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Infinite Darkness

A young man wakes up and discovers he is the new guy in an army unit on an alien world. Infinite Darkness, my third tale in the Final Duty universe, examines one day in the life of Denton Alexander, caught in combat on an alien world. I quizzed my youngest son, an Army veteran, for procedural details while writing it. Infinite Darkness uses a loop literary technique that I enjoy and have used in other short stories.

* * *

Infinite darkness encompassed him. No conscious thought or sense of time intruded upon this universe, just the black endless void of a mind without awareness. Perhaps years passed or perhaps it was merely moments.

Gradually, a vague awareness, a sense of self, emerged, but not consciousness. Blissfully the unchanging place of rest continued without beginning or end.

Without warning, the nothingness shattered.

Light pierced the void.

His eyes snapped shut in pain.

He gasped for breath as a feeling of suffocation flooded his now conscious mind. Cold swept over him. A slap across the face caused a reflex gasp for breath.

Still gulping air, he opened his eyes only to discover he lay naked on a metal table. A bright light shined on him, but beyond that only darkness. He squinted to focus his eyes as movement at his feet caught his attention.

So, your name is Denton Alexander, a man in a white lab coat said reading the information off a plastic tag attached to his toe.

My name is John, John Denton Alexander, he gasped, sat up and pulled his feet away, but as he did the room seemed to spin around him and he flopped to the floor with a thud.

Well call you Denton. Heres a towel, he dropped it on him and walked to a nearby shelf. Heres a helmet and uniform. He rested his hands on the items. Wipe yourself down and get dressed soldier.

Where am I? Dentons heart raced. Who are you?

We dont have time to go through the integration protocol right now. I know the personality procedures were completed. The Hex will be here any minuteso get moving!

The sound of an explosion nearby convinced Denton he should get dressed and do as the man in the lab coat ordered, at least for now. As he put on the uniform, another soldier entered the room wearing the chevrons of a sergeant.

The sergeant kept most of his attention focused out the door and his Mark-52 assault rifle at the ready position. His helmet was equipped with small night vision goggles that were currently up, revealing piercing blue eyes.

Is he okay doc? The sergeant asked.

Yeah, hell be fine.

Whats his name?

Denton Alexander, the doctor replied.

Its John Denton, he corrected and then put on his shirt.

The sergeant and the doctor smiled at each other but said nothing.

From the doorway, the sergeant kept a lookout while urging Denton and the doctor to hurry.

Denton finished putting on his pants when the sergeant commanded, Move it.

I need some answers. Denton stumbled as he put on boots and followed the others out of the room.

The dimly lit room where Denton awoke gave way to well-lit corridors. He blinked, then squinted under the harsh white light that seemed to stab at his eyes.

The sergeant turned the lights off and proceeded down the dark corridor.

Around the corner rubble covered the floor from a shattered wall and ceiling. Smoke in the air told him a fire was still burning nearby. Crunching under his feet caused him to look down. Shattered glass and jelly-like goop covered the floor around him. In the shadows at the far end of the room were bodies, dozen of them, naked and dead from obvious wounds.

There are dead people over there, Denton pointed.

Brilliant soldier, now shut up, the doctor ordered through his teeth.

What is this place? Where are we? Who are you guys? What happened here? Denton demanded in a nearly hysterical voice.

In a hushed tone the doctor commanded, Shut up! Do you want to get us killed?

Ill tell you everythingLater. the sergeant replied with more patience.

Denton gazed into darkness through broken windows in the lobby. The only light came from a few emergency lights and the burning building across the street.

Stay low and in the shadows, the sergeant ordered as they left the building.

Denton stood exposed in the light of nearby burning buildings. Fear welled up inside of him. He sensed, more than thought that they should move away from the light. The sergeant turned down a dark alley and the shadows engulfed them.

Where are we? Who are you?

Were on Tau Ceti 3. The doctor said with a sarcastic tone and then added, Did that help?

Huh? Denton shook his head. I was on Earth just  just a few hours ago.

We dont have time to answer your questions now, the sergeant said. Trust me. Im trying to keep us all alive. Then after a pause he said, My name is Ross, Sergeant Ross.

He had heard of Tau Ceti before, it was one of the worlds humans had settled before the war, but he had no way of knowing if this really was Tau Ceti.

Now, follow me, stay down and be quiet. Ross turned and hurried ahead.

