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            PROLOGUE

          

          HOUSTON, WILLIAM K. BRANDON JR. HOSPITAL

        

      

    

    
      
        
        2010

      

      

      

      Wei had stolen the colorful toy from Dr. Fenberg’s table. He’d succeeded without being noticed just a moment before his mother led him to the waiting room outside the doctor’s office.

      It had been easy to snatch the toy. When he’d entered the office with his mother, the doctor had given him a hasty look, a forced smile, and talked as if the child didn’t exist.

      Wei hadn’t liked Dr. Fenberg from the get-go. The man treated him as if he were invisible, whispering the words differently abled and slow learner to Wei’s mother twice, believing Wei hadn’t heard him.

      But being invisible had its advantages.

      Wei turned the toy over in his hands. It had an internal pivot mechanism that enabled each of the six faces to turn independently, thus mixing up the colors. It was also the only thing that was keeping him from dying of boredom in that smelly, decrepit place while he waited for his mother to finish talking to the doctor.

      “Are you okay, honey?”

      Wei hid the toy behind his back and looked at the nurse who was smiling at him. It was a forced, hurried smile, the same type Dr. Fenberg had greeted him with.

      “How are you doing?” The woman stepped closer, widening her fake smile. “Are you bored?”

      Her eyes were circled with red and her expression was dull, as if she hadn’t slept in days.

      “Your mom’s going to be done soon, okay?” The nurse fished something out of her apron pocket. “Look, I brought you a present.”

      It was a stuffed animal: a purple crocodile with yellow eyes and a smile more fake than the nurse’s.

      “Do you like it, sweetheart?”

      Wei didn’t answer.

      “Isn’t it nice? Take it. It’s yours.”

      Wei withdrew a few inches when the woman showed the intention of giving him the toy.

      “You don’t want to play with it?”

      The boy crossed his arms and shook his head.

      “You sure? Come on. Look at him, this poor crocodile! I think he’s sad. He’s all alone. He needs a friend. Will you be his friend?”

      Wei sighed. He pulled a blue marker and a small notepad out of his jeans pocket and began writing something on it.

      “Oh, what do you have there? Are you drawing something? No, wait. It’s not a drawing. You’re writing! Look at you! Can you write already? That’s awesome. Come on, show me what you’re writing.”

      Wei showed her the notepad.

      '“I can’t breathe with you around.’” The nurse frowned as she read the message. “'You smell like a hospital. Get lost.’”

      Wei pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger, then stuck his tongue out.

      “Karen?” a nurse called from across the room. “Where’d you put file fourteen? Dr. Rea needs it. Right now.”

      Karen stared at Wei for a couple seconds, as if she wanted to say something but didn’t know exactly where to start.

      “Karen? You with me?”

      “Coming, coming.” The nurse straightened up awkwardly and walked away, taking the stupid crocodile with her.

      When she was gone, Wei picked up Dr. Fenberg’s toy and resumed moving its parts. He clicked one of the red-colored rows of the object forward and into place, then did the same with another row.

      He liked the click sound the toy made each time one part was moved into place. Click. Click. Click. It felt like he was building something. Wei liked to build the most diverse things with whatever was available. It made him feel like he was doing something useful with his time.

      He completed the puzzle game about ten minutes later, then took the blue marker and scribbled something on one of the sides. When he was done, he dropped the toy on the ground hoping someone would trip on it.

      Wei tapped his fingers on the armrest and looked around, huffing. He was the only person in the waiting area, but the adjacent hallway seemed packed with people; doctors and nurses were coming and going, and the occasional patient in slippers trudged around holding IV poles with bored expressions.

      Wei glanced toward Karen, who was busy talking to her colleague. At that moment, her back was to him.

      It was now or never.

      When he was sure the nurse wasn’t looking, Wei stood up and headed down the hallway.

      No one paid attention to him. The hospital staff was busy and didn’t seem to notice the five-year-old kid walking purposefully down the corridor.

      The wide hallway seemed to have no end. There was a myriad of identical white doors to the left and right. One of them caught his attention. It had the number 4 posted at the top. Four was Wei’s favorite number for a simple reason: The world was based on it. Four were the cardinal points, the seasons, the phases of the moon, and the elements of the zodiac. Wei also liked the shape of the number. To him, it looked like an arrow pointing toward the sky.

      Wei opened the door and entered without knocking. He found himself inside a spacious, well-lit room. The open window was letting in the fading afternoon sunlight. There was a large metal cabinet to his right, and a lot of machinery with red and orange lights that pulsed like fireflies.

