Nah,” he said, smiling with the corner of his mouth. “I’m just the
driver. I don’t have to keep them in line.”“Well, you might have more luck at it.” Molly looked briefly
at the tattoos on Colton’s forearms, and his short, sharp, military haircut.“I’d say you do all right,”
he said, turning back to the road. “Listen, we’re almost at the detour. Should be at the prison in
half an hour.”Molly nodded. “I’ll call them.”After speaking to the warden’s assistant, Molly hung
up, put her cell phone in her bag, and took out a battered copy of The Call of the Wild—an
adventure novel she picked up at a flea market a few years ago and had devoured several times
since. In the seats opposite her, Zack, the only student yet to cause her any problems, was also
reading.Smiling a little, Molly peered around his book to look at the cover. She knew Zack—he
was in one of her English classes—and she was pleasantly surprised to see him reading. In
class, he was pretty much always silent. Clever, but silent. The kind of kid who gave off a serious
‘leave me alone’ vibe and who no one ever wanted to get that close to.“Good book?” she asked,
angling herself toward him.Slowly, Zack looked up at her from beneath his dark greasy hair. He
wore glasses, was extremely pale, and had piercingly blue eyes that were more than a little
unnerving. Molly had known kids like him before; kids who leaned into the ‘I’m a loner’ thing as a
form of self-preservation. Closing the cover, he placed both hands on top of it.“I’ve read it a
couple of times myself,” Molly said, gesturing to the book. In fact, it was one of her favorites. “I
love dystopian stuff.”With a withering look, Zack pursed his lips.“Psychopath.” A couple of seats
behind, Lucky rolled his eyes. “I don’t even feel safe being on the same bus as him, Miss
O’Neil.”Molly ignored Lucky, but Zack had already opened the book again and adjusted his
glasses on the bridge of his nose. Sighing a little, Molly turned away. As she did, Zack said, in a
gruff teenage voice, and without looking at her, “You know, the dystopian worlds in these books
might be more interesting if we didn’t see the exact same behavior in other people every single
day.” Facing away from her, he gestured to the window. “Every time we step outside.”Molly



swallowed hard. She hated to even think it, but she saw where the other kids were coming from—
whether he meant to be or not, Zack was a little creepy. Although he did have a point; a lot of the
time, for a lot of people, life wasn’t all that kind. For years now, Molly had felt an increasing need,
deep down in the pit of her stomach, to escape. To run away to a little piece of land somewhere
and to live totally and utterly by herself. Off grid. No papers to grade. No kids to try and drag
through high school, so that they could have half a chance in the big bad world.“What was that
about?” Colton asked, turning and lowering his voice. “The psycho thing?”Molly sighed and
leaned in a little closer. “Zack’s got a bit of a... reputation. His older brother Tommy killed
someone. He’s in prison. Last year, Zack was kicked out of military school for beating another kid
unconscious.”Colton sucked his cheeks in and shook his head. Turning back to the steering
wheel, as the traffic finally began to move again, he looked into the rearview mirror. But he
wasn’t looking at Molly; his eyes were fixed on Zack, and something flashed across his face that
Molly hadn’t seen before. Was it pity? Or understanding?2LAURALaura’s arms burned fiercely
as she lifted them above her head. She’d chosen the twenty-pound weights. She wasn’t ready
for them, but she was sick of not making any progress. At her feet, Argent looked up at her
through large chocolate brown eyes—an expression that said, You’re pushing yourself too hard,
you know.“Oh, don’t you start,” she said, counting to ten and speaking through quick shallow
breaths as she brought her arms back to her sides. “You know what it’s like to feel as if you’ve
been put out to pasture.”At that, Argent simply closed his eyes and put his head on his paws; he
knew better than to argue with her. He’d been by her side for so long now that, these days, Laura
was fairly sure he was more in tune with her than her own family was.After forcing herself to
complete five more reps, Laura finally stopped. She’d been sitting on the specially designed
bench that Alex had installed for her, but now used her tired, shaky arms to lift herself back into
her wheelchair.Releasing a long, slow breath, she reached for her water bottle. Sweat glistened
across her shoulders and, despite it being five whole years since the accident, she still hated the
way it felt when she leaned against the wheelchair’s nylon backrest. As Argent stood up and
yawned, aware they’d soon be leaving, she removed the small white earbuds from her ears and
asked Siri to stop the music.Looking at herself in the wall-length mirrors opposite, Laura gritted
her teeth and forced her eyes away from her flushed and tired-looking face. Her home gym was
at the side of the house, with large glass doors that looked out into their neat but not particularly
impressive garden; neither she nor Alex was the green-thumb type. When they first got married,
and she was starting out in her career as a personal trainer, Alex had suggested they convert the
garage into a studio for her. Even now, despite the big mirrors, it was her favorite room in the
house.It was her place. A place where she could pretend things were as they used to be. A place
where she could work out, drown herself in loud music, and ignore the rest of the world.Without
the soothing drum beat of the music she’d been listening to, however, quiet filled her ears. As
always, the lack of noise seemed to amplify the dull ache in her lower back, and she winced as
she moved. Closing her eyes, she tried one of the breathing exercises her PT had
recommended. She was visualizing herself, pain free, beneath a giant oak tree in a field full of



sunflowers—something she’d always felt was kind of ridiculous, but which she tried anyway—
when her husband’s voice broke her concentration.“Goddamn it!” Alex’s cry was followed by the
sound of something being tossed across the room.Laura glanced at Argent. “What’s he up
to?”Grabbing the towel that was slung over the arm of her chair, she patted her face, then slung
it around her shoulders and wheeled out of the gym. “Alex?”“In here.” His voice came from their
daughter Scarlett’s room and as Laura approached, she shook her head; he was doing DIY?
They had a day to themselves. The kids were out of the way and Alex, for once, wasn’t working.
And he’d decided to do DIY?“What are you—” Laura stopped in the doorway of Scarlett’s room.
She’d always been a little disappointed by her daughter’s bedroom; when Laura was a teenager,
she’d put up fairy lights, hung posters of boy bands, and pinned photos of her girlfriends to a
large cork board. But Scarlett’s room was ... grungy. Gray walls, not a photograph in sight, and
dominated by a huge computer desk with three screens and two keyboards. Erik’s was similar,
although not quite so dark, but it was Scarlett’s that bothered Laura the most.Alex looked up at
her. He was on the floor, kneeling, with his shirt sleeves rolled up, and was surrounded by what
looked like the innards of Scarlett’s computer. Blinking at her, he rubbed the back of his neck,
and Laura instantly knew that he was doing something he felt bad about.“Alex, what is this?”“I’m
taking it apart.”“Why? Is it broken? You know nothing about computers....”“I’m not fixing it, Laura.
I’m dismantling the damn thing.” Alex’s features sharpened as he spoke, and beneath his beard
she could see his cheeks flushing.Laura felt her mouth drop open. Her heart fluttered
uncomfortably in her chest. “Dismantling it? Why?” Already, she was picturing their daughter’s
face when she came home and realized what he had done.Alex waved his hand at her and
picked up a screwdriver. “Erik’s too. I’ve had enough.”“So, this is a punishment?” Before the
accident, Laura would have stormed into Scarlett’s room and snatched the screwdriver from her
husband’s fingers. Now, that kind of outburst wasn’t an option.“Yes. A punishment. They can’t get
away with what they did, Laura.”Trying to soften her voice, because if they both started yelling,
they’d get nowhere, Laura tilted her head at him and said, “The Scared Straight trip is their
punishment, isn’t it?”Alex looked up at her and sat back on his heels. “No,” he said bluntly,
weighing the screwdriver up and down. “The prison trip is to show them where they’ll end up if
they keep on like this. They might get some street cred from being teenage cyber criminals, but if
the twins keep on like this... with the hacking... they’ll end up in jail, Laura.”“Alex....” Laura took
the towel from around her neck and placed it in her lap so that she could fiddle with its corners.
“Betraying their trust like this—what will that teach them?” She held his gaze and, for a moment,
thought he might give in and see where she was coming from. But Alex had always been
stubborn and as usual, he simply shook his head at her.“No, I’m sorry. I’ve made up my mind.
They can’t get away with what they did to that TV station. There has to be a consequence.”“The
Scared Straight trip is the consequence.” Finally, Laura’s voice had gone up both in pitch and
volume. She was exasperated and she hated it when Alex was like this—obstinate, inflexible,
and with absolutely no regard for how his actions might make other people feel. Yes, the twins
had been getting a little out of control lately, but they’d seemed genuinely remorseful after their