Keeping low and in the shadows the three men raced on with the Sergeant Ross leading the way.

As they left the burning buildings of the encampment behind, they came to an area of brush and then forest. Beyond they came to the edge of a clearing.

The sergeant paused and then threw up his fist to head level.

Denton froze

The doctor bumped into Denton and fell with a thud and a curse.

The sergeant drew his right hand palm down across his neck in a throat-cutting motion and Denton nodded. Ross had told Denton to freeze because of danger in the area.

After a few moments the sergeant signaled to proceed.

Denton walked less than five meters when he pushed the leaves of a bush away from his head and stepped on the something smooth. Looking down he saw the leg of a Hexapod. He jumped back, knocking the doctor to the ground.

Easy soldier, the sergeant said calmly, the battle here is over.

Every child learned what the Hex look like, but Denton had never actually seen one. However, here before him were the broken and burned bodies of dozens of the spider-like Hex warriors. Their soft vital organs now exposed, burned, gashed or torn apart after weapons fire shattered their heavy exoskeletons. As he walked through the maze of dead spiders, he was pleased there were no human bodies.

Ross climbed the ridge on the far side of the battlefield.

Denton hurried to keep pace.

Reaching the top Denton looked around. Rocks and brush had been heaped up to provide cover. A canteen, several empty juice containers, expended shells and a helmet were scattered about the area.

This was an ambush, Denton stated.

Sergeant Ross smiled and nodded. Yes, and it looks like it went well for us.

Just then the doctor climbed to the top of the ridge and plopped himself down on the ground. Haltingly he declared, I need to catch my breath.

The sergeant looked around. This is a strong position, high ground, good cover. We can stay here for a minute.

A soft glow caught Dentons eye. He walked along the ridge, towards it, being careful not to expose himself to possible enemy fire. As he approached, he realized it was a patch of moss-like plants. Denton knelt beside it and marveled at the intricate mat glowing soft blue before him.

Its a weed, the sergeant said coming up behind him. Its poisonous to some of the local animals but it doesnt harm us. You can touch it if you want.

Amused and amazed, Denton brushed his hand along the patch. Then his gut wrenched in fear. This is another world.

Yeah. The sergeant cast him a sad smile. Are you beginning to accept that now?

Denton nodded.

This is Tau Ceti 3. He held out his hand and said, I found these goggles back there. He pointed toward the ambush. They have several functions, night vision, binocular, distance and elevation. Theyll come in handy.

Thanks. Denton placed them on his helmet. Perhaps, this would be a good time to answer some of my questions.

Can you wait until we join up with the others, The sergeant asked.

How long?

Well be at camp by morning.

Denton nodded his agreement but his eyes followed a dozen stars moving quickly across the night sky. The lights he knew from his school days were reflected sunlight off either starships or stations in orbit. But, as he watched the objects move across the night sky he saw, red and blue flashes mixed in among them. Ive never seen colored lights like that in orbit above Earth.

The sergeant stared into the sky. I hope no one ever does. The battle here is being fought in orbit also.

In mere moments, the orbit of the battle moved both fleets out of his view beyond the horizon. Once again the sky contained only twinkling stars. Denton had never been interested in Astronomy so he could not tell if he was seeing the stars of Earths sky or some alien world but he had never heard of glowing moss. How did I wake up on an alien world?

We need to get moving if were going to reach my platoon before daybreak. Can you keep up the pace? The sergeant asked Denton.

Dentons muscles ached, he was hungry and had a bit of a headache, but he simply said, I can keep going.

Im tired. The doctor stated as he walked up. Is it safe to rest here for a while longer?

No. The sergeant walked away without looking back.

Over the next few hours Sergeant Ross moved quickly using every gully, rock, ridge and plant as cover. Denton kept as close to the sergeant as possible.

The doctor struggled to keep pace.

As the darkness ebbed they reached the edge of forest. A line of rocky hills stretched out before them.

The sergeant paused and taped the transceiver on his helmet. Speaking softly he said, Echo one, this is echo two over.

Echo two this is echo three over, came the reply.

Sergeant Rosss brow furrowed. Echo three, I am about 100 meters from your position and coming in from the north, over.

Roger, echo two.

Over and out.

They inched forward about thirty meters.

Halt, a sentry ordered and challenged them.

The sergeant answered the challenge and turned to Denton and the doctor. Wait here for a moment.