      A strong chemical odor mixed with the stench of urine hit Wei. He rubbed his nose and turned sharply to find out where the stinky smell was coming from. As his head moved, his eyes caught a row of toys lined up on a long wooden table.

      Wei blinked, surprised. There were four of them, just like the number of the room, and each one sparkled like a gem. He did not know what they were doing there, or who they belonged to. Not that he cared.

      He walked to the table and picked up the closest toy. It was as long as his forearm, thin like a cigar, and ended with a red, metallic tip. The object stood on a wooden trophy base on which were engraved the words Mercury Redstone. Wei put the toy back on the table and moved on to the next one, which was a little larger and slightly taller than the first. This one was called Gemini Titan, and it was white, gray, and black, with a shorter, flatter tip compared to the Mercury Redstone. Wei turned the bigger toy over in his hands, then put it back on the table too and moved on to the next toy, the largest of the four. It had to be at least five times bigger than the first two. It was black and white, with the words United States highlighted in red on the hull. Engraved on the base were the words Apollo Saturn V.

      Wei moved on to the last of the toys displayed on the table and was disappointed by its shape. It differed from the other three; not shaped like a rocket, but like a stumpy airplane. It had a squashed fuselage that made it look like a penguin dropped on its belly. He picked it up and read the name printed on the fuselage: Space Shuttle Atlantis.

      “Are you lost?”

      Wei almost dropped the Atlantis. He turned sharply toward the voice, his heart racing inside his chest. He hadn’t noticed the bed on the opposite side of the room, and much less the scrawny man lying on it. He was older than Dr. Fenberg—who had already seemed to Wei the oldest human being he’d ever seen—and wore an azure hospital gown. His skin was an intricate web of wrinkles that seemed to dig channels into his ancient face. His eyes were the light blue of ice.

      “Well, kiddo? Are you lost?”

      Wei glanced at the door, thinking to run away, but deciding against it. The man didn’t seem like he could do anything to him. He looked weak and frail, barely able to sit up to look at him better.

      Wei shook his head to answer the question. The Atlantis was still firmly in his hands.

      “No?” The old man studied him. “You sure? Well, then you must be my new nurse.” He made a grimace that could have been wry amusement.

      Wei shook his head again.

      “No?” The man smiled. “Kid, I’m confused. You mean no, you’re not lost, or no, you’re not my nurse? Which one?”

      Wei hesitated. He glanced at the door again and shift his weight from one foot to the other.

      “What is it? You eat your tongue?”

      Wei was about to shake his head again, but had a better idea. He set the Atlantis down on the table and fished the marker and notepad out of his pocket. He scribbled something and walked a few steps closer to the old man to show him.

      "'I’m not lost,’” the patient read aloud. '“And the nurses stink.’”

      Now that Wei was closer to the bed, he realized that the urine smell was coming from there. He changed the page, wrote a new sentence, and showed it to the old man.

      “’You stink too.’” The patient stared at Wei and pushed his eyebrows upward. After a couple seconds, he burst out laughing; a strange sound, somewhere between a grunt and a dry cough.

      “Well, you’re not wrong, kiddo,” he said. “But if you think I stink now, wait a few weeks, when I’ll be worm food. What’s the marker thing all about anyway?” He took a handkerchief from his pocket and coughed into it. “Are you tongue-tied or something?”

      Wei wrote the answer and showed it to him: Mom says I can’t talk to strangers.

      “So you write to them?” the man said, frowning. “A clever way around the problem. How old are you?”

      Wei wrote the number 5 on the notepad.

      “Five?” He whistled, a long, high-pitched sound that made Wei wince. “I’d given you twice as many years for brain, and half as much for constitution. You’re the smallest kid I’ve ever seen, I swear. Wait…” He leaned over to the nightstand and opened a drawer. He picked out something wrapped in a yellow and orange wrapper. “You want a chocolate?”

      Wei scribbled on the paper: Mom said I can’t accept anything from strangers.

      The old man nodded gravely. “Your mother is right,” he said. “She knows her stuff. You always do what she tells you, okay?”

      Wei looked at the chocolate and moistened his lips. However, he wrote, if I knew your name, you wouldn’t be a stranger anymore.

      “Ah!” The old man managed to cough and laugh at the same time. “I said you were smart, didn’t I? Well, call me Eltanin.”

      Wei wrote three letters on the notepad: Wei.

      “It’s done.” Eltanin handed him the chocolate. “We’re buddies now.”

      Wei unwrapped the chocolate and stuffed it into his mouth.

      The old man stacked a couple pillows behind his back and leaned on them with a sigh. “You know, the smartest people I’ve met didn’t talk much, and I’ve met a lot of smart people. The smartest people in the country, perhaps in the whole world.”

