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Under The Rose


Lorenz Daily led an intrepid group of females out into the desert. They were on a field trip from nearby Santa Fe. The assignment was to hike to a predetermined location, trying to imagine all the while that they were the last humans on Earth. How would they survive? Where would they go? They could take pictures, collect samples, or whatever they felt was necessary for an oral report due Monday. It was supposed to stimulate creativity.

In reality, Lorenz realized that if he were the last man trapped with these four particular girls, he’d eventually find a nice high cliff and jump off. This was supposed to be a trip for quiet reflection. He wondered if Mr. Johnson, the science teacher who’d organized the event, had set Lorenz’s group as a joke or punishment. So far, all the girls had done from the moment they’d left the bus was argue.

Brandy Taylor was the youngest of the group at sixteen and by far the most vocal. Her father had purchased her new clothes for the trip. She was decked out in the latest Banana Republic khaki hiking outfit, only missing a pith helmet. She’d been religiously applying sunscreen to her light skin for miles, complaining bitterly about the damaging effects of the hot sun.

“Maybe you should have worn long sleeves,” This came from Capri Jennings. Capri was tall, with beautiful brown hair flowing down to her waist. She was the group’s resident athlete and was attempting to get into Santé Fe University on a sports scholarship.

“Maybe you should mind your own business, rug muncher,” Brandy said nastily.

Lorenz groaned to himself. It was well known that Capri and Starla Lopez, the pretty brunette following them, were a couple, but most people avoided mentioning it. Santé Fe was, after all, supposed to be one of the most open-minded and culturally free cities in America.

The argument came fast, with no quarter given. Lorenz tried to tune it out, but it was like attempting to ignore fingernails scraping across a chalkboard during a bagpipe concert. He wasn’t worried. If it were a group of guys, he’d be afraid they’d come to blows, but girls preferred to rip people apart verbally. It was less bloody, but the effects were longer lasting. He shuddered to think of any of these ladies becoming mothers someday.

He’d enjoyed the envious looks from his friends when he’d pulled this assignment. He’d even strutted a bit, making cracks about doing the hike in a silk robe, ala Hugh Hefner. But inwardly, he’d wondered if it would be less painful to simply shoot himself. He was already 18 and heading for college in the fall. He was more than ready to leave the world of immature high school girls behind and start practicing his smooth seductions on actual women.

Meanwhile, the argument was still raging. “Easy, ladies. We’ll be under the shade soon, and you won’t have to worry about the sun.”

“That’s easy for you to say. You don’t have to worry about getting a sunburn,” Brandy said.

Lorenz took her casual racism in stride. It was an old myth among white folks – black people don’t have to worry about the sun. They didn’t burn. If the skin didn’t turn red, it wasn’t really burnt. Lorenz didn’t bother correcting those myths. If people learned some myths about black people were false, they might start questioning other long-held beliefs, like the one about black men having extremely long-

“That’s really fuckin’ insensitive, you douchebag,” Starla said.

The argument, which had been winding down, was back on. Fortunately, at least one group member, Nikki Florentine, had no interest in arguing or even interacting with others. Lorenz didn’t think he’d ever seen her without earphone plugs in her ears. She wandered several feet behind them, singing softly to herself. Lorenz kept an occasional eye on her. The last thing he wanted was for her to wander off and get lost.

Mr. Johnson had been very specific that his team leaders not lose anyone. Apparently, losing high school students involved a lot of paperwork, and Mr. Johnson hated paperwork even more than he hated actually having to be with students on a field trip.

The sun was murder; Brandy was right about that. Lorenz always thought the desert appeared sad and lonely, just how an empty patch of land managed to give an impression of being anything other than just an empty patch of land was a pretty neat trick. Lorenz believed that anything without a healthy growth of trees on it was having existential angst. Silly to overlay human emotions on dirt and sand, but Lorenz fancied himself, deep down, to be a poet. He’d never actually written any poetry, but he figured it was in his soul and would come spilling out eventually. In the meantime, he’d wax poetic in his head.

The argument had finally run out of steam. It was just too damn hot for prolonged shouting. Even Capri, who tended to jog in place while talking to people, was breathing hard. Several bluffs jutted up out of the ground nearby, stubby fingers of rock like giant mineral hippies that had been buried in the earth while flashing peace signs.

