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A LETHAL STORM. THE MOST DEADLY PRISON.


WHO WILL SURVIVE THE NIGHT?


Jack Constantine – a former cop who killed one of his wife’s murderers in an act of vengeance – is serving his time in Ravenhill penitentiary, a notorious 'supermax' home to the most dangerous convicts in the country.


When an apocalyptic superstorm wreaks havoc across the USA, the correctional officers flee the prison . . . but not before opening every cell door. The inmates must fend for themselves as lethal floodwaters rise and violent anarchy is unleashed.


Teaming up with Kiera Sawyer, a Correctional Officer left behind on her first day of work, Constantine has one chance of survival – he must break out of a maximum security prison. But with the building on the verge of collapse, and deadly chaos around him, time is running out . . .









For Jo


We survived, and there’s no doubt we’re stronger after everything we’ve been through. But still, after the couple of years we’ve had I do find comfort in the words of one of the great philosophers of the 20th century: “Things can only get better.”


And for Bella, Caeleb, and the new member of our family, Callum. You guys are literally giving me grey hairs but I love you all anyway.











When two hurricanes come into close proximity to one another, the vortices can pull together, merging to form a much larger super-storm.


The phenomenon is called the Fujiwhara effect.












Prologue


Three years ago


Three names. Three bullets.


I made them myself. Cast the slugs from lead mixed with Amy’s melted-down wedding ring.


There’s a fourth bullet too. A special one just for me. It sits on the coffee table, glinting in the afternoon sun. First gold, then red, tiny dents and imperfections picked out in the casing as the light slowly fades.


I stare at it all afternoon, like a recovering alcoholic contemplating the bottles in a hotel mini fridge. I eventually decide to leave it where it is. Imagining Amy’s reaction is what tips the scales. She’d have kicked me in the balls for even considering it.


So I leave the last bullet behind in the house we once shared, the house we planned on raising our daughter in.


The house where Amy was murdered.


Something wakes you up. Something . . . other. Something that doesn’t belong.


You lie in bed, listening intently. It’s probably nothing. A car outside. A raccoon in the trash bins.


You check the clock by the bed: 3.46. Christ, you’re never going to get back to sleep now.


You reach out for Amy . . .


She isn’t there.


You touch the rumpled sheets. Still warm, slightly damp with her perspiration. The noise must have been her going to the bathroom.


You roll over. From this position you have a direct view of the bathroom. The door is wide open. The bathroom is empty.


There are rules for planning an ambush. I learned that in Afghanistan. In fact, there’s a shit-ton of rules, collectively known as mission analysis (METT-TC), and course of action development (COA DEV). I don’t have the time, the backup, or the manpower for that kind of prep, but all the lists, all the rules, can be boiled down to four basic principles.


Planning, infiltration, actions on, and exfiltration.


Planning is the most important. You have to think the ambush through. Plot every last detail. Make sure there are no holes.


No mistakes.


You sit up in bed. Moonlight shines through the window, veiled by the net curtain wafting in the muggy midsummer breeze.


‘Amy?’


No response. You get out of bed, head to the door, move out into the hallway. You lean over the banister. There’s a light on downstairs. The kitchen.


‘Amy?’


Nothing.


You hesitate, an uneasy feeling waking in the pit of your stomach. You can’t explain it, but you suddenly feel that something is wrong. That something bad has happened.


The first job is to find a suitable kill zone. The place where the actual ambush will take place. A spot where the target needs to slow down is ideal, something like sharp bends in the road or a steep hill.


Whatever spot you pick, it’s important to make sure the location has good cover for yourself. You don’t want to be seen. Not until you’re ready for the kill shot.


You slip back into your room and grab your police-issue Beretta. You ratchet the slide, flick the safety off and move down the stairs. A small passage to your left leads to the bathroom, a spare bedroom and the kitchen. The living room is to your right.


You pause, wondering which direction to go. Then you hear a noise. A groan? You’re not sure, but it comes from the living room.


Generally, high ground is the best location for an ambush. Some natural obstacles to keep the enemy in the kill zone are a bonus. That allows the ambush force to control all phases of contact. I always preferred urban environments for that exact reason, but that’s not an option here. Firing an M249 in downtown Miami is going to draw too much attention.


But it’s Miami, I hear you say. Who the fuck’s going to notice gunfire? Sure, I get it. But I don’t want to take the risk. I might not get to finish the job.


You also need to figure out what kind of ambush you’re planning. Hasty or deliberate. Hasty ambushes aren’t prearranged. They’re reactive, like when you’re on patrol and stumble across enemy troops. If I was going to do that, I could just follow the bastards home and shoot them as they get out their cars. No. I want them to suffer. I want to look them in the eye.


I’m going for a deliberate ambush.


One that I can plan. One that I can control.


I’ve already gathered the intel I needed to plan the mission. Their movements, their habits, their preferred bars, the name of their drug dealer . . .


You creep forward, gun held ready. The moonlight shines through the front window. The dresser’s been ransacked, drawers pulled out, the contents dumped on the carpet.


Your gaze drops to the mess. Playing cards, coins, old USB sticks, bits and pieces lying every—


You freeze. There’s a larger shape on the floor.


