Duo’s Birthday

The boy had become the God of Death not so very long ago. November faded into December. Each day so much like the last that Duo barely noticed. He drifted through the colony. He kept out of sight, only appearing long enough to steal some food out of the vender's stall. Even that was not so often. His apathy had killed his appetite and the boy only ate every few days. Just enough to stay alive. It was as if he had become a ghost.


Duo had been walking along the edge of one of the shuttle bays. As he edged closer to one of the shuttles being loaded, the large boxes caught his eye. “That shuttles going to earth,“ Duo thought. He stopped and laced his hands in the chain link fence. Duo stared at the crates, his mind already working a plan to sneak aboard with them.


‘Would the cargo hold have air?’ he wondered, then Duo smiled. ‘Wouldn’t matter anyway,‘ he thought. ‘At least then I wouldn’t die here.’


He continued to watch the men go on loading the crates. ‘Earth…’ he thought.


The crew appeared to be taking a break. They huddled to one side of the payload. If Duo was fast enough, he could sneak aboard without being seen. It was dark enough now for him to move about in his black clothing unnoticed. But could he do it? He stretched his legs. His stomach immediately responded with a hollow groan. He hadn’t eaten in a few days. He wasn’t sure if he could find the energy to run.


“Well,“ he said to himself, “its either try… or just die here.“ Duo sighed heavily. “Earth has got to be better than this. They told me... it… was beautiful…”


Duo shook away the memories of Father Maxwell and Sister Helen. No, they would want him to go. He could almost hear Sister Helen whispering to him… ‘Go Duo. Leave here. There’s nothing here for you but death. Go to the Beautiful Earth. God’s creation.’ Duo squeezed his eyes shut for a minute. He inhaled deeply a few times, then climbed up and over the fence. He landed and needed to run. No one had seen him. “Okay… one… two… three…” He broke into a dead run. It wasn’t far, but to Duo it seemed miles. His body protested the huge consumption of energy but the boy pushed past it.


He reached the landing platform in no time. He didn’t stop running until he was in the cargo hold. Duo gasped in breath as he moved in between the large crates. He settled himself way in the back.


He sat with his back against the crate. The run had tired him.


With a smile Duo reminded himself to eat something soon… if he lived… to earth…

Duo wasn’t sure how long he had been asleep, but by the time the shuttle hit the second time he was wide awake. He jumped to his feet eyeing the crates above his head. The shuttle jolted again and Duo could here something heavy fall over nearby.


‘I gotta get outta here. I’ll be crushed if I don’t move!’ Duo started to move amongst the crates. But where? Which direction to go? Then he heard voices. A man yelling orders. At this point Duo no longer cared about being discovered as a stowaway. He had to get out of there; he had to find out what was going on.


The ship lurched again. Duo smacked into a crate but kept going. He could see the end of the maze of cargo. He saw men running for cover. Duo emerged from the stacked payload and fell in behind the running men. 


“What’s going on?” he shouted as he came up behind one of the crew.


“Rebel attack!” the guy yelled back. Then he turned his head toward Duo just as the boy caught up to him. “Hey kid! What the hell are you doing here?”


Duo ignored him and ran toward the others ahead. It looked as if they were flocking to the service elevator. The ship rocked again, violently. More cargo toppled over and broke open in the hold. Duo and those he was perusing fell to the floor. Warning sirens filled the air. It was deafening. Red lights flashed on the ceiling. Duo picked himself up and kept running.


The elevator door refused to open all the way. The men squeezed through the crack one at a time. Duo made it to the elevator and was immediately smushed between two large men. After what seemed an eternity of being smothered he was pushed into the elevator by the men behind him. Seconds later the doors closed and the packed elevator rose to the next deck.


The doors slid part way open onto another scene of panic. Electrical equipment sparked along the walls. More of the crew rushed about, some yelling orders, some with fire extinguishers in their hands. Duo squeezed out of the elevator and moved back out of the way. He stood back watching the chaos. “So… I am going to die in outer space,” he thought. “And I’ll never get to see the Earth…”


“Look out kid” a man’s voice thundered behind him.


Duo snapped out of his thoughts and spun around. A control panel near him shot sparks up into the air. He saw the man that had shouted the warning come running toward him waving his arms in front of him frantically. It all looked like it was happening in slow motion.


The control panel Duo was standing next to burst into flames just as the man reached Duo. A second later it exploded throwing shrapnel at them. The man put himself between the machine and the boy, taking most of the flying debris in the back. A fairly large jagged piece of metal hit Duo in his left leg and embedded itself there. He howled in pain. Before he had the chance to fall over on his own accord, the man dropped down on Duo pinning him to the floor.


“Augh!” the boy gasped as he was crushed into the deck. “Get offa me mister!” The man didn’t respond. Duo looked up into his lifeless eyes. A piece of metal stuck in his temple allowed his life’s blood to flow out, running down his face and all over Duo. The boy screamed, revolted and struggled to throw the man off.


The shuttle jolted to one side again, and then the lights went out. Back up generators kicked on the emergency lights, but the shuttle had stopped dead in space.


Duo used all the rest of his strength and heaved the body off of him. He crouched on his hands and knees for a moment catching his breath.