Strange thought… these girls were getting to him. The sooner they arrived at the oasis - the fancy name for a tent canopy spiked out with a cooler filled with water bottles under it - the better. A few pictures, a quick page of jotted notes while sitting in the shade, and then they could head back. This day would be over, and he’d never have to look at any of these people again.

…famous last words…

He could see the oasis up ahead. It was so small he could pick it up with two fingers and carry it in his pocket.

After another hour of walking, they were in the El Malpais National Monument, roughly 120 miles from Santé Fe. The malpais means “badlands” in Spanish, a name bestowed because of the barren fields filled with volcanic residue. The ground was all grass, sand, and rock.

Their assignment seemed apt right now. Lorenz could fully believe they were, in fact, the last human beings on the planet. He supposed that was the point, but it was still a creepy paper to write in high school. One usually had to wait until college to be given assignments that caused you to question your very existence. And were they supposed to broach the forbidden topic: reproduction? Five people didn’t have enough genetic diversity to revive the species. They could keep things going for a generation or two, but eventually, inbreeding would reduce the once proud human race to savagery.

Lorenz hated getting old hippies for science teachers. They were always full of stories about how everything would come crashing down someday, how we were wasting more resources than we were saving, and how the earth was dying while we were playing video games.

Despite all statistical evidence that showed pollution was down and companies were finding new ways to safely eliminate waste. Eventually, even fossil fuels would be phased out in favor of cleaner energy sources. Lorenz supposed that scaring the crap out of teenagers was the old hippie method of ensuring that they grew up to recycle and buy Christmas cards made from the remains of old newspapers.

Whatever. Lorenz was out of high school in two weeks and planned on spending some serious time partying with his cousin in Los Angeles before moving on to college. He hadn’t decided whether to major in graphic design or information technology. He figured he didn’t have to decide for a couple of years while he worked on his associate’s degree. You still had to do the basics, no matter what.

He just had to survive the next couple of hours.


***


They’d made it halfway to the oasis when Lorenz realized Nikki was gone. He spun, halting the group with a raised hand, scanning the horizon frantically. Outside the bluffs, the landscape was flat and unobstructed, theoretically giving him an unrestricted view for miles.

Nikki was nowhere to be seen.

“Didn’t anyone see her?” he asked.

“I was watching my feet,” Starla said. “I assumed she was bringing up the rear.”

Lorenz frowned. He couldn’t argue. The ground was so rocky in places he’d found himself preoccupied with making sure he didn’t step into a hole and break an ankle, only occasionally glancing up to make sure he was still on track.

Nikki was a space cadet. She had a one-track mind for music. She sang and played the piano, and when she wasn’t engaged in one or both of those activities, she listened to or read a book about music. She seemed to have no other interests. People joked that if you wanted to ask her out on a date, you’d have to sing the invitation; otherwise, she might not hear it.

“Okay,” he sighed. “You guys head to the oasis. I’ll backtrack and catch up with her. She’s probably walking with her eyes closed and wandered over by the bluffs.”

“You can’t leave us alone,” Brandy said a bit over-dramatically.

“What’s the matter?” Capri said condescendingly. “Is the helpless little woman scared without a big, strong man to care for her?”

“He has the only radio,” Brandy pointed out, rolling her eyes. “There’s no cell phone signal out here. If something happens, we have no way to call for assistance. I know you’re just a ditzy jock wannabe, but try not to overlook the obvious.”

Capri’s face turned red – sun notwithstanding – and she sucked in a breath, preparing for another round of shouting.

“She’s right,” Lorenz said, holding up his hands. “I forgot about it too, Cap. We should stay together.”

“I don’t want to hike all over the damned park looking for her,” Brandy said.

Make up your freaking mind, Lorenz thought. Aloud, he said, “We’ll just go over to the bluffs. If she’s not there, we’ll radio Mr. Johnson and have the park rangers come out with jeeps,” He hoped his voice radiated calm, rational leadership that suggested rather than commanded. He did, after all, have two group members who would be very quick to resist anything that smacked of male domination.

“Fine,” Capri said. “A quick detour to scoop up our wandering duckling, then back to the tent.”