last stunt, and something like this would not help matters.“It’s a trip, Laura, a school trip. Right
now, they’re probably smoking with their buddies at the back of the bus.” Waving his hands at
Scarlett’s dead computer, he said, “This is a real punishment. This is a consequence.”Before she
could stop it, anger bubbled in Laura’s chest. “It’s not a consequence, Alex, it’s a betrayal of their
trust. Can’t you see that doing this when they’re not even here, without even talking to them, will
make things worse?”Alex looked away. His jaw twitched. “Can they get much worse?”Studying
her husband’s face, Laura knew she wasn’t going to change his mind. Beckoning for Argent,
who’d settled on Scarlett’s bed to watch the two of them, she turned back to the hallway. She
was about to leave when she stopped, palms resting heavily on the wheels of her chair. “You
know,” she said, her shoulders drooping, “everything they’ve been getting into lately? It’s just
their way of coping.”Laura could feel Alex watching her. The events of the past few years hung in
the air between them. As always, neither of them said what they were feeling out loud.Finally, as
she was leaving, she heard Alex mutter, “I’m sorry.” Not for the first time, Laura had no idea what
he was sorry for.“Put it back together, Alex,” she said quietly. “Please.”3DOUGIE“So, what’s the
plan?” Santi, the old guy with the Jesus tattoo on his forearm, was looking at Dougie—as if he
gave a crap what the plan was.“Why are you asking me?” Dougie leaned back in his chair so that
the two front legs hovered above the floor.“Didn’t you do one of these once? As a kid?” Frank
said, wide-eyed.“Yeah. And how d’you think it turned out?” Dougie shot Frank a look that made
the younger guy shudder. Rolling his eyes, and remembering the camera that was trained on
them, recording every bit of what was about to happen for the warden to look at later, Dougie
took the gum he’d been chewing out of his mouth and stuck it behind his ear. “We go in hard,” he
said. “Scare the crap out of them. Then get a bit softer... make the kids see that ending up here is
the last thing they want to do. Make them—and the guards—think we’ve seen the error of our
ways.”“We have. Haven’t we?” Frank looked confused. Santi was nodding, but wasn’t half as
stupid as Frank. He knew that, out of the three of them, the only reason Dougie was here was for
the perks. Extra yard time. Another tick in the good behavior column.“Sure. Course we have.”
Dougie slapped his chair back down and dragged it back into line beside the other two. In front
of them, a line of five chairs had been set up about ten feet away. Ignoring Santi and Frank,
Dougie stood up and moved the chairs closer.“Should you be doing that?”Dougie gritted his
teeth. Frank was getting on his last nerve. Spinning around and widening his eyes, he grinned
manically at him. “I want to smell their fear,” he said. As Frank folded his arms in front of his chest
and swallowed hard, Dougie laughed loudly at him. Stupid moron. Putting someone like him in
the Scared Straight program was a joke. Frank’s crime was so minor it might as well have been
an unpaid parking ticket. Plus, he’d be out next month.“Dougie,” Santi warned. “Leave him be.”If
they’d been back in F-block, or in the yard, Dougie wouldn’t have left him be. He’d have taunted
Frank just enough to get some pleasure from it, but not enough to cause a problem that the
guards would notice and penalize him for. Here, he was supposed to be on his best
behavior.Deciding his best tactic was to ignore Frank completely, Dougie fixed his eyes on the
metal door at the opposite end of the room. After a few long moments, he heard the buzz and



click of one of the internal doors. Then another. And then the door to the visitor room swung
open.Immediately, Dougie grinned; he couldn’t help it. Behind his two least favorite guards were
five teenage kids. They were flanked by two chaperones. And one of the chaperones was hot.
Not his type, but undoubtedly hot. Late thirties, early forties, she definitely looked like a
schoolteacher; smart blue jeans, black boots, long white shirt, hair scraped up into a bun.
Behind that prim and proper exterior was a pair of sparkling green eyes that made his mouth go
dry.“Gentlemen...” Fox, the bigger and fatter of the two guards, waved his hand at the prisoners.
“Meet the students of Gilbert High. You know the drill. You’ve got two hours....”The female
teacher raised her eyebrows as if she were waiting for something more formal, but Fox and
Grayson had already retreated to the corner near the door, put their hands behind their backs,
and fixed their eyes on the distance as if they’d rather be pretty much anywhere else.“Okay,” she
said brightly. “Shall we all introduce ourselves?” She was talking to Dougie, Santi, and Frank as if
they were pupils instead of criminals, and it made Dougie narrow his eyes. Most people, he got
the measure of pretty quickly. But her? She was hard to read.“I’m Molly O’Neil, this is Colton
King, and here we have Scarlett, Erik, Lucky, Jenna, and Zack.”As she pointed at each kid in
turn, they offered a stiff wave. All except Zack. That’s the one, Dougie thought instantly. There’s
always one. And that kid there. That’s him. Beside him, Santi was introducing himself. “Come
and sit,” he said, gesturing to the chairs in front of them. “Please.”Molly O’Neil nodded, but before
the kids could move, the guy beside her—Colton—stepped forward. “You left all devices on the
bus, didn’t you? Phones? Tablets?”Dougie tilted his head and looked Colton up and down. He
walked with a slight limp, which was intriguing, and spoke as if he was some kind of drill
sergeant. He was big, too. The all-muscle kind of big.“Don’t worry, they wouldn’t have got
anything past security,” Frank piped up.Looking at one of the girls, the one with long dark hair
and black lipstick, Colton’s nostrils flared. “With this lot, I wouldn’t be so sure.”As the kids moved
toward their seats, Dougie watched them. And he continued to watch them as Santi and Frank
used every trick in their arsenal to give them a good scare. Santi was pretty good at it; he was an
old-school criminal. He’d been around. He’d seen things, and although he was straight as an
arrow now, the scar above his right eyebrow and the look in his eyes as he yelled in their faces
should have been enough to send a shiver down the spine of most kids.Despite his best efforts,
only one of them looked scared; the younger one, Lucky, who reminded Dougie a little of Frank.
The others barely blinked. In fact, one of them, Jenna, the butch-looking girl with thick-set arms
and a rounded stomach, simply clenched her fists as if she were fighting the urge to punch Santi
in the face.Dougie chewed his lower lip thoughtfully. Time to get down to business.Without
warning, he stood up. After kicking his chair so it flew backwards and hit the rear wall, Dougie
strode forward and pointed his finger. “You. What’s your name?”The kid he’d picked out when
they very first entered the room, Zack, smirked at him, but Dougie knew his type. He’d seen it all
before. In fact, he used to be Zack’s type.“Zack, weren’t you listening?” Zack had folded his arms
in front of his chest and now blew a long strand of thick black hair back from his face. Dougie
hated guys with long hair.“Oh, I see,” Dougie said loudly, laughing at the ceiling. “You’re that kid,



are you?”Dougie waited for an answer. No one moved. Zack was staring at him, but the longer
Dougie waited the more uncomfortable he seemed to become. Finally, he said, sharply, “What
kid?”“You think the world can’t touch you. Your life’s so crappy, you think there’s no point in being
a decent person. You think you’ve got nothing to lose. Well, guess what?” Dougie raised his
voice. “EH EHHHH. You’re wrong, kid. It can get a lot worse, trust me.”Zack swallowed hard but
was holding his nerve.“Well, I was like you once. I thought I knew it all. I thought I was
untouchable. Guess what?” Dougie waved his arms at their surroundings. “It did. It got a lot
worse.”“What did you do?” the girl with the black lipstick asked, narrowing her eyes at
him.“Nothing serious. They’d never put real criminals in a room with kids,” Zack retorted, sitting
up straighter in his chair and tipping his chin at Dougie.“You know,” Dougie said, “you’re right,
Zack. I’m not a real criminal. I got life for killing a cop, but you were probably hoping for
something a bit grislier than that, right?”Zack pressed his lips together and swallowed hard. He
made a scoffing sound in the back of his throat, but his bravado was starting to waver.“Let me
guess....” Dougie folded his arms and stood back, scratching his chin with a short stubby-nailed
finger and scrutinizing the kid from head to toe. “Home is pretty bad for you, right? Single mom.
Probably with a nasty habit she can’t kick.” Dougie made a snorting gesture by pressing his
finger to his nose, and Zack looked away. Crouching down in front of him, so the kid couldn’t
ignore him, Dougie continued. “Older brother got himself in trouble, abandoned you, left you all
alone to deal with Mommy’s problems. And Dad? Well, he’s a waste of space, right?”Zack’s
cheeks had turned a violent shade of pink. The other four kids were staring at him.“Zack....” The
female teacher had stepped forward. She knew her students, could read the situation even from
across the room. Knew he would blow if he was pushed too far.“Oh, you’re embarrassed, huh?”
Dougie leaned in closer, pressing his palms on his knees and fixing his eyes on Zack’s. “Well,
here’s the thing. Letting people think you’re big and bad to get them to respect you? That might
work for a while.” His eyes darted to Frank and he tensed his jaw. “With the stupid ones. But it
won’t last forever. Someone always calls your bluff, sooner or later.”From the corner of his eye,
Dougie could see Zack’s fingers clench into a fist. Any minute now….“You know how I know?
Because I was you, and the smartest thing that people like us can do is stay far away from
people like judges and prison wardens and, yes, even teachers.” Dougie paused to allow his
words to sink in and noticed Zack glance at his chaperone. “Because those people?” Dougie
said, purposefully not looking at the teacher, “they punish us not for what we’ve done, but for
who we are—or at least who they think we are.”“Oh yeah? And what do they think we are?”
Zack’s voice was low, barely a whisper. His fist was clenched so tightly that his knuckles were
beginning to whiten.Before Dougie could answer, Fox looked over at them and stepped forward.
“Dougie….” His face had tightened into a warning frown and he was puffing heavy breaths
through his nostrils as if he were preparing for a confrontation. “That’s enough.”“We’re just
talking, boss.”“I said enough.” Fox gestured to Zack. “Leave the kid alone now.”As a smile
crinkled the corner of his mouth, Dougie nodded solemnly, but when he turned back to Zack, he
whispered, “They think we’re trash. Pure and simple. Trash.”Zack blinked. Unclenched his fist.



