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SYNOPSIS (PLOT) 
William Drake is a master of escape – and with the juvenile detention centers that Alliance 

Systems is capable of building in 2025, he needs to be. First incarcerated for stealing exorbitantly 

expensive drugs to treat his dying mother’s leukemia, Will’s every waking moment is dedicated to 

escaping and getting back to her bedside before it’s too late. 

After managing to break out of three Alliance prisons, however, Will is sent to The Rig, a 

jail so secure that it is reserved for the most violent of juvenile offenders (and escape artists like 

Will). Built a hundred miles from land in the Arctic Ocean, The Rig is a modified oil rig 

consisting of a complex web of platforms, walkways and corridors, where armed guards prowl day 

and night and electronic bracelets plot the position of prisoners to within a foot. In the unlikely 

event an escapee survived the jump to the water, they would be left to confront hypothermia, 

sharks and an impossible swim back. 

Will finds himself in a bleak world where sadists proliferate. There’s Warden Storm, the 

ruthless former military pilot; Marcus Brand, a violent guard who loves his job a little too much; 

Alan Grey, inmate and muscle-bound leader of a gang of thugs. From day one it’s a fight for 

survival – and the beginnings of a complex escape plan. 

Will spends his days working in ‘Tubes,’ a claustrophobic network of pipes that must be 

repeatedly cleaned of sludge. His only break is the occasional game of ‘rigball,’ an ultra-violent 

sport played using magnetic racquets. By night Will chats with Michael Tristan, his cellmate, a 

computer hacker wracked by guilt for accidentally killing several patients while hacking into a 

hospital’s computer system. Before long (and with the aid of some magnets stolen by Will), 

Michael discovers he can use his understanding of technology to unlock electronic bracelets. 

As Will explores the vents and pipes of The Rig at night in search of escape, strange 

things begin to happen. Glowing lights are occasionally visible in the murky waters beneath The 

Rig. Dr Acacia Lambros, psychologist and the only staffmember Will likes, vanishes. Next, Alan 

Grey attacks Will with a knife made of glowing light that miraculously vanishes. When Will meets 

female inmate Irene Finlay one night in the vents, she shows him the truth. Alliance Systems are 

mining a high explosive extra-terrestrial mineral – Crystal X – from beneath The Rig, and testing 

it on prisoners. It gives them amazing powers, but often sends them insane. Grey is being prepared 

for Alliance System’s personal army. Carl Anderson, Michael’s former roommate who was 

‘released,’ has become a crazed, caged monster in a laboratory in the bowels of The Rig. In the 

same location, Will, Tristan and Irene find Dr Lambros’ body. They realize they need to escape. 

In the thrilling climax, the teenagers release Carl and leave him on The Rig, smuggling 

themselves aboard a ship collecting crates of mined Crystal X. Grey and Brand follow; when the 

Crystal X begins to explode, the two villains are killed, and Will is covered in Crystal X, which 

grants him remarkable powers. The ship sinks, and together the escapees return to what remains of 

The Rig, which has been evacuated and mostly destroyed by the supernaturally powerful Carl, 

who is himself soon lost in the cold waters of the Artic Ocean. The only man left behind is 

Warden Storm. With the threat of his new powers, Will forces the Warden to fly him and his 

friends back to land, where they are free to reveal Alliance Systems’ horrible secrets to the world. 
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THEMES 
The Rig covers a broad range of themes and topics, though the most significant issue is that of 

responsibility. All of the characters, to a greater or lesser extent, are confronted by problems 

associated with an awareness of their responsibility to others. As well as feeling responsible for his 

critically ill mother, Will is haunted by memories of a boy who was killed escaping with him from 

another prison, and blames himself. Similarly, Michael wrestles with his unintended responsibility 

for the deaths of several hospital patients. Even Warden Storm grapples with notions of 

responsibility; when confronted about his cruel scientific tests, he argues that what he is doing is 

for the greater good of humanity and could lead to a range of medical advances. 

 The importance of persistence is also highlighted in The Rig, as well as the need for 

resilience in difficult situations. Despite the seemingly insurmountable odds the teenagers are 

facing, they never falter. Will even revels in the obstacles he encounters, viewing them as 

challenges to be overcome rather than reasons to lose hope. When Michael commences his 

attempts to remove the tracking bracelets, he is forced to try combination after combination, but 

never falters. Will’s plans for escape require constant reevaluation, but are eventually achieved. 

 The power of friendship is also a strong element of the narrative – again and again the 

author shows just how far people are prepared to go for those they care about. 

 Justice is the final key theme in this novel. The Rig forces readers to consider what justice 

is, when it has gone too far, who should receive it and why. 
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WRITING STYLE 
The Rig is a dialogue-driven linear narrative broken into short, manageable chapters, making it 

ideal for teenage readers of a range of skill levels. The language is clear and straightforward, but 

peppered with enough complex terminology that it will require younger readers to seek out 

meanings occasionally. In this way, it is an appropriate text to be employed for the use of 

vocabulary building without the fear that readers will become alienated or lost. 

 The narrative progresses in such a manner that revelations are made in each chapter, as 

well as new questions being posed. This continues right up until the conclusion, and makes The 

Rig a suspenseful read that is difficult to put down. One of the most intriguing elements of the 

story – the reason for Will’s incarceration – is withheld for a significant period, as is the story of 

the boy for whose death Will feels responsible. Suspense is further built through the use of 

tantalizing clues drip-fed to the reader: a padlocked door that is not opened for several chapters; 

mysterious lights beneath the water at the start of the novel that are not explained until near the 

end; threats from enemies that hang ominously over the characters for extended periods. The 

author’s use of these techniques will appeal to readers of all ages, but particularly the target 

teenage audience. 
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AUTHOR MOTIVATION 
In The Rig, Joe Ducie has sought to explore the different ways in which individuals face 

overwhelming challenges. Particularly, Ducie wanted to demonstrate to his young readers that 

people can always overcome the obstacles they face, provided they show persistence, resilience, 

and a willingness to think outside the square. Even more importantly, Ducie suggests that 

cooperation and teamwork are essential elements in meeting the challenges we face in day-to-day 

life. 