Lorenz expected Brandy to have something sarcastic to say, but for once, the girl remained silent. Perhaps her maturity circuits had finally kicked in. One could only hope.


***


Nikki Florentine, the girl who fancied herself a pop singing sensation in the making, realized when she opened her eyes that she was alone. She’d closed her eyes during the walk, trusting her feet to find their way along the ground. That was what feet were for, after all; that was their job. Trying to control them only made you stumble.

Her mistake had been closing her eyes. Their job was to ensure you were going in the right direction, and she’d been so engrossed in her music that she’d forgotten how difficult it was to walk in a straight line if you weren’t watching. Every direction seemed straight ahead with your eyes closed. Well, she couldn’t help it. Mariah Carey always swept her away, as did Sarah Brightman.

Besides, the others couldn’t be too far ahead, could they?

She looked around anxiously. Large, imposing bluffs barred her way, and the surrounding horizon looked empty. With a sinking stomach, she realized she’d wandered around part of the bluffs and was now facing a different direction. The sun, previously on her left, was now ahead and a bit to her right.

Damned feet on autopilot. Sometimes, they did their job too well.

She considered walking around and attempting to find the others but dismissed the idea quickly. They were probably looking for her, and it would be stupid if they kept missing each other. No, the best thing was to stay put.

She looked around for a comfortable place to sit down and wait. A song was germinating in her head, one about her feet taking her away from a bad relationship and back into the arms of her true love. She’d never experienced either a good or bad relationship but was unperturbed. Gene Roddenberry sure as hell didn’t have a warp drive in his garage or know any green aliens, and he’d made a weekly show and a slew of movies.

Speaking of green….

She was in the shade of the rocks now, out of the direct sunlight, and had begun to notice a distinct green glow coming from behind her.

…odd…

It seemed to emanate from deep inside a cave set in the bluffs. The cave seemed friendly enough: large, wide, and open. The glow was also pleasant, like a colored gel from an overhead lighting rig. And yet…

Her stomach churned looking at it. She couldn’t imagine what someone might be doing with a green lamp, but the light indicated humanity. Perhaps a park ranger or a geologist was in there doing another survey for god knows what reason.

Nikki walked closer timidly. It was silly, but the thought crossed her mind that it might be thieves hiding stolen goods.

She did something she rarely did: she turned off her MP3 player and pulled out her earphones.

The silence of the desert was thunderous now that her usual backdrop of synthetic bass and drums was no longer pumping in her ears. There was a high-pitched noise, like someone bending a handsaw and tapping it with a screwdriver. It made the hair on her arms stand up.

Every movie she’d seen told her that going closer was a bad idea. But those were just movies, right?

Nikki crept up to the cave.


***


A couple of miles back, Lorenz picked up Nikki’s shoe prints. At least, he thought they were hers. They were fresh, appeared about the same size as her feet, and… well, fuck he wasn’t a goddamned tracker…

He swerved to follow, and the girls came up behind him. They were coming closer and closer to the bluffs, which now appeared far more extensive than they had from a distance. Lorenz had taken them for a couple of large rocks in the middle of the plain, but the ground was getting steeper, and the bluffs seemed to go on for miles in front of them.

Nikki’s tracks went around the edge of the bluffs, and the quartet followed. Her prints became scarce as the ground became less dirt, sand, and rock. Finally, they stopped.

Nikki was nowhere to be seen.

“Well, this is just great,” Brandy said.

Capri glared at her, but probably only because Brandy had beaten her to the complaint.

“We tried,” Lorenz said, unclipping the two-way radio from his belt. He flicked it on and got a burst of ear-splitting static for his trouble. “What the fu-“ he twisted the channel dials, receiving the same results. “Must be too much interference between the bluffs. I’ll have to walk back out and-“

“What is that?”

Starla pointed towards a wide cave set into the bluffs, one with a green light coming from it. The light moved like it was underwater, seeming to creep towards them and then recede.

“That’s a lava tube,” Brandy said.

“A what?” Lorenz asked.

“Didn’t you read the brochures they gave us?” Brandy said. “There are caves that were carved out by lava flow thousands of years ago. This is one of them.”

“…and the green light?” Lorenz prompted.

“Not a normal feature,” Brandy admitted. “Maybe a ranger has something set up inside.”

“Like what?” Capri asked.