Looked away. Then he bit his lower lip, clenched his fist again, and looked at Dougie with pure
hatred in his eyes.Dougie smirked. Here we go... let the fun and games begin....But then the
lights went out.4ALEXWith a coffee in one hand and his phone in the other, Alex scrolled
mindlessly down his social media feed. As pictures of people’s food, children, and latest DIY
projects filled his screen, he realized that he was grinding his teeth. Setting the phone down on
the arm of the couch, he drummed his fingers on it and sighed.Outside, it was warm. The kind of
day that would have been perfect for a run or a walk down to the river. Laura loved it there. He
could have packed a picnic, surprised her. Since the accident, running made him feel guilty. And
surprising Laura never seemed to end well. If he was honest, he was too tired. Tired of working
so hard, tired of fighting with Scarlett and Erik every single day, and tired of all the things he and
Laura didn’t say to each other that floated from room to room and never went away.Sending the
kids to the Scared Straight program was supposed to be a positive thing. It was supposed to be
a step forward—to make them see where their behavior would lead if they didn’t make a change.
When the school suggested it, he jumped at it. Probably because, before that, he’d been at a
total loss over how to handle them. Seventeen years of being a parent, and he still didn’t have a
clue what he was doing.Of course, Laura hadn’t been keen, but he’d persuaded her it would be
a good thing. Scarlett and Erik weren’t bad kids. They had just gotten knocked off course by
everything that happened and needed some nudging to get them back on track. This morning,
though, when he deposited them at the bus stop and looked at the other kids who’d be joining
them—a heavy-set girl with a frowning face, a gangly young boy holding a lighter, and a surly,
long-haired one who looked like he might be packing a knife—Alex had almost changed his
mind. Surely, his kids didn’t fit in with these others?However, as he’d said he would, he left them
there. He told them to behave and frowned at them as he said it. He told them he hoped they’d
come back with a whole new perspective, and then he waved goodbye.It was on the way home
that he’d decided to dismantle their computers. He’d been waiting for the light to turn, when it
had hit him—if there were no computers in the house, no devices of any kind, they wouldn’t be
able to cause havoc by hacking into local TV networks and broadcasting obscene images, or by
getting into the school’s computer system and changing their grades, or by exposing private
emails and texts belonging to the school principal.It had seemed like an utterly inspired idea. For
the entire journey back to the house, Alex had felt more energized than he had in a long time. A
solution. He finally had a solution. Until Laura found him. Glistening with sweat after her workout,
in a pink tank top and yoga pants, she’d looked at him the way she always did lately—slightly
disappointed, slightly perplexed, as if she wasn’t quite sure how she’d ended up married to
someone like him. He knew she was right; taking apart Scarlett’s and Erik’s computers would
achieve nothing except to start a fight and make the twins even more determined to kick back
against him.So he’d put Scarlett’s PC back together. Thankfully, he hadn’t gotten very far in the
dismantling process. After unscrewing the back of it, he’d realized that it would actually have
been a lot simpler to lock the thing away where they couldn’t find it. But he hadn’t told Laura
that.Looking toward the hallway, he leaned back into the couch and brushed his fingers through



his hair. Sometimes he envied Laura for having Argent at her side all day. He was such a
soothing presence; a big, fluffy German Shepherd who helped his wife do things that he should
probably have been helping her with, like putting on her socks or passing her the TV remote.
Like most of the other alterations they’d made to their life since Laura became unable to walk,
Argent had been expensive. Despite what Laura thought, Alex never resented spending the
money. Not once. Sure, he was tired. Sure, he wished he didn’t have to work so hard, but he’d do
anything for her. If only he could find a way to make her see that.Alex picked up his phone and
began to scroll through his photo album. Almost five years ago exactly, he and Laura had been
at a dinner party—a fancy event held every year by his company that involved too much
champagne, too much music, and suits that were too expensive. Gently, he pressed his thumb
on the only photograph he had of them from that evening. Laura’s dark, shoulder-length hair was
thick and glossy, her face was bright, and her dress looked incredible. Beside her, he didn’t think
he looked too bad himself. A hint of gray in his beard, good jaw, nice tux.Then his eyes went to
the glass he was holding, and he swallowed hard. Even now, he couldn’t remember how many
drinks he’d had. He knew that they left, arm in arm, giggling and looking forward to being home
alone because the kids were with their grandparents. He knew that afterwards, as he paced up
and down beneath the harsh light of the hospital corridor, waiting for news, totally unaware of the
cut on his own head that was bleeding, the police had found him and confirmed that he wasn’t
over the limit. Even so, night after night, he had tried to remember. Was it one or two? Had he
eaten beforehand? Why didn’t they take a cab in the first place?His eyes were becoming moist.
He shouldn’t be looking at it. If Laura found him, she’d think he was longing for the days when
she was normal. She’d think he was unhappy with the way things were now because of the way
she was. That he was thinking of those dreadful months before she finally admitted she needed
help and went to rehab to get off the eye-watering number of painkillers she was taking. But that
wasn’t it….Blinking at the screen, Alex narrowed his eyes at it. A message had popped up and,
although his first thought was that it was a hoax, as he began to read it, his blood ran cold.THIS
IS AN EMERGENCY BROADCAST…Zip.The screen went black before he could read any
further. Alex stood up and shook the phone. Straining his ears, he realized that the usual hum of
household electronics was missing. A few moments ago, someone had been mowing their lawn.
Now, the sound of the engine was gone.“Alex?” From the kitchen, Laura was calling him.
Seconds later, she wheeled in and waved her phone at him. Argent trotted in beside her. “My
phone just died. And the coffee machine stopped working.”“Mine did too.” Alex slipped his phone
into his pocket and went to the electrical panel near the front door. He flicked the switches. Right,
left. Nothing.When he returned to the living room, Argent was passing Laura the TV remote.
“Thanks, boy,” she said, taking it gently from his mouth. When she pointed it at the screen…
“Everything’s off,” she said, frowning.“Laptops too?” Alex strode over to their desk and tried to
start up both their shared laptop and their tablet. “Jesus,” he said, looking up at her and trying not
to let her see the knot of panic that had wedged itself in his throat.“What’s going on?” Laura
laughed nervously, but Alex was looking out the window. Up and down the street, people were



stepping outside and asking one another what was happening. The neighbor who’d been
mowing his lawn was talking to his wife, both gesturing as if they thought the other had somehow
caused the power to go out.“Is it the whole street?” Laura wheeled up beside him and strained to
see out of their large bay window.“Looks like it.”Without hesitating, Laura took off. Telling Argent
to stay, she opened the front door and headed down the ramp they’d fitted out front. “Jerry?” she
called, approaching their next-door neighbor. “Is your power out?”Jerry Macintyre crossed his
arms in front of his chest and nodded at Alex. Then to Laura he said, gravely, “There was some
kind of emergency broadcast on the TV. Barb saw it. You didn’t?”“I got a message on my phone,”
Alex said, “but I didn’t get chance to read it.”“Sounds like it could be out a while,” Jerry said,
shaking his head. “I don’t know much about it myself but—”Alex was listening to the old man
speak but stopped when Laura gripped his arm. “Alex… the children.”“The kids?” Alex muttered,
his mouth becoming dry as he looked at his wife’s pale, worried face.“They’re at the prison…”
Laura whispered, “and the power’s gone out.”Back inside the house, Alex knew that if Laura was
able to, she’d be pacing up and down the living room. From the floor by the couch, Argent was
watching them with one ear pricked, his eyes darting from Laura to Alex and back again, as if he
were trying to decipher why his humans were suddenly so agitated.“They’re at a freakin’ prison,
Alex!” Laura’s face was ghostly white, and she was wringing her hands in her lap. “A prison. With
violent criminals.”“Hey,” Alex said, crouching down in front of her. “They’ll be fine. Most likely, the
power will come back on soon and they’ll be brought home safe and sound. Besides…” He
smiled at her and took her hands between his. “They won’t be anywhere near the real bad guys.
The school wouldn’t do that.”Laura bit her lower lip, and then shook her head. “Alex,” she said, “if
this is an EMP, the power won’t be back on in a few hours. It won’t be back on ever.”Alex almost
laughed. “An EMP? Honey, this isn’t—”“They don’t send out emergency broadcasts for nothing.
And what kind of power outage would stop our phones and laptops from working?” Laura
widened her eyes at him. “Alex,” she said forcefully, “we need to get the kids back here.
Now.”Alex studied her face. A painful tug in his gut told him she was right; if this was an EMP, or
something like it, then he’d sent their kids off to pretty much the worst place on earth they could
be. “Okay, but just me,” he said, standing up.“No way. I’m coming.”“Laura, no. Stay here and start
packing provisions. If things are as bad as you think they are, then we may not be able to stay
here for long. We’ll need to be ready to leave quickly. If we have to.”Laura nodded slowly and
reached for Argent, placing her palm flat on his head.“I’ll take the bike. The prison isn’t far. I’ll be
back soon with the kids, and then we’ll either hunker down here or head somewhere
safer.”“Safer?”Alex nodded grimly, then strode over to the gun cabinet, unlocked it, and took out
one of his hunting rifles.“Alex….” She was watching him, blinking quickly as if she was trying to
fight back tears.“I’ll leave the keys here. If you’re afraid, you grab a gun. And if you have to use it
—you use it. Okay?”Laura nodded as Alex kissed her forehead.“I’ll be back soon,” he said,
already at the door. “I promise.”5MOLLYBesides the lights flickering, the first thing Molly noticed
as the power went out was the sound of the door’s automatic lock engaging. In an instant, they
were plunged into utter darkness. A darkness so thick that it made her skin crawl.The room



didn’t descend into darkness; it became dark. Pitch dark. One second it was so bright it was
almost giving her a headache, the next it was like they’d fallen into a black hole. Instantly, Molly
felt panic begin to scratch at her chest.For as long as she could remember, she’d hated the dark.
Even now, in her small but bright apartment, she slept with a nightlight plugged in next to her
bed. Her ex-boyfriend Carl had hated it. At first, he’d teased her about it, as if the teasing would
make her change her mind and get rid of it. He’d mocked her at her friend’s birthday party, in
front of people, and in front of his folks when they went to their house for lunch one Sunday.
When that didn’t work, he made a show of going to sleep on the couch whenever he stayed over
—because he simply couldn’t be expected to get a good night’s rest with a light “blaring.”
Eventually, they broke up, and Molly bought a sunset lamp to go with her nightlight.These days,
she fell asleep while the fake sunlight was fading and woke to it gradually brightening. Never,
ever, was she immersed in darkness.Except now, that was exactly what was happening.“Okay
guys, don’t panic....” Her voice was shaky, and she hoped no one had noticed.“What the hell?”
one of the kids, it sounded like Jenna, shouted.“Erik? Where are you?” Scarlett’s voice was
panicked.Molly breathed deeply. This was not good. Beside her, she could feel Colton’s
presence. Moving closer to her, he whispered, “Stay calm. They’ll have a generator.”“Prisoners,
back against the wall!” The male guard was shouting, and Molly heard him curse as he realized
his flashlight wasn’t working. “Back!”“Oh, we’re back. Don’t worry.” It was Dougie. The one who’d
been goading Zack. In the darkness, his voice made her shudder.Then, with a loud hum, as
suddenly as they went off, the lights came back on. Molly blinked hard against the fluorescent
lights and shook her arms to release the tension in her shoulders. They’re back. Thank
God.“Back-up generator,” Colton muttered, looking around the room.“Of course,” Molly said.
“Kids. Come over here, please.”Willingly, for once, all five students obeyed, and Molly breathed a
sigh of relief as she realized that the prisoners had followed orders and were now lined up,
hands clasped in front of them, by the back wall.As one guard, the female one, walked forward
and told Santi, Frank, and Dougie to remain still, the other tried their radio. “Fox to base. Hello?
Anyone there?” Looking at his colleague, he shook his head. “Nothing,” he said.“I’m sorry…”
Molly interrupted tentatively. “What’s going on?”“Power outage. Happens occasionally around
here. Nothing to worry about.” Fox looked past her and waved at the other guard. “Grayson, I’m
going to step outside real quick, see what the problem is, go fetch a radio that works. You okay
here?”Grayson nodded. “We’re okay.”As Fox closed the door, Molly chewed the inside of her
cheek. Dougie was watching her. She could feel his eyes on her, and now that there was one
less guard in the room, she was decidedly more nervous.“Don’t they know that a power outage
wouldn’t stop a battery radio from working?” Erik Banks muttered to his sister.Molly glanced at
Colton; clearly, he’d heard him too. Without speaking, he sucked in his cheeks and slotted his
hands behind his back. In that moment, he looked exactly like a Marine waiting for orders and,
momentarily, Molly felt a tiny bit better. Surely, no one would mess with them with Colton
around.“Erik,” she whispered, taking his arm. “What you said about the radios? What did you
mean?”Erik glanced at Scarlett and bit his lower lip. “Nothing, Miss O’Neil. Sorry, I shouldn’t have