Your eyes skip over it. Something inside forces you to look away, some protective instinct. Instead, you stare at a photograph of you and Amy that’s lying on the carpet. It’s the one you took when she first told you she was pregnant. She’s laughing. You’re holding her from behind, the cell phone in your hand as you snap the picture in the bedroom mirror.


Finally, you drag your eyes back to the shapeless mass. Your heart pounds loudly in your ears.


So – the things I have control over: location of ambush. My own location in relation to the ambush. And of course the mission statement: torture and kill, slowly and painfully, with extreme prejudice.


The things I don’t have control over: a platoon always needs an assault, support, and security element when launching an ambush. I don’t have support, or security to back me up. I’m on my own.


Also, you’re supposed to split your team. One group to execute the attack and one to lay down cover fire. Not gonna happen here.


But that’s fine. The kills are going to be mine alone. I don’t want anyone else involved.


You reach out and flick the light switch.


Your brain refuses to take it in.


Your vision is reduced to flashes, like Polaroid pictures, images that sear into your brain, images you will never forget.


Amy, sprawled face down on the carpet.


The T-shirt she sleeps in riding high, revealing her panties and the small tattoo over her kidney.


Her caved-in skull, hair matted and soaked with blood.


The aluminum baseball bat lying next to her.


The dark stain that has spread out over the gray carpet.


The bulge of her pregnant stomach.


You slump back against the wall. The gun falls from your fingers as you drop to the carpet, staring at your wife.


The most important rule of any ambush, after all the prep, all the work, is speed. You have to shock your enemy. Scare the shit out of them. Go in hard, shoot everyone, then get the hell out. You want your contact to last less than sixty seconds.


That’s not happening tonight. I’m going to make this last as long as possible.


You don’t give the investigating detectives the footage from your security camera. You tell them you’d taken the memory card out and hadn’t replaced it. You get looks. What kind of cop doesn’t keep their own security camera working?


You don’t care what they think. You keep the footage for yourself. Watch the three men break into your home, editing the frames into a loop and playing it over and over until their faces are imprinted in your mind.


After a while, staring at the video loop, you have the weirdest feeling that you actually know them. Every curve and angle of their faces is so familiar it’s like you’re looking at old friends.


When your compassionate leave is over, you use the police database to ID the killers. It doesn’t take long. They have rap sheets longer than your arm.


Marcus Tully, Barry Novak, and Luther Wright.


Three names.


You write down their addresses, their known associates.


Then you launch the first phase of the operation – gathering intel.


You find Marcus Tully first. He’s still living with his mother in a one-bedroom flat deep in Overtown.


Barry Novak is a veteran. That surprises you. Disappoints you. He served in Afghanistan five years before your tour. Not in Marjah. Somewhere else. He lives on his own. He visits a support group for ex-army. He sees a shrink, drinks a bottle of vodka every night. The guy has PTSD. You can see it a mile away.


Tough shit.


Luther Wright is the outsider. The guy who always hangs on the outskirts of the gang, hoping he’ll gain cred just by association. He’s a yes-man. Does whatever he’s told.


Phase one complete. Next step is to check known associates.


As soon as you see that one of those associates is a drug dealer, the beginnings of a plan form in your head.


I’m using the M249 Paratrooper for the ambush. The Para. It’s a compact version of the M249 SAW, with a shorter barrel and sliding aluminum buttstock. Easier to move around with.


I had to call in a lot of favors from an old army buddy to get it. He wanted to sell me an M27, but I never liked them. Thirty-round magazines just don’t compare to the linked ammunition the M249 uses. It’s older than the M27, but I like that. It’s more familiar in my hands. I trained with it. I know it.


I’m positioned at the top of a rise above a deserted logging mill outside Overtown. It’s perfect for what I need. Far enough from town that no one will hear the gunfire, and it only has one road in and out, so I don’t have to cover multiple escape routes.


I stare through the rifle scope, moving it slowly across the abandoned mill. It was built in the thirties, a series of old wooden buildings with portable office cabins dumped at one end. The place shut down around two years ago when three employees died. I was part of the investigation into their deaths. It was the owner’s fault. No safety protocols. No upkeep of the saws or equipment. One of the belts was so worn it flew off, took a guy’s head off, sliced through the second guy’s stomach right to the spine and got stuck in the last guy’s throat.


The mill itself and the road leading through the trees lie below me in a shallow valley. At the top of the opposite valley wall is an open-sided shed holding a large pile of tied-together tree trunks, obviously stored there in preparation for the mill. I placed two propane tanks against the tree trunks earlier, one either side, right against the wire lashing them together. I checked the wood while I was placing the tanks. A lot of the trunks are rotten and damp, but that’s fine for my needs. I might not even use the tanks, but preparation is key.


An hour before dawn is the perfect time for a shock attack. The target is usually deep in sleep, his or her body totally shut down. The victim doesn’t know what the hell is going on.


You already know that the drug dealer – Elias Finch – lives alone. You go in hard with a bright flashlight shining in his face, grabbing him and throwing him to the floor. Finch lets out an unearthly moan of terror. You’ve heard it before on raids. Nine out of ten people you’ve come at like this make the same sound. Animalistic, terrified, primeval.