“Do I look like fuckin’ geologist?” Brandy said.

“You’re the one playing tour guide,” Capri’s almost whispered. Her eyes never left the green light.

“What is that noise?” Starla said quietly. “Sounds like someone shaking a piece of aluminum.”

Brandy looked at them, exasperated. “It’s probably park rangers. Let’s look. Nikki’s probably inside watching them,” She marched determinedly into the lava tube.

“Brandy, wait!” Lorenz called, but Brandy ignored him. He took off after her, Capri and Starla close behind.


***


The quartet reunited in the lava tube.

“Nikki!” Lorenz said, relieved.

She turned, her features strange in the watery, emerald light. “There’s someone in there,” She said quietly.

Lorenz looked past her at the object of her fascination.

…and stared, quite unable to grasp what he was seeing.

It looked like someone had taken a swimming pool and stood it up on its side; only the water had stood up with it. Water didn’t usually behave in such a fashion, in Lorenz’s experience. He felt like he was looking down at a pool, but instead, he was looking straight at it. He had a moment of vertigo and reached out to steady himself against the smooth rock wall.

“Maybe we should back out,” He finally gasped. “…slowly.”

“Is that a UFO?” Starla asked.

“It’s not flying, dumbass,” Brandy replied, but her heart wasn’t in the insult.

“We should…leave,” Capri said, her usual bravado forgotten.

“But there’s someone in there,” Nikki insisted, glancing over her shoulder. “I’ve seen him.”

“We’ll radio for help,” Lorenz said. “Whatever’s going on, we can’t help. The best thing we can do is go outside and call –“

Brandy had stepped forward, peering intently into the light.

“Dad?”

And sure enough, a shadowy figure could be seen walking in the light. He stepped forward, resolving into an elderly figure clad in a white doctor’s coat.

“Dad… what are you…?”

For once, Brandy seemed to be at a loss for words.

The ghostly figure, which seemed to be recognizable as Brandy’s father, the distinguished Dr. Emil Rose, beckoned them forward. He appeared to be somewhat transparent, as if he were a movie projection rather than a real person.

“Come quickly.”

“Dad, what’s going on?”

“You must hurry. There isn’t much time.”

“What are you talking about?”

Dr. Rose gritted his teeth. “For once in your damned life, just do as you’re told, girl! I can’t lose you too.”

“Lose me?”

Dr. Rose looked up, frightened. A flash of white light illuminated him from behind for a second, a camera flash that drained all color from his face.

“Hurry, please. I love you.”

He faded away.

“Dad!” Brandy bounded forward, all apprehension forgotten. She vanished into the green pool, and Brandy-shaped ripples flowed from where she disappeared.

Nikki tried to grab the girl as she ran past and ended up falling into the light.

Part of Lorenz wanted to turn back, do the responsible thing, go outside, radio for help, and wait for an adult to handle things.

That part of him wailed in his ear as he stepped into the pool.


***


Dark.

The green light winked out, and they were in a nice, dark, scary cave.

“Beautiful.”

“Where’d my dad go?” Brandy said from somewhere ahead of him.

It was strange that he couldn’t see her. They’d only been a few feet into the lava tube when encountering the green pool. He turned, expecting to see sunlight peeking out from around the corner.

Still dark.

“Everyone still with us?”

The girls called out. Lorenz noted with a tiny bit of satisfaction that Capri, who did not need a strong man to care for her, sounded a bit shaken.

“Let’s get out of here,” He marched forward, feeling his way toward the entrance to the lava tube.

He turned the corner and came to a dead stop.

The sun was gone, replaced by a lovely black curtain with pinprick stars and a bright, crescent moon.

“Okay, this isn’t right,” Lorenz said, stating the perfectly obvious.

“What just happened?” Starla said. The night was cool, and she shivered in her sleeveless blouse.

“I don’t know.”

“Did that… thing knock us out for a few hours?” Capri asked.

“It must have,” Lorenz said. “C’mon, let’s get out into the open and use the radio. There’s bound to be a search party looking for us.”

“Why didn’t they find us? We weren’t in a hidden location or anything.”

“Let me radio them, and you can ask.”

Lorenz set out into the night air.


***


“Bridadier!”

“Yes, lieutenant?”

