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Chapter One
Liberty tapped the glass on the pressure gauge, and when the needle didn’t budge, a sense of dread pooled in the pit of her stomach. “Bloody hell.” 
Thinking it needed gentler persuasion, she switched tactics and added a few sweet words of encouragement. “You can’t give up on me now, baby. We’re almost there.” If she didn’t do something soon, the entire ship was going to blow itself to Kingdom Come. 
Pressure needed to be released, but what if she let out too much? The airship’s balloons had to be filled to capacity to clear the last and highest peak. According to the numbers on the altimeter, Airus was barely going to have enough lift to make it over the crest. 
Liberty eyed the ever-nearing jagged mountaintop. She was damned if she did and damned if she didn’t. 
“Captain, what do you think?” She wished for the millionth time since her father’s death that there was someone else to help with these types of difficult decisions. In the end, she did what she always did, put one hand behind her back and crossed her fingers. She briefly closed her eyes, took a much needed breath and pulled the release valve chain. Immediately, a mass of condensation from the steamer’s drum blew out from a pipe at the rear of the airship and a loud whoosh ripped through the air overhead. 
Liberty leaned over and tapped the pressure gauge again. Thankfully, this time the needle bounced down a couple of notches, out of the red. With no time to celebrate, she refocused all her attention on surviving the next immediate problem – the trip over the peak. All she needed was thirty more minutes of airlift. A good source of water waited on the other side. Once the tanks were refilled, she would head to Shatter’s place to trade the bits and pieces she had found in the Forsaken Lands, for the spare parts she needed to replace the seals on the pressure tank. 
Liberty ran to the side of the gondola and peered over the edge. The nearness of the mountaintop took her breath away, but she forced her fear to the back of her mind. There’d be time to contemplate fear later – she hoped. She ran back to the helm and grasped the wheel, waiting for either the crash or to sail clear over without a problem. She eyed the altitude and pressure gauges, and kept her mind on how nice a warm bath would soon feel.
Seconds stretched out into eternity, all her senses set on high alert. Cold air and a damp mist cut through the thin fabric of her short-sleeved blouse and long skirt. Every so often she wiped a buildup of moisture from her goggles. Without her dad’s old hat, her long curls would have been a tangled mess by now, blown about in the heavy wind. Goosebumps covered her arms and had her wishing she hadn’t left her jacket in the cabin. What she needed more than warmth now, though, was to be prepared for the worse. She relaxed her fingers on the wheel, just enough to cross them for good luck.
She listened closely for any sounds of Airus striking against the sharp, jagged rocks. Fortunately, she only heard the usual comforting sounds of the friction wheels turning, water boiling, wind whistling by.
 The airship approached the highest point of the peak and all looked good. Liberty relaxed her shoulders and allowed herself a faint smile. Maybe, just maybe everything would be okay after all. 
Close to halfway over, Liberty allowed that smile to take over her entire face. “Looks like we’ve avoided another catastrophe, my friend.” She patted the shiny brass of Airus’s helm. “Just a few more minutes, old girl, and we’ll be at the lake. You deserve a nice long drink after all we’ve been through these last few months.”
As fate would have it, her happy pronouncement marked the start of a loud, scraping noise. When the airship titled portside, Liberty raced over to check on the damage. An avalanche of rocks slid down the mountainside. She watched in grim fascination as it increased in speed and destruction raced down the slope. It wasn’t until the mass hit the forest covering the valley floor below that the sound finally lessened and eventually stopped altogether. Only then did she run over to check Airus’s gauges again.
The pressure needle had moved to the red again, but before Liberty had time to worry, a flash of reflected light caught her attention. She again sprinted over and this time looked down at a most welcome sight – the lake. 
She pumped both fists into the air before pulling on the pressure release chain and letting out another blast of steam. In less than two minutes, Liberty had the airship settled on the banks of the crystal clear lake in the center of the valley.
Although a beautiful view, other things were of greater concern. She flipped her goggles up onto the brim of her hat and scanned the area. She had never encountered any of the rough mountain men known to hunt around here but knew enough to know to avoid them at all costs. When her father had been alive, he had insisted she stay hidden below deck whenever they landed here. He’d never said why she couldn’t leave the airship, but since his death and she had taken over dealing with Shatter at the trading post, she had learned that they were a dangerously insane lot who enjoyed murdering for sport. 
The lake and nearby forest seemed clear so she lowered the anchor. As soon as there was no danger of Airus breaking loose, she started throwing water hoses overboard, all the while keeping a sharp lookout for any signs of movement. As soon as they were in place, she set her hat and goggles on the captain’s seat. They were both irreplaceable and would only be in the way with everything she had to do on the ground. 
Before lowering the airship’s ladder, Liberty took another quick look around. Unfortunately, the forest offered too dense a cover to be sure no one was there, so she hoped for the best and kept her pocket pistol close at hand. Even this didn’t stop a nervous flutter from stirring in her chest, or her stomach from twisting into knots the moment she swung her leg over the rail. The sickening feeling of no longer being in complete control became more pronounced with each step down the ladder. Leaving the safety of the air was the most hazardous part of her journeys, and if left up to her, she would never set foot on the ground again. Unfortunately, some things could only be done down there, and so she cautiously continued climbing down. 
This part of the world was beautiful when seen from the safety of Airus’s lofty perch, but its beauty was a lure and a lie. The closer she got, the more certain she felt she could smell treachery and danger behind every piece of lovely green foliage.
Liberty jumped from the last step, and out of habit, patted both her skirt’s pockets. One held her father’s pocket watch, the other the loaded gun. The gold watch hadn’t worked in over six hundred years, but the feel of its hard case calmed her enough to get on with what needed to be done. 
It took three trips of running back and forth from the lake to get the hoses into the water. As soon as the task was done, she climbed back aboard and turned the pumps on. By this time, sweat soaked her blouse and waistline. She scanned the area again before heading to the lake with a different purpose in mind. There hadn’t been enough water aboard Airus for the luxury of a bath for over three months now so she quickly stripped off and jumped into the lake. 
Liberty only submerged long enough to get her hair wet. It would have been wonderful to enjoy the crisp, cool water all day long, but she hurriedly scrubbed her scalp and body. No doubt her hair would be a tangled mess for a couple of days. It would take at least that long to work all the knots loose with her fingers. The last two teeth of her only comb had broken off months ago. The chances of ever seeing another one were slim to none. She would have to make do. After all, that was what she did, wasn’t it? 
By the time she had stored everything back on Airus, the sun had sunk toward the treetops. Without a moment to spare, she headed for the trading post. If she could wrap up her business with Shatter fast enough, she could have the valve replaced and be back on her way before nightfall. It was never smart hanging around this corner of the world for very long. There was no point in taking any chances that someone might become a bit too interested in her airship. She would defend it at all costs if she had to, for she certainly had no intention of losing the only home she had ever known.



Chapter Two
“Before you head out, I have one last thing for you to load.” 
Liberty stopped in mid-step and turned to face Shatter. “What? I have everything I need loaded.” 
For the first time since she had been dealing with the tough-old coot, Shatter appeared uncertain. He furiously scratched at the gray stubble on the side of his face and hemmed and hawed for a couple of seconds before finally blurting, “You’ll have to come and see for yourself. He’s in the back, sweeping.”
What was the old man up to? It was getting late and she should already be in the air already. Liberty’s first thought was to pretend she hadn’t heard, and leave, but when he headed toward the storage room, she followed. He stopped without warning and she plowed headfirst into his bony shoulder blades.
Liberty stifled a curse and pushed her red curls out of eyes to get a better look around the cluttered room. She suspected Shatter’s idea of organization was to toss things in and see where they landed. Grime and dust covered everything, and the only light in the room came from a couple of narrow windows near the ceiling. Since the sunlight was quickly fading, she could barely make out anything in the dimness.
At first she didn’t see anything of interest until a movement, followed by the clicking of metal on metal, caught her attention. Liberty stared but did not understand what she was seeing. Whatever moved and whirled was the size of a small child but with metal legs and arms. A ball of glass sat where the head should’ve been. It wasn’t until the thing blinked and took a step forward that Liberty finally understood it was a robot. 
Shatter waved it over. “Come here, Boy.”
Liberty took a step back when the robot obeyed. 
Shatter spoke over his shoulder to her. “That’s his name, Boy. Tinker make him the year after your father found you abandoned during one of his flyby trips. I don’t think Tinker knew how lonely he was until your father dropped by with you and stayed for a long visit.”
Boy clicked and clinked across the wooden floor, dragging a broom along behind him. Liberty at last overcame her surprise and asked, “So what do you have that I need to load onto Airus? It’s getting dark and I still haven’t replaced that pressure valve yet. If I don’t get back soon, I won’t have enough light to do the work until the morning. I can’t keep Airus grounded overnight. You know as well as I do how dangerous that would be.”
Shatter pulled at the collar of his shirt, as if it were suddenly too tight. “Boy showed up here out of the blue with a note, day before yesterday. Tinker wants you to take Boy with you.” Shatter scratched the side of his nose and avoided looking at Liberty. 
Her mouth silently opened and closed before she finally spluttered, “What?” She looked back at the robot. It stood just a couple of feet away, still holding the broom.
Shatter nodded at Boy. “Tinker wrote that since your father’s death you’ve been alone. He thought Boy could be of some help, and it would keep him from being used for spare parts.” He leaned closer to Liberty and whispered. “Just between the two of us, I think Tinker might be a little off his rocker.” He chuckled. “But then who isn’t? You have to be a little crazy to survive in these conditions. After the devastation caused by The Great War, there’s only a handful of people still alive, as you well know, if you can call this living.”
Liberty backed out of the doorway. “I can’t take a robot. What the hell would I do with him? There’s only so much sweeping that can be done on an airship, and besides, I can barely take care of myself. What do I know about looking after a robot?”
She was ready to bolt when a small voice stopped her. “Please.” 
Liberty looked down at it. “What?”
Boy pointed his metal fingers at her. “Please. My father’s dead. He told me you would be my sister.”
All Liberty’s inner voices screamed at her not to be sucked in by the sight of Boy’s large, soulful metal eyes. How had Tinker managed to make those thin strips of metal so expressive? The thing was just a pile of glass and metal made to resemble a child, but the longer she stared into its eyes, the more her common sense crumbled. Damn. Another problem she didn’t need. Well, at least she wouldn’t have to feed it, but it would need a good oiling every once in a while. One small voice broke away from the crowd in her head and whispered, “He’ll need to be wound up every day, just like clockwork. “ She countered that with, “I guess I can spare a few seconds to do that. Maybe I can find something for him to do on board. “ 
Damn. She was going to go against her better judgment and take the pile of junk with her. She turned to Shatter. “Okay.” She sighed and motioned for Boy to follow. Before she left, though, she said. “But if it turns into more trouble than its worth, I’m dumping it the first chance I get.” She didn’t bother waiting for an answer but hurried out to Airus. She was well aware Boy was following close behind, because its joints clicked with each step it took. That racket was sure as hell going to get annoying after a while.
If she’d had all night to sit around and watch the hilarious sight of Boy attempting to climb the rope ladder, Liberty wouldn’t have given in and helped haul him aboard. As entertaining as that might have been, there was still too much to do. 
Before Liberty headed below deck, she told Boy, “Keep an eye out and tell me if you see anyone getting close to the airship. Do you think you can do that?”
“Yes, Sister.”
There wasn’t time to debate the fact she wasn’t his sister, so Liberty headed down to get her toolbox. The job with the valves turned out to be more difficult than she first thought because the old seals had melted into place. For an hour, she scrapped the burned rubber off two of the four pistons.
Pieces lay everywhere on deck when the sun set. Liberty tried working in the dusk light but finally had to admit defeat, resigning herself to the fact that in spite of the danger she would have to stay grounded until the next day.
Liberty was throwing the tools back into their box when Boy walked over. She rocked back onto her heels. “There’s not enough light left, so I’m going to have to finish this in the morning. You up to helping me keep guard all night? It shouldn’t be possible to sneak aboard without the ladder, so we should be okay. We can’t take any chances, though.”
Boy blinked a couple of times but didn’t answer. He turned toward the pressure tank, and without warning, two beams of light shot out from his eyes.
Liberty jumped up. “No way! How long can you keep that up for?”
The lights flickered when Boy blinked. “For as long as you need the light.”
She shielded her eyes from the glare of his own and grinned. “Let’s get to work then.”