You hit Finch with the butt of your gun and knock him out cold. You wait, listening, controlling your breathing. A dog barks in the distance. You hear a car drive past the dingy house. The headlights shine through the curtains and swing on past.


Satisfied, you drag Finch to the living room. If you can even call it that. You’ve seen the same room a hundred times before. Usually bare floorboards, but sometimes a stained carpet. A couch with cigarette holes burned into it, unknown stains forming a map of spilled drink and bodily fluids. An old table, this one covered in used syringes, overflowing ashtrays, empty beer bottles and, surprisingly, a few novels. That’s a first for you. You don’t think you’ve ever been into a drug dealer’s house that had books. A TV, sure. A games console, definitely. Something to mindlessly zone out in front of while they wait for the high to kick in. But books? No.


There’s a rickety table and chairs in the kitchen. You drag one of the chairs into the living room and haul Finch into it, using the rope you brought to tie him in place.


Then you wait.


He wakes up half an hour later. Sees you sitting on the couch with your; gun resting on your lap. He opens his mouth to scream, but you just raise a finger to your lips.


He’s not as stupid as he looks. His mouth snaps shut. He stares at you with wide, terrified eyes.


You’ve planned everything for today. It’s Friday, and you know this is when Tully phones Finch to organize drugs for himself, Wright, and Novak.


‘When Tully calls,’ you say to Finch, ‘tell him not to come here. Tell him you think the cops have been watching. Tell him you’ll bring his drugs to the lumber yard tonight at seven. The abandoned one about two miles outside of town. Nod if you understand.’


Finch nods.


‘If you try to warn them, I’ll shoot you in the eye. Understand?’


Finch nods again, more frantically this time.


You sit there for most of the day before Tully finally calls Finch’s cell phone.


You hold the gun to Finch’s eye and the phone to his ear. He tells Tully everything you want him to.


Tully’s not happy. He’s used to getting the drugs as soon as he calls, taking them to Novak’s house and shooting up there before heading out to a dive bar on the outskirts of Overtown called Double Down Tavern. You’ve already followed them there a few times as you considered your plan. It’s got blacked-out windows and plastic seats out front for when it’s too crowded inside. A neon sign hangs above the door – a purple pool cue that’s supposed to move back and forth. But it’s broken, so all it does is flicker on and off, buzzing loudly.


Finch tells them he has no choice. It’s either meet at the lumber yard or they go without. Tully reluctantly agrees.


You hang up the phone. Then you sit and stare at Finch, wondering what to do about him. You could just kill him. You’d be doing everyone a favor. You want to. You want to raze everything to the ground. Anyone and anything connected with the men who killed your family.


You stare at him. He doesn’t say anything. He knows what you’re thinking, is aware that the slightest move from him could push you either way.


You check your watch. It’s 3 p.m. Four hours till the meet-up. You don’t want to risk leaving him like this. He could get loose. Could warn Tully and the others.


You check his room, find some sleeping tablets. Strong ones. One of them would knock a healthy adult out. You crush seven and put them into water. You do it in front of Finch, let him see what you’re doing.


‘You’re going to drink this,’ you say. He starts to shake his head. ‘You either drink this or I kill you. Either way, I need you out of action for a while. Your call.’


He hesitates, then nods.


You lift the glass to his mouth and he gulps it down. You wait around forty minutes before the drugs kick in. You thought they’d work a lot faster, but heavy users are used to the hard stuff. You just hope you’ve given him enough.


His eyes close and his head slumps forward. You slap him, but he doesn’t budge.


You check your watch. Four o’clock. Three hours left.


Time to set up the ambush.


And here I am, lying at the top of the hill, watching the lumber yard through the scope on my rifle.


Waiting.


I turn my watch round so the clock face is on the underside of my wrist. A habit from the war. You don’t want any reflections giving away your position. Plus, it makes it easier to check the time when you’re lying in wait.


It’s seven o’clock. They should be here any minute now.


In fact . . .


I can see lights approaching, a spectral white glow that looks like it’s floating through the trees. Then I hear the engine of a pickup truck badly in need of a tune-up.


I stretch my neck from side to side, loosening my muscles, then put my eye back to the scope. I breathe in – one, two, three, pause – then out – one, two, three. In – then out. Slowing my breathing, moving into the zone.


The truck finally heaves and skids into view, bouncing and juddering over the dirt track, its ancient suspension barely able to keep it in a straight line.


For a moment, I think they’re going to do the job for me. My own car is parked length-wise across the road right in front of the lumber mill, exactly where I want them to stop. But they don’t even slow down as they approach.


I track the pickup truck through the scope, focusing on the driver. It’s Tully. He’s got his head turned to the side as if he’s talking, but he glances back through the windshield and slams on the brakes just in time.


The truck locks up and skids across the dirt, starting to turn side-on.


I take the opportunity. I shift my aim, slowly, moving with the truck.


Crack!


One bullet takes out the rear tire. I shift aim again, steady my hand . . .


Crack!