—”“No, if there’s something... tell me.” Molly met his eyes and nodded. “Tell me, Erik. You think
this is more than a power outage?”“He thinks it’s an EMP,” Scarlett said quickly, keeping her
voice low as if she was worried Grayson might hear.“An EMP?” Molly knew that word. “Isn’t that
when...?”“When an electromagnetic pulse destroys pretty much every electrical device on the
planet? Yeah,” Erik said gravely. “It is.”“And when that happens, it’s not temporary, is it?” Molly
knew the answer before she’d even asked the question.Erik shook his head. “If it’s an EMP, it’s
bad news, Miss O’Neil.” He looked at his sister, whose face was whiter than it had been a few
minutes ago. “Really bad.”Molly inhaled sharply and had to resist the urge to reach out and
steady herself on the wall. Across the room, Dougie was watching them intently. Frank looked
bored, Santi had closed his eyes and was muttering what Molly assumed was a prayer, but
Dougie—who had been staring at her strangely ever since he walked in—was focused solely on
them. When he caught her eye, a slow smile spread across his lips, as if he could sense the fact
she was shaken. Had he heard what Erik said?Molly turned away, angled herself so that all he
could see was her back, and shook her head. “I’m sure it’s like the guards said. A power outage,
that’s all.”Erik nodded and raised his eyes as if to say, If that’s what you want to believe, go
ahead. Next to him, Scarlett was twisting a strand of hair between her thumb and index finger.
“Erik’s not usually wrong about this kind of stuff,” she said matter-of-factly.Molly was about to
launch into some very good reasons why she was certain Erik was wrong when Jenna said
loudly, “Isn’t this the kind of thing that usually causes riots?” She was staring at Dougie and the
other two.“No,” Grayson shouted over. “It is not. Maybe don’t go putting ideas in these guys’
heads. Okay?”“Oh yeah, because we’re so stupid, we wouldn’t have thought of it ourselves
already,” Frank said, laughing loudly at his own joke and snorting. “Right, Dougie?”“Shut it,
Frank.” Dougie took his eyes away from Molly and glanced up at the security camera in the
corner of the room. Molly looked at it too and, as she realized that the blinking red light was now
absent, a knot of nervousness settled in the pit of her stomach.“Doors in these places lock
automatically, right?” Colton took a step toward Grayson as he spoke.Grayson nodded. “Sure do.
Which is why there won’t be a riot. Any loss of power causes the doors to lock, so the only way
for prisoners to move about is if they have a set of keys.” Looking at Dougie, Santi, and Frank,
she said, “Do you guys have keys?” Then she scoffed. “No, of course you don’t. Because you’re
prisoners.”Molly felt herself wince at the guard’s tone of voice. Colton, too, was watching her
closely.“And if the generator fails before the power’s back on, do you have contingency
plans?”Grayson pursed her lips. She was about the same age as Colton, maybe a little older,
with frizzy blonde hair that was scraped into a tight bun at the base of her neck. As she scowled
at him, wrinkles formed on the ridge of her upper lip and at the corners of her eyes. “Of course
we do,” she said patronizingly. “But I’m hardly going to share them with civilians and inmates, am
I?”The way Colton looked at Molly told her that he didn’t believe for one second there was a
contingency plan, and the fact he was concerned about it worried her.“Besides,” Grayson added,
“the generator won’t fail. Why would it? That’s what they’re for.”“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Erik piped
up, ignoring the look Scarlett gave him, which implied he should keep quiet. With everyone



staring at him, Erik continued, “I mean, I’m guessing it’s pretty old. Which is why it’s still working
when your radios aren’t. And if it’s that old….”Grayson tutted at him and turned away, lacing her
hands together behind her back and focusing on the prisoners.Turning back to the kids, Molly
said, “It’s going to be fine. When Mr. Fox gets back, we’ll ask him to escort us back to the bus.
After all, I think we’ve all had quite enough excitement for one day.”To her surprise, the kids
nodded. Clearly, they’d had quite enough of their prison experience already. As had Colton,
who’d begun to pace up and down beside them.Trying to ignore the trembling in her belly as she
thought about the lights going out again, Molly leaned back against the wall. She’d have to fill in
an incident report about this when she got back. Tell the kids’ parents. Probably even fill in a
second report to note that she’d failed to list ‘potential power outage’ on the risk assessment
forms. Which meant that, even if they were back at the high school by mid-afternoon, she’d end
up—as always—staying at her desk way past the end of the school day.When she first trained as
a teacher, she didn’t mind it. She remembered the years after she qualified, when she’d
frequently worked until midnight planning lessons, and when she’d loved every second of it
because she felt like she was making a difference.Looking back, she couldn’t quite figure out
when it had changed, but she knew that for at least the last couple of years, she’d stopped loving
it and starting feeling… tired. Really tired.“I’m forty-two years old. I have no husband, no kids, no
social life, and no hobbies,” she’d complained to Rebecca Knowles, an older and more
pragmatic English teacher who inhabited the classroom opposite Molly’s. “I can’t even commit to
getting a cat because I’d never be home to feed it. Surely, there’s more to life than this?”Rebecca
had nodded sympathetically and given her a soft, heart-felt smile. Looking at Molly over the rim
of her coffee cup, she had replied, “Well, if there is, make sure you let me know when you figure
out how to find it.”Molly bit back a sigh and looked at her students. Had today changed anything
for them? Or was it just an outing, a bit of fun, something to keep their parents quiet and the
school off their backs? Was there really any point in them being here?She had just begun to tap
her foot impatiently on the floor, irritated by her own skepticism, when Fox returned. His cheeks
were flushed, and he was a little out of breath.“Find a radio?” Grayson asked.Fox shook his
head. “Listen,” he said quickly. “We have an emergency situation going on right now. It’s nothing
to worry about, but what I need to do is to escort the prisoners back to their cells. Grayson,
you’re with me. Everyone else—teacher, kids—stay here and we will come back for you.”Molly
released a shaky breath and flexed her fingers. “See,” she said, smiling at the kids. “Everything’s
under control.”With the prisoners out of the room, the five students filtered away from her and
back to their seats. Huddling in a sort of semi-circle, they began to talk in hushed tones and
Molly found herself thinking that at least for a few minutes, they seemed to be getting along
okay.“Colton?” She had folded her arms in front of her stomach and was watching the door. “Do
you think maybe we should go with the guards? Ask them to let us wait somewhere outside? I
mean, I don’t like the idea of us being trapped in here if something—”In the middle of the room,
Scarlett screamed.Once again, they had been plunged into darkness.6DOUGIEFrank was
almost high with excitement. As Fat Fox and Grim Grayson led the three of them out of the visitor



room, he let out a loud whoop. “It’s all going down around here, mother—”“Shut it, Frank.” Santi
shot him a withering look, and Frank’s smiled dropped; the old man was a pussy cat, but not one
you wanted to make so mad it decided to scratch your eyes out.Quickly, Fox locked the door,
sealing the teacher and kids inside. Dougie exchanged a look with Santi; why lock them in?
Something was happening. Perhaps Frank was right….“This way,” Fox said, starting to hustle
them down the hallway, through door after door, and then instead of the usual way—past C-
block and the yard—they took a right.“Taking us on the scenic route today, are you, Mr. Fox?”
Santi asked in a deep calm voice.“Just do as you’re told, Santi,” Fox snapped back, looking
briefly at Grayson before quickening their pace.As they walked, Dougie watched. He watched
Fox fiddling with the keys on his belt. He watched the dart of his eyes as they headed down the
dimly lit corridor. He was nervous. Too nervous. Grayson had noticed too; she wasn’t as stupid
as she looked but was holding back from asking what was going on.“Fox, if there’s something
you feel you should tell us…” Dougie said, smiling.Fox turned to him and had opened his mouth
to speak when an unmistakable cry rang through the corridor. “RIOT!”Instantly, Grayson’s face
became drained of all its color. She reached for her pepper spray. Fox did too, although Dougie
was pretty sure from the looks on their faces that they were wishing they had something a bit
more hardcore at their disposal than a can of spray.“A riot? No way!” Frank was jumping up and
down. “I told you. I freakin’ told you!”Dougie looked at Santi and raised his eyebrows at him. The
old man nodded, almost imperceptibly. He was reformed, yes, but he was ready for a fight,
too.“This way!” Fox was hurrying them as quickly as he could toward their cells. “Now!”As they
walked, almost ran, the sound of whoops, hollers, and stuff being broken followed them like a
tidal wave. Then they were back in their block, in their cells, doors shut, locked, and Dougie was
peering through the cell bars, desperately trying to catch a glimpse of what was about to
happen.In the middle of the gray concrete floor of the day room, Fox and Grayson stood
quivering, holding their pepper spray out in front of them even though they both knew they’d be
utterly useless in preventing what was about to happen.It was every guard’s worst
nightmare.Breaking up fights, they had the upper hand. Dishing out punishments, they had the
upper hand. But if they became outnumbered? If the tide turned? Well, that was scary as
hell.Dougie had been in only one riot in his prison career, before he was transferred to Fairfield,
and as a young prisoner, it had both terrified him and enthralled him. The smell and the sounds
and the way it felt to do whatever the hell you wanted to do with no regard for
consequences.He’d tried many times to figure out how it had ended, but the details were hazy.
By that point, he’d been high on adrenaline and crack sticks and had given very little about what
was going on around him. He knew how it started, though—the guards. They’d been beating on
an inmate. A popular inmate. Three of them had pinned him to the ground. Other inmates had
started shouting. They’d been out of their cells for rec time, and it was like they knew in an instant
that this was their moment. The stars aligned and in a split second the mood changed.A small
female officer, who Dougie had actually liked, had started to shepherd them all back into their
cells, but a big guy with sleeves of tattoos had grabbed hold of her. He’d pulled a shiv, put it to