Chapter Three
Liberty woke to a sunlit cabin. She wiped the sleep from her eyes, but as soon as she could see clearly, she shrieked. She breathed a sigh of relief when she realized it was only Boy. 
She sat up and slipped her legs off the bed, enjoying the feel of the cool wood beneath her feet. “What are you doing here? I thought I told you to stay out on deck last night.” She pushed the covers away and reached for her clothes. When Boy didn’t answer, she stood and walked over to him. He was sitting on the only chair in the cabin, staring without blinking at the opposite wall. She waved a hand in front of his big metal eyes but nothing happened. 
She patted the top of his glass head. “You need to be wound up, huh?” It was a little disturbing getting no reaction, seeing how chatty the robot had been the night before – excessively so. At one point she’d had to tell him to stop talking, long enough for her to think, but the silence had only lasted until he’d made another observation and asked yet another question. It wasn’t until she had Airus in the air again that she realized his prattle had kept her from worrying about the danger they’d been in, being anchored. Sometime during the night, she had decided to keep him. 
Liberty washed her hands and face before dressing. She attempted to run her fingers through her tangled hair, but decided it was a lost cause. With her morning lavations taken care of, she went over and slowly turned what she dearly hoped was the right key in Boy’s back. With each turn, Boy slowly came back to life. He blinked and turned to watch her as she continued with the task. 
“Good morning, Boy. What made you come into my room last night?” She gave the key one last turn before patting his head and stepping back. 
Boy blinked a couple of times, as if getting adjusted to being up and going again. He finally answered, “I was afraid of being alone.”
Liberty sat on the edge of her bed. “What do you know about being afraid? You’re a robot.”
He moved his legs and fingers, as if testing to make sure they still worked properly. “I know all about feelings. I’m afraid one day I’ll wind down and no one will wind me back up. I loved my father. He created me and made certain I was always wound up, so I would never die.”
“You think winding down and dying are the same thing?”
Boy blinked, as if considering her question. “Isn’t it? Father wound down and never woke up.”
She nodded. “But you’re a robot. You can’t die.”
“What if I wind down and there’s no one around to wind me back up? Won’t I be dead then?” 
It must have been the lighting in the cabin, because it almost looked as if Boy’s eyes were filling with tears. “I see your point.” Liberty slipped on her boots. ”I understand fear too. I feel it at least twenty times a day for one reason or another, but the one thing my father drilled into my head, for as long as I can remember, was never to give in to feeling love. He said love was too close to hate and that’s why the world is in the shape it is today. Without those two emotions, The Great War would never have been fought.”
Boy blinked so slowly it gave him the appearance of considering what she had said. He finally asked, “Did you not love your father?”
She wasn’t certain how to answer that. What was love anyway, and how did a person know if they loved someone or not? “I miss him.” She stood, to put a stop to their conversation. She wasn’t used to so much thinking, not so early in the morning. She waited for Boy to slide out of the chair. “Remind me to wind you up before I go to bed tonight. I can’t do anything to bring your father back, but I’ll do what I can to keep you from being afraid.”
The sounds of metal clicking along behind her on the wooden deck followed Liberty all the way to the galley. Instead of the clatter being annoying, like she had at first thought it would be, it was comforting not to feel so alone.
Liberty pulled a round of cheese from the cooler and sliced off a couple of small chunks. It saddened her every time she opened the fruit locker. She only had eight apples left to last until fall. She shouldn’t have given in to Shatter’s negotiations the day before. Out of everything she’d had to trade, he’d demanded ten apples in exchange for the pressure seals. At least she had received the apples’ value plus more, by demanding an entire case of seals in return. That case would probably last though her lifetime, and with any luck, even longer. Besides, Shatter wasn’t getting any younger and might not even be alive the next time she stopped at his trading post.
Deciding on a splurge, she carefully unwrapped the paper from around an apple and sat to enjoy her feast. It would have been easier to savor her breakfast had Boy not kept distracting her with his endless prowling through drawers and looking into cupboards. She giggled and accidentally spit out a chunk of apple when he held a jar of applesauce millimeters from his eyes, as if a closer examination would somehow explain the mystery of what was inside.
“Sit down. I’m going to choke on my breakfast if you don’t.” 
Boy put the jar back into the cabinet. Maybe he wasn’t going to be so hard to live with after all. He was neat, did what he was told without question and could be used as a light when needed. Those were all good qualities in a shipmate.
Once seated, the robot, without blinking, watched Liberty eat her apple. He finally said, “I’ve never seen a real apple before. Of course I have photos of them in my files, but Father thought the trees were extinct.”
Liberty ate the remaining last few bites, core and all, before answering. “My father found a source on the upper east coast. We’re heading toward the coast now. We’ll stop first and trade for a load of dried fish, take that and trade it for cheese, then head farther north to swap the dried fish and cheese for apples, applesauce and cider. Our last stop before winter will be to trade for honey.”
“I did not know bees still existed either.”
“That is my favorite stop. It’s in the most beautiful valley. There are wild flowers growing everywhere.” She closed her eyes, trying to bring the sights and sounds of that special oasis into clearer focus. 
Liberty reopened her eyes and sighed. She chewed on the last two bites of cheese before remembering what Boy had said earlier. “What do you mean you saw photos of apples? I’ve only seen a couple of photos in all my travels. I didn’t know others had survived The Great War.”
Boy slid open a plate on his chest, and like magic, images appeared. They flashed by in quick succession, photos of apples still on trees, row after row of them in baskets and others of people picking them. Liberty had never seen so many apples or people together in one place before. People were rarer than apples these days. In a few years, there would probably be no one left, because everyone she came across didn’t trust anyone else enough to let them get close. They traded goods to stay alive but no one let their guard down long enough to carry on a conversation, let alone procreate.
“Where did you get these pictures?” She reached over and touched his chest. “I’ve heard stories of the times before the war but didn’t think they were true. Everything seems to have been in such abundance then.”
As soon as she’d said that, the photos changed from apples to unfamiliar things. She had visited the ocean before but had never seen what she now saw jumping out of it, or flying above it like her airship. “They’re beautiful. What are they?”
“Whales, dolphins, seagulls and pelicans.” Boy named each photo, “Flamingos, giraffes, elephants, deer, lions, swans, cats, dogs, a newborn baby, cars, Times Square at night, ballerinas, wheat fields, people ice skating…”
Soon Liberty no longer heard his words because the photos were so beautiful, but at the same time so very strange. So many things she had never known existed. The world she lived in was so stark by comparison. Each day was just another one to survive, but right there on Boy’s chest were scenes of beauty and happiness. If these wonderful things had really existed, how had people been able to hate so much that they had to destroy it all?
“Why are you crying?” Boy reached over and trailed a metal finger down her cheek. 
Liberty hadn’t realized she had been crying until he’d pointed it out. Her chest hurt. She whispered, “So much has been lost.” She cleared her throat. “How do you have these images?”
“My father downloaded them into me when he knew he was dying. He was the Keeper, his father was the Keeper, and his father too, and his father before him. Father only had me to pass this honor down to, so now I’m the Keeper. Father had never viewed them until the day he died. Do you know why?”
She shook her head. 
“He said he could never bear to see what the Great War had stolen from us. It was easier living in these hard times if he didn’t know about what could have been, if not for the hate and ignorance.”
He slid the cover back in place. “These things shouldn’t be lost. Someone has to keep safe what has been lost, and what we can have again if we don’t give up.”
“That’s a great honor.” Now she understood why Boy was afraid of dying. 



Chapter Four
“May I steer?” Boy stared without blinking as he waited for Liberty’s reply. 
“No.” She checked the gauges and repositioned her goggles, trying to work out the kink in the strap. Once they were settled back onto her face, she looked over at him. Just to be certain he understood, she repeated, “No.”
“Please?”
How could a robot put so such emotion into its voice? Liberty rolled her eyes and tried not to notice Boy’s deadpan stare. Even though he was just a machine, she hated to think she might have hurt his feelings. “Stop staring and go do something useful.”
“I can steer. That’s useful.” He stared at her, as if that would be enough to break her will. 
“No. You don’t know how to operate an airship.” 
He clinked forward a couple of steps. “You could teach me.”
She shook her head. “No.”
“Please?” Deadpan stare. 
“Damn. I knew it. It told myself back at Tinkers that you were going to be as annoying as hell. I should have left you there, sweeping his storeroom.” She adjusted her goggles again even though there was nothing wrong with them. 
“Why do you always say damn? Am I going to Hell? Are you going to hell?” He blinked once, in slow motion. 
“I feel like I’m already in Hell, but that’s not why I say it. I curse because it makes me feel better. It’s like shooting tiny little poisons darts out of my mouth. I picture them shooting into whatever pisses me off.”
“Pisses? So you’re urinating while these darts are shooting?” No blink. 
“Whatever did I do to deserve you?” Liberty sighed and plopped into the captain’s seat. 
“Both of our fathers died.”
Seeing she was losing the battle, she asked, “So what do you want to know about flying Airus?”
“Everything.”
She stood and motioned for him to take her place. “Hold here and here, and please don’t get us killed. Okay?”
“How long before we get to the east coast?” He let go of the wheel. 
“Damn it.” She took his hands and repositioned them. “Never, if you don’t do what I tell you to.” Liberty saw him staring at her mouth. “What are you looking at?”
“I’m trying to see the poison darts.”
Liberty smacked her forehead, even though the thought had crossed her mind to smack his instead. “You can’t see the poison darts. They’re imaginary.”
“Oh.” 
By late afternoon, the sun slid behind black, billowing rain clouds, and strong gusts of wind kept pushing Airus off course. Even though Boy didn’t want to give up his post at the helm, Liberty took over anyway. Since she wasn’t certain how water tight the robot was, she sent Boy to her cabin, just in case it began raining. Rain she could live with, but a lightning strike was another matter altogether. One strike on the airship could set a fire she might not be able to put out. She shut down the thought that it could also kill her. Every day held some form of danger. That was just a part of life. 
When the storm finally did hit, it turned into Liberty’s worse nightmare. Even though it was in the middle of the night, the sky stayed lit with all the lightning strikes. Some were so close the hairs on her arm stood on end with the electricity. She soon regretted sending Boy away. He would have loved all the curse words she came to utter during those long and grueling hours. Fortunately, right before dawn, the sky cleared, the wind died down and Liberty was again able to relax.
Her arms and back ached from struggling with the wheel all night. It hadn’t been easy keeping Airus in the air, so much so she had even considered the possibility of landing. She might have done so if she’d known the area better, but in all the times she had flown from the lake to the east coast, she had never once had reason to land there. 
“I feel myself getting slower. Would you wind me up, please?”
Liberty jumped. “Damn. I should never have oiled your joints last night. I didn’t hear you come up behind me.” They stared at each other until she finally said, “There are no poison darts. I made that bit up. Stop trying to see them.” She made a circling motion with a finger. “Turn around and I’ll rewind you.” When she finished, she stretched and yawned. “Do you think you can keep an eye on things while I take a nap? I’m exhausted and need to get out of these wet clothes.”
“I remember, and if something happens I don’t understand, I’ll wake you.” 
She positioned his hands on the wheel and patted his head. “Okay. I’m trusting you, so don’t let me down, okay?”
He blinked. “Okay.” 
She turned to leave. 
“No one is ever going to love me again. Are they?”
Liberty closed her eyes and sighed heavily before turning back to face him. “Why do you say that?”
Instead of looking at her, Boy stared straight ahead. “You said your Father told you never to love anyone. We must do as our Fathers say. I’m glad mine taught me to love, but I wished he had also taught me to breathe. I like watching people breathe. I wonder why didn’t Father create a way for me to do so?”
There were so many different subjects she hadn’t had to think about until Boy came into her life. Had it only been two days ago? It felt like years. She patted the top of his head. “Look. I’m good at breathing and you’re good at loving. If you will love enough for us both, I will breathe enough for us.” She ran her hand down the side of his face and cupped it there.
He finally looked up at her. “I will love.”
“And I will breathe.” 