Another bullet takes out the front tire. The truck’s still skidding, still spinning. They must have heard the shots, felt the tires blow out. I don’t move the scope to see their faces. I wait as the car spins fully around, presenting its opposite side to me.


Crack.


Crack.


Two more shots. Two more tires. I couldn’t have planned it any better.


The truck slews to a stop in a cloud of dirt about five feet from my own car. I keep my eye to the scope, waiting.


The door on the passenger side opens. Someone steps out – Wright. He tries to run. I squeeze the trigger, hear the sharp crack of the rifle. A fraction of a second later a tiny cloud of dark mist explodes from his knee and he drops to the ground.


Now they’ll be panicking. I wonder what they’re going to do. I’ve made a wager with myself. Odds-on they try to run, even if they don’t know where the shooter is.


I’m right. Tully scrambles from the truck, trying to sprint into the trees. I track him for a long moment with the sight, letting him feel some hope – then I shoot his kneecap out from behind and he goes down.


Novak starts the truck up. He’s going to try to escape with four blown-out tires.


I shift my aim to the lumber shed, shoot the propane tanks. I raise my eye from the scope, see the fireballs roll up into the sky, followed by a thundering explosion that shakes the ground.


The vibrations continue as the huge pile of tree trunks roll and bounce down the hill, falling and sliding into the road, blocking Novak’s escape route.


He doesn’t stop. Does he think he’s going to drive over the tree trunks? Idiot. I know he’s not going to get past them, but I open up on the front of the truck, firing bursts into the radiator, the engine block. The truck skids and slides as he veers wildly. I keep firing. A moment later the truck coughs and dies, smoke curling up into the air.


I wait. A part of me wants to open up on them, spray the whole area with bullets, rip them to shreds. But another part of me, the part that died in the living room that day, wins out. They need to suffer for what they did. No quick deaths.


Novak finally makes his move. The door swings open and he slides out. He’s on the opposite side of the truck, so I can’t get a clean shot.


I glance at the ammo rail. About fifty rounds left. I wait, but Novak stays where he is. He’s panicked, doesn’t know where to go, has no idea where I am.


Okay. Let me take it to him. I stand up with the rifle, the ammo belt dangling to my knees. I make my way down the slope. I keep the rifle raised, ready to shoot. I know the path is free of obstacles. I cleared it myself, walked up and down a few times to get the feel of it. I don’t need to look where I’m going.


I reach level ground and he still hasn’t moved. I pause, then lower myself to the dirt, the rifle to my side. I peer beneath the truck. He’s still there.


I leave the rifle on the ground, take out the Glock. (Not the one I’m going to finish them with. A second gun.) Wright is moaning in pain, writhing on the ground where he fell. I know the exact moment he becomes aware of me approaching. His moaning stops.


I ratchet the slide on the gun. The sound might as well be a gunshot, because it focuses all attention on me. I wait till Tully looks over his shoulder. I can even see Novak peering around the side of the truck. I carry on toward Wright. He turns, flops over on his belly like a landed fish. He manages to push himself to his feet, one leg dragging behind him as he tries to limp away. I pause a few feet from him, wait for him to look over his shoulder –


– and I shoot his other kneecap out.


He drops, screaming. I walk forward, grab his shirt, pull him over so he’s lying on his back.


‘What do you want?’ he shouts.


My voice is flat. Dead. The way I feel inside. ‘Five weeks ago, you broke into my house. You killed my wife. She was pregnant. The fuck you think I want?’


Wright’s eyes widen. ‘That . . . that was a mistake! I swear! We were just looking for some cash, that’s all. Your wife . . . she walked in on us. We panicked . . .’


He stops talking.


There’s a noise. We both hear it.


It’s a car.


No, cars. Approaching fast.


I turn toward the dirt road and see blue and red lights flashing in the distance, brightening the darkness between the trees.


Cops?


Why the hell are the cops here?


How . . .?


Wright tries to crawl away. I stamp down on his leg, desperately trying to think. Wright screams as two cars burst through the trees and skid to a stop on the other side of the fallen logs.


The doors fly open. I grab the other Glock from my jeans, the one with the special bullets, and point it at Wright, ready to shoot him in the head.


‘Constantine!’


I freeze, look back to see Mason, my partner, skirting around the edge of the logs.


‘Constantine, don’t you dare!’ she shouts.


‘These are the fuckers who killed Amy!’


‘I don’t give a shit!’


Other cops have exited the cars. They stand behind their open doors, guns leveled at me. Mason glances back, raises her hands in the air.


‘Just wait! Let me talk to him.’


‘There’s nothing to say!’ I call out.


‘Constantine, please. You can still walk away from this.’


I look down at Wright. Across at Tully. I laugh out loud, barely managing to stop myself when I hear the tinge of hysteria in my voice.


‘Jack. Please . . .’


I look at Mason. Her face is twisted with grief. We’ve known each other for ten years. I’m her kid’s godfather.


‘Don’t . . .’ she starts to say.


Novak makes a run for it. He bolts from behind the pickup truck and runs toward the police cars. I act instinctively. I swivel and shoot.


The bullet hits him in the back of the neck. Mason cries out as he collapses.


