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Chapter 15 ~ Kashmir 

Boom! The Airtight Hangers’ massive blast doors slam shut. 

“Boom, boom, boom,” Eco shakes the mountain.  

Having bid our dear father, Northern Fleet Captain, Gilbert 

Ganymede Wog, and the brave crew of the Bonefish, Hydra Class 

Heavy gunship, a fond farewell, I gather the gwinks, “Let’s go, 

girls. There’s nothing left to do here.” All my fun is gone. 

“This way,” Paladin escorts us out.  

“This way, this way, this way,” Eco invites us everywhere. 

Moments ago, Father selected a highly decorated Galactic 

Outer Rim war veteran and tasked him with our security. Spettro, 

Black Silver Badge, Lieutenant Bat Paladin is the best of the 

best. 

Paladin keys in the airlock code, “Step back,” he orders as 

the heavy vault door opens.  

“Step back, step back, step back,” Eco whispers. 
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Outside the auxiliary personnel airlock, I alone luxuriate 

in the sweltering hot desert air. “Is everyone ready?” I solicit 

the sisters. 

Silence. All the flowers are wilted and sad. 

“Let’s have some fun,” I suggest. 

“U’taa?” Motta questions. 

“Swimming,” I simulate the breaststroke. 

One sad blossom Springs to life.   

I disarm Rayn’s auto sentry. “Beep, beep,” she chirps.  

“Haley, supervise loading the ladies, please.” 

“Rodger,” she replies.  

Paladin calls, “Shotgun,” and checks his plasma pistol. 

“No.” 

“Why?” Paladin questions. 

“You get to ride your bike.” 

“Thank you, your worship,” Paladin playfully mocks me. He’s 

hilarious. 

“Hey, you said you wanted to sell your bike. I want to buy 

her. Please, don’t make me beg,” I beg. 

“Where to?” Paladin submits. 

“TPC, Temple Pool Complex,” I relay our next destination. 
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Paladin references his timepiece, “If I follow on my bike, 

one hundred miles uphill, headwind, and air traffic, I’ll be 

about forty-five metric minutes behind you.” 

“Take your time. The girls want to sightsee.” 

“I’ll let pool security know you’re coming.” Getting a head 

start, Paladin mounts his hoverbike, revs the twin rotors, and 

races into the desert. 

With all safely on board, Rayn’s hermetic hatches seal with 

a sucking hiss. The cabin is blasted with cool fresh air. 

“Thank goodness,” Eleni exclaims. “I’m roasting.” She 

removes her cap and fans her flushed face. 

I check the thermometer. “Current outdoor temperature: one-

thirty in the shade.”  

“How can you stand it?” Eleni asks. She checks her seat 

restraint and continues the frantic fanning. 

“I like it. It’s a dry heat.” 

“It’s a brick bread oven. I hate it. How can Daddy stand 

working here?”  

“He likes it too. By the way, Father owns a geodesic villa-

sphere down along the desert seacoast. We’ll vacation there this 

winter. The year-round mild Mediterraneum weather is perfect 

when everything’s frozen up at the Overlook.” 
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“Wait, what, it gets cold at the Overlook?” Eleni asks in 

apparent alarm. 

“I didn’t say cold, I said frozen, as in solid.” 

“I hate the cold,” Eleni complains. 

“Well, you're not going to get along with Mariah. The 

average January temperature hovers around twenty below zero. Do 

you hate ice? Last winter, we had over twelve feet of snow.” 

“Who pray tell is Mariah, another one of your nasty little 

Nytmares?”   

Snap. “Don’t say bad things about her! She’s not like you. 

She’s a goddess, daughter of Winter,” I overreact and quickly 

recover. “Mariah is the wind that blows the stars around. She is 

cyan blue, and she is my favorite Winter goddess. I love her, so 

please, don’t say bad things about her.” 

“Mariah is not a threat to Robot’s safety,” Haley 

reassures. 

“Youp,” Motta agrees. “Miriah gud,” Motta patiently 

explains to Eleni.  

“Oh, dear,” Eleni groans in disapproval. 

“Don’t judge. You two have a lot in common.” 

“Like what?”  

“You told me you love to dance.” 
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“Yes, Robert, I do. Dance is a very important part of my 

cultural expression.” 