From the brush Denton watched as the sergeant walked across open ground toward the sentry.

Hi Sarge, the sentry finally said.

Sergeant Ross returned the greeting and called for Denton and the doctor to come out of the brush.

Is this all you could get? The sentry asked. One soldier and a lab coat?

Yeah.

Rough night? the sentry asked.

Yeah, it was. Ross took two paces turned and said, Private Scott, good job spotting and challenging us.

Thanks Sarge.

The three of them walked briskly back to where the platoon was camped. The doctor sat down by the fire while Denton followed the Ross.

Corporal Lott, wheres the Captain. The sergeant asked as they walked into camp.

The Captain is dead Sarge. He got it not long after he sent you back to the center. Is this all you could get?

Yeah, what happened and whats the platoon status?

About an hour after you left we encountered a Hex patrol. They got the first shots off, killing the Captain. We think we got all of the spiders during the fight but we suffered three wounded, Lopez, Conner and Drake and, of course, the Captain.

Sergeant Ross rubbed his chin. Howre the wounded?

Theyll live, but we should get them back to a med station pretty soon. Lott paused, then added, Its your platoon now Sarge. What do you want?

Ross sighed and his whole body seemed to slump. We shouldnt move during the day and I need food and sleep and so does the new clone. Well stay here today, rest, move out tonight and try to join up with Able and Bravo platoons.

Clone? Denton looked about wondering who they were talking about. Can I get some food too?

The doctor laughed and with an air of expectation said, Yeah and some for me also.

The sergeant looked at Denton with a mixture of bewilderment and sadness, Yeah sure. Both of you.

Confusion, worry and a throbbing head tormented Denton, but he followed others to the food packs and opened two. The larger pack promised the culinary delight of, Steak in a meaty sauce with potatoes and vegetables. The smaller pack contained a square of blueberry pie. He bit into the meat. It tasted like dry hamburger. The vegetables were like straw and the pie bland. They filled him, but provided no pleasure.

Even as he finished his food he felt an overwhelming urge to sleep. He wanted answers and as his eyes sagged shut he told himself it would rest for just a few minutes.

When Denton awoke, the sun was low and the first stars were visible in the twilight of the evening sky. He set out to find more food, some answers and the sergeant.

The men of the platoon had piled up the dirt and rocks in a circle around a natural depression near the center of camp. Here in this depression protected from the wind and snipers they built a small fire to heat food, brew a pot of coffee and keep warm. Denton joined the other men of the platoon and the doctor around the fire.

Hi. Private Scott, right? Denton asked.

Yeah. Youve got a good memory.

Thanks. Can I get some food?

Sure. Thats Barker over there. Barker, bring the new guy his stuff.

A few feet away a soldier got up with a pack and weapon. This is yours now, Scott said. Theres a mess kit in the pack.

Denton stood his weapon against a rock and reached into the pack and pulled out the mess kit.

Pointing to a nearby stew warming over the fire Barker smiled. Scoop the slop out of the pot.

Thanks. Denton said as he ladled the food onto his plate.

Pointing to a soldier resting against the rocks Scott continued, Thats Corporal Ward over there, the platoon medic, the only woman in this motley crew.

She turned and smiled. Even in a combat uniform and with her hair cut short she was attractive.

You can call me, Ann.

Youve already had the pleasure of meeting the doctor, Barker said with sarcasm. Over there with the earbud and all the radio gear behind him is Drew, our Radioman.

Communications specialist to you guys, Drew said with a grin.

I noticed your helmet was different from all the rest, Denton said between mouthfuls of food.

Yeah, Drew replied, I can monitor most of the radio traffic from it. But I also have back up equipment, he said as he turned to show the gear behind him, in case the helmet is damaged.

Or you get blown up along with the fancy electronics on your back, Barker said with a wry smile.

Yeah, that too, Drew agreed.

The rest of the guys are out on the perimeter, Scott continued. Well introduce you to them as they get relieved,

Now who took the last cup of coffee and didnt make anymore? Drew asked as he shook the empty pot.

Several of the men laughed.

Drew prepared a new pot of coffee.

Can I get some answers about whats happened with me? Denton asked with his mouth full.

We dont really know anything about you, Denton, Ann said.

Oh, sure we do, the doctor replied, you think your name is John Denton Alexander, right?

I know thats my name, Denton replied.