her throat.The prison was short-staffed. No one to come and help. No weapons. So they
crumbled. Like scared animals, they retreated, promising to leave as long as no one harmed the
female guard.They got slaughtered for it in the press afterwards, of course, but instead of
fighting back, they ran. The big guy let the girl go, and the lot of them headed for the door, locked
it behind them, and watched the chaos take hold from behind a reinforced glass window.For
hours, the block had raged. Everything not fastened down was smashed up. Things that were
fastened down were pulled free. Cells were trashed. Old grievances between inmates had a
chance to be finally aired. Four guys wound up dead, although Dougie couldn’t remember their
names or their faces. Through the whole thing, though, Dougie had found himself thinking very
clearly that if someone had taken charge—if someone had come up with a plan, done things
properly—they could have achieved much, much more.Dougie rolled his tongue over his teeth
and concentrated on watching Fox and Grayson. He liked watching. He liked thinking. Everyone
saw him as a mindless criminal, but he wasn’t completely stupid. Somehow, there had to be a
way he could spin this to his advantage. Sure, kicking a few guards’ teeth in would be fun, but it
wouldn’t achieve anything in the long run. He’d been working hard to secure an appeal. Maybe,
just maybe, somewhere in amid this mess, there was an opportunity….“Stop!” Fox was yelling.
“Stop this now and get back to your cells. No one has to get hurt.”At least ten prisoners had
raced into the room and were crowded together, staring at the guards with wide, hungry eyes.
One he recognized—Luther—strode forward and without hesitating smacked Fox in the face
before knocking the pepper spray from his hand. Grayson closed her eyes and cowered. Fox
was bleeding and he was staring at Luther like he wanted to punch him. At his sides, his hands
were bunched into tight fists, but he knew better than to fight back.“Yo!” Dougie started to bang
on his cell door. “Luther. Let me out of here, man….”“Me too!” he could hear Frank shouting
nearby. “And Santi. The old guy’s here too! Let us out, man.”Luther looked up, spat on the floor in
front of Fox and gestured for him to hand over the keys. With shaking hands, Fox
obeyed.“Dougie.” Luther looked him up and down. “Good to see you. How’d you end up in
there?”Dougie looked at Fox and Grayson, and Luther grinned. “In that case, they’re all
yours.”Tilting his head, Dougie reeled quickly through his options. He was a cop killer. Everyone
would be expecting him to lose his cool and beat Fox to within an inch of his life. Probably spare
Grayson, as she was a woman, but definitely not Fox. He had to play this carefully.“Nah, man.
I’ve got bigger fish to fry. I’m getting out of here.” He raised his eyebrows and grinned at
Luther.Luther looked at him and then at the others, who seemed ready to lunge forward and
dismember Fox as soon as Luther gave them the go-ahead. When he turned back to Dougie, his
lips parted into an enormous gap-toothed grin. “Ha!” he said, whacking him on the shoulder.
“Good luck to you.”“So, if I could just have these….” Dougie reached over and plucked the keys
from Grayson’s belt. Wiggling them at Luther, he said, “I’ll let you do your thing, and I’ll go do
mine.”Luther nodded at him, already moving on to his next plan of action. Grabbing Fox by the
arm, he told someone else to get Grayson, took one last look at Dougie, and dragged them
away.For a moment, Frank lingered between Luther and Dougie. Then he clapped his hands,



yelled, “See ya!” and hurtled after Luther.Dougie pressed his lips together and tilted his head
from side to side. His neck clicked loudly, and the sensation made him smile. He had handled
the situation well. Luther had no interest in a bid for escape; there had been riots here before,
and they were almost always shut down before anyone got close to the outside.“Santi?” he said,
turning to the old man. “Want to join me?”Santi raised his palms at Dougie. “I’d stick up for myself
if I had to, Dougie. But all this….” He waved his hand at their surroundings. “It’s not my thing. I’ll
go back to my cell to pray, and I will see you when I see you.”Dougie nodded. Now, he thought,
where’s that teacher?7MOLLYThe lights flickered several times before finally staying on. But
they weren’t as bright as before, and Molly was fighting the rising sense of panic in her chest.In
the middle of the room, Erik was talking loudly, waving his arms and ranting about the market for
second-hand industrial generators, and how the prison should have sprung for a newer system if
they wanted it to actually work right. “Some of the super-new stuff even has EMP protection,” Erik
said pointedly.As if he was looking for an escape hatch, Colton was pacing the perimeter of the
room. His limp seemed more pronounced, and Molly wondered whether the stress of the
situation was making it worse. He’d completed three laps when the lights dimmed again,
faltered, and failed. This time, they didn’t come back on.“Not again,” Jenna said with panic in her
voice.“Not really surprising,” Erik muttered. “If it’s dipping in and out like that, it probably hasn’t
been serviced in a while.”“Like, a long while,” Scarlett added.“Since when do you know so much
about generators, Erik?” In the darkness, Zack’s tone was even more sinister than usual, as if he
hated Erik merely because he knew things that Zack didn’t.“Since he spent an entire semester
studying EMPs for a science project, that’s when.” Scarlett jumped to her brother’s defense, and
Molly felt sure that if it wasn’t so dark the boys couldn’t see one another, they’d be squaring up
preparing to throw punches.“If my lighter hadn’t been confiscated, we wouldn’t be standing here
in the pitch black unable to see our own fingers,” Lucky said bitterly.“That’s enough, you lot.”
Molly stepped in what she thought was the direction of the wall and searched for it with
outstretched palms. It was cold and smooth, and she leaned against it to steady herself. With
every second the lights remained out, her chest was becoming tighter, and she was struggling to
even hear what the kids were saying, let alone keep the peace between them.“If the power’s out
for good, that lighter will be worth a fortune. You better watch Miss O’Neil doesn’t try to keep it
permanently.” Erik was making a joke but, while Lucky, Jenna, and Scarlett laughed, Zack
remained unimpressed.“The power’s not out for good though, is it? How can it be? If an EMP
destroys all electronics, then the lights wouldn’t be able to come back on—with or without a
generator.”Zack sounded pleased with himself, but Erik quickly bit back at him, “Wrong. If the
circuit breakers get fused or burned, then yeah. But I’ll bet at least half of the prison’s system
hasn’t been updated since the seventies.”“Okay, guys, seriously, that’s enough.” Molly’s head
was spinning, and she felt as if the floor beneath her feet was moving.“Zack, seriously, why are
you such a jerk all the time?” Scarlett sounded pouty and annoyed.“Because he’s a psycho,”
laughed Jenna. “And that’s kind of the go-to behavior of a psycho.”“I said enough!” Molly yelled
so loudly that her voice echoed around the room. “Do you think this is helpful?” She was close to



hyperventilating when she felt a firm hand on her shoulder.“Molly? Are you okay?” Colton’s voice
brought her back into her own body, and she inhaled deeply.“I’m sorry,” she whispered as he
moved her away from the kids’ voices.“It’s going to be fine. The power will come back.”“I….”
Molly closed her eyes, even though it was so dark she didn’t need to. “This sounds ridiculous.”
She shook her head at herself, then added in a whisper, “I’m afraid of the dark. Not just afraid.
Terrified. Have been since I was a kid. It makes me feel like the walls are closing in, like I can’t
breathe.” She was shaking and could feel her forehead becoming slick with beads of sweat.“So,
close your eyes, and imagine you’re somewhere bright. Somewhere so bright you can hardly
see.”“Somewhere bright?”“The beach. Florida. The sun’s shining and it’s bouncing off the sand,
and it’s so bright you can hardly see. Right?”Molly nodded. “The beach.”She’d only just started to
breathe normally again when, without warning, the lights sprang back to life.Squinting, Colton
smiled at her. “See, so bright you can barely see,” he said, looking up at the caged lighting on the
ceiling above them. “Although not quite as luxurious as the beach.”Molly laughed and
straightened herself up. “Sorry, kids, I shouldn’t have shouted.” She was about to tell them she
was certain that, any minute now, the guards would return, when the door handle began to
move. The lock was turning.Colton breathed a sigh of relief. “Here we go,” he said, stepping
forward. But when it swung open, it wasn’t a guard who stepped into the room. It was
Dougie.“Hey there, folks,” he said, grinning. “I heard you could use some help.”“From you?”
Jenna’s voice was loud and scathing. “I don’t think so.”Molly shot her a look, but moved
backwards as Dougie walked in. Still smiling, exposing a set of crooked, grimy teeth, he shut the
door behind him and leaned casually against it.He wasn’t a big guy—not as big as Colton—and
Molly suspected he wasn’t as old as he looked, but something simmered beneath the surface of
his tattoos and his shaved head. Something that made her skin crawl. She’d been around
enough troubled teens to recognize repressed anger when she saw it, but Dougie wasn’t just
angry inside—he was furious. She could see it in his dark sunken eyes and in the way he
constantly wrung his fingers together as if he were fighting the urge to punch someone. Beneath
his less-than-white prison tee and baggy gray sweatpants, and beneath the smile he’d been
offering them since they arrived, he was not someone to be messed with. And now they were
stuck in a room with him.Molly exhaled slowly through her nose, wondering how quickly she
could make it to the door if she needed to, and glanced at Colton. He had moved toward the kids
and looked as if he was ready to jump to their defense at any moment. But Dougie wasn’t paying
any attention to the kids; he was looking only at Molly.Battling the instinct to cross her arms in
front of her stomach, Molly left them at her sides and said, “What’s going on? Where are the
guards?”Dougie moved further into the room and tipped his head back at the door. “Looks like
Bruiser Barbie was right.” He widened his eyes at Jenna, whose face became instantly gray.“A
riot?” Jenna shifted closer to Scarlett and, surprisingly, Scarlett didn’t seem to mind.“Afraid so.”
Dougie’s gaze lingered on the students, but then he snapped his eyes back toward Molly and
looked her up and down. “Which is why I figured I should come help you out.”A scratchy
panicked sensation was rising in Molly’s chest, but she ignored it. Tuning out the voice in her