“Mariah loves to dance, too. Give her a chance. You’ll 

adore her once you get to know her.” I hasten to add, “I’m not 

saying you won’t need arctic survival gear when Mariah’s twin 

sister, Tempestas, hits.” 

Haley hand-signals seeking my urgent attention. “Robot, 

alert, too much heat.” Sara is limp. Haley is helping young 

Cadet Moz strap into her seat. Haley offers and administers cool 

electrolytic hydration via a standard Navy-issue thermal flask. 

“Drink,” she orders. 

Sara takes a long, gurgling glug. “Ah, thirsty.” She 

smiles, drenched in liquid relief.   

“How are you feeling?” I ask my skinny little space sister.  

“Better, thanks,” she breathes in the cool cabin air. 

“Thank you, Haley.” Sara tests her harness, lowers her yoke, 

stows the flask, flips back her braid, adjusts her cap, and 

gives me a confident thumbs-up sign. 

“Let me know if it gets to be too much.” 

“Rodger, Dodger,” Sara salutes. 

“Motta, how are you feeling, kid?” Motta, a native 

Omazonian, appears upbeat and unfazed by the heat.    
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“Gud,” Motta sips her water bottle, tightens her chest 

restraints, and flashes a warm imported-ivory smile. “Dokay-

dokay, Robot.” 

“The heat doesn’t bother you?” 

“Nope,” she pops the P. 

Haley finishes the flight, checking the crew and cargo. She 

sits, cinches, and secures her svelte Sybarinian frame to the 

co-pilot's console. She lowers her control yoke and connects to 

Rayn’s neural network via touchpad, “Online.”  

Rayn’s rotor whirs to life. “Humm,” she purrs. 

“All systems green for go,” says Haley.   

I lower my blast goggles, secure my harness, and rev Rayn’s 

rotor. 

“Vroom,” she rumbles.  

“Rayn wants to run. Don’t you, girl?” I caress her soft 

leather console. 

“Vroom!” Rayn roars.  

“Let her out slowly, Robot,” Haley strongly advises. “She 

has never known freedom.” 

 “Neither have you. I will unleash Rayn. How do you feel 

about your new arrangements?” I question my blipy AI buddy. 

“I feel free.”     
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“I’m glad.” I reference and admire the brand new Roluxx 

Spacemariner™ strapped to my wrist. It’s a birthday gift given -

- by my stepsisters, Eleni, the captivating ‘Calico Twins’, 

Else, and Epana, and their green Omazonian mother, Epona -- last 

night at my father's going-away dinner. 

Epona, an Ebo-6 war refugee, now resides on the planet 

Portland. She teaches and performs exotic native Omazonian 

tribal dance and was a featured artist in a recent issue of 

Galactic Geographic Magazine. The informative and thought-

provoking article included many revealing photographs. Eleni 

copied the ‘Epona Edition’ and hundreds of family photo files to 

my tablet. I can’t wait to meet my new stepmother and 

stepsisters. Eleni was right; she is plain and pitiful in 

comparison. I would have run away from home, too.  

I admire and carefully calibrate my Roluxx. “Handsome, 

durable, and precise, my new time transformer features a solid 

gold-titanate case that’s blast-resistant and watertight to one-

thousand atmospheres.” 

“Robert, for goddess sake, you already told us,” Eleni 

interrupts my testimony.  

“Spacemariner’s are lifetime guaranteed to give picosecond 

accuracy. The icosahedral quasicrystal movement is dimensionally 
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synchronized with the quantum sidereal clock at the Sybaris 

Station Naval Observatory, and it’s self-winding.” 

“Robert, strike two,” Eleni warns. 

“Right, it’s time. Justinia awaits us.” Retracting Rayn’s 

hard-surface running gear, I ease back gently, lift and lead her 

out of the shaded docking shed. Clearing the mammoth basalt 

rocky overhang, I lazily circle the ancient batholith, giving 

all a parting view of Devil’s Tower. Riding the rising heat 

waves, Rayn eagerly climbs up and out of the burning white 

basin. 

 

Eight miles high, I hold her, Rayn hovers. 

“It’s pretty up here,” says Eleni. 

“I can see for miles,” says Sara, scouting the land. Far to 

the South, a thin line of turquoise, shrouded in haze. “Is that 

the sea?” 