Chapter Five
A feeling that something wasn’t quite right woke Liberty from a deep sleep. “Shit. I should have known better.” She grabbed her clothes but didn’t bother putting them on before running out on deck. Fully expecting to find Boy still in the captain’s chair, she was surprised to see a stranger there instead. 
His arms were crossed, and the moment he saw her approaching, he smiled, as if greeting an old friend. Shock rooted her in place until she remembered she was carrying her clothes and not wearing them. She hastily slipped them on and buttoned up her blouse as she went over to find out what the hell was going on.
“Who in the blazes are you, and what are you doing on my ship?” Liberty got right in his face and poked a finger in his chest, her assault full of the kind of bluster and bravado she was nowhere near feeling. Too late, she remembered she’d left her pocket gun at the foot of her bed, along with her damp clothes. It didn’t matter. There was no way she would to let this arrogant interloper know she was scared witless. Never before had a stranger been allowed aboard Airus, not until now – and on her watch. Her father was probably rolling over in his grave at this very moment.
He eyed her hair and asked, “You look like you’ve been in a wind storm. When was the last time you combed your hair?”
Liberty reached up and tucked a long curl behind her ear, suddenly uncomfortably aware how she must look to this stranger. “My comb broke.” 
He pulled a long, wooden one out of his jacket pocket. “I’d be happy to comb them out for you.” 
She took a step back. “Yeah, and cut my throat while my back is turned. You must take me for a fool.”
“Bloodthirsty little thing, aren’t you? I don’t even have a knife on me.” He stood and moved closer. “You’re welcome to pat me down and check for yourself.”
She sniffed at the thought. “I would rather have my throat cut.” 
The dangerously-handsome, dark-eyed man sat back in the captain’s chair. He lifted an apple to his mouth and took a huge bite, as if Liberty was just a pesky insect. She grabbed it out of his hand. “Is this my apple? How dare you raid my food locker, and how dare you set foot on my vessel without my permission. Who the hell are you anyway?”
He grinned and dipped his head, as if finally acknowledging her presence. “Mender, and I want that back.”
Liberty looked at the half eaten apple. Even though her stomach was tight with fright, she took a large bite out of it, just to show the arrogant bastard she had no intention of giving in to any of his demands. “Get out of my chair.” She swallowed and prayed she didn’t choke to death because her throat was so dry and tense. Luckily, the apple slid down without incident, and surprisingly the man stood and backed away from the captain’s chair. A smirk marred his disturbingly attractive features. 
To make matters worse, his voice was a wonderful mix of unhurried pace and deep tones. “For such a beautiful woman, you have the mouth of a gutter rat.” In his pleasant voice, the insult actually came out sounding like a compliment.
Liberty had to work up another head of steam because his voice had somehow spun a strange spell over her. It made her forget he was the interloper and not she. She puffed up and leveled a stern glare at him, to let him know just how much she cared about what he thought about her looks or choice of words. “I’m not the one who is trespassing so I don’t give a gutter rat’s ass what you think. What have you done with my robot, and how did you get aboard my ship?”
Mender crossed his arms before nodding towards the galley. “Your robot is giving mine a guided tour as we speak.” When she spluttered out a protest, he flicked his wrist and rolled his eyes. “Calm down, woman. The last time I saw them, they were happily chatting away like long lost brothers. Maybe you should have left your vessel with a better protector.”
“You’re a pirate and an apple thief. Get off my ship.” It wasn’t easy being stern whilst holding a half-eaten apple, but it was too precious to throw away.
“So that was what I was eating? I’ve never seen or tasted anything like it before.” The damn man actually grinned again. 
“Why are you here? No, better yet, how did you get here?” Liberty eyed the altimeter, just to be certain Airus was still in the sky. She remained groggy and confused from her sleep. Maybe this was just a nightmare. “We’re at seven thousand feet. I know you didn’t sprout wings and fly up here.”
Mender pointed toward the stern of the airship. “Actually, it was much easier than that. I simply pulled alongside and climbed aboard. I even requested permission, which your robot gave without any hesitation. He actually seemed to be quite happy to see me.” He looked longingly at the apple. “Can you give that back?” 
She hid it behind her back. “I could but I won’t. It’s my apple. My ship. My shit.” She was pleased by how stern she sounded, but then blew it all by adding, “I only have a few apples left and it will be a couple of months before I can replace them. I’ll give you a jar of applesauce if you leave.” That didn’t come out sounding stern at all. Damn. It was a good thing pirates didn’t board her ship every day. “Why are you really here? I know it’s not for my apple.” She took another bite, just to show Mender he wasn’t getting it back. 
He shrugged. “I saw your airship and couldn’t believe my eyes. I’ve never seen any others besides my own, not in all my travels. I thought I had the only one. Would you be willing to show me where you acquired your apples? If you do, I’ll show you where I was able to procure my wheat and corn.”
She wrinkled her nose in thought. “Boy showed me photos of wheat and corn but I didn’t know they still existed. What do you do with them?”
He grinned and clapped a hand on her shoulder. “You’re in for a special treat. I’ll be right back.” Mender jogged toward his own ship and jumped across as if the gap between were nothing. 
Liberty shuddered to think what would have been his fate had he lost his footing and fallen. Of course, she had no idea in the least why the thought of his death bothered her, not since they had only just met and he was probably going back to get a weapon so he could kill her. Maybe he had an entire ship of men hiding there, waiting to board her airship. She was getting all set to go fetch her pistol when he reappeared and jumped back aboard, carrying a bundle. 
Mender wasn’t even breathing hard, but he was grinning when he reached her side. He offered her the small wrapped package. “I’ll trade you this for the rest of your apple.”
Without thinking, Liberty did as he asked, but then laughed at the look on his face when he saw how little was left. She might have apologized if she had been the least bit contrite, but as far as she was concerned, a deal was a deal. After opening the package, she asked what it was.
“Cornbread and wheat bread. Robbie made them yesterday.” He popped the rest of the apple in his mouth and closed his eyes. He smiled as soon as he swallowed it down. “I’ve never tasted anything so wonderful in my entire life.”
Liberty broke off a bite-sized piece of the round yellow bread and let it rest on her tongue for a moment before chewing. It tasted so good she broke off a bigger piece and munched on that before trying the brown one. Without thinking, she smiled. “Do you know what would be good with this?” She didn’t wait for an answer but jumped up and motioned for Mender to follow. As she led him toward the galley, she said, “I bet honey would taste great on both of these.”
Mender fell in beside her. “Honey. I’ve never heard of honey.”
“There seems to be a lot of things you haven’t heard of. I thought you said you sailed an airship.”
He laughed. “I knew about wheat and corn and you didn’t. How come you’ve flown everywhere in your airship and never heard of them?”
“Smartass.” Damn. He had a point. “Who’s Robbie? You said Robbie made the bread yesterday. Are there more people on your airship?”
“Just me and Robbie. Robbie’s my robot. I made him out of whatever I could find. He’s not as good looking as yours, but he comes in handy when I need a second pair of hands. Are you going to let me try this mysterious substance you call honey?”
“Yep. It’s either that or shoot you. I haven’t quite figured out which one to do yet.” 
They found their robots in the galley, every drawer and cabinet door pulled open. Liberty turned to Mender. “I’m not cleaning this shit up.”
“I guess I should have kept a better eye on them.” He slipped into the chair behind the table. 
“Damn straight you should have.” She smacked Boy on the back of the head before grabbing the jar of honey out of the cabinet. “How could you let this pirate come aboard? I’m never leaving the Airus in your control again.”
Boy had the grace to look as shamefaced as a robot could. “He asked nicely.”
“He asked nicely. It’s good to know you have standards.” She pointed at the cabinets. “Clean this mess up. We’ll talk about your punishment after we throw these two overboard.”
The only sounds that came from Boy were a few rapid clicks, as if some of his gears had been stripped. He finally said, “This is my friend, Robbie.”
For the first time since entering the galley, Liberty focused her attention on Mender’s robot. Next to Boy’s shiny metal and beautiful glass head, complete with metallic eyes, Robbie was an awkward piece of junk. She had actually seen objects in the Forsaken Land in better condition, but in an odd way, the little guy was sort of endearing. The way his legs were connected to his body meant he didn’t stand straight but leaned off to one side, as though any minute he could fall over. Not knowing what else to do, she patted the top of his head before joining Mender.
Liberty sat the jar of honey on the table and swallowed back a laugh. Out of the blue, the entire situation struck her as totally bizarre. She found it impossible to believe she was actually sharing her honey with a pirate, and that two robots now stood on the other side of the galley, trying to figure out what use a fork could be put to.