I barely have time to register this before I feel a huge jolt of pain in my arm. I stagger back, the gun falling from my fingers. Mason stands there, gun leveled at me, her eyes wide with shock, as if she can’t believe what she’s done.


The police are all shouting, but I can hardly hear over the rushing in my ears.


I turn around. See Tully crawling away. Wright too. He’s already twenty feet from me. I bend over to pick up the Glock.


Then something hits me in the side and I’m thrown to the ground.


‘Don’t be fucking stupid, Jack,’ says Mason, right in my ear.


I try to throw her off, but she grabs my wounded arm and forces it behind my back. I scream in pain.


Then more weight falls on me. I feel hands on my head, shoving my face into the dust.


The last sight I see is the cops heading toward Wright and Tully.
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One


Friday 27 August


6.00 a.m.


Prison is all about breaking your sentence into blocks of time. That’s the only way to survive. A year is too much. Half a year is depressing. Hell, even a month feels eternal.


A week, though – a week is just about manageable. Least, it is if you have something to mark the passing of time. Like family coming to visit. That gives you a countdown. A reason to keep going.


I don’t have that. Both my parents are dead. No kids, no brothers or sisters. A murdered wife. So . . . yeah. Not much to look forward to there.


But you push on. You push on until you can’t anymore. Because that’s life, as my old man used to say. You live, you die. Anything in between is still a steaming pile of shit, but you try to make the most of it. He made the most of it with drugs and hookers. Ended up driving off a hundred-foot-high bridge into a torrential river at three in the morning, coked up to his eyeballs and wearing nothing but his Superman boxer shorts. The hooker who leaped from the car just before it went over the edge said he was screaming about Lydia − my mother − caging him in and stopping him from flying free, that he was going to prove her wrong.


Spoiler alert: he didn’t.


But he was right about one thing. You either push on or you check out. I don’t have access to coke, hookers, or a torrential river, so the alternative is either pissing off one of the gangs so they shank me in the shower (hopefully with something non-organic, if you catch my meaning), or going for one of the guards, try to hurt them bad enough that they use lethal force.


I think I’d rather push on, thanks very much.


Felix says it gets easier the longer you’re inside, but I don’t believe much of what Felix says. He’s a habitual liar. Or, as he likes to term it, a ‘teller of tales’. Plus, I’ve been in here for three years now. How much longer is it going to take?


I frown as I stare through the tiny scratched window in the door of our cell. Why the hell am I thinking about the passing of time? That’s a bad way to start the day. Just leads to depression.


Oh yeah. Felix.


‘I mean, the kid was crying again,’ says Felix from his bunk. ‘He’s been here – what? Three weeks now? I told him. I said the only way to survive prison is not to fight it.’


‘That right?’ I say absently.


Our cell is on the upper level of B Block. All I can see out the window is the walkway railing and the cells on the opposite side of the pod. Looks like Stevens has been banging his head against the glass again. His window is smeared with dark crimson.


‘Course it’s right. Accept you’re here, man. There’s no three-bedroom house in our future. No wife and kids. No puppy. No sneaking off to see your mistress on a Friday afternoon after work – you know, the one who does the things your wife thinks are disgusting. That’s gone. Don’t even think about it. This is your life now. Embrace it. Own that shit.’


‘I thought I had,’ I say.


Had I, though? I wasn’t really sure. It’s hard to know your own mind in prison. Too many thoughts running through your head. Things tend to get distracted, confused.


‘The fuck, man?’ snaps Felix. ‘You not listening to a word I’m saying?’


Jesus. Miss Temperamental over there. You have to be careful with Felix. Normally he’s pretty chill, but the weirdest thing can set him off into a flying rage. I’ve never been on the receiving end of it, but I’ve seen inmates carried to the infirmary who have.


‘I’m listening,’ I say. Then I pause. ‘Just remind me again?’


‘I’m sayin’ we have to accept we’re stuck in here. Look . . . you seen Leo, right? The old guy? Sits at the back of the canteen. Always holdin’ his knife and fork like he’s about to stab them into his head.’


‘Yeah.’


‘You know why he’s like that?’


‘Let me take a wild guess. Because he hasn’t accepted he’s here?’


‘Bingo. He’s always thinkin’ about a way out. Always watching, planning. Guy looks eighty years old. Been here his whole life. And he still thinks he’s going to see the outside. Always talking about digging tunnels, sneaking through storm drains. Look what it’s got him. Stomach ulcers and delusions. I told that to the new kid. Pauly.’


‘What’d he do?’


‘Started crying again.’


I glance over my shoulder at Felix. He’s a big guy. Six-three, solid muscle. Black skin and intense eyes. Likes to read cheesy romance novels from the prison library. Each to his own. He’s currently lying on his bunk holding a pink-and-orange book. I can just see the bare chest of some pirate-type guy on the cover.


‘Just so I’m clear. You think not accepting he’s in prison gave Leo stomach ulcers and delusions?’


‘Sure. You gotta go with the flow, man. Live life like a Zen monk. Those motherfuckers don’t stress about nuthin’. That’s how prison breaks you. You live with hope, it’s gonna kill you in the end. You gotta realize this is your life from now on. Accept that shit in your soul. Then everything’s hunky-dory.’