head that was yelling, You’re stuck in a prison, with a bunch of school kids, in the middle of a
freakin’ riot, she nodded slowly at Dougie. Still watching her, he was weighing a set of keys up
and down in the palm of his hand.“So,” he said. “If you follow me—”“How did you get the keys?”
Molly pointed at his hand and watched as a flicker of irritation flashed across his face.“Officer
Fox gave them to me. He and Officer Grayson were… detained.” Dougie’s tone of voice was
sickeningly polite. “He wanted to make sure you all got out safely. Back to your bus. So he asked
me to come fetch you.”It was a lie. Molly knew it was a lie, and Dougie knew that she knew. He
also knew she wouldn’t challenge him on it in front of the kids. Molly pressed her lips together as
she willed her brain to think more quickly.“You know what?” Dougie said. “I can see why you’d be
a little concerned. So… here you go, big guy.” He walked over to Colton and handed him the
keys. They clinked loudly as Colton wrapped his fingers around them. “They’re all yours.” Dougie
shrugged. “Better for me anyway if I have nothing to do with them. When all this settles down, I
don’t want to be accused of anything.”“Where’s the warden?” Scarlett suddenly piped up.
“Wouldn’t he come and fetch us if there was really a riot going on?” She looked at her brother to
see if he agreed with her. “Surely he wouldn’t leave us here if we were in danger? And I’m not
sure a guard would trust a felon with a set of keys.”“She’s right, Miss O’Neil. You can’t trust this
guy,” Erik added, looking from Molly to Colton.“The warden?” Dougie let out a loud snort.
“Princess, you clearly don’t have much experience with people in authority. When it goes down,
the guys in suits hot-foot it to somewhere safe. They don’t get their hands dirty.”“There was a riot
in my brother’s prison. Last year.” Zack had been standing toward the back of the group and was
speaking quietly, but the other kids immediately turned to look at him. An hour ago, they’d
mocked him for being a psycho. Currently, he was the closest thing they had to real experience
at a prison. Now he was a voice of authority. Zack tucked a long strand of hair behind his ear. He
was looking at Dougie. “Tommy said it went on for days. A couple of guards were taken hostage.
In the end, the cops went in with tear gas.”Dougie nodded solemnly. “Kid’s right. It’s gonna get
ugly out there real quick. Right now, me, Frank, and Santi are the only ones who know where you
are. Santi’s a good guy, but Frank’s an idiot. So it won’t stay that way for long.” He looked back at
the door. “If we’re going to do this, it needs to be now.”Molly’s stomach was in knots. What she
really wanted to do was tell Dougie to leave them alone, lock the door behind him, and wait for
help. But if the riot really did go on for days….Colton’s fingers on her wrist made her look at him.
“We should stay here,” he said through thin lips. “We can’t trust this guy.”“He didn’t have to come
back for us,” Molly whispered. “He could have taken the keys and escaped.”“We were told to stay
put, so we should follow orders.”Molly could feel Dougie watching them and angled herself away
from him slightly. “I feel the same,” she said quietly. “What if the riot goes on for days? What if the
prison loses power again? We’ve got no food, no water, no cell phones to call for help.” She
swallowed hard and tried to stop her voice from trembling. “I don’t believe for a second that Fox
or Grayson told him to come fetch us. But if Dougie can get ahold of a set of keys, I’m sure the
other prisoners can too.”“I wouldn’t let anything happen to you or the kids.” Colton’s eyes were
searching her face, as if by wanting to leave she was questioning his ability to protect them all.“I



know that.” Molly finally gave in and folded her arms. “There’s only one of you, Colton, and a
whole prison full of them. We wouldn’t stand a chance.”“Okay,” she said firmly, side-stepping in
front of the kids so that she was standing between them and Dougie. “What’s the plan?”“Right
now, all the action is in D-block. They were on yard time when the power went out. If they’ve got
keys, which I’m pretty sure they have, it won’t be long before they move through the other blocks
too.”“We’re not far from the main entrance, right?” Molly asked, as Colton stood beside her
quietly simmering.“Just a few doors between you and freedom,” Dougie agreed. “Like I said, if
we’re going, it needs to be now.”As Dougie told Colton which doors to open once they were out
of the visitor room, Molly instructed the kids to walk single file between the two of them.“Don’t
worry, Miss O’Neil,” Dougie said as they lined up near the door, “I’ll stay close—make sure no
one takes you by surprise.”Molly shuddered but was glad Colton hadn’t overheard; she sensed
that he was looking for an excuse to take Dougie out. As much as she detested the man, right
now, they needed him.“Just one question,” she said, narrowing her eyes at him. “What do you get
out of this?”“Me?” Dougie’s lips twitched into a smile. “Why, I’m just trying to be a good citizen,
ma’am.”Molly opened her mouth to speak, but the sound of Colton opening the door stopped
her in her tracks. As a whoosh of cooler, less stale air crept through the gap, so did a sound that
she hadn’t noticed before—a mixture of voices, whoops, and incoherent shouting. Distant. But
petrifying.8DOUGIEPositioning himself behind the teacher, Dougie followed her as the bus
driver led them toward the front exit of the prison. Like Dougie had told him, he opened the doors
swiftly and ushered them all through before locking them again. Dougie could see from the
determined look on the guy’s face—his jaw set tightly, his eyes darting around as if he were
watching for snipers—that he was loving it. Judging by his limp and the stench of dejection that
followed him, it was a good few years since he experienced any kind of adrenaline rush. He’d
dine out on this story for months—tell it to his fancy friends because, at last, he could claim to
have done something interesting with his day. Let him have it, Dougie thought. I’ve got bigger fish
to fry than this guy.Dougie had hoped to avoid giving over the keys, but he knew as soon as he
walked into the visitor room that the teacher wouldn’t have trusted him if he hadn’t. Of course,
she still didn’t trust him, but at least this way she could convince herself that he was helping
them because he was a reformed character—a good egg in a rotten batch, who wanted to guide
some helpless civilians out of danger. It was irritating losing possession of them, but not the end
of the world. He’d still get what he wanted; he just needed to think a little more carefully about
how.“Hey, Dougie, which way?” The bus driver had stopped and was looking at two doors. One
to the left. One to the right. Momentarily, Dougie was tempted to direct him toward the bowels of
the prison. Toward Luther and whoever else was baying for blood. No matter how much fun it
would be to watch the bus driver get torn apart, that wasn’t Dougie’s end game.“Left,” he called
back. “Nearly there.”Colton reached for the door. The key was in the lock, about to turn, when the
lights flickered. As they dipped in and out, a loud clamor of shouts broke through the quiet.
Something that sounded like glass shattered and then… the unmistakable sound of a gun.The
youngest kid, the one who couldn’t have been more than fourteen, slapped his hands over his



mouth to stifle a scream. The others pressed themselves against the wall. But Dougie was
listening carefully. Had the guards taken back control? Or had the prisoners overpowered one
and taken their weapon? After no further shots followed, he guessed it was the latter.“Was that a
gun?” The teacher was looking at him. Her face was pale, but her fists were clenched at her
sides as if she were ready to protect her kids at all costs.Dougie nodded.“It sounds like they’re
coming this way….” The girl with black lipstick had looped her arm through the arm of the boy
beside her. Dougie was still trying to work out if he was her brother or her boyfriend—they looked
similar, but it was hard to tell beneath all her makeup. “Are they coming this way?” She was
looking at Dougie. He tried not to smirk.“Maybe.”“Mr. King, hurry up,” the girl whined. The tone in
her voice set Dougie’s teeth on edge.The bus driver was fumbling with the keys. A small bead of
sweat had broken out on his forehead. It was hot in here, but not that hot—Mr. King was getting
nervous.“Any time,” Dougie called, at which the teacher spun around to look at him, her green
eyes flashing him a look of contempt that he figured she usually reserved for her most
troublesome pupils.“Can you help him?”Dougie waved his hand at her. “Of course, ma’am. I’d be
happy to.” Before he could step toward the front of the line, Colton shouted, “Got it,” and pushed
the door open. The kids had filed through and Colton had stopped next to Dougie to lock the
door again when the shouting behind them seemed to change direction.“There’s someone up
ahead.” The teacher had taken hold of the bus driver’s arm and was pointing down the corridor.
They were tantalizingly close now. Just a few yards and they’d be staring at the front entrance to
the prison.“It’s fine,” Dougie said hastily. “Let’s go.”“No, wait.” The teacher was still holding on to
the bus driver’s arm. “Colton, I’m not sure about this. Something doesn’t feel right.”Dougie closed
his eyes. Beyond the big steel door at the end of the corridor was an area he hadn’t set foot in
since the day he arrived at Fairfield Prison fifteen years ago—a large, low-ceilinged space with
gray metal chairs, no natural light, and a sealed box containing a reception desk. A purgatory
between prison and not prison.He could almost taste the outside on his tongue. Sure, prisoners
were allowed to exercise in the yard, but he couldn’t remember the last time he’d stood next to a
tree or looked up at a view unencumbered by wire fences and CCTV cameras. He licked his
lower lip and whacked Colton on the shoulder. “Let’s go, big guy.”“No,” the teacher said firmly.
“We should check it out first.” Nodding at the kids, she told them to wait by the door and began to
inch forward. Colton moved to accompany her, but she shook her head at him. “Stay with the
kids.” She turned to Dougie and tipped her head toward freedom. “Dougie? Will
you…?”Nodding, Dougie slowly followed the teacher to the end of the corridor. Several times, he
had to stop himself from watching her walk. It had been too long since he’d been close to a
woman, and this one in particular was intriguing him.Side by side, they stepped up to the door
and looked through the pane in its upper half. At first, they saw nothing. The room was empty.
Two big doors at the far end led out into the front parking lot. There was no one in the glass
reception box. Dougie was about to call back and tell the bus driver to get a move on when the
teacher raised her finger and pointed at something. “The door,” she said, “that one there, it’s
opening.”Flick. Flick. Flick.The lights dipped on and off. This time, they stayed off longer than