Chapter Six
The wrench slipped and caught Liberty’s thumb between the friction plate and rollers. “Damn. Damn. Damn.” 
While she ranted, Robbie turned to Boy. “I don’t think that word means what she thinks it does.” His voice matched the rest of him, squeaky. 
If her thumb hadn’t hurt so much, she might have laughed. 
Boy inched closer to Liberty and Robbie followed. “She has created her own word usage where each one has its own meaning,” Boy told him.
Robbie eyed Liberty before asking, “Which ones?”
“She says damn when she’s frustrated. Damn it whenever she drops something. Shit if she stubs her toe. Holy shit if something goes horribly wrong. Hell fire and matches whenever I do something horribly wrong and damnation when everything goes wrong. And we never ever want to hear her say bloody hell. That means Airus is either going to blow up or fall out of the sky.” He lowered his voice. “And the best part is that with each curse word, poison darts shoots out of her mouth.”
In unison, both robots turned to stare at her mouth. 
Liberty sighed. “How many times have I told you? The words don’t really cause actual poisoned darts to come out of my mouth. They’re just imaginary ones.” When both robots continued to stare, Liberty huffed and threw the wrench back into the toolbox. She turned and glared when Mender dared to laugh. 
Her glare did little to stop him, though. “It’s not my fault. You’re the one who told Boy that. He’s never going to understand that the poison darts are all just pretend.”
It really hadn’t been that long ago when her life had been peaceful. Her first mistake had been to let that damn robot follow her onboard the airship. “It seemed like a good way of explaining why I cuss so much.”
Mender leaned on the stern rail and grinned. “I’m surprised Robbie and Boy haven’t taken up your bad habit, you do it so much.”
She scowled at him before picking up the toolbox. “I don’t cuss all the time.” She tried to block out the sound of his laughter, and might have done so if she hadn’t tripped and filled the air with another string of swearwords. That only made him laugh even harder and had the robots following close on her heels, trying to get a good look at her mouth. She finally turned and shouted. “Damn it to hell! There are no poison darts coming out of my mouth!”
Boy blinked. “A new one to keep track of.”
That set Mender off into another fit of laughter. To get away from them all, Liberty stomped off to the galley for an apple. She had half a mind to bring it back out and eat it right in front of Mender, just for spite. 
Once there, not only did Liberty grab an apple but she cut off a couple slices of cheese. On her way to the table, she grabbed a slice of the wheat bread Mender had brought over that morning. Even though the man was annoying as hell, she was going to miss him when he left. She and her father had always been loners so it was surprising how much she looked forward to waking up each morning these days.
“You plan on sitting in here and sulking all day?” Mender slid into the seat next to her. 
“Yep.” She took a large bite out of the apple.
“You going to let me have a bite?” He looked so hopeful Liberty handed the apple over without thinking, and was surprised to discover that, when he took a large bite himself, she only experienced a little regret over the loss.
Mender returned the apple before asking, “So, when are you going to show me below deck? I would love to see the artifacts you’ve found in the Forbidden Lands.”
Liberty stood and motioned him to follow. “It’s mostly glass jars and bits and pieces of whatever metals I can savage.” She talked as she walked. “The jars are needed to store the honey, applesauce and cider, that’s why they are in such high demand by Polly and Waters. I haven’t been able to collect as many since Father’s death. It’s not easy hauling them onboard without his help.”
“My father warned me about traveling out that far. Maybe you’ll let me tag along the next time you go. I’ve been thinking that, if we put our heads together, we could extend our trading into something bigger.”
She stopped on the stairs, turned and look up at him. “How so?”
He shrugged. “I know the people who are growing wheat, corn and potatoes, and you know the ones who have fish, apples, honey and cheese. With the two of us going into the Forbidden Lands together to salvage the things they need, and by cross trading everything, we can connect more people together. With the way things are now, it’s like everyone’s on their own little island, afraid of everyone else. Maybe, just maybe, we have the power to change that.”
Mender’s words found a home as they continued down into the hold, and for the first time in a long time, Liberty felt hopeful. “Do you think we can really accomplish something that big?”
He grinned. “Why not?”
Liberty stood back and watched Mender inspect the things she had stored here. “I’m afraid to take you with me to the Forbidden Land.”
He pulled his hand out of a jar and looked up. “Why?”
“You wouldn’t stop looking long enough to load anything.”
He grinned, sheepishly. “I’ve just never seen so much stuff collected in one place before. It’s amazing.” Mender looked thoughtful for a moment before asking, “You don’t really mind if I tag along do you?”
Liberty leaned on the nearest crate. “Why would I?”
He waved toward the items around them. “It just occurred to me you might not want anyone else going after this stuff.”
She shook her head. “You wouldn’t say that if you had ever been there. Even after all the destruction, there are still buildings standing there, filled with this kind of stuff, and for as far as the eye can see. No matter how often I’ve flown over it, I’ve never seen it all. The truth is, I have no idea what else might be in the Forbidden Lands to salvage, but there must be lots. Since Father died, though, I’ve been too afraid to stay on the ground long enough to find out. It would be nice to have a second pair of eyes there with me.”
“So what do we do first?”
Liberty scratched an eyebrow. “My usual route is to head straight from Shatters to Waters, to trade for dried fish, and from there to Billy’s for goat cheese. I put off going to Golden’s until I know her apples are ready to harvest. She doesn’t like visitors and only agreed to trade with me because I bring her the jars she needs for her cider and applesauce. I go to Polly’s last since it’s on my way back to the Forbidden Lands.” She chewed on her bottom lip. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to take you with me to see her. She might shoot you on sight.”



Chapter Seven
“What on earth are you holding?” Although Liberty didn’t want to ask, curiosity finally got the better of her. Sometimes, Boy’s explanations could be long drawn-out affairs, and they almost always had her doing something afterwards that she didn’t want to do.
Boy handed her one of the two sticks. “I made us each a fishing pole.”
“You did what?” She took the pole before the robot poked her eye out with it. She’d already backed up a couple of times trying to avoid such a calamity. The damn robot was going to be the death of her. “What am I supposed to do with this?”
“Catch fish.” He blinked. 
“You want to go fishing?” She looked back and forth between the waves and the robot. “Are you waterproof?”
“I don’t know.” He used the end of his fishing pole to draw in the sand. 
“Do you have any idea how we’re supposed to go about using these short poles in those large waves?” It was impossible to keep the skepticism out of her voice. Even though she knew how to swim, she had only done so in the calm waters of a lake or pond, never out in the rough waves of the ocean. It was beautiful to look at from above, but she was afraid of its vastness and power. 
“Please. I’ve always wanted to go fishing but Father never had the time.” Boy held up a small container in his other hand. “Waters caught bait for us to use.”
Liberty eyed the raised rusted-out container. “What’s in it?”
“Roaches.”
Liberty backed up even farther. “I’m not touching a roach. They’re nasty.” She hated all variety of bugs. They made her itch and gag. 
Boy took Liberty’s fishing pole back. “I’ll bait the hooks and promise not to get in the water.”
It was disconcerting to realize that all Boy had to do was stare with his big metallic eyes and she would do whatever he wanted. She had no idea, not since he’d come into her life, where that hard-ass woman she used to be had disappeared to. She tried to channel the old Liberty by squaring her shoulders and firmly stating, “I’m not taking the fish off the hook either.” 
Those words were barely out of her mouth before Boy took off walking toward the water’s edge. Not that he was listening, but Liberty called after him anyway, “Not too close. If you fall in, I’m not pulling you out.” 
Before following after the adorable but annoying robot, Liberty looked around for Mender and Waters. Both had disappeared after loading the dried fish onto Liberty and Mender’s airships earlier that morning. On the surface, the two men couldn’t have appeared more different. Mender was overly fastidious whereas Waters just smelled of fish and sweat, but for some odd reason, the two men had liked each other on sight. They were probably in Waters’ shack right now, chatting away over a loaf of wheat bread. 
Liberty giggled just thinking about the look on Waters’s face when he first tasted Mender’s wheat bread. His expression had been priceless. The old man couldn’t agree fast enough, trading a load of dried fish for several bags of wheat. They had spent the rest of the day and part of the night with Mender teaching Waters how to grind and bake bread. Mender’s proposition about trading in each other’s territories grew on her, especially if Polly, Golden and Billy had the same reaction to the wheat as Waters. 
Caught up in her own thoughts, Liberty didn’t notice how close to the water Boy had got. He had one pole standing in the sand and was baiting the other. The waves were rolling in, and every now and then, one would cover his feet. That was a little worrisome, but instead of telling him to move back, she laughed at his enthusiasm for trying new things. For nothing more than a collection of metal, wires and circuit boards, Boy had more joy for life in him than any human she knew. He wanted to know, see and experience everything. Of course, most of the time he wanted all these things at once, so she found it exhausting keeping up with his eagerness. 
It finally occurred to her that seawater might not be good for his metal, and so she called out, “Back up. The tide’s coming in.” 
Before she had time to see if he’d heard, a voice called out, “Wait up!”
Liberty turned to see Mender and Waters heading toward her. She waved to let them know she had heard, and looked back to make certain Boy had obeyed her. A roach must have crawled out of the container and up his arm because the pole was now in the sand and the robot was swiping furiously at his arm. She laughed at the sight but then saw a large wave head toward him.
“Back up! Back up!” Liberty took off running, but had the sinking feeling she wasn’t going to get there in time. She almost had her hand on his shoulder when the wave swept in and snatched them up, as if they weighed nothing. She lost sight of Boy when the air left her lungs and she made the mistake of gasping. Swallowing a mouthful of seawater, she panicked. Time slowed. All she wanted to do was breath but was too disoriented to know which way was up. It wasn’t until the wave finally crashed onto the shore that she first dared to hope. She kicked and thrashed about, trying to stand, but was unable to do so until arms came out of nowhere and wrapped around her waist, pulling her out of the water. 
As soon as he had her on her feet again, Mender pushed Liberty’s heavy, wet curls away from her forehead and out of her eyes. “Are you okay?”
Sucking in a much needed breath, Liberty nodded but then immediately looked around for Boy. “Where’s he at? We have to find him.” She turned to run back into the water but Mender grabbed her shoulder. 
He pointed in the opposite direction. “Waters was able to get Boy out.”
Liberty ran to where Waters knelt over the robot. “Is he okay?”
 Waters looked up but didn’t answer, so Liberty knelt to check for herself. One look was all it took to see how much trouble Boy was in. His head was filled with sand and water, and his eyes were stuck open in a stare.
She turned to Mender when he knelt next to her. “Please help him. I don’t know what to do.” 
He lifted Boy’s head to get a better look but then lowered it back onto the sand. “I’ll do my best but I’ve never worked on anything as complex as this. We need to get him back onto Airus. I don’t want to get more sand in him than there is already.”
All Liberty needed was a glimmer of hope to set her into action. She grabbed Boy under his shoulders and waited for Mender to take his feet, they took off in a run toward the airship, with Robbie and Waters trying to keep up. The short jog only took a few minutes but it felt like an eternity. Once there, Mender insisted on throwing Boy over his shoulder, so he could carry him up the ladder. She turned to help Waters carry Robbie but he waved her on. About halfway up the ladder, Liberty looked back to check on his progress. He had Robbie over his shoulder and was carrying him up behind her. 
In her hurried search to find the toolbox for Mender, she thought vaguely about the strange scene. Before his death, father had never allowed strangers aboard for what he had claimed were security reasons. Over the last week, she had broken more of his rules than she cared to think about. All she wanted to do now, though, was help Boy. What did any of her father’s rules mean, if she couldn’t help her own brother? She had promised Boy she wouldn’t let him die, and now, because of her own neglect, he might very well do just that.
She stood by, watching helplessly, as Mender took Boy apart, piece by piece. Every now and then he would ask her to go fetch something but she suspected it was to give him some breathing space. Boy was still in pieces when the sun set.
Mender rocked back on his heels and looked up at Liberty. “I’m afraid, if I keep working on him, I’m going to break something irreplaceable. I hate to leave Boy like this but it can’t be helped.”
Liberty wanted to argue but knew he was right. She nodded. “I understand. You should go to bed. You were up all night teaching Waters how to bake bread. You must be exhausted.” Even in the dark she could see his reluctance, so she patted his shoulder. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault.” She sat next to Boy’s scattered parts and cradled his head in her lap.
Mender stood. “You should get some sleep too. There’s nothing anyone can do until morning. There’s no point in wearing yourself out.”
Liberty thought back to her first night with Boy, and how he had helped her by shining light out of his eyes. Now here she was, with nothing she could do to help him. “I will later. Go get some sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”
When no one moved, she looked up to find two men and a robot staring down at her. One by one, they sat on the deck in a semi-circle around Boy. Their simple act of friendship and comradery stunned her.