 Furthermore, Ducie drew on his background in international relations and security to 

construct a narrative exploring the potential consequences of absolute power. His ominous 

‘Alliance Systems’ stands as a combined symbol of greedy, multinational corporations and 

unchecked military force. Ducie’s motivation was, in part, to warn readers of the dangers inherent 

in corporations and bodies accountable to nobody but themselves. Ducie suggests not only that 

authority should have limits, but that ordinary people have a responsibility to question the actions 

of those in power if they seem unjust. 

 On a simpler level, Ducie sought to write a gripping science-fiction story that would carry 

important messages while also entertaining a young audience. He wanted to create a reality that 

was strange enough to be intriguing but familiar enough to be unsettlingly possible. In all these 

regards, he has succeeded in writing a thoroughly enjoyable novel. 
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AUTHOR BACKGROUND 
Joe Ducie was born in 1987 in Great Britain, but currently lives in Perth, Western Australia. His 

university level training in Counterterrorism, Security and Intelligence gives him a unique insight 

into the topic he has chosen for The Rig, and lends his writing authority and a sense of realism. 

 Ducie has travelled extensively around the world, working in border protection and private 

security consulting. He has also acted as a liaison between domestic and international security 

forces. An avid outdoorsman, he modestly refers to one of his hobbies as ‘ambling over 

mountains.’ 

 Primarily a writer of urban fantasy and science fiction, Ducie studied Professional and 

Creative Writing at Curtin University. In addition to The Rig, his writing credits include Distant 

Star, Broken Qiull, Z-Apoc, and Knight Fall. 
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EDITORIAL COMMENT 

The Rig is a fast-paced, enthralling read with just the right balance of action and mystery. Science-

fiction fans will be gripped by the author’s masterful control of the genre, while a more general 

readership will love this book for its endearing characters and presentation of a near future that is 

utterly believable.  

The Rig itself is, in many ways, as fascinating as the plot; Ducie’s vision of an inescapable 

prison shows an almost megalomaniacal brilliance. From the tracking bracelets that automatically 

fine prisoners for indiscretions to the electrified batons of the guards, readers will be left 

wondering what the future of ‘rehabilitation’ may really hold. 

More importantly, the relationship which develops between the three teenage characters – 

Will Drake, Michael Tristan and Irene Finlay – is The Rig’s major strength. Gradually, readers 

learn that each one is imprisoned for crimes any one of us could have committed, given the 

circumstances. As a result, their selfless friendship and quest for freedom and justice becomes 

truly moving and inspiring.   
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STUDY NOTES 

 Think of a time when you were faced with a challenge that was so difficult it seemed 

impossible. This need not be a huge challenge (like escaping from The Rig!), and could 

even be a school or sporting task. How did this make you feel? How did you respond? Did 

you give up or try to overcome the obstacle? How might you have responded differently? 

 Has there ever been a time when you felt completely responsible for somebody in the way 

Will does for his mother? In your case, it could be a younger brother or sister, or younger 

friend. Explain what happened, what you did and how you felt about the responsibility. 

 Make a list of the pros and cons of feeling responsible for another person. How can this 

help us grow as people? How can it make our lives more difficult? 

 Would you be prepared to break the law to help a sick family member? A sick friend? 

What type of crime would you be prepared to commit? Would you be prepared to go to a 

jail like The Rig for somebody you care about? Would we still support Will Drake if he 

had shot the lab workers with bullets instead of tranquilizer darts?  

 Taking on the role of Michael Tristan, write a letter to one of the family members of a 

person who died as a result of Michael’s computer hacking. In the letter, you should focus 

on Michael’s feeling of responsibility. 

 Using the Internet, research a real prison break. Write a brief report outlining: 1) Who 

escaped? 2) What crime had they committed? 3) How long did it take them to plan their 

escape? 4) Did their plan run smoothly? 5) What happened to them after they escaped? 

 Design a prison that you feel would be completely inescapable. The only rule is that you 

may not copy any of the strategies used by Joe Ducie in The Rig; the ideas must be 

completely your own. Write about a page explaining how your prison would operate. 

 Create an advertisement asking for guards to sign up to work on The Rig. Your 

advertisement should consider: 1) What type of personality is needed for a guard on The 

Rig? 2) What skills or training might guards need? 3) What previous working background 

might guards need? 4) How well might guards be paid? 5) You should also list the duties 

guards will be required to complete on The Rig. Each answer should be a paragraph. 

 Several of the villains in The Rig argue that testing Crystal X on prisoners is justified for 

‘the greater good.’ Conduct a class debate on this issue. To help, students should consider 

real-world examples such as animal testing before being asked to form an opinion.  

 Write an additional final chapter to The Rig, outlining the fate of Will, Michael and Irene. 

 Examine the format of a traditional newspaper article. Now, write a news report about 

authorities discovering the secret testing taking place on The Rig.  

 Some possible essay questions: 1) Will Drake could never have escaped The Rig without 

Irene and Michael. Discuss. 2) The most important theme in The Rig is responsibility. Do 

you agree? 3) The Rig demonstrates that persistence is essential to success. Discuss. 4) Not 

everyone in this story gets the justice they deserve. Do you agree? 5) Will, Irene and 

Michael all could have avoided imprisonment by making better decisions. Do you agree? 