Ann walked up to the fire. Dont do this, she said with anger in her voice.

Clones are called by the middle name, the doctor said without emotion. If the human you came from was John Denton Alexander your name is Denton Alexander.

What?

You are the property of the United Planets. Any life you were entitled to is being or has been lived by the DNA donor. Youre a clone. Get over it.

What kind of doctor are you? Ann asked.

I have a doctorate in engineering.

You work with machines! Doc, were not machines! She said with exasperation.

He still had to know.

Not that way, Scott said as he fingered his knife.

Whats going on? The sergeant asked as he walked up. Scott placed his knife back in the sheath, but said nothing.

The doctor just informed the new guy hes a clone. Ann said with anger.

Im not a clone. Denton said.

Stay calm, hatchling, the doctor said. Do you know what planet youre on?

You said Tau Ceti 3.

Thats right, over twelve light years from Earth, the doctor said. Then pointing to the night sky he said. See that triangle of stars? The lower left star is Sol, Earths star. Youve never been there.

Thats enough doc, The sergeant said firmly.

You cant order me around. Im a civilian.

The sergeants eyes flared with anger. Were keeping you alivefor the moment.

The doctors face paled.

Sergeant Ross turned to Denton. Were all clones, except him, he said motioning towards the doctor. We came out of cloning centers on this planet just like you did. The so-called doctor was the only technician still alive when I got there. He helped me revive you.

The sergeant continued in a low, soft tone. All of us soldiers are clones. The only advantage we had over you was someone at the center trained to explain it all to us and give us time to adjust.

Dentons heart pounded in his chest. He shook his head. No, that cant be right. Im not a clone.

No, what happened to you wasnt right, Ann said with a calming voice. Before you awoke the Hex attacked the planet.

Yeah, it was only a matter of time, the sergeant added. United Planets Defense Command was producing 10,000 clones a month in over a hundred centers on the planet. The navy used an orbiting base for operations in this sector. The Hex destroyed it and landed a large force on the planets surface.

Were losing? Denton asked. The thought that he might be in the midst of a losing battle made his stomach churn with fear.

The sergeant shrugged. I dont know. Its going to be a fight.

Damn it. The doctor exclaimed as it began to rain again.

Scott, scooping up the moist ground said, Plenty of rain. Good soil, back on Earth this would be prime real estate.

Shut up, the doctor moaned as he pulled on a poncho.

While this had been going on Denton had sought the solitude and cover of nearby boulders that shielded him somewhat from the drizzle of rain. Turning back to the men he shouted, You dont understand, Im not a clone! I must have been kidnapped or something but I am John Denton Alexander. I remember everything about my life!

The soldiers around the campfire looked at each other with sad, reflective, faces.

The doctor looked annoyed

Finally Scott said, Youre the sergeant, it should come from you.

Ann, the medic, said, Ill help.

Youre the ass that told him doc. I should have you talk to him, but you would probably drive him over to the Hex! The others chuckled or laughed.

I did talk to him. The doctor turned and walked away.

The silent soldiers stared at the ground.

Sergeant Ross sighed and walked toward Denton.

Ann followed.

It doesnt make you less of a person to be a clone, the sergeant said. Yes, youre drafted the moment you awaken. But its not all bad. Im one.

Im not a clone.

The sergeant and the medic sat down on either side of Denton.

Think back before you woke up in the center. What do you remember of the week before you awoke?

Denton searched his mind. Conversations and meeting rose to the surface, but he pushed them back. No, its some kind of a trick. He turned away clutching his head in his hands.

Let me tell you what I think you remember. Its basically what we all remember. The sergeant paused for a moment, sighed and continued. You always kept yourself in good physical shape. People said you were smart, honest and an honorable guy. You probably thought of yourself as brave.

Then a week ago, in your mind, you were drafted and went to the induction center for the physical exam. In the afternoon when you were done with the exam, they told you to go home and close out your affairs on Earth. You would be notified to report for induction in about a week and would, most likely, be sent off world at that time. But before the notification arrived, you received a call. A representative of the Army wanted to come by and talk with you, and your family, about an opportunity they thought might be of interest to you. They made it quite clear they wanted all of your family to hear about this opportunity.

Denton felt faint. Yes, I remember. They said it would be better for my family, for Earth and the war effort if I allowed myself .

Sergeant Ross nodded To be cloned.