Chapter Eight
“We’re heading to the Forbidden Lands today. Mender’s so excited about going I didn’t have the heart to tell him about the destruction he’s going to see there. It’s really hard to describe. I guess he’ll just have to see it for himself to really understand what was lost in the war.” Liberty continued to wind Boy as she talked to him. She patted his head and tried not to be discouraged when he didn’t respond. The only sound in her bedroom was the ventilator Mender had fitted in Boy’s back, in the hope of drying out his delicate circuit boards.
It had already been several weeks since she had pulled Boy out of the ocean and there still weren’t any signs of him recovering. That hadn’t stopped her from winding him every day, or explaining each day’s agenda as if he could hear. She refused to give up hope even though Mender thought the salt water and sand had done too much damage to his inner workings. Not only was Boy her brother, he was the Keeper of humanity’s past.
Liberty gave his head one last pat before grabbing her hat and goggles. “I better go man the helm. We’ve planned a quick stop at the lake for a fresh load of water before heading over the mountains.” She sat on the edge of her bed, to put her hat and goggles on. “Mender’s never made a crossing over them. I think he may be nervous, but he would never admit it. You know how it is when you have to pretend to be the strong, silent type.” She stared at Boy for a few seconds, silently willing him to come back to her. All she needed was one blink. When nothing happened, she let out a sigh and left the cabin without looking back. The last thing she heard was the sound of the ventilator. It sounded like Boy was really breathing. He had to recover, if for no other reason than to see Mender’s new addition. Boy was going to love being able to breathe. 
Mender’s airship flew next to Airus. When the lake came into view, she called over, “I’m heading down. Don’t land until I’m anchored.” She pulled on the pressure release chain until the psi was at the correct level. Landing on this side of the mountain was relatively easy because the wind currents were almost nonexistent. She still had to be careful about staying away from the nearby forest and keeping a lookout for mountain men, but the landing was a snap. Once on the ground, she gave the area another scan for strangers then lowered the anchor.
As soon as Mender had also safely landed, Liberty began throwing hoses over the side. She then kept an eye on the forest while Mender did the same. Finally, she waved to let him know she would meet him on the ground.
“Let’s not stay here any longer than necessary. It’s not safe.” Liberty grabbed a couple of hoses and followed Mender out to the lake.
He stopped at its edge. “How could a place as beautiful as this be unsafe? It’s perfect.”
She threw her hoses into the water. “Its perfection is deceptive. There are men living in nearby caves who would hurt you for no other reason than to watch you bleed to death.”
Mender nervously glanced around. “Maybe we should hurry then.” 
“I agree. If you’ll carry the last two hoses out, I’ll climb aboard and turn on the pumps.”
He nodded but looked at the water longingly. “I was hoping for a bath while waiting to fill up the water tanks. It’s going to be a while before we’ll get another chance.”
Liberty scanned the area and saw nothing unusual. Maybe it would be okay if they took a few extra minutes to bathe. She patted her skirt pocket. “I have my Father’s pocket pistol. I’ll stay onboard where I can survey the area better, and if I see anyone, I’ll signal so you can get back aboard before they get too close.”
Mender grinned. “That sounds like a great plan. If you’ll trust me with the pistol, I’ll do the same for you.” He looked at her tangled hair. “Maybe you can try get a few of those tangles out while you’re in the water.”
She might have stayed and argued but he was right. Damn the man. Liberty was about halfway up the ladder when she stopped. Something wasn’t right. She held her breath and listened. She motioned with a finger for Mender to be quiet. After a few seconds, a rustling sound overheard convinced her to urge Mender to drop the hoses and follow her on board. She pulled the pistol out, and by the time Mender was on the ladder, she had reached the top. 
Inching up as quietly as possible, Liberty carefully peered over the rail. Her heart felt as if it had dropped into her stomach when she saw a tall, dirty young man standing by the helm, as if trying to figure out how it worked. He wasn’t looking her way so she motioned Mender to follow her. Liberty carefully climbed aboard and moved quietly across the deck. 
She held the pistol out and pointed it at the stranger’s back. “What the hell are you doing here?” Liberty was surprised to discover the guy was just a pimpled-face teenager. He was so filthy she could smell him from where she stood, his odor making her eyes water.
Tears had washed away some of the grime on his face. “I just need a place to hide. They’re going to kill me.”
Mender stepped forward and placed a hand on Liberty’s shoulder. She wasn’t certain if it was for support or to stop her from shooting the kid. She had never killed anyone, and didn’t want to start now if she could help it. 
She didn’t lower the pistol but took her finger away from the trigger. “Who’s going to kill you?”
The kid started crying harder and began waving in the direction of the mountain. He was almost hysterical now. “They’ve all gone crazy.” He smacked a hand against his bare chest. “If they catch us, they will kill and eat us.”
Liberty’s mouth dropped open. “They’re going to do what?”
“They prefer human flesh to animals now.”
That information was too shocking to absorb. The tales about the mountain men had never mentioned them eating people. She turned to Mender. “We’ve got to get out of here now!” The two of them rushed to the edge of the deck and scanned the area. Neither saw anything. “Let’s get the hoses back onboard and get into the air as fast as we can.”
Mender nodded. “Okay, but what are we going to do about the water? We’ll never last the full three months in the Forbidden Lands with what we have in our tanks.”
Liberty grabbed the stranger’s arm and pulled him along as she headed toward the ladder. She spoke over her shoulder to Mender. “We’ll backtrack and fill up at another place I know.” When she reached the ladder, the kid planted his feet and refused to budge. “Look, Kid. If you want my help then you’ll have to help me first. We need to haul our hoses back onboard or we can’t fly out of here. If your friends don’t kill us, then crashing most certainly will.” She pushed him forward and pointed the gun at him. “Get your ass down there and help get those hoses back onboard.”
The moment the teenager did as instructed, she slipped the pistol back into her pocket, then turned to Mender and whispered, “Keep your eye on him. I don’t trust him.”
“The two of us can get the hoses out of the water. You stay here and prepare Airus so you can get us into the air as soon as everything’s onboard. I don’t trust him either, but if he’s telling the truth, we can’t leave him here. I’ll keep him on my ship. I would only worry if you were here by yourself with him.” He nodded toward his airship. “I left Robbie at the helm. Call over and tell him to get our ship ready to go.” Mender climbed over and began his descent. “Yell at the first sign of trouble.”
The moment his head disappeared over the edge, she ran to the helm and increased the rotation of the friction motor. It took longer to get Robbie to understand that he needed to get his ass in gear, and it was agonizing waiting for Mender and the kid to drag the hoses back to the ships. Several times, she thought she saw something moving out by the edge of the forest but it wasn’t until Mender had the last hose rolled up that she was certain. 
The sight of several naked men, running from the cover of the trees toward the airships, rendered Liberty speechless. She slapped the side of Airus and got Mender’s attention. When he finally looked up, she pointed toward the mountain men heading their way. She finally found her voice. “Hurry! They’re coming!” 
That was all Mender needed to grab the kid by the hair and drag him over to his airship’s ladder. She pulled her own ladder up and glanced over to see if Mender had boarded his ship yet. When she saw him push the kid aboard and then climb in himself, she ran back to the helm and increased the steam pressure. Airus slowly rose into the air and was only a few feet off the ground when the mountain men got close enough for Liberty to see what they were carrying. Each had a long, deadly looking spear. 
Airus was high enough now that no one could climb aboard, but if they began throwing those spears, they could easily puncture one of the balloons. All the stories Liberty had heard about the mountain men hadn’t done them justice. They were more terrifying in person. She increased the pressure and held her breath. Mender had his own ship in the air which was a great relief. All there was left to do was cross her fingers and hold her breath. She would have closed her eyes too if the gauges didn’t need constant monitoring. 
Inch by inch, the airship rose a safe distance. Several loud bangs hit Airus’s hull so Liberty took a chance and looked over the side. She breathed a sigh of relief when thrown spears mostly fell back harmlessly, and others ineffectually struck the hull. She grinned and set course for Little Lake.



Chapter Nine
“You’re drowning me!”
Liberty laughed at how much fun Mender was having at the kid’s expense. The two of them had been in the lake long enough now that their skin should have been as wrinkled as an old man’s, but the boy had been covered with what appeared to be years of grime. He had obviously never taken a bath in his life, and had been so fearful of the water Mender had had to pick him up and throw him into the lake. Unfortunately, that had led to his near drowning before the boy realized that all he had to do was stand to get his head out of the knee deep water.
As soon as Liberty was certain the guys weren’t going to kill each other or drown, she finished filling the water tanks, then found a private spot to enjoy a good scrubbing herself. With her wet clothes thrown over her shoulder, Liberty hurried back to the safety of Airus. The run-in with the mountain men had unnerved her so much she wanted to get into the air as soon as possible. Once onboard, she pulled up the ladder and raised anchor. Since there wasn’t any wind here, there was no danger of the airship would move until directed to do so. She would have felt safer if hers hadn’t been tethered to Mender’s. If anyone boarded his, they would have easy access to hers.
Liberty checked the area just to be certain all was well and saw Mender pulling the kid out of the lake. Not wanting them to think she was spying, she headed to her cabin to hang her clothes up to dry. There, she rewound Boy.
Over the last few weeks she had never lost hope that by some miracle Boy would be up and moving around each time she went into the cabin, but was once again disappointed. He hadn’t moved and still had the same blank expression. “We were attacked by mountain men. I’m so glad you didn’t see it. It’s best you were in here, safely out of harm’s way.”
Liberty threw her wet clothes onto the foot of her bed and went over to dust his eyes with the sleeve of her clean blouse. Being here with him soothed her nerves like nothing else had all day, so she sat on the edge of the bed. “You no longer need me to breath for you since Mender added the ventilator. You’re doing that really well on your own now.” 
She twisted her fingers together and listened to the hiss of the ventilator. If only it meant Boy could also hear her. She missed his constant chatter and questions. 
“It’s just occurred to me.” She walked over and placed a hand on Boy’s head. “I’ve broken another one of my Father’s rules.” She closed her eyes. The truth was, she had broken just about all of them over the past couple of months, since meeting Boy, Mender and now one of the mountain men’s children. She had changed so much and would never be the same again. How could she go back to that solitary way of life after knowing such friendship and love? “Brother, I love you. I don’t why. You’re just bolts and wires after all. When you were able to, you couldn’t walk without waking the dead, nor did you ever cease with your constant chatter and curiosity.” She sighed before patting his head. The glass felt too chilly and hard to the touch ever to hint at the joy for life and humanity the robot had once held. “I’m not giving up on you because I know you wouldn’t give up on me if I were in your place.”
“Liberty!”
She patted Boy’s head once more before heading out to see what Mender wanted. With the way her day was going, they were probably being attacked again. Once out on deck, Liberty stopped dead in her tracks. “You’re naked.” 
Mender pointed upwards. “My eyes are up here.”
Even after his reprimand, Liberty couldn’t stop staring. “But you’re naked. Where’re your clothes.”
“Damn it. That’s not what I came to show you.”
Fortunately, hearing the obscenity made Liberty look up. “You cursed. You never curse.”
He grinned. “I can see why you do it, though. It gets results. Now at least you’re not ogling my bits and pieces.”
Of course saying that only made her look down again. 
“Damn it to hell, Liberty. Stop eyeing my parts and look at the kid,” but when she did, Mender huffed. “Not at his bits and pieces but at his face and hair. For pity’s sake, woman, have you never seen a naked man before?”
A hot flush started at Liberty’s neck and crept upwards. “Of course not, and why would I want to anyway?”
He grinned. “I don’t know. You haven’t stopped staring since we got here, so you tell me.”
She closed her eyes. “Well go put some clothes on. Why are you on my ship, stark naked, in the first place anyway?”
“Just open your eyes and look at the kid’s face and hair and you’ll know why.”
It took a moment to regain her composure, but she finally opened her eyes, forcing herself to look only where directed. She blinked several times as she tried to understand what she was seeing. “His hair is the same red as mine.” 
Mender pushed back wet hair off the boy’s forehead. “His eyes are the green shade of green as yours.”
She forgot about the men not wearing any clothes and walked over to get a closer look. The kid backed away as she neared, but Mender grabbed his arm and held him in place.
Mender said, “The two of you have the same high forehead, the same jawline and straight nose. How is it possible for the two of you to look so much alike?”
She didn’t understand it either, but it really was unbelievable how much the kid resembled her. Was it possible they were related? Liberty thought over the few facts she knew about where she had come from. “Father never said where he’d found me. He thought I was about two years old when he did, lost and crying for my mother. He tried looking for her but finally decided she was either dead or had abandoned me – not such an unusual occurrence since food could be so scarce in some areas.”
“She said she had left you there by the lake to save your life,” the kid said.
Liberty took a step back, surprised by the unexpected statement. “How would you know that?”
“Mother told me I had a sister but that she couldn’t keep her. If the mountain men had ever found a girl, she would have been used crudely, death a great release from the things they would have done to her. Mother said she had seen the balloon man at the lake many times over the years and so waited for him to stop by again. She hoped he would take you away to safety.” The kid reached out and touched her hair. “She said my sister’s name was Liberty and my hair was the same color as hers.”
Several thoughts came and went as Liberty tried to absorb the idea that she might indeed be this kid’s sister. It was hard to decide whether or not this was good news. To know she wasn’t alone filled her with hope, but discovering she might be a daughter of one of the crazed mountain men was troublesome to say the least. Was she doomed to succumb to their madness, to end up killing and eating people?
Realizing she had been silent much too long, she finally asked, “What’s your name?”
The boy met her eyes and studied her for a long time before finally answering, “Justice.”
She nodded. “Well, Justice, it looks as if you need some clothes. You seem to be about the same size as my father. I’ll go get you some of his.” She glanced back at Mender as she walked off. “You should put on some clothes too. This news is hard enough to take in without a bunch of naked men standing around my airship.”
Mender laughed and called out after her, “If I remember correctly, the first time we met you were only in your undies.”
She snorted. “Serves you right for coming aboard uninvited.”
He chuckled. “Did I say I didn’t enjoy the view?”



