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M

aisey Jack hid alone under a very small table. A see-through-thin, white tablecloth reached almost to the floor – her only protection from what was coming. She gripped her knees, crumpling a paper badge pinned to her pink birthday dress. It displayed a glittery number 10. 

“Go hide, Maisey,” her father had shouted. “Hide and be really quiet. And don’t you move till I tell you to come out.”

She had frozen as the windows shook from a sound like a hundred mechanical dragons growling at once. 

“Go now, Maisey Jack!” It was hard to tell the anger from the fear in his voice.

Maisey ran through a blurring tunnel of panic. She slid on the tiles in the kitchen and crashed into a chair. The world tumbled around her and came to a stop with a sudden jolt.

“Hide, Maisey Jack,” the voice in her head shouted. “Be quiet.”

She pulled herself to her knees and crawled until she found herself under the table. There, she waited.

The bone-cracking sound of a smashed door echoed inside Maisey’s skull. Someone shouted in the next room. It could be Dad, but he never sounded like that before. More smashing, more shouting, repeating over and over again. Then, a terrible silence. 

She clenched her jaw and forced her eyes tight until they hurt. She saw a tree over a stream. Her tree. Her very secret place. 

She tried to remember how the bark would gently cut into her skin. How the crushed leaves smelt like green. What the snickering water sounded like. But unstoppable tears streamed down her face and tasted salty as they dripped onto her lips. She pressed both hands over her mouth while her shoulders shook in fits and hiccups. 

Harsh voices drifted into the kitchen where she hid, followed by heavy boots stomping on tiles. Cupboard doors slammed open and shut; furniture clattered across the floor. Maisey squinted over the edge of her knees. 

Her heart stopped in her chest as a giant hand lifted the edge of the tablecloth. A scarred and black-bearded face appeared in its place. It looked at her for a while with a quizzical stare.

“Looks like we got another one’ ere, Jess,” the deep, gravelly voice called out. “An’ this one’s tiny.”

Another face glared under the tablecloth, this time a woman with piercing ghost-blue eyes and a solid jaw. 

“Just smash it, Jerome,” the woman said with cold indifference. “We don’t have any use for it.”

Maisey had to make her body move. Kick the intruders, run, or even scream - but nothing. All she could do was stare, unblinking, with her mouth open. 

“No...,” the man said. 

“What?” The woman’s face twisted into a question mark.

“You know... Maybe Duke’ll wanna see her.”

“And what will Duke want with a little Loner runt?” 

“Maybe we can keep ‘er for like..., a ‘ostage or some’ing.”

“Have you already forgotten what just happened out there?”

“No.” The man’s eyes lost all expression. 

“Well, then you would remember that there’s nobody left who’s going miss it or give us anything to get it back.”

The bearded face crumpled for a moment. A tree-trunk-like arm in a black leather jacket reached under the table, scooping Maisey up in one movement. She gave a weak shriek. Her arms and legs came back to life. They swung with frantic desperation. Her wild mop of raven hair flew in all directions. But the giant man didn’t seem to notice. He stared at her, his head tilted sideways as though inspecting a lost puppy.

“I’m taking ‘er anyway. If Duke doesn’t want ‘er, he can do with ‘er what he wants.”

Jerome turned on his heel and marched to the door with the trembling girl tucked in his left arm like a pumpkin. Jess grunted and went back to tearing the kitchen apart.

“Don’t think you wanna see this,” Jerome said before entering the next room. He placed his hand over Maisey’s face, suffocating her. 

The smell that any girl who lives on a farm knows to be blood crept between the giant fingers. Maisey’s body shook with violent heaves as she fought not to throw up. Cruel voices laughed and chattered. It echoed in the dreamlike cave of her waking nightmare. 

A loud crack like a sturdy boot kicking open an already broken door announced they had left the house. The hand lifted from Maisey’s face, letting in crisp, dry autumn air stained with the choking smell of smoke.

She took in the scene around her. Anything not smashed to pieces had been set on fire - in many cases both. A horde of men and women stomped across the yard. They chattered and cackled as they carried away their loot. 

Black motorcycles with gleaming chrome wheels and handlebars grumbled deep-throated growls in the drive next to monstrous mutant pickup trucks covered in steel bars and threatening spikes. 

The large man lifted Maisey with one hand and dumped her onto the back of one of the smallest and rustiest trucks. The wind got knocked out of her as she hit the bin. Then she lay there, not moving. She tried her best to remember to keep breathing while Jerome tied her hands behind her back with coarse, cutting rope.
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The Jack family had stood in front of a derelict farmhouse two years earlier. It had been over a year since anybody had last seen a robot, and people started believing that the Machine Rising might be over.

Jackson Jack’s parents’ practicality made up for their lack of imagination. “Well, what do you think,” he said to his two children with a wide grin and an unmistakable glint of pride in his eye.  

“It’s lovely, Dad,” Eight-year-old Maisey said. She eyed the double-story home and wondered which window would be hers.

“Looks like it is going to be a lot of work,” Jackson Junior huffed. Jackson Senior was indeed his father’s son. 

“Yes, it will, my boy,” Jackson Senior said, smiling broader than ever and slapping his slab of a son firmly on the back.
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Maisey groaned as she squirmed herself into an upright position. Panic rose inside her to exploding point. She wormed closer to the bin edge, the rusted metal scraping skin from her knees. She came to a staggering stop as her leg trapped the frilly dress under her. Slowly, she tipped forward until her shoulder smacked against metal. She lay in a heap - her breaths coming in short, sharp sniffs and a tear rolling over her cheek.  

Jerome climbed in the front, and the truck door smacked closed. The bin shuddered and rattled as the engine fought for life. Acid-black smoke flowed over the vehicle, and once the machine settled into a stuttering rhythm, it took off. The road leading away from Jack Farm could more accurately be described as a path, and nature had, over time, made significant gains in reclaiming most of it. Every panel on the vehicle clattered and rattled as it shook over the uneven terrain. 

An age passed as the truck traveled further, and Maisey got thrown from one side of the bin to the other. She shared the back with crates of vegetables and rather heavy equipment taken from the farm. Every turn in the road created a landslide that crashed into her. Maisey Jack looked and felt properly bashed and bruised by the time the truck crunched to a stop.  

The sun was setting with fiery red and orange when Jerome climbed from the truck. Maisey pulled herself into a position where she could see what was happening. Jerome joined a group of other leather-clad ruffians standing around one of many large fires nearby. The smell of smoke and charred meat hung thick in the air.

Maisey could barely keep herself sitting upright as she fought the pain of an injured rib. The tears had stopped, and a cold numbness settled on her. A monstrous stone building imposed itself across her full view. A dark passage led inside, wide enough for a vehicle to drive through. Over the arch, the words “HOPE TOWN PRISON” appeared above the phrase “The Reward for the Wicked” in smaller letters.

Whenever the kids from neighboring farms came together around a campfire at night, they always told scary stories about the Hogs. They were leather-wearing thugs who went around robbing people and beating up strangers. Everyone had a horror tale reliably heard from a family member or friend, lucky to have escaped with their lives. 

These criminals lived in a place known by the farmers as the Hog Pit. Very few people who ended up there ever came back - and those who did were never the same again.  

Throbbing motorcycles and savage pickups rumbled past and headed through the gate. More people arrived on foot all the time and joined the
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