Yeah, they do a good job of selling the idea. Ann said. In return for some DNA samples and brain scans you get preferential duty near in the Sol system.

Laura, my girlfriend, said she didnt want me to leave. Denton rubbed his forehead. She said being cloned would be like having a brother out there somewhere.

More like a thousand brothers, Ann said grimly.

I never thought it would be like this.

Sergeant Ross rested a hand on his shoulder. None of us did.

Denton gave a cynical laugh, I agreed with her and even said it really didnt matter what happened with the DNA samples and the brain scans because we would be together and, he paused and sat down, I guess they are together.

Im sorry you had to awaken this way. Sergeant Ross as he squeezed Dentons shoulder. But Im glad youre here. We need men like you.

Why, why do I have to remember? Id rather have been born yesterday with no memory.

In the very early days, of the clone program, that was how it was done. The sergeant spoke in a soft voice. Clones didnt have the memories of the original person, but because of that they needed to be taught. Its really hard to teach loyalty, honor and devotion to duty. But, the science guys found a way to map the brain and lay it all out perfect in us clones. So today they just check the natural born draftees for the right combination of intelligence, physical ability, and traits like loyalty and honor and get them to give up some DNA and get their brain scanned.

 And then clone them, Denton said softy. Am I a man or a clone?

Both, Ward replied. We bleed. We die. Were as human as anyone.

If were human why do they use us like this?

The sergeant sighed and then, still in a soft voice said, We dont know how many of us die each year, but its in the hundreds of thousands. Cloning allows the United Planets to fight the war without reporting massive casualties. Most of the natural humans sent to the frontlines dont have families or careers. Some are criminals trying to earn their way out of jail. But, normally only a clone goes to the front, only a clone dies. No parent, son or daughter is missing from the dinner table. There are no graves for the grieving family to tend. When our bodies are recovered, theyre quickly cremated. We were never born therefore we die in silence.

Denton fought back tears.

Hold on to the facts that even though you are a clone you are also human and this war will not last forever.

For several moments they sat in silence. Then Sergeant Ross continued. We all have similar emotional baggage but, if youre going to live, you have to get past it.

Denton threw up his hands. Who am I? Who is Denton Alexander?

The sergeant chuckled. It takes time, but thats what we all have to figure out for ourselves.

How long ago did they take the DNA sample from John Alexander?

Theres no way for me to tell, but Ive never seen you before so I suspect youre fairly recent.

Denton stepped from the cover of the rocks into the rain as tears welled up in his eyes. He looked up into the cloudy sky for several moments then returned to the protection of the rocks. The rain on his face covered the depth of his sorrow.

Come on, sit down beside me, Ann said.

Denton realized the medic was trying to help so he did as she asked. How long have you been, ah?

Awake? Just over five years.

Denton turned to sergeant, How long has it been for you?

Six years, five months and thirteen days. Thats why Im here. I was training you new guys.

Oh?

Yeah, the deal is five years in a combat unit then they rotate you to the rear. This planet was just for clone production, boot camp and other training. Cushy duty.

This is cushy duty?

Well it was, the sergeant said with a laugh, until the Hex decided to launch a major offensive right through here.

Hey Sarge, Drew called out as he trotted up to the sergeant and Denton.

Whatve you got?

A recon air patrol just signaled that several Hex units have moved east of our position.

The sergeant pulled a paper map from his pocket and unfolded it as the private handed him map coordinates.

Corporal Lott walked over and joined the sergeant, Drew and Denton, but the rest of the men continued on with other activities as if nothing special had happened.

Unsure what he should do Denton decided to stay close to Sergeant Ross. When no one told him to leave, he lingered and listened.

The Hex cut us off from the other units, the sergeant grumbled.

Did anyone break radio silence? Corporal Lott asked.

No. Drew shook his head. The patrol craft just sent the information in the blind to anyone who might be listening.

Did you say there was an aircraft in the vicinity? The doctor jumped to his feet. Good, now maybe I can get out of here. Call them and have them get me, he commanded the radioman.

Negative, the sergeant ordered.

What? The doctors eyes were wide with fear. Why not?

The Hex may have cut us off, but they dont know our location. However, if we break radio silence theyll know.

We can call for a pick up, the doctor said thrusting his arms in disbelief.

Were okay right now and Im not breaking radio silence before I know more about the current field situation.