Chapter Ten
“I have to go back.” Liberty waited for what she felt certain would be an argument but was surprised when none came. 
“Okay.” By now Mender was dressed so it was easier to meet his steady stare. 
“I can’t explain it. It’s just a feeling, but I can’t go to the Forbidden Lands until I know whether or not Shatter is safe.” Liberty paced and chewed on her thumbnail. She had no idea why she was worrying about a man who in all probability was perfectly capable of taking care of himself. After all, he had been doing so for many years without anyone’s help. 
“Let’s go then before it gets dark.” Mender pulled Justice out of the Captain’s chair. He took Liberty’s hat and goggles away from him and handed them to her. “When we get there, I don’t want to land the airships. We’ll go no nearer the ground than twenty feet and then tether our ships together. You can lower me using Airus’s anchor. As soon I’m down, I want you to raise it again so no one can climb aboard while I’m gone.”
She shook her head. “I should be the one to go. You’ve never met Shatter. He wouldn’t accept your help even if you offered.”
Mender tucked a finger under her chin and made her look him in the eyes. “We won’t go back then. It’s too dangerous.”
She squared her shoulders and prepared for a fight, but as she opened her mouth to argue, Justice stepped between them. “I’ll go. Shatter trusts me. He’s always been able to reason with the mountain men in the past. He doesn’t know yet that they’ve all gone completely insane, though.”
Liberty touched his arm. “What about our mother?”
Justice shook his head and avoided all eye contact. “We thought we had the perfect hiding place, so I went off to find something to eat. When I returned, our few possessions were scattered or destroyed and she was missing. I searched for three days until I found her hair and bones. Before I could leave the area some men spotted me. I ran and hid. When I saw your airships land, I took a chance and climbed aboard, hoping you wouldn’t kill me.”
He scratched his forehead. “You look like her, you know.” Sadness briefly settled over his face before he jutted out his jaw and visibly swallowed. “I like Shatter. He’s tried to help Mother and me in the past, as best he could. It’s time I did something for him.”
It was all too much to take in so Liberty focused on helping Shatter. She would think of her mother’s loss later. 
The sun had almost completely set when they reached Shatter’s and the airships were in position. Liberty lowered Airus’s anchor and watched Justice climb down to the ground. His expression held a fierce determination but he was also trying hard to conceal his fear.
Mender placed a hand on her shoulder. “He would never have survived this long if he didn’t know how to take care of himself.”
Liberty kept a lookout on the port side and Mender from his perch astarboard. She had just made up her mind to lower herself to the ground to find out where he had got to when Justice came running out of the trading post. Liberty lowered the anchor and waited for him to climb aboard, but looked over the edge of the airship when she heard retching. Watching him throw up and sob made her realize more than ever how young he was. 
“They’re coming!”
Liberty looked over to where Mender pointed and spotted a group of men running from the forest and down the hill toward them. She bent over and screamed to Justice, “Grab hold! I’m pulling you up!” She didn’t wait for him to answer but pushed the button to winch the anchor up. She yelled over to Mender, “Go get your ship ready!” then rushed over and increased the speed of the friction rotators. The moment she saw Justice climbing back onboard, she pulled the pressure chain. 
“Hold on. This might get a little bumpy. We have down drafts coming in from over the mountain. It’s going to be a fight getting Airus back in the air.” She tried to keep her attention on the gauges and not become distracted by the terrifying sounds of screaming coming from below. They sounded much too close for comfort, and when the first spear crossed the bow, there was no longer any doubt she needed to be quicker about getting them up higher.
She pointed at Justice. “Go to my cabin.” He hesitated, as if about to refuse, so she channeled her father’s most intimidating glare and was surprised when it worked. It turned out to be a good call on her part because just seconds later a spear whizzed past where he had been standing. 
Mender ran over to the rope tethering their ships. He appeared to be relieved when he saw she was unharmed. “We’ll go up faster if we aren’t tied together. I’ll meet you at six thousand feet.” He grinned before separating them. “Let the bastards get us up there.”
She couldn’t help but laugh. He really needed to stop hanging around her. His language was getting to be atrocious. 
Several more spears shot over the stern before Airus finally climbed out of reach. At six thousand feet, Liberty locked the controls in place and went in to check on Justice. She found him sitting on her bed, staring at Boy. She sat next to him and patted his leg. “Are you okay?”
He wiped at the tears running down his cheeks but was unable to stop them. 
“Did you see Shatter?”
Justice shuddered and stared at his feet. “They had already gotten to him. There was nothing I could do.”
Her heart went out to him so she wrapped an arm around his waist. “You’re exhausted.” She patted her bed and stood. “Use my bed and get some sleep.”
He pointed at Boy. “I don’t know if I can with him sitting over there, staring at me.”
Liberty walked over and patted Boy’s head. “You’re in good company. He’ll watch over you and keep you safe.” She headed for the door. “Get some rest and I’ll tell you about him later.” 



Chapter Eleven
No one said anything, but all three stood and stared below at what was left of the city. Most of the buildings were little more than rubble, and the ones that had survived the war and time’s decay were overgrown by plant life. Even though Liberty had seen this desolation many times, she still found it a sobering sight. It boggled her mind to think there used to be so many people living in one place. 
The most people she had ever seen in one gathering was less than thirty, and that was a rare sight. Distrust kept most from allowing others into their lives. Most only let her in because they needed the things she brought with her from the Forbidden Lands. 
“What’s that over there?”
Liberty turned to look where Justice was pointing. “Father called them automobiles. I have no idea what they were used for, though, or why so many are in one place. Not much left of them now, just a few bits and pieces.” She perused the mountains of rubble, ranging off as far as the eye could see. “I wish Boy was here. He could tell us what everything is.” 
Mender took his eyes away from the city long enough to look at her. “Where to first?”
“I know a good place to anchor the airships. Father discovered a factory that made jars. There’s enough left in it to last us a lifetime. What do you think the people you trade with will need the most?” 
He scratched an eyebrow. “Anything with which they can make more thrashers and tools for tilling.” He chuckled. “Truthfully, I think they make use of anything I’m able to salvage.” For the first time in days, he grinned. “What are we waiting for? I want to see everything.”
His excitement was contagious but Liberty didn’t want anyone getting hurt. “Follow me, but on the ground we stick together. No one goes off by themselves.”
Mender peered over the edge again. “Have you ever seen any people here?”
She shook her head. “No, but that doesn’t mean someone hasn’t discovered this place since the last time I was here. We can’t afford to lose our airships and get stuck here.”
Justice leaned even farther over the side, trying to get a better view, so Liberty grabbed ahold of his waistband and pulled him back until his feet were again on deck. “Why don’t you wait until we’re closer than five hundred feet?”
He grinned. “Good idea.”
Liberty couldn’t help but be charmed by the kid’s infectious grin. She had grown quite fond of her new found brother over the ten days it had taken them to reach the Forbidden Lands. However, she couldn’t but notice that he still jumped at every loud sound and had trouble sleeping for more than twenty minutes at time. She couldn’t imagine growing up afraid every second of every day, so both she and Mender had given him space and time to adjust to his new surroundings, and to them. The funny thing was, he had taken up her habit of sitting and talking to Boy, as if the robot could really hear him. She often found Justice in her cabin, polishing Boy’s metallic eyes and cleaning his glass head. 
She turned to Mender. “You should go over and help Robbie. We’re not far from my usual landing spot.”
After the airships were on the ground and anchored, Liberty ran to her cabin to grab her father’s pocket pistol. For good luck she rubbed Boy’s head and then went out to meet up with Mender and Justice, to discuss their plans for the rest of the afternoon. 
Mender was lowering the Airus’s ladder by the time she got back on deck. While she waited for him to finish, Liberty glanced up at an ominous black sky as she fingered her father’s pocket watch.
“Why do you keep that broken-down thing? It doesn’t even work.”
Liberty realized Mender had noticed her nervous reaction to the possibility of bad weather. She pulled the watch out and flipped it open. “It belonged to my father. It makes me feel he’s still with me. Besides, I don’t throw things away just because they don’t work the way I want them to. Sometimes just their presence is all I need.” Her thoughts turned to Boy. What if he never worked again? She would never part with him - no matter what.
Liberty closed the watch and slipped it back into her pocket. “What does it matter if the watch works or not? Time is all relative anyway. We’re born and then we die. Who needs to mark what’s in between with hours and seconds?”
He looked up at the sky when Liberty gave it another worried glance. “Do you want to wait until the storm has passed before we go down?”
She shrugged. “No. The ships are secure, and we could all use a good soaking.” Liberty nodded toward Justice. He was at that moment almost over the edge again, trying to get a better view of something that had caught his eye. “Besides, this kid’s going to break his neck if we don’t go now.”
Mender laughed. “I guess you’re right. The truth is, I’m as excited as he is, so let’s go.”
Justice scampered first down the ladder with Mender following and Liberty the last to reach the ground. She noted that the other two were a little more solemn now they were down amongst the rubble. She knew how they felt. The disquieting atmosphere was unsettling. The distant view from the airship had a way of separating you from what had happened all those years ago, during the Great War, but on the ground she felt that all the spirits of the city’s innocent victims still kept guard over the city. 
She turned to the now much more sober men. “The first rule is, no one, and I mean no one, goes off by themselves. The second rule is, we leave whatever we’re doing to get back onboard before it gets dark.” Liberty glanced over her shoulder. No matter how many times she came here she could never get over the feeling that someone was watching. She turned back and made certain to make eye contact with each of them. “If you take off and get lost then you can damn well find your own way back. This isn’t the kind of place you pussyfoot around. It will get you killed in a heartbeat.”
Mender elbowed her and nodded toward Justice. “You’re scaring the boy.”
“Good.” She elbowed him back. “You should be scared too.” She pointed at the chaos around them. “Hidden amongst all of this shit is a death trap waiting for you to make the wrong move. It’s been over eight hundred years since anyone has lived here. Don’t become so fascinated with the new and unknown that you forget to watch where you’re stepping. What looks like solid ground might not be.”