‘Nobody says hunky-dory anymore, Felix,’ I say, turning back to the door.


‘I do.’


Fact of the matter is, I actually agree with him. Even though I struggle with time, mainly the boredom of it all, I long ago adjusted to the fact that this is it. That my life is over.


Not that I care. My life was over before I even got caught.


But what Felix says about hope is true. Even those with something to live for lose it in the end. Maybe they keep a photograph of their girlfriend on their wall, or drawings from their kids. Birthday cards, something like that. They start off as symbols of hope. Hope that they still have a life outside, hope that they’re getting out someday. But as the months drag on, despair takes over. You can’t keep hope alive with no payoff. Your mind only lets you lie to yourself for so long before it turns on you.


Best not to care about anything. Or anybody. Nothing to lose that way.


‘Head count!’


I lean back as a heavy cranking sound echoes through the pod, followed by the metallic slam of forty-two doors sliding open. I step out the cell, checking left and right as I do so. Reflex. It’s the perfect time for an attack. Nobody is expecting it.


It’s safe, though. Just inmates yawning and scratching their balls as they step onto the metal grating, the first part of the daily routine kicking in. The first segment of time in the never-ending spiral toward madness or death – whichever comes first.


‘You were snoring again last night,’ says Felix as he joins me on the walkway.


‘I don’t snore.’


‘You fucking do. Like a freight train. Seriously. You need to see a doctor or something, because I am highly likely to suffocate you if you carry on like that.’


‘Whatever,’ I say, stifling a yawn. I’m exhausted. Everyone is. The storm that has been pummeling Florida for the past two days sounds like it’s getting stronger, the raging wind a constant howling and shrieking that can be heard through the thick prison walls. It’s putting everyone on edge, keeping everyone up at night.


I slept in today because of that, but I’m usually up before five. That’s the quietest time in prison. Even the crazies who stay up all the hours screaming and crying tend to drift off after four. It’s my private time. My few moments of relaxation before the routine of prison forces me to break the day down into smaller and smaller chunks.


This first chunk starts at fifteen after six – roll call. Every inmate has to shuffle outside and stand there while the correction officers – COs – count us off with old manual clickers. If anyone sleeps in, or if someone is too slow to make it to head count, the whole process starts all over again, right from number one. And you really don’t want to be the guy who holds up roll call. That means a delayed and rushed breakfast, and some inmates do not appreciate that kind of change to their schedule.


Not that breakfast is anything to look forward to. Oatmeal, usually. Sometimes with peanut butter. If I’m feeling rich, then maybe some honey. But that’s it. The eggs make me sick and everything else tastes like cardboard.


Work starts at eight. Not everyone has a job. You have to prove yourself worthy, show that you’re a model prisoner, something I’ve done by mostly keeping my head down and minding my own business. And trust me, that’s hard to do when you’re an ex-cop. Every inmate wants a piece of you. Every CO wants to make your life hell.


I work in the maintenance shed with Henry, one of those old guys who knows how to fix everything. It’s Henry’s job to make sure all the machinery in the prison keeps going. That’s a full-time job in a dump like this.


I earn seventy dollars a month, almost double the average income of the other inmates. That means I can indulge in my vices, chocolate and coffee, both of which I buy from the commissary. The coffee is shit, though. It’s instant. Not even granules but a fine powder. I don’t even think there’s any caffeine in it. You could mix that stuff with hot water and inject in into your eyeballs and it wouldn’t even kick.


After lunch I hang out in the yard. Just to feel the sun on my face. I used to love the beach. Would go there every weekend with Amy. We lived pretty close and I could smell the salt on the air when the wind blew in the right direction.


Not now, though. When I’m in the yard, all I can smell is the chemical stench from the laundry. Just steam escaping from the vents adding to the wet humidity that already clings to my skin like a coating of oil.


After that it’s back to work until five, supper in the mess hall, then rec time, where we play pool, watch television, chat, play cards, or use the phones in the common area below the cells.


At eight o’clock it’s the final roll call before bed.


Wash, rinse, repeat.


I lean over the railing, see two guards handing mops and buckets to a few guys from the lower cells.


‘The infirmary is flooding,’ says Nick, the guy from the next cell over. ‘Whole place is under a foot of water.’


‘So they’re taking a couple of mops?’ I say. ‘That’s going to do a lot.’


Nick shrugs. ‘Heard the storm’s getting real bad.’


‘Yeah?’


‘Was watching the news last night.’


‘What did it say?’


‘That the storm’s getting real bad,’ says Nick patiently.


I wait. He doesn’t seem inclined to add anything else. ‘And?’


‘And nothing. COs shut the television off before the report finished.’


‘Was rec time over?’ asks Felix.


‘Nope.’ Nick taps his nose. ‘Control the flow of information. See what I’m saying?’


I don’t even bother to suppress a sigh. Nick is convinced everyone in authority is involved in some kind of conspiracy, usually directed against him personally.


‘Don’t need the news to tell us the storm’s bad,’ says Felix. ‘You hear it last night? That wind? Jesus, I thought the whole place was going to come down on top of us.’