It was clear the doctor did not agree, but he stopped arguing and sat down by the fire. After they completed their review of the tactical situation, the sergeant, Lott and Drew joined the others around the fire.

Denton followed.

When it gets good and dark well move out and try to stay away from the Hex until we can join up with other units, Sarge said casually.

Who took the last cup of coffee and didnt make anymore? Thats twice today guys, Drew stated as he held up the empty pot.

Ill make some new, the doctor said.

Drew looked surprised, but handed the coffee pot to the doctor. The conversation continued in a casual manner for several minutes when the doctor said, I think the coffee is ready and poured himself and Drew a cup and then sat down beside the radioman.

The sun dropped below the ridge and the stars began to appear. Several men went out on guard duty while others came back from the perimeter, ate and crawled into their sleeping bags.

Im going to try and get some sleep, the doctor said as he smiled at Denton and the others around the fire. Goodnight.

Goodnight, Ward replied as others nodded or ignored the doctor.

After he was out of hearing distance Scott said, Strange guy, the doctor, and everyone nodded in agreement.

The conversation continued until one of them said almost in a hush, Do you hear that? Everyone froze. It was the soft, almost imperceptible sound of a stealth aircraft.

Douse the fire and take cover. Wheres the sarge? Corporal Lott asked.

Here, the sergeant replied as he trotted up. Everyone head for the grove of trees, he commanded. Under the cover of a group of trees, the sergeant pulled the goggles on his helmet down over his eyes. After several moments he said, Its a three man reconnaissance craft, one of ours.

It seems to be circling us, Denton said using the goggles he had picked up at the ambush site.

It sure does, the sergeant agreed. I think its safe to return to the camp area. Drew, check and see if theyre transmitting.

He ran down to his to the radio gear with the others not far behind.

As Denton came up to the camp he saw Drews face turn white. Denton watched as he quickly dropped to his knees, threw the backup microphone to one side and reset switches on the radio. His face still ashen, Drew turned to the sergeant and said, We were transmitting.

How! Sergeant Ross ran to Drews side

I dont know. Its the backup gear. It wassomeone turned it on and the gear was setting on the push-to-talk button.

Well now we know why the recon craft is circling overhead. Go ahead and see if theyre transmitting, the sergeant said with resignation.

After a moment Drew said, Yeah, he is Sarge. Hes asking us to identify ourselves and do we need assistance.

Damn, the sergeant said with a mixture of frustration and anger in his voice. Let me talk to them.

The sergeant moved out of hearing so he could exchange call signs with the aircraft. Moments later he walked back towards the men and said, Drew, theres no reason to maintain radio silence now. Go ahead and request a pickup.

Sure, Sarge.

The reconnaissance craft circled the area once and, with barely a whisper from the engines, landed in a meadow adjacent to the platoons position. The soldiers who werent on guard duty followed the sergeant to the landing zone.

A ramp lowered from the rear of the flying wing and a single crewman walked down the ramp. After greeting each other and shaking hands with the sergeant the crewman said, This position has been compromised by your transmission.

Yeah, and I think I know who did it. Whats the current situation? The sergeant asked.

The Hex were on a drive towards Earth. They bypassed several major bases in order to keep moving forward, but we launched a counterattack here that they had to deal with.

Im not much of a strategic guy. Whats the tactical situation? How are we doing on this planet?

Command is organizing divisions to mop up the Hex ground units that were left behind.

Oh?

Whats left of their fleet is falling back, the crewman said with a smile.

Thats the best news Ive heard in days.

Yeah, the good news is were winning, the bad news is when you broke radio silence the Hex heard you also. They have units coming toward this position from the north.

After we realized we were transmitting I had the radioman request a pickup.

I dont think theyll be here in time. Sorry.

Yeah, I kind of figured that, the sergeant said.

Look, if I dump some gear we can maybe take four of your men. The crewman offered.

Ross scanned the platoon as Denton followed his gaze. Suddenly Denton realized the sergeant was looking at him. It seemed to Denton that the sergeant, who always looked serious, now looked older. His face more deeply lined.

Ward, the sergeant said, calling to the medic but still looking at Denton, do you need to go with the wounded?

Theyll be fine for the trip back.

Then get them loaded on the aircraft on the double.

Right, Sarge, she replied.

Ill help, Denton said, smiling at Ward.

Thanks, she replied. Barker, Gomez, come help us.

That leaves a seat, The doctor said his eyes wide with interest.