they stayed on. Dougie realized he was holding his breath, and when the lights sprang back to
life, the door they’d been looking at was wide open. Dougie swore out loud as at least fifteen
inmates burst into the room. The teacher had reached out to steady herself against the wall,
perhaps suddenly realizing that Dougie and a steel door were pretty much the only things that
stood between her and a group of convicts who were high on adrenaline, and who knew what
else, and looking for a good time.In the visitor room, with guards and cameras watching over
them, men like Dougie might not seem all that intimidating. As a group, they were terrifying. As
some rushed to the exit doors, a couple of others picked up chairs and began to hammer them
against the glass of the reception desk. It was reinforced, so nothing much happened, but the
sound was enough to make the walls vibrate.The teacher was wide-eyed, frozen to the spot.
“What do we do?” she whispered.“We wait.” Dougie was biting his lip, trying to think. “They might
leave.”As they watched, it became obvious the prisoners had no intention of leaving. Luther
might be happy with causing a little chaos, messing up the guards, and looting the place. These
guys wanted out. The emergency locks were doing their job, not budging even with the bulkiest
of the prisoners slamming their bodies into the steel-reinforced doors hoping to break them
open.“We can’t get past them,” Dougie said, almost to himself. “If they see us with the keys, that’ll
be it. They might let us go if we offer to open the doors for them.” He looked at the teacher and
smiled with the corner of his mouth. “Then again, they might decide it’d be more fun to stay and
play.”The teacher blinked at him, but her expression didn’t change. “There must be another
way.”Dougie folded his arms in front of his chest. The shouts and hollers in the room behind the
door were growing louder. He nodded slowly. “We can try the laundry exit. It’s not far.”The
teacher pursed her lips tightly. “Okay. Let’s go. This time, you go up ahead with Colton.”As they
reached the stairwell that would take them down to the basement of the prison, the teacher
hurried the kids through and stopped to look at one of them. The goth girl was hyperventilating.
Breathing heavily and clutching at her chest as if she were about to have a full-blown panic
attack. Dougie rolled his eyes as the teacher put both hands on the girl’s shoulders and tried to
calm her down.“We don’t have time for this,” he said impatiently.Next to him, the bus driver was
watching him. He could feel it. His eyes burned into the side of Dougie’s face, so Dougie
purposefully did not look at the guy.“I know what you’re doing.” Colton’s voice was a low whisper.
Stepping in front of Dougie, he added, “It’s not going to work. You can’t slip away unnoticed. As
soon as this is over, they’ll realize you’re gone and they’ll catch you.”Dougie didn’t reply, just
narrowed his eyes and scrutinized the other guy’s face.“You think by acting alone you’ve got
more of a chance of getting away.” Colton tipped his head in the direction from which they’d
come. “Those guys, one big group, they’ve got no hope. You? Even if you are caught, you can
claim you were simply helping some civilians and got carried away.”Dougie swallowed back bile
that had risen in his throat. Every muscle in his body had begun to quiver. This guy thought he
was so smart. Smarter than Dougie. Well, maybe he wouldn’t be so smart when he was writhing
around on the floor with half his teeth missing.“Listen.” Colton met Dougie’s eyes. “Do the right
thing and I’ll put in a good word for you with your parole board.”“Why the hell would the parole



board care what you’ve got to say?”Colton straightened his shoulders and suddenly seemed
much larger than he had a few moments ago. “I’m a Marine,” he said tightly.“Ex-Marine,” Dougie
quipped. “Real Marines don’t drive school buses.”A flash of fury crossed the bus driver’s face. It
gave Dougie a satisfying warmth in the pit of his stomach, but he squashed it down and forced
himself to look contrite.“Okay,” he said, holding up his palms in a gesture of defeat. “You’re right.”
After a pause, he added, “You’ll do that? If I help you guys out of here, you’ll put in a good word
for me?”“I will,” Colton said, without missing a beat.Dougie nodded. “All right, then.” Looking at
the teacher and raising his voice, he said loudly, “Let’s go, people. We can’t stay here all
day.”9MOLLYWatching Scarlett struggle to catch her breath, Molly began to feel a little panicked
herself. If they were in school, she’d be able to sit Scarlett down, make her a sweet cup of tea,
and call her parents to come fetch her. Here, all she could do was tell her to stick her head down
between her knees and count to ten as she breathed in and out. Here, she had no resources. No
backup. And she was beginning to wonder whether the kids sensed that she, too, was deeply
worried about their situation.Scarlett was still breathing too quickly when Dougie shouted for
them to get moving.“The longer we stand here, the greater the chances of someone else beating
us to it.”Molly raised her index finger at him, indicating just a minute. “Scarlett, honey, we’ve got
to get going now. Okay?”When Scarlett didn’t reply, Erik Banks tentatively put his hand on his
twin sister’s back and said, “Scarlett? We need to move now, okay?”“I can’t, Erik.”“Sure you can.
Take my hand?” Erik held out his hand and smiled at her.Eventually, Scarlett looked up at him
and nodded. “Okay,” she whispered.“Right.” Molly put her hands on her hips and looked at
Dougie. “What now?”He and Colton had been whispering. She’d been too distracted by Scarlett
to pay attention to it, but now it was worrying her. Dougie clearly wanted to be the hero in all this
—the one who got them to safety and claimed a nice big tick in the good behavior book, but
Colton couldn’t stand him. Dougie, and people like him, were the opposite of everything Colton
stood for, and Molly was worried that his dislike for the man might jeopardize their chance of
escape if he got too carried away with it.She didn’t know Colton well, but what she did know—
from the few school trips they’d chaperoned together—was that he was a man who followed the
rules. Everyone knew he’d been a Marine and he didn’t hide the fact that he liked order and
discipline. His bus was run like a tight ship, and everyone knew that bullying and misbehavior
were simply not tolerated when Colton was in charge.Molly remembered him saying to her once
—in a brief but honest exchange on the way back from a local theatre production—that his father
had been ‘no good’.“Probably not your kind of thing,” Molly had said, referencing the play they’d
watched about a young man from the wrong side of the tracks trying to turn his life around.“Rang
a lot of bells, actually,” Colton had replied gruffly. “As a kid, I was the same. Wanted something
better, something more than what was on offer.”“And that’s why you joined the Marines?”Colton
had nodded and pursed his lips. “No excuse for taking the wrong path. Everyone has choices.
Everyone has a way out if they choose to take it.”Looking over at Colton and Dougie, Molly tried
to interpret the expressions on their faces. She expected Colton to look annoyed because,
frankly, Dougie epitomized everything he had fought against when he was a young man. Instead,



he looked… sympathetic.“Dougie says we need to go this way.” Colton pointed to the
stairs.Molly’s gut tensed as she looked at them, looping down into darkness. “Down there? Are
you sure?” She looked at Dougie.As he nodded, the corner of his mouth twitched into a smile
that made Molly feel even more uneasy. At this point, they were dependent on Dougie to get
them out of there; she had no choice but to follow.Walking quickly, then taking two steps at a
time, Dougie gestured for them to follow him. At the bottom of the stairs, they exited through an
unlocked door into another corridor.“Why wasn’t that door locked?” Molly asked Colton in a low
voice.“I don’t know,” he replied. “I don’t like it.”Up front, Dougie was striding ahead of them,
clearly eager to get to where they were headed. Offering Molly the smallest shake of his head,
Colton gestured for her and the kids to stay behind him, and he slowed his pace behind
Dougie.Now that they were beneath the prison, in the basement, the muffled sounds of the
chaos above reminded Molly of the grumble a thunderstorm makes—right before the clouds split
open and rain covers the earth. It was dark. Darker than it had been upstairs, with some sections
of lights completely out. Suddenly, she wished she’d worn sneakers instead of boots—
something less loud, less obvious.Up ahead, Dougie stopped at a pair of large double doors.
“Laundry gets taken through here. It used to be done on site, but now some cheap foreign firm
picks it up every Monday.”“We can get back to the parking lot this way?” Colton was examining
Dougie closely, as if he suspected him of lying.Dougie rapped his knuckles on the door. “Just
need to head through the old laundry and past the storage rooms to the service entrance.”“And
the service entrance will get us out?”“As long as you have a set of those….” He pointed to the
keys Colton was still holding, then grinned and waved his hand at the lock. “So, after you….”As
Colton led them through an old disused laundry room, Molly felt her skin begin to prickle. It was
cooler down here, almost too cool after the closeness of the main prison. At least they were
heading away from the danger. Ahead, a light was flickering through an open doorway. They
moved quickly toward it but as they rounded the corner, before her ears had a chance to alert
her to the sound of people within, it became apparent that they weren’t the only ones planning to
escape this way.In front of them, huddled in front of the door that Molly guessed led outside, was
a group of three men dressed in the same gray sweatpants and white tees that Dougie and the
other Scared Straight inmates had worn. Unlike the prisoners who’d been trying to simply bash
down the doors at the front entrance, these three seemed to be talking about a logical way
around their lack of keys.“There’s a security office back there,” one of them was saying. “They’ll
have keys.”“Probably took them when they ran away,” said another.“Worth a look. I’m not
breaking my arm trying to bash down the door if we don’t have to.”Molly’s heart was beating so
fast she was almost certain the men would hear it. She didn’t know what to do. Colton and
Dougie were standing stock still, as if by playing dead they’d avoid being spotted.Behind her,
she could feel the kids starting to inch back toward the laundry room. Before she could follow
suit, one of them tripped. It was Lucky. With his gangly arms reaching out to try and stop himself
falling, he clattered into an abandoned mop and bucket. The metal bucket bashed against the
wall. The mop toppled to the floor. All five kids froze, wide-eyed. When Molly turned back around,