A loud bang echoes through the wing. I look to the right and see Evans standing at the top of the metal stairs, his baton raised to strike the railing a second time


Typical. It would be his shift. Right when I’m tired and not in the mood to take his shit. I hate Evans. Seriously. I’m not talking like he irritates me. It’s deeper than that. I despise everything about him. His face, the way he breathes, the little twitch in his eyelid when he tries to intimidate prisoners. He’s a bully, simple as that. A bully who managed to get himself placed in a position of power.


If I’d ever met him on the outside I would have made it my mission to get him thrown in prison. Maybe pulled him over, ‘found’ some coke in his car, enough that he went down for dealing, not just possession.


Most of the other screws are okay. They come in, do their jobs, they go home. But Evans . . . the first time I laid eyes on the guy, I knew he should be on the other side of the bars. I’ve seen killers. I’ve seen rapists. There’s always something in their eyes. Evans has that look.


And he doesn’t like me because . . . well, I’m not sure about that. I reckon it’s because I don’t back down and I don’t play his games. What’s the point? I’m not a career criminal. I don’t see myself as a murderer. Sure, I killed someone, but killing someone who killed your wife – that’s not murder. That’s revenge. Justice. Besides that, I’m just a normal guy. I was married for two years. Wanted to start a family. My wife was a nurse. I was a cop, then I signed up for the army, then became a cop again when my tour was done. That was it. Nothing interesting. Nothing spectacular.


Until that night.


So Evans can’t figure me out, and that annoys him. He pushes and pushes, trying to provoke a reaction from me. I think it’s what gets him up in the morning. The desire to break me.


I watch him make his way along the walkway. He moves slowly, with a rolling gait that speaks of an old leg injury. He likes to build up a rhythm with his counting. Left foot forward, click, right foot forward, click. He hates it when anyone breaks his pattern.


No one speaks as he does his count. On the walkway opposite, I can see Martinez doing the same thing. She always finishes ahead of Evans. Evans likes to linger, staring at each inmate until they look away. Sometimes it happens fast, sometimes it doesn’t.


I look straight ahead. Evans’s face slides into view, his watery eyes staring directly into mine. There’s a sheen of sweat covering his face. Sure, it’s as humid as the ass-crack of Satan himself in here, but Evans sweats regardless of the weather. He always looks greasy, like old cooking oil.


He waits for me to look away. Or better yet, down, a sign of total subservience. Dream on, fuckface. I keep staring straight ahead, my eyes not even flickering.


We stand like this for a long moment, neither willing to back down. Nick can see where this is going. He tries to head it off.


‘Hey, Evans,’ he says. ‘What’s the word on the storm?’


Evans grabs the opportunity for a graceful exit and turns his attention to Nick.


‘The word is mind your own business.’


He moves on, clicking as he goes.


‘That’s not a word,’ says Nick. ‘That’s five – no, wait. Four! That’s four words, Evans! Four!’


After head count, we’re allowed to mingle in the dayroom, which is a fancy – and totally inaccurate – name for the unevenly shaped wedge of floor space outside the cells. It’s like calling a dingy motel in the backwaters of Alabama a five-star luxury resort.


As always, it’s a mad rush for the phones. They’re everyone’s lifeline. Their connection to the outside world. I don’t know why they bother. About seven out of ten phone calls end up with the inmate slamming the phone down in frustration.


See, that’s the thing. Being in prison regresses everyone to the mentality of teenagers. Everything is blown way out of proportion. Your whole world – your whole universe – shrinks down to the equivalent of high school, just with killers and gangs instead of cliquey cheerleaders and jocks. A perceived slight becomes a deathly insult. A sidelong look proof that someone is going to attack. It’s just the way the mind changes when you’re inside.


But that change in thinking carries through to your connections with the outside world too. The tiniest pause on the other end of the line, the slightest hesitation, breeds paranoia and anger. Because every single inmate who’s still in a relationship has only two things on their mind: when is she going to leave me? and Who is she cheating on me with? It could’ve been the strongest, most loving relationship ever on the outside. Childhood sweethearts, the first person you had sex with – whatever. It all crumbles to fear and insecurity as soon as the prison gates close.


The six hexagonal tables bolted to the floor are already full. Inmates claiming their spots, decks of cards appearing, commissary food changing hands to pay off debts. As with everything in prison, there’s a pecking order. No one sits down until Leon, the pod boss, decides where he’s going to sit. Then his lieutenants and bodyguards take up the chairs around him. Only then do the empty tables start to fill. Those currently in favor with Leon take the closest, leaving the unpopular tables next to the door for the other inmates.


I never bother with the seats. I prefer to pace the perimeter of the block, round and round. It has two benefits. It keeps me fit and sane, and it makes the others wary of me. Anything out of the ordinary singles you out, either to be taken advantage of, or to be avoided. Walking round and round − jogging sometimes, depending on how much nervous energy I’ve built up − not talking to anyone, for some reason marks me as unreadable. Unpredictable.