Chapter Twelve
“Have you seen Justice?” Liberty set the crate of jars down and looked around the dilapidated warehouse. Most of the ceiling was now missing so she could clearly see that daylight was quickly disappearing. “Damn it to hell. How many times did I say not to wander off alone?” Her anger was all for show, so Mender wouldn’t know that Justice’s disappearance cared her half to death. What if the kid had gone off and gotten hurt? As soon as she found him, she was going to kill him.
Mender lowered his crate of odds and ends onto the ground before pushing his hair out of his eyes. He looked as exhausted and she felt. They had already made several trips, carrying crate after crate to their airships. He glanced around the enormous cavern before repeating the same question. “Where is that damn kid anyway? I swear he was right behind me just a second ago.” He looked around the darkening warehouse once more before releasing a pent-up breath. “If he’s gotten himself lost, I’m going to kill him too.”
She giggled, but sobered up quickly enough when Mender turned and glared at her. “I’m sorry. I giggle when I get nervous.”
He shook his head. “Well, what do we do? You told us we would have to find our own way back if we wandered off and got lost. Do we leave him to fend for himself tonight and come back in the morning?”
Liberty kicked her crate. “Hell, no. When did you ever start listening to anything I said anyway? You know I’m all bluster and hot air.” She waved toward the back of the warehouse. “I’ll start looking for him over there, and you go outside and see if he decided to leave without us.”
Mender clapped a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t go get yourself killed.”
She nodded. “You neither.”
They both headed off but stopped when there was a loud bang, sounding like a pile of glass jars had crashed onto the warehouse floor. Without saying a word, they ran toward it.
Because of his longer legs, Mender soon outpaced Liberty. She picked up her speed when he disappeared around a row of racks. The warehouse was now almost completely dark, not a place she wanted to be in alone. When she rounded the corner and didn’t see either of them, she stopped and listened. It took a moment to hear anything over her labored breathing, but after concentrating, she finally caught the sound of running feet. Damn the man for leaving her behind. She was now going to kill both of them when she saw them again.
Liberty took off in pursuit, hoping to either catch up with Mender or find Justice. She stopped at the end of the racks and again listened. This time she called out, “Mender! Justice! Where the hell are you two?”
“Over here!” The reply echoed around the vast space.
Liberty guessed where the voice had come from and took off running that way. She soon saw Mender up ahead, bending over and shoving crates out of the way. She stopped, though, when she saw a movement out of the corner of her eye.
She wheeled around but almost tripped when a man-sized shape slipped back into the shadows just a few feet away. Liberty pulled the pistol from her pocket but kept it hidden in the folds of her skirt as she inched toward where she had last seen the shape.
Mender must have noticed because he stopped. “Justice is under here! I need help getting him out.”
Liberty stared into the darkness for a moment. “I’ll be right there,” she called back, but an uneasy feeling had settled about her. She peered into the darkness again before the knowledge that her brother needed help made her slip the pistol back into her pocket and rush over to join Mender.
“Where’s Justice?”
“Right in the middle of all this mess.” He picked up another crate and threw it to one side. “Watch the glass. It’s everywhere.”
From where Liberty stood, all she could see was a bare arm. It wasn’t moving. That was enough for her to throw caution to the wind and grab the nearest object, throwing it behind her in a frenzy. It was completely dark by the time they finally reached Justice and it was impossible to see how badly hurt he was, as he was in covered in broken glass and blood.
She knelt next to him, licked the tips of two of her fingers and held them in front of his mouth. She could only just feel a whisper of breath, but at least it was there. “He’s breathing.” She looked over at Mender. “What do we do? Will we hurt him more if we try carrying him back to Airus?” Panic made it impossible for her to think clearly so she placed all her faith and hope in Mender’s hands.
He carefully wiped shards of glass away from Justice’s face and neck. “I’ve never dealt with anything like this before. I don’t know.”
A shuffling noise behind made them both turn. A gaunt man appeared from the shadows. Liberty pulled her pistol out and aimed it at him. 
He held his hands out in front of him but didn’t stop. His attention seemed focused on Justice, not them. “Put that away. There’s no time for such nonsense.”
Mender placed a hand on her shoulder but she didn’t put the gun away, only dropped her arm so it hung by her side. “What do you want, mister?”
The emaciated old man stepped out of the shadows but then stopped, as if uncertain about Liberty and the gun. He seemed satisfied that she wasn’t about to shoot an old man and moved forward, kneeling down beside Justice. He felt for a pulse and then ran both hands down Justice’s arms, along his legs and then up his spine to his head. Finally, he turned to Mender. “I think it will be okay if we move him to my place.”
“And where’s that, Old Man?”
The stranger turned to Liberty. “Move your hands to his mid-section, and when I say ‘lift’, we’ll all lift at the exact same time.” He turned to Mender. “You’re stronger than I am so you’ll carry his head and shoulders. I’ll carry his feet.”
Mender didn’t move but again asked, “And where is that going to be to, Old Man?”
“The name is Patch, and I’ll tell you where as soon as we’ve picked him up.”



Chapter Thirteen
Patch’s place was in the subbasement of the jar warehouse. Even with all three of them carrying Justice it had taken every ounce of energy to make it down the long flights of stairs. Mender and Liberty were already near exhaustion from their day of carrying loads of jars to their airships, so it hadn’t taken much to sap the rest of their strength.
While Patch worked on Justice, Liberty walked around the basement trying to take her mind off her brother’s condition. Justice’s complexion was pale beneath all the blood and his skin cold and clammy. She wanted to help, but when Patch asked her and Mender to give him room to work, that left her with nothing to do but walk between row after row of assorted strange objects.
The amount of light shining in the basement dazzled and amazed her. It glowed from hundreds of tiny glass containers, each on wires hanging from the high ceiling. The sight was so beautiful she couldn’t stop staring and wasn’t content until she’d tracked down how it was powered. Following the strands of wires to a back corner, Liberty eventually found a large rotating machine into which all the wires vanished. She examined the huge machine but had never seen anything like it before. Its inner workings remained a mystery.
 Patch’s place resembled a workshop more than a living area. It was littered from floor to ceiling with strange inventions. She had no idea what most of the bizarre objects were supposed to be, but soon became engrossed in studying his collection of robots. Some were as large as an average man but most were about the same size as Boy. A few were even smaller.
Although eager to keep out of Patch’s way, Liberty couldn’t help but walk back to where he sat, cleaning Justice’s wounds. She hadn’t got close but Patch still glanced up as though she were interrupting him. She took the hint and wandered off again around the room a few times, repeatedly looking over to see if Patch had finished. Mender had found a spot out of the way, across the room on the floor, but even though he said nothing, he never took his eyes off what Patch was doing. 
Totally helpless, Liberty felt like throwing up. What if he died? She should have made certain he was with them at all times. She was a terrible sister. Her father had taught her how to survive but he’d offered no words of wisdom on how to take care of others.
She didn’t hear Mender’s approach and was surprised when he spoke. “That little guy looks like Boy. I wonder if Patch built them all?”
“How’s Justice? Will he live?” Liberty held her hands behind her back and crossed her fingers. It was impossible to read Mender’s expression, but at least he nodded.
“Patch thinks so.”
Liberty reached out and touched his arm. She lowered her voice. “But how does he know if he will or not?”
Mender covered her hand with his. “He says his father, and his father, and his father before him were all doctors. He’s been trained but hasn’t had any use for the knowledge the last few years. It seems that years ago the city had several hundred people living here, but food was so scare they all left in search of better scratchings elsewhere.”
She removed her hand from his and looked over at Patch. He was still busy tending to Justice, paying them no attention. “I wonder why he didn’t go with them?”
“I suspect he prefers tinkering with his inventions down here than interacting with real humans.” He looked overhead at the lights. “I don’t know what these things are but maybe he would be willing to install some on our airships. Having a way to see in the dark would come in real handy.”
A low moan interrupted them and Liberty ran over to the still prone figure of Justice. 
Patch didn’t look up. “No broken bones and he’s regaining consciousness. Once he’s able to answer a few questions, I’ll know for certain, but I feel confident your friend will make a full recovery.”
“My brother.”
Patch looked puzzled.
“Justice is my brother.”
It was nerve racking waiting for Justice to open his eyes but Liberty couldn’t stop smiling the moment he did. She volunteered to sit up with him during the rest of the night, to keep him awake while Mender and Patch got some sleep. Liberty asked Justice questions about his life, just to keep him talking really, and gladly told him anything he wanted to know about herself.
***
“How’s our patient this morning?”
Liberty patted Justice’s hand. “I think he’s all talked out.”
Justice’s face was a mass of cuts and bruises but his smile still dazzled. “My sister never shuts up. I’m about crossed-eyed, but she won’t let me shut my eyes for more than two seconds before she’s jabbing me in the shoulder, telling me to wake up. Can you make her go away?”
Patch peered into Justice’s eyes before turning to her and smiling. “I certainly will.”
Liberty and Justice looked at each other in confusion for a moment but then laughed.
Patch rocked back on his heels. “I’m not certain what’s so funny. Go rest on your airship, I’ll keep an eye on Justice until you return.”
“I’m fine,” Liberty said. “I don’t need any sleep.” She appreciated Patch’s help but was still uncertain about leaving Justice here, alone with him.
“He needs sleep and so do you. He should be able to return to the airship by the time you wake up.” 
Liberty wanted to argue but the look Patch leveled made her hesitate, so she patted Justice’s hand and went to wake Mender. “Get up, Sleepyhead. Let’s go check on our airships. With any luck the storm didn’t blow them away.”
Instead of heading off to bed, she checked to make certain Airus hadn’t been damaged by the storm the previous day. Fortunately, even though she had had to search high and low for her hat and goggles, everything seemed fine. Even then, Liberty still had a difficult time winding down, Justice’s injuries continuing to worry her. To help settle her nerves, she rewound Boy as she talked to him. “Justice got hurt yesterday.” She sighed. “I can’t believe I let someone else get hurt. I’m beginning to think I was better off before.” She patted his head. “At least then, if anyone got hurt because I wasn’t paying attention, it would only have been me.”
Liberty sat on the edge of the bed. She rubbed the center of her chest, as if that would somehow help make the pain go away. “How can I ever hope to keep Justice safe? I can’t leave him locked in the storage closet all the time.” She closed her eyes and wished she could go to a time before she’d met Boy, Mender and Justice. She wished she could somehow un-love them all. Her father had been right. Loving only led to trouble and heartbreak.
She lay back on the bed but couldn’t get to sleep, no matter how hard she tried.
A couple of hours later, Liberty sat up. She grinned as she bounced up from the bed and rubbed Boy’s head. “I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.” She slipped her shoes on and ran all the way back to Patch’s workshop.
“Did you build all these robots?” 
Of course Patch was surprised to see her back so soon, but he took the unexpected company in stride and invited her to join him in a meal of indeterminate ingredients. Whatever they were, they had been boiled into a lumpy, brown, greasy stew.
A look of pride crossed Patch’s face. “I did.”
Not wishing to insult his hospitality, Liberty somehow managed to swallow most of the food without throwing up. She set the nearly empty bowl down and told him, “I have a robot that was submerged in sea water. Mender tried to repair him. He even added a dehumidifier, hoping that would eventually dry him out, but even though I wind him every day, he hasn’t worked since.” She nodded toward Patch’s robots. “It occurred to me that since you build robots you might be able to fix Boy.”
“Boy?”
“That’s the name his father gave him.” Liberty slipped a hand behind her back and crossed her fingers. She was afraid to tell him how much she cared for Boy in case he thought her insane.
Patch spooned another mouthful of stew into his mouth and chewed. After swallowing, he dabbed at the corners of his mouth before saying, “I’ve never heard of anyone naming a robot, but then I’ve also never heard of the inventor of one calling himself Father. Highly unusual, if you ask me.”
“Really? Mender calls his robot Robbie. I just thought everyone named them.” She stepped closer and placed a hand on Patch’s arm. “Boy’s quite an unusual robot. His father downloaded thousands of images to him, to safeguard, ones of the world before the Great War . Not only does he mean a lot to me, but he’s now the Keeper of our past. I really need your help. I have food I can give you, not only to fix Boy of course but also for caring for Justice.”
Patch patted her hand but then moved off, chewing on his bottom lip as he wandered past his inventions. Liberty watched him study each one but she had a strange feeling he wasn’t really seeing them.
He finally stopped and turned to face her. “Of course. Let me gather a few tools together, and if Justice feels up to it, we’ll take him back with us.”