‘Where am I gonna run?’ his mind panicked. All was in chaos. There was no place to hide. Duo got to his feet but just as he did so, the ship jolted for the final time. His feet slipped out from underneath him and Duo hit the deck. His head bounced hard off the floor.


The last thing he saw as the darkness over took him was a swirling yellow light on the ceiling. ‘This is it,’ he thought distantly, then fell unconscious.

Duo awoke with his bandaged head resting atop a crisp white pillow. The boy slowly opened his eyes and focused in on the hospital room. His head and leg had been cleaned and dressed. He was stiff and sore, but wanted to get to the window. He could see light squeezing through the blinds.


‘Where am I? Did we get to earth?’


He put his feet on the floor and stood up slowly. His head started to ache and his limbs felt weak, but he wanted to see. As Duo was crossing to the window the door to his room opened and a nurse in full white uniform came in./


“Young man, you shouldn’t be out of bed just yet,” Sister Helene chide.


Duo turned and faced her. “Where am I?” Did we make it to the Earth?”


The nurse folded her arms and gave him a sympathetic look. “No. You’re shuttle didn’t get that far. You’re on 1099E in the 1st colony cluster. Blackmore Memorial Medical Facilities.”


Duo turned back toward the window. The disappointment sank his heart. He was quiet for a minute then, “What happened to the shuttle I was on?”


The nurse sighed. “I’m afraid I don’t have all of the details. Rebel forces attacked. I assume they were after the cargo. Many lives were lost. The ship was pillaged and left dead in space. Alliance patrol ships found you and towed you in.” The nurse paused. Sister Helene stared at the boy’s braid. “Are you looking for your mom and dad boy?”


“My name’s not boy. Its Duo. Duo Maxwell… and my family is dead.” Duo slipped his fingers in between the blinds and pulled down enough to create a gap so he could see outside. Just another colony, as badly war torn as the one he had just left. He sighed sadly.


The nurse nodded slowly. “I see… I’m sorry to hear that. I know of a place not far from here where they send the war orphans. I can contact the director for you today.”


Duo released the blind and faced the nurse. His cold stare gave her chills. “That wont be necessary,” he said in his most serious tone. “I have someplace to go.” The nurse seemed a bit surprised. “You do?” Sister Helene recalled Duo’s dirty and malnutritioned condition when he had been admitted. Sister Helene scowled some in disbelief. “Where are you going Duo? Who’s waiting for you? Can I contact someone for you, to let them know you’re alright?”


Duo smiled a little to distract her. He could tell Sister Helene was suspicious of him. There was no way he was going to let her throw him into an orphanage. “My dad has friends on the Earth. In New York, that’s in the America’s. I was on my way there when our shuttle was attacked. Don’t worry, I can contact them myself.” He smiled even bigger to accentuate his lie. “I’m sure he’ll have a ticket waiting for me. No need to worry about me.”


The nurse stared at him a minute. It seemed a believable enough story; besides, Sister Helene was tired of dealing with all of the orphans that paraded through here every day. “Well, alright then. Sure you don’t want me to call him for you?”


“Naw,” Duo waved a hand. “I’ll call him from the spaceport. I wanna be on the first shuttle out of here.”


Sister Helene nodded. “The doctor will probably release you this afternoon then, if you’re feeling up to it.”


Duo grinned knowing he had convinced her to leave him alone. “Sounds good to me.”


“Alright,” the nurse said as Sister Helene turned. “He’ll be in soon. Is there anything else you need?”


“No thinks, I’m fine.”

“If you need anything, just ring the day nurse.” With that Sister Helene went out shutting the door behind her.


Duo breathed a sigh of relief. He was glad to see her go. He limped back toward his bed and picked up his chart clipped to the end of it. Date of admission, December 7, AC 189. He closed his eyes and a memory came back to him…


Duo sat on father Maxwell’s lap in the modest kitchen at the church. Sister Helen carried a cake to the table and set it before the priest and the drooling boy. “Oh boy!” Duo was excited. “Just look at that cake!”


“Happy birthday father,” Sister Helen said smiling.


Father Maxwell laughed. “Thank you”


Duo turned and looked at the priest. It’s your birthday?” The boy smiled. “Sure wish I knew when mine was. Then I could get a big cake too.”


Father Maxwell smiled at him. “Don’t know your own birthday eh Duo?”


Duo frowned some as if thinking. “I think it’s just before Christmas.”

“How do you know that Duo?” Sister Helen asked smiling.


Duo looked at her. “Cuz I always feel more growed up then.


His answer sent the adults into laughter. “Alright then Duo, let’s give you a birthday,” Father Maxwell said, “How’s December 7th sound?”


Duo looked to be thinking it over. “December 7th?”


The priest smiled. “My father’s birthday. It would make me very happy if you were to share it with him.”


The boy smiled at the idea. “Okay!” he beamed. “Now can we eat the cake?”


Duo looked down at the chart in his hand. He had left for earth on the 7th. He hadn’t even realized what day it was. He sighed sadly lost in the memories of Maxwell Church. “Oh well,” he mumbled, “it was only my birthday.”