Sarge, its great that the wounded are taken care of, but as for the rest of us, if we all cant go then none of us should go, Corporal Lott said firmly.

Im not staying here! Im not military; you cant order me to stay! The doctor nearly screamed.

The sergeant put his pistol up against the doctors temple and growled, If the ship leaves without you I will personally kill you.

The doctors face paled. He turned and ran for the aircraft. He stumbled at the bottom of the ramp and fell to his knees with a thud. He crawled into the craft.

The crewman smiled at the sight and then turned to the sergeant. Good luck.

The sergeant sighed and said, Thanks.

The aircraft crew dumped unessential gear on the ground and the wounded were quickly loaded onto the craft. At the foot of the ramp, the crewman turned back towards the platoon, snapped to attention, and saluted.

He boarded the craft and moments later it silently disappeared into the night sky.

The sergeant deployed most of the men to the north. Denton, since this will be your first action, stay close to me.

Sure Sergeant.

Just call me Sarge, like all the other guys do.

Glad that he would be nearby, Denton nodded and followed,

Suddenly the helmet radios crackled with, Hex! North ridge!

Denton turned towards the north and saw a few enemy soldiers as they advanced over the rocky ridge. Nearly two meters in height, the Hex moved quickly like the Earthly spiders they vaguely resembled. Within moments, the ground seemed to flow like waves hitting the beach as hundreds of eight-legged enemy came in column like formation over the far ridge.

Taking cover about twenty feet from the sergeant, Denton fired with deadly precision on the lead Hex warriors. As more came over the ridge his rate of fire increased. The accuracy of his shooting prevented any spider advance within his field of fire.

During a lull in the fighting, he realized he had never shot a rifle before, but he was an expert with this one. This is a Mark-52. It was built to function in any atmosphere, under water or in space. If Ive never handled a rifle why do I know so much about this one. Dentons helmet radio cracked with Medic! Barkers been hit! Then he heard the sergeant from three meters away say, Here comes the next assault!

He spotted another Hex and coolly aimed for its critical organs. Denton knew spider anatomy well. The round was right on target and the warrior instantly dropped and slid to a stop in the soft ground along the gully. When he emptied his ammo clip, he quickly reloaded and fired again as the Hex continued to press the assault.

Later, as the attack waned Denton realized he had both the memories of John Denton Alexander and the military knowledge of an academy graduate. I am a clone. Ive just got to live long enough to get off this world and begin a real life.

Unexpectedly the helmet radios crackled with, Spiders! South gully! Thousands!

Denton turned to see Hex warriors already breaking the perimeter. Weapons fire was coming from all around their position now. He saw the flashes of pulse weapons and heard the zing of bullets as they hit the rocks and dirt near him. The sergeants body flew backwards toward Denton and landed face up two meters away. In the flashes of pulse rounds, he could see the dark red blood flowing from a large wound.

Medic, he shouted into his helmet microphone, Sarge has been hit! Denton fired rapidly to hold off the Hex advance on that portion of the perimeter.

He moved closer to the sergeant so he could better cover him. Seeing Ann crawling towards Ross on her belly he provided cover fire, but when he glanced again, she was not moving. Blood flowed downhill from her motionless body.

Denton screamed in grief, then in pain as he flew backwards, landing with a dull thud against the rocky bank. Instinctively he covered the wound in his side with both hands and gasped for breath. Gulping air, he reluctantly opened his eyes and looked down at the gaping wound in his side and the steady stream of blood around his fingers. He smelled his own burnt flesh.

Gently he slid down to one side away from the line of fire. He rested his head out of the rain in the cleft of a rock. Torn and burnt flesh screamed for relief, but he was too weak to move. Each breath came slow. He knew he was going into shock. He wanted to yell for help, but his body refused to respond.

Just rest. Close your eyes and rest.

The clouds broke and he saw a faint yellow star in the night sky. It was Sol. Circling around that star was Earth. He realized he had never actually seen Earth; his one day of life had been on this planet. John Denton Alexander lived and loved on Earth. Did he still love Laura? Did they marry? Were they happy? John will live, but Im going to die here. Im so tired.

Hex warriors ignored him as they raced past. He was too weak to move. Every breath became more difficult, more shallow and slow.

His eyes slowly closed. A tear rolled down his cheek and joined the rain and mud of the planet as infinite darkness encompassed him.

* * *
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