“Yep, where the Sands of Time Meet the Tide of Tranquility. 



The Tree Farm   av Paul Hathcoat 

 

9 

 

It’s an escape to a world where the golden serenity of the 

desert merges seamlessly with the vibrant turquoise of a 

tropical sea. Girls, imagine waking in a luxurious cliffside 

villa, where the arid scent of sun-warmed earth meets the salt 

spray of Mare Thalassa. Find yourself snorkeling through teeming 

coral reefs by midday, deep diving the Thalassic Abyss. Savor a 

sunset seafood dinner. Retreat to a plush private cabin suite. 

Lulled to sleep by the gentle waves. Father’s vacation geo dome 

is where raw, untamed nature meets refined elegance. Your 

ultimate escape is not just a destination; it is the perfect 

harmony of fire and water.” 

“I’m in,” Sara sings. 

“Ee’na na ha’roo?” Motta asks. 

“No, but this Winter, I promise.” 

“That sounds nice, but where to now, Robert?” asks Eleni. 

“Temple Pool Complex.” 

“I thought we were going to the Queen’s Bath.” 

“We are. The Queen’s Bath is one of the smaller pools 

inside the Springs Temple Pool Complex. All fed by the sacred 

Spring of Uterna.” 

“Uterna? Is she another one of your goddesses?” Eleni 

questions, this time in a civil tongue. 
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“Yes.” I cover my heart in devotion. “Her waters have 

healing and regenerative powers. We native Sybarians call it the 

Fountain of Youth.” 

“Ute,” Motta corrects my mispronunciation. 

“The Fountain of Ute,” I rephrase. 

“I’m all for Ute.” Eleni examines her reflection in a 

compact mirror. “Let’s go, Robert.” 

 Turning west, I release Rayn, and she races into the blue. 

Riding the desert heat waves back to Sybaris base with my shiny 

new sisters. The bestie-brigade engages in endless silly banter. 

“Robert, what’s the weather like there? I’m done with heat 

for today, and so is Sara.” Eleni applies green lip gloss.  

“Same as Sybaris Station, hot. Inside the complex, the 

climate is Mediterraneum year-round. We’ll be there shortly. 

Haley, please advise.” 

“Approaching the Temple Pool Complex. Cup of niners. The 

estimated time of arrival is eight minutes. Partly cloudy skies, 

with a slight chance of late afternoon thundershowers. Current 

outdoor temperature, eighty-six metric degrees. Switching flight 

grid,” Haley activates Rayn’s holographic map. “We are cleared 

for landing.”  
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“Hey, Robert, Minka’s is near the Temple Pool,” Eleni notes 

the various Sybaris Station landmarks as we glide over, up, and 

pass by the city.  

“I know, I eat there every day.” I take the reins and 

leisurely circle Temple Hills. “Turning on final.” 

Gliding in low and slow from the east, the sparkling 

aquamarine gedosic domes composing the Temple of Spring, Flight 

Lieutenant, Haley Mills proudly, boldly, confidently sets Ryan, 

my sexy, new, high-speed, blood-red, convertible transport pod 

down on Temple's spacious parking pad where all may see, admire, 

and envy my good fortune. Rayn’s rotors wind down with a gentle 

sigh, and then, silence in the cabin. Not the brooding silence 

of apprehension. It’s pent-up excitement. 

The girls grab their boogie bags and pile out in record 

time. We forgo the courtesy shuttle and walk the short, scenic 

route to the main gate. The wide flagstone trail is lined with 

yucca palm, cacti, succulents, and waxy oil shrub -- all happy 

and thriving in the dry rocky ground. The stepped trail also 

provides an unobstructed view of the gardens, fields, sprawling 

city, and the desert basin far beyond. “We just came from 

there,” I point to a spot in the shimmering white sand. 

“U’taa,” Motta joyously exclaims as we approach the pool 

complex entrance and bolt for the gate.  



The Tree Farm   av Paul Hathcoat 

 

12 

 

“She smells water,” Sara says. 

We catch up to Motta waiting at the main gate. “Red Rayn, 

party of five.” I check in with the armed security squad. We’re 

expected. I stand before the temple gates. The crystalline 

honeycomb lattice swallows the heat like a promise. Someone is 

waiting inside. 

 