“We have a hit, sir. In the badlands.”

Brigadier Joshua Napier stood up and walked briskly to the lieutenant’s terminal.

“Another pack of coyotes?” Napier said, bored. The men of CheckPoint 23 spent more time running down stray animals than anything else. They itched to get into some real action with a rebel band, but those usually operated in the larger quadrants.

Avalon had nearly erupted into a full-blown war last week. But the rebels were cowards deep down inside. Instead of making a stand, they made hit-and-run attacks, destroying property but never making a real dent in The Society.

Still, they had their role to fulfill, just like the rest. Napier just wished he’d been chosen to fight on the front lines. But, he sighed, his place was here.

If only CP23 weren’t so damned boring. There were rumors of rebel activity in the badlands, which were spread by the same sorts who always spread rumors because that was their role in The Society. Napier felt like he’d lived this day a million times; hell, he might have…

Back to the business at hand. He’d send a team of Razors out to take care of the mongrel pack. Not that anyone gave a damn about coyotes, but he liked to keep his teams sharp. They didn’t need practice, but it looked good to the boys upstairs for a Brigadier to keep up the appearance.

The Puritan - Rose bless him - was all about maintaining appearances. Napier had never had the pleasure of meeting The Puritan - few had - but everyone knew the Good Man was always watching.

“Well, lieutenant?”

“Not animals exactly, sir. Bi-pedal lifeforms.”

Napier’s heart, such as it was, speeded up. “Rebels?” Could it be? He was hungry for a real battle.

“I’m not sure, sir.”

“What do you mean you’re not sure?” Napier asked, voice rising. “What else could it be?”

The other men of CP23 were turning from their terminals, aware that something was happening. Life didn’t change here in the underground CheckPoints. They did their jobs day in and day out, and everything ran like clockwork.

“The computer can’t identify them, sir,” The lieutenant said, his voice shaky. “They read as animal life, but they’re walking on two legs. The computer cannot identify them as either Rebels or people of The Society.”

“You have not been doing your daily maintenance. Your machine is faulty.”

“No, sir,” The lieutenant said desperately. “All maintenance was performed as scheduled. You can check my logs, sir.”

“I will. Count on that,” Napier strode back to his command chair and picked up his jacket. “Have a team of Razors meet me in Bay 5.”

“You’re… going out with them, sir?”

“Correct,” Napier said. “If your machine is functioning properly, Protocol demands that I personally assess the situation in the field.”

Napier was aware that all eyes were on him as he headed for the door. “Alert HQ as to the situation,” He told the communications officer. He usually spent his shift going through maintenance logs or sifting through internal memos that all seemed to be the same. This was the first time in memory he’d been asked to contact HQ.

“Sir, right away, sir.”

“Good man.”

The door slid open, and Napier walked through, picturing himself as a great commander heading out to battle.


***


“The stars are wrong,” Nikki announced.

“What do you mean?” Lorenz asked. He was more concerned with getting his radio to work. They’d started to walk back out to the trail they’d been following initially, but neither the oasis nor the route leading back to the highway was visible in the dark.

“What about the stars?” Brandy asked, in a civil tone for once.

“They’re…wrong,” Nikki said, craning her head up. “I’d have to get an astrology book for sure, but they’re not in the same positions they were in when we left.”

“Thank you, Carl Fucking Sagan.”

Rather than being offended, Nikki just laughed. “I like stars. I thought about studying astronomy but don’t have a head for math.”

“I thought you only liked music.”

“That’s my goal, sure. But stars are inspirational; they make you dream. And dreams fuel my music. It all comes full circle.”

“Interesting,” Brandy said, rolling her eyes. She turned back to Lorenz. “Ooh-kay, what’s our next move, fearless leader?”

Lorenz realized all eyes were on him. “I’m not sure. The radio isn’t working.”

“We just head south,” Capri said.

“How do you figure?”

“The highway runs all along the south side of the park. If we walk south, we’ll bump into it. Eventually, we’ll find someone to give us a lift up to the Visitor’s Center.”

“Sensible,” Lorenz nodded. “Let’s go.”

They set out. If any of them had been still watching the stars, they might have noticed some of them were moving towards them.