she was met by three more pairs of eyes. Except these were glistening with curiosity.For a long,
quivering moment, no one spoke. The three prisoners in front of them had turned away from the
door. One had a cut on his forehead. Blood was trickling down the side of his face and as it
pooled at the corner of his mouth, he made a hacking sound in the back of his throat and spat a
globule of red saliva onto the floor. The one in the center, who’d suggested they look in the
guard’s office, was rubbing his knuckles into his palm. When he saw Dougie, his forehead
wrinkled, but he didn’t speak.Molly was holding her breath. She glanced at Colton and saw his
fingers twitch. He was moving his hand slowly, very slowly, to his pocket, trying to slip the keys
out of sight, but it was too late.“What have we here?” The one with blood on his face stepped
forward. The others moved with him, like a pack of hyenas who’d stumbled upon prey they
weren’t expecting to find.Next to Molly, Dougie began to slowly shrink backwards. She was
about to grab hold of his arm, tell him to help them, say something, speak up. Before she had the
chance, and before she could do anything to stop him, Colton broke ranks and charged
forward.“Colton, don’t!” Molly yelled. Behind her, the kids gasped. For a second, the prisoners
looked pleased. They began to whoop and holler, laughing at Colton’s limp. Then their faces
changed. The one with blood on his face raised his fists and stepped forward, bouncing on the
balls of his feet as if he were about to start a fight in a boxing ring. Colton didn’t bother raising his
fists. In one swift movement, he used his good leg to knock the prisoner’s knees out from under
him and as the prisoner writhed on the floor, Colton kicked him hard in the ribs.Molly held her
arms out to her sides. Standing in front of the kids, she started to usher them backwards. A
second prisoner moved forward, and Molly saw the glint of a blade as he took something sharp
from the waistband of his sweatpants.“Colton, he’s got a knife!”Quick as a flash, Colton turned,
caught the prisoner’s knife-holding fist in mid-air and used the guy’s body weight to push him
back to the wall. While they battled for the knife, the third prisoner, who looked scrawnier than
the other two, bent to help the one on the floor. His friend whispered something in his ear and he
looked up. Straight at Molly. A grin spread across his lips.Colton was still tackling the prisoner
he’d pinned to the wall. The knife had fallen to the floor and the third guy swooped to pick it up.
Then he sped past the other two, straight toward Molly and the kids.“Dougie! Get the kids out of
here!” Molly yelled and turned around, but Dougie was gone. He left them. The son of a gun left
them. Turning around, as pure instinct took over, Molly did the only thing she could think of—she
slammed her body, shoulder first, into the prisoner’s stomach. He had been holding the knife out
in front of him but didn’t let go of it even as the force of Molly’s body against his sent them
tumbling to the floor.For a second, Molly was on top of him, but then he flipped her over, onto her
back. His thighs were on her chest. The knife was at her throat. She grabbed his wrists and held
onto them with every ounce of strength she had. A guttural scream escaped her lips.“Kids!
Run!”They didn’t run. Erik and Scarlett ran forward and took hold of the man’s upper arms. He
pushed them off, but they came back. The pressure on Molly’s chest was making her vision blur.
From nowhere, a fist slammed into the side of the prisoner’s face. His fingers loosened on the
knife. It fell to the floor and he wobbled. Another fist, then a shove, and he was on the floor.Molly



scrabbled away from him, grabbing the knife and holding it out in front of her. She was panting,
thinking of the self-defense classes she took in college and the fact that, when it came down to
it, she hadn’t remembered anything she was taught. Thank God instinct had taken over.When
she looked up, Jenna was rubbing her knuckles and Erik was looking at her in awe. “I take back
everything I ever said…. Thank God you’ve been in so many fist fights.”As Scarlett patted
Jenna’s shoulder, and Lucky gave her a short round of applause, Jenna grinned and nodded as
if to say, Heck, yeah.“I couldn’t agree more,” Molly added.10ALEXAt the end of the street, Alex
stopped pedaling and looked back at his house. Leaving Laura home alone didn’t feel right. He
knew he had to. He knew that her priority, the same as his, was to get the kids back home. It
didn’t make it any easier. His only comfort was that Argent was with her. That dog wouldn’t let
anyone hurt her. Never.Forcing himself to turn away, Alex jammed his hands onto the handlebars
and began to ride. It was spring and sunny. Any other day, he’d have enjoyed the ride. He’d have
taken his time, breathed long and deep as he moved slowly through the neighborhood. Today he
didn’t have that luxury. He needed to move fast.As he started to pedal harder, he thanked his
lucky stars that he’d stayed in shape. Plenty of guys started to let themselves go as they reached
middle age. Especially if they had jobs like his—jobs that required them to spend an inordinate
number of hours in an office, behind a desk or frequently attending executive lunches and
dinners.When they first met, he and Laura had worked out together all the time. As a personal
trainer, she was in far better shape than he was and even after the kids were born, they
managed to find time to go running or cycling on the weekends. When Scarlett and Erik were
young, Alex had pictured the four of them going on family hikes once the children got older,
renting a cabin somewhere for school breaks, and cycling through the forests. It turned out that
Scarlett and Erik weren’t the outdoor type, and before Alex had managed to persuade them
otherwise, the accident happened.Alex clenched his jaw and puffed loudly as he pushed himself
to go faster. If the power really was gone, vacations were the last thing they’d be worrying
about.Usually, at this speed, he’d have made it to the outskirts of the neighborhood in record
time but—despite it being the middle of the day—he found that every shadow, hedge and tree
made his muscles tense. It was eerily quiet. Even the birds and the crickets seemed to have
noticed something was going on.Turning right, Alex headed in the direction of the train tracks
that ran behind their house. Usually it would take him a few minutes to navigate the busy
intersection, but now he fed easily into the empty road. Except, it wasn’t empty.On his street,
most of the neighbors’ cars had been parked in driveways. It was a quiet block and, on
weekdays once everyone had headed off to work, he’d always liked that it remained relatively
car-free. It was part of why they chose the house in the first place, because it was a quiet
neighborhood.Here, though, there were cars everywhere. Some, which had obviously been
driving at speed when their engines cut out, had swerved and ended up at the side of the road.
Others looked like bumper cars at the fair that had bumped into one another before the ride
stopped. Thankfully, none of them reminded him of the way their own car looked on the night of
their car accident.Alex cycled through the cars, weaving in and out and wondering where all the



drivers had gone. Presumably, on realizing that something awful had happened, they’d left on
foot to get back to their homes and families.He was on the bridge above the train tracks when he
heard a baby crying. At first he thought he was imagining it. That his mind was playing tricks on
him, making him remember the twins when they were young as some kind of clever way to get
him to speed the hell up. Then his front wheel caught on something. He stopped and looked
down. A child’s doll. Well-loved and gray around the edges.Alex leaned his bike against a nearby
car and picked the doll up. When he raised his head, he saw that the car opposite had a broken
windshield and that its rear passenger door was open. A child, a girl of no more than three, was
strapped into a bright pink car seat in the back, wailing.Immediately, Alex hurried over to her.
She continued to wail even when he passed her the doll, but quieted a little as he lifted her out
and bounced her lightly up and down in his arms.“Shhhh,” he whispered. “It’s okay, sweetheart.
My name’s Alex. Where’s your mommy?”The girl looked at him with watery eyes. Snot was
running from her nose onto her top lip.For a moment he thought she might answer him, but when
she opened her mouth, all that came out was another ear-splitting scream.Alex peered into the
front of the car. A woman’s purse was on the front seat, but there was no sign of the driver.
“Crap,” he muttered.Looking back toward his house, he considered taking her back to Laura.
With the child balanced on one hip, he patted his pockets. If he’d had a pen and paper, he could
have left a note in case the child’s mother returned, although why she’d left in the first place he
couldn’t fathom.

Dark Nation Dallas Cowboys

The Last Days of Survival: A Post-Apocalyptic Survival Thriller Grip of Darkness: A Post-
Apocalyptic EMP Survival Thriller (End of Days Book 2) After the Crash: After the Crash Book 1:
(A Thrilling Post-Apocalyptic Survival Series) Grip of Fear : A Post-Apocalyptic EMP Survival
Thriller (End of Days Book 1) Preppers: Order from Chaos: Protecting Family (The Falling Book
2) Endless Night: Edge of Ruin Book 4: (A Post-Apocalyptic EMP/CME Survival Thriller)

The book by Grace Hamilton has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 87 people have provided feedback.

Dark Nation Copyright Title Page Contents Escaping Anarchy Enduring Anarchy Surviving
Anarchy Thank you Make an Author’s Day About Grace Hamilton Sneak Peek: Fractured World
Also by Grace Hamilton

http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/jedpR/Dark-Nation-The-Complete-Series-Grace-Hamilton


Language: English
File size: 5842 KB
Text-to-Speech: Enabled
Screen Reader: Supported
Enhanced typesetting: Enabled
X-Ray: Not Enabled
Word Wise: Enabled
Print length: 967 pages
Lending: Enabled
Simultaneous device usage: Unlimited

http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/d