Chapter Fourteen
“For pity’s sake, don’t pace. You’re going to wear the planks to sawdust, and you’re giving me a damn headache.” Mender rubbed his forehead. 
Robbie walked over and stared at Mender’s mouth.
Mender threw up his hands and grumbled, “Now see what you’ve done. My damn robot’s at it now.” He glared until Robbie backed up a couple of steps.
“It’s not my fault. You’re the one who’s taken up cussing. Maybe you should watch your language.” Liberty looked toward her cabin for the hundredth time since Patch had come that morning.
Mender snorted. “Me, watch my language? That’s great advice from a woman who curses every other word.”
Liberty rolled her eyes and shot him a skeptical look over her shoulder as she walked by – yet again. “That’s an over exaggeration. I’ll have you know I’ve been cutting back on my cursing. I’m trying to set a good example for my younger brother.”
This time the snort came from Justice.
Liberty only stopped long enough to point a finger at him. “And you should be in bed. Just a few hours ago you were unconscious, and you still look like death warmed over.” She stopped pacing long enough to push a long, red lock of hair back from his eyes. His face was covered in raw, open cuts. She was very much afraid that some of the gashes were going to leave lasting scars.
He pushed her hand away. “I’m fine. Mother always told me I had a hard head. It will take more than a few wooden crates falling on me to kill me.”
Liberty threw up her hands. It was useless arguing with any of them. And what was taking Patch so long? What if he couldn’t repair Boy? What if the technology Boy’s father used was too advanced or just too different from anything Patch had ever seen before? After all, she had never seen another robot that could use its eyes as lights, and certainly not store photos. What if Patch only made Boy’s condition worse and then no one would ever be able to repair him?
Damn. Damn. Damn. Liberty could stand it no longer and so headed over to her cabin and peeked in. She couldn’t believe her eyes. Boy was standing in front of Patch, mimicking his every movement. Patch raised a hand and wiggled his fingers, and so did Boy. Patch opened and closed his eyes, and Boy did the same.
Liberty rushed in and hugged Patch, then hugged Boy. “You fixed him! I can’t believe it,” she squealed and hugged Patch again. “I mean, I wanted to believe but was too afraid to.” She patted Boy’s head. “And he’s okay. He’s really okay.” She couldn’t stop smiling.
Patch remained stoned-faced, but then she didn’t really know him all that well. In fact, she couldn’t remember ever seeing him smile before, so maybe it didn’t mean anything. She looked at Boy again. “He really is okay isn’t he? I mean, he’s up and moving,” but Boy hadn’t spoken since she had entered the room, but then she hadn’t really given him much of a chance.
She turned back to Patch. “Is Boy okay?”
“He’s running, but only time will tell if his memory has been lost or not. I don’t know the effects of salt water on his type of technology.” He walked behind Boy and adjusted the intake valves on his dehumidifier. “I think it’s a good idea to leave this installed. Maybe it will help with his recovery.”
He stopped and looked Liberty in the eye. “The technology used by Boy’s creator surpasses my knowledge by eons. The man must have been a genius. I have no idea what most of the things in your robot are meant to do, so I’ve left them alone. I’m hoping, since I was able to get him up and running again, that these things will automatically reset themselves over time. It only makes sense that Boy’s creator wouldn’t have wanted such a finely crafted piece of engineering to be turned into scrap metal the first time it got wet.”
Patch shrugged. “Or it could be he just thought it never would. Who am I to say?”
“I don’t know how to thank you. I’ve gathered your supplies together and I’ve asked Mender to carry them to your place when you’re ready.” She hugged him again. “You’ve been nothing but kindness to us. I know you could have simply stayed in the shadows and watched Justice die, but you didn’t. You could also have refused to help with Boy, but again you didn’t. You’re a good man, Patch. If you ever need anything from me, I’ll do everything within my power to help.”
Patch snapped his heels together and bowed. For the first time since they’d met, he smiled. “It’s been my pleasure. I don’t get many chances to come to the rescue of a lovely lady, and I suspect I won’t get many more.” He took her hand and kissed the back of it. “The only favor I ask is that on your next visit you stop by and say ‘Hi’ to an old man.” He picked up his tool bag and added, “And if you have any spare apples, bring a few with you. I’ve never tasted anything so wonderful in my entire life.” He winked and then left.
Liberty watched him go before placing both hands on Boy’s shoulders. “So what do we do now, Boy?” He didn’t answer, but when she blinked, he did too. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.



Chapter Fifteen
“It’s better if Justice comes with me.”
“But why?” Liberty’s heart was breaking. Everything was going back to the way it was before. Soon she would be all alone again. Boy hadn’t shown any signs of regaining his memory. Mender was heading to trade for more wheat and potatoes and he wanted to take Justice with him. What made it even harder to accept was that Justice wanted to go. Everyone was deserting her.
Mender crossed his arms. “Justice wants to see my territory. He knows he’ll see yours after we meet back up in a few months.” His expression softened. “It’s not going to be forever. Besides, I have my own motives for taking him with me.”
The wind whipped a strand of hair into her eyes, so she tucked it behind her ear. “What’s that?”
“Thrasher has a daughter about Justice’s age. There’s no one her age within miles of her parents’ farm. I think it’s time someone played matchmaker around here. The world’s getting smaller and smaller every day.” His cheeks were now a nice shade of pink.
“What if they like each other so much Justice decides to stay?” Her chest tightened at the thought.
Mender touched the sleeve of her blouse. “Then maybe you should be happy for him.”
“But I just found my brother.” A tear escaped and rolled down her cheek. Mender wiped it away with a brief swipe of his fingertip.
“Justice isn’t like Boy. You can’t lock him in your cabin so you’ll have someone to talk to. He needs to have a future. Maybe Justice will choose to grow wheat instead of flying from place to place, trading produce. Let him decide. He can’t do that unless we give him some options.” Mender leaned an elbow on the ship’s rail. “Who knows? Maybe he’ll dislike Hope on sight.”
Liberty released a pent up sigh and leaned next to him, staring off into the clouds but seeing nothing. “What does this girl look like?”
“Hope? She’s a tiny little thing. Big blue eyes and blonde hair long enough to sit on.”
“Ugly, huh.” Of course Mender was right, he usually was. It would be selfish not to let Justice see as much of the world as possible.
Mender turned. “Justice is just a kid. He deserves to see what’s out there.”
Liberty faced him. “What about you? You’ve seen what’s out there. What do you want to be when you grow up?”
He touched her cheek and smiled. “I want to be like you, all tough and full of foul language.”
Liberty laughed in spite of the sadness pressing down on her heart. She kept her tone light. “I’m not full of foul language.”
“But you are tough, and you’ll survive a few months without us.” A stray lock of curly hair again blew out from behind her ear so he tucked it back for her. “I made you something.” He slipped a wooden comb out of his pocket.
“You made me a comb?” She took it, not able to believe anyone would do something so wonderful for her.
He touched her curls again. “Just don’t pull your hair out trying to get all those tangles out.”
Liberty couldn’t be angry, not after he had done something so sweet. “Thank you.” She took his hand before he could lower it. “Go on then. Waters and Patch are expecting more wheat and potatoes. I would hate for them to be disappointed.” She held on to his hand, as if needing to extend the physical contact.
Mender pulled her against his chest. “I’m going to miss you too. We need to talk, but let’s wait until we meet back up.”
She laughed. “We’re talking now.”
He kissed her fingers but then released her and stepped back. “How about next time we do less talking and more kissing?”
“But we haven’t done any kissing.” 



Chapter Sixteen
Liberty sat at the helm, listening to the sounds of Boy exploring the deck.
“Damn.”
She looked up to see him backing away from the friction engine. “What happened?”
He clacked by, heading in the opposite direction, but didn’t make it five feet before running headfirst into the port railing. “Damn.”
It was too funny not to laugh. “Stop saying that.”
Boy backed up and headed starboard. Liberty wasn’t surprised when he ran face first into that rail too.
“Damn.”
She covered her mouth, hoping to suppress a giggle, but it slipped out anyway. “Where did you learn to talk like that?”
Boy backed up again but this time headed astern. Before he could run into that rail too, Liberty stood in his way. She half expected him to run into her, but by some miracle, he stopped just in time. “Why are you cursing?”
Boy blinked but said nothing.
She stood her ground, waiting to see what he’d do. 
Finally, he said, “It makes me feel better.”
She nodded. “How’s that?”
He blinked again. “I imagine poison darts shooting out of my mouth and hitting what pisses me off, that’s how.”
Liberty couldn’t move. To hear her own words repeated back to her filled her with so much hope froze her to the spot.
Boy backed up, but before walking away, added, “Stop staring at my mouth. It’s not really poison darts you know, just pretend ones.”
Tears ran down Liberty’s face, but they were soon replaced by laughter. She ran after Boy and hugged him. “You’re remembering. That’s wonderful. Maybe by the time we meet up with Mender and Justice you’ll have remembered everything.” 
When he didn’t say anything, she patted his head. “Carry on. I suspect you’ll have to run into a few more things before that happens.” She leaned down and whispered, “If you don’t tell Mender who taught them to you, I’ll teach you a few more curse words. You can’t just go around saying ‘Damn’ all the time. It’ll get boring.”



Epilogue
“I thought I would find you here.” Harmony stopped beside Boy and stood there for a moment before saying, “I miss her too.” She sighed before taking a step back. “We’re leaving soon, but not without you, so take your time.” Harmony patted Boy’s head before heading off to the airship.
Boy waited until Liberty’s granddaughter was on board Airus before sitting next to the tombstone. He never left on a trip without first talking to Liberty. The marker, a simple stone, sat at the head of her final resting place. Her grandson, Jonah, was handy with tools so he had carved the few words of its inscription. 
Boy outlined Liberty’s name with a metal finger before gently tracing over the words ‘I will breathe’. How many years had it been since she’d made him that promise? Human lives were too fragile and their promises only lasted until their death, but it made him feel better to believe she was still somewhere out there, breathing for him.
“Harmony’s a lot like you. She’s stubborn, opinionated, and every other word out of her mouth is an expletive.” He glanced around the old homestead Mender and Liberty had built from the ground up. When Justice and Hope had been ready for a house too, they had built them one, and then with each child and grandchild the place had grown bigger. They had eventually even convinced Patch to leave his basement workshop and spend the last couple of years of his life with them on the homestead.
There were now fields of wheat as far as the eye could see. Justice and Hope had passed their knowledge on to their children, and then to their grandchildren, in the same way as Liberty and Mender had passed on their knowledge and love for flying and trading to their own family.
He patted the top of Liberty’s tombstone. “The world’s a better place now because of you. You and Mender did well. I think, if left on their own, most everyone would have given up until there was no one left. You showed them the right spirit. You showed them what could be if only they trusted each other. You let them see it was okay to love.” Boy patted his chest. “I was never able to recover the past, but maybe that’s for the best. We can never go back to that time again anyway, and would we really want to?”
It was time to go, so Boy stood. He turned to leave but stopped and knelt next to Liberty’s grave. “I’ll take good care of your family. I’ll love them enough for the both of us.” Boy closed his eyes and spoke, feeling certain she heard, “I’ll breathe for the both of us too, because I know you would have done the same for me.”
Boy finally stood and headed toward Airus. It was the only other place he truly felt close to Liberty. He was certain her spirit still walked its deck, and so he would walk it too, with her, until he could breathe and love no longer.
The End
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