***


The Razors descended slowly like hawks silently riding the wind, waiting for the right moment to pounce on their prey. Napier sat in the back of the lead ship, watching the ground intently. He didn’t like being around the Razors; they were the only members of The Society allowed to exterminate with prejudice. That meant there was no personality download in the National Archives. Once you were gone, that was it. Everything you were, everything you knew, was lost forever. They were grotesque parodies of the human form: skeletal armor painted black and strange eyepieces that might glow red, blue, or green, depending upon which part of the light spectrum they were focusing on.

It was unknown just how many thought processes the Razors were capable of. Supposedly, they weren’t singularly intelligent but linked to Mother Brain, a computerized hive mind. Napier supposed that meant there was only one Razor in the world, with thousands of little avatars. The Mother Brain answered only to The Puritan himself—Rose Bless Him. This essentially meant The Puritan was always watching, always capable of reaching out…

Five blips showed up on the ship’s control screen.

“Target’s sighted, Brigadier,” All Razors spoke in that same flat, machine voice. Rose knew why. They had far better vocalizers on the market, capable of perfectly mimicking authentic human speech. He supposed Mother did not want anyone to get too comfortable with her children. They were, after all, designed with only one real purpose in mind.

Aloud, he said, “Excellent. Surround them, but do not engage. We need them alive for interrogation.”

The Razor did not acknowledge the command – they never did – but in a smooth, synchronized movement, the Razor ships flared out from their triangular flight pattern and branched out to either side, hooked talons reaching out to trap the unsuspecting prey.

The five blips did not appear to be aware of their presence. They kept moving at the same slow pace.

Odd. The Rebels of the Sun had the technology to detect Razor’s. Why weren’t they running or setting up a defense? It was unthinkable that a citizen of The Society would be out here in brazen defiance of The Protocols.

The Razor’s swooped in.


***


Lorenz had been mulling various theories about how they’d lost several hours, but they all failed dramatically due to one wild card variable.

His watch.

It was a birthday gift from his father, an authentic timepiece, not some digital junk with a faux leather band like they sold in department stores. It was a tradition in the Daily family for the man to receive a quality watch on his 18th birthday, signifying that his time was now his own. Lorenz’s father had gone all out, buying a Swiss-made watch that cost more than a good used car. There was real gold in the plating, and you could see into the face to the inner workings. Lorenz had spent an evening looking at it with a magnifying glass, marveling at the intricate series of gears so small a mouse could step over them without knowing. It was silly to be so entranced, but Lorenz loved little family traditions like this, even if he did tend to tell time by looking at his cell phone for the most part.

Lorenz’s father, Malcolm Daily, had grown up poor but pulled himself up by his bootstraps to become one of the largest carpet importers in Santé Fe, if not the entire southwestern part of the country. His father had given Malcolm a watch on his 18th birthday, just before the younger man had left home for the army. That watch, which Lorenz’s grandfather had scrimped and saved for, had gotten broken in the first Gulf War. It had actually caught a stray bullet intended for Malcolm’s skull. He’d reached up to scratch his head and had caught the bullet at just the right moment.

Malcolm survived the subsequent battle and arrived home in one piece. He’d had the remains of the watch placed in a display case with a gold plate engraved with a single word: PROVIDENCE. The display sat on a shelf underneath a painting of Lorenz’s grandfather. Malcolm liked to say the old man, who’d died when Lorenz was 13, had watched over him through the war and was still watching over him.

Lorenz liked that story. More than that, he loved having a rich male tradition behind him. So many young men came from broken homes, raised by mothers supremely bitter over having been dumped upon learning their lover’s seed had taken root. He knew he was lucky to have been born into a family of men who cherished having a family. It was a tradition he firmly intended to pass along to his kids.

…after he’d had a bit of fun, of course…

And if he did bring another life into this world while sowing his wild oats, he promised to be there. Kids were a blessing, not a burden.

But right now, the watch was more troublesome than comforting.

It read 11:15 AM. According to the watch, guaranteed to keep perfect time, a mere twenty minutes had passed since they’d first entered the lava tube.

It was impossible. It had to be nearly 10:00 at night, if not later. All of his theories concerning the group losing consciousness couldn’t account for the fact that the timepiece on his wrist insisted it was still a late morning.

Perhaps they’d been gassed, and someone had reset his watch to confuse him.

…that was
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