A few inmates did try to cause shit with me once. When I first came in and they found out I was a cop. I had to put them in the infirmary. One of them nearly died from internal bleeding. Another had a broken jaw, a broken wrist and three fractured ribs. I had no choice, though. I had to make an example of them. You don’t do that, you let them push you around, then you live with a target on your back. And the target on a cop’s back is pretty fucking big, let me tell you.


I haven’t even finished one lap of the pod before my name is called over the speaker.


‘Constantine, Manuel, Perez, Stevens, Deacon, Murphy, MacLeod, Felix, and Nunes. Line up.’


This gets everyone’s attention. Anything different to the normal routine is a source of interest.


We line up outside the door that leads from the block. There’s a loud buzz and Evans enters, standing to the side and holding the door ajar. I don’t even bother asking what’s going on. I know he won’t answer.


Deacon is the one who speaks up. ‘Hey, Evans, what’s up? We haven’t had breakfast yet.’


Evans just stares at his clipboard.


‘Come on, man,’ says Deacon. ‘I got low blood sugar. I need food.’


Evans finally gives him a bored look. ‘You’ll be fed later. You got work to do.’


‘What work?’ asks Nunes.


‘Cleaning out the old prison.’


‘The Glasshouse? The fuck for?’


That’s a very good question. The Glasshouse was put in mothballs about thirty years ago. The place is totally old-school. About seventy years old, I think. No electronic locks. All cells opened with a key. Barely any light. Cramped. Claustrophobic. More like an asylum than a prison.


‘Why we being punished, man?’ asks Manuel.


‘You remember where you are?’ says Evans. ‘You don’t get to ask questions. You do what you’re fucking told.’ He hesitates. ‘But I’ll tell you why. Only because I want to tell you, understand?’ He waits until Manuel nods in agreement. ‘Some of the other prisons are being evacuated because of the hurricane. We’re using the Glasshouse as temporary accommodation.’ He turns and addresses the rest of the inmates watching us from their chairs. ‘Don’t get too comfortable. I’ll be bringing most of you across in waves. Busy day today.’


He gestures with the clipboard and we all file slowly out of the pod.


ADVISORY BULLETIN


Hurricane Hannah Advisory Number 6


NWS National Hurricane Center Miami FL


2 AM EDT SAT AUG 28 2021


DISCUSSION AND OUTLOOK


Tropical Hurricane Hannah has fluctuated between Categories 2 and 3 for several days due to a series of eyewall replacement cycles. She has traveled through the Gulf of Mexico and has made landfall at Johnson’s Bayou, Louisiana. Her path will take her through Alabama, where winds will reach 190 mph (305 km/h) as she passes into Georgia. The cyclone is forecast to increase from Category 3 to Category 4 by Saturday August 28. Hannah will negatively impact any Josephine-related evacuation plans of the states to the east and south, including Florida. Those remaining are advised to wait for her to pass into the Atlantic before attempting evacuation.


WARNINGS


If not already evacuated, find shelter immediately.
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Two


Friday 27 August


7.00 a.m.


Keira Sawyer sits in a hard plastic lawn chair, the kind usually found out in the garden. Her hands twist nervously in her lap as she listens to the wind raging outside the office window. The blinds are closed. She’s not sure if it’s because whoever’s office this is doesn’t want to see the weather, or just because they haven’t settled in for the day yet.


It was a mistake to come in. She knows that now. Hell, she knew it this morning as she was driving through flooding roads, passing lines of traffic going in the opposite direction. Stupid. Dangerous. Insane.


But she had no choice.


The door opens abruptly and a short woman wearing a CO uniform enters. She’s holding a clipboard and looks stressed and annoyed. Even more so when she sees Sawyer sitting there.


‘I thought he was messing with me.’


Sawyer hesitates. ‘Who?’


‘Wilson. He said the new girl was here. I said don’t be crazy. No one’s stupid enough to start their first day during a hurricane. And yet here you are.’


Sawyer lets the insult slide. The woman has a point. ‘I . . . didn’t think I had a choice. I mean, no one told me not to come in.’


The woman stares hard at her. ‘You must really need this job.’


Sawyer nods. ‘I do.’


The CO sighs. ‘Fine. I’m Martinez. Looks like I’ll be your tour guide today. Come on.’


Sawyer stands up. Martinez looks her up and down. Something about what she sees makes her even unhappier.


‘What you weigh? One hundred ten?’


‘One-fifteen. Why?’


‘Height?’


‘Five-six.’


‘Jesus. They’re going to eat you alive.’


Sawyer straightens up slightly, defensive. ‘I’m tougher than I look.’ She instantly regrets saying it. Even to her own ears it sounds childish and whiny.


‘For your sake, honey, I sincerely hope so. Come on.’


She follows Martinez out the office and into the corridor beyond. It’s empty, lit by harsh fluorescents recessed into the ceiling.


‘Stay close,’ says Martinez. ‘Seriously. Don’t get within grabbing distance of any of the prisoners. You’re new. You’re cute. Fuck, they’re going to have a field day with you. Do not, under any circumstances, show fear. Understand? Don’t look uneasy. Or panicked. And don’t smile. Don’t try to be their friend. You do any of that, they’ll remember. Word will spread and they will use it against you.’
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