      Wei picked the Atlantis back up from the table and turned it over in his hands. He wondered if there were any more chocolates left inside the drawer.

      “Do you like it?” The man pointed to the model of the Space Shuttle.

      Wei nodded.

      “I helped build it.” Eltanin pointed to the three models on the table. “I worked on those too, you know? Jeez, it’s like I’ve been living a dream. My life went by in a flash.” He snapped his fingers meaningfully. “If I close my eyes, I can see it, clear as day. God. The world has changed a lot in eighty years.”

      Wei pointed to the three models on the table. Are these yours?

      “My niece gave them to me,” Eltanin said. “I carry them around like some kind of good luck charm, I guess. They’re beautiful, aren’t they?”

      Wei nodded.

      “You don’t know how much energy, hope, and resources we’ve poured into them. I’m talking about entire generations, kid. Thousands and thousands of people working toward the common goal of exploring space, unveiling its secrets, and mastering the stars. Take that beast there, for example.” Eltanin nodded toward the Saturn V. “We launched thirteen of them in less than ten years. All the launches concluded successfully. We used them for the Apollo missions, which allowed twelve astronauts to land on the Moon. The Moon! Can you believe it? The only rocket capable of taking a man to another celestial body.” Eltanin inhaled and exhaled, wiping sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. He looked as if he had run a marathon. The light that had made his eyes glow went out like a dying fire. Suddenly, his gaze became dull and spent. “Then,” he continued, dragging out the words, “it all went south. We stopped daring, became afraid of failures and setbacks and let the future slip through our fingers. It all turned to shit. Today people spend half their lives staring at a screen. You know, to ‘surf the net’ and all. Living in a world that doesn’t exist. No one looks up to the stars, heart singing with possibilities. No one gives a damn. Old farts like me are about all that’s left of those days of ingenuity, and us old geezers are dying like flies.”

      Wei studied Eltanin. There was something different about him, something that made him stand apart from all the adults he’d met. He couldn’t explain it. Maybe it was the way he spoke, or the light in his eyes.

      Suddenly, the Atlantis seemed much heavier in his hand, as if Eltanin’s words had added weight to the small model.

      “Listen to me.” The old man settled himself better on the pillows. “Whining like a whipped dog to the only audience I have left. Am I boring you?”

      Wei nodded.

      Eltanin laughed. “Another thing I like about you, kiddo. You don’t pull any punches.”

      Wei wrote on the notepad: Do you have another chocolate?

      “I’ve got plenty, you little punk. One of the nurses likes me. She brings me truckloads of them. Look, I’ll give you some more, but you have to promise me not to eat them before lunch, okay? You better not lose your appetite. That would make your mother mad, you know?”

      Eltanin gave Wei a handful of chocolates, which the boy put in his pocket, intending to eat them the second he left the room.

      “Do you want that too?” Eltanin pointed to the Atlantis.

      Yes, Wei wrote.

      “Take it then.” Eltanin paused, looking at the Space Shuttle with glassy eyes. “I mean it. It’s yours.”

      Wei put the Atlantis in his pocket, then turned and looked at the table with the models of the three rockets. He wrote, Can I take them all?

      The old man opened his mouth, then closed it. When he spoke, his voice was slightly lower than before, more labored. “Wow, kiddo. With you it’s all or nothing, hmm? All right. Take them. They’ll throw them away when I’m gone anyway. Here, take this.”

      Eltanin opened the drawer and pulled out a plastic bag. “Put them here so you can take them away.”

      Wei took the bag and put all the rockets inside it, except for the Atlantis, which stayed in his pocket.

      “Well, Wei.” Eltanin nodded toward the bag. “You’re bringing with you the whole package. Literally. My whole life is in that bag. Take good care of it, you hear me?”

      Okay, Wei wrote.

      “And promise me one thing.” The man asked Wei to hand him the notepad and the marker.

      “I wish I’d have seen a place when I was younger. A place far away. Maybe, when you are older, someone will get there. Promise me that if that happens, you’ll witness that moment with these models beside you.”

      Eltanin displayed the word he had written. The letters were so big they took up the whole page.

      Wei stared at the word, then nodded without hesitation.

      “Well then.” The old man gave the marker and the notepad back to Wei. “Shake my hand, boy. This is Texas; a handshake is as good as a notarial act here.”

      Wei shook his hand.

      “Good. Now give me a big smile, for heaven’s sake. You’re way too serious for a kid who just robbed my room clean.”

      Wei thought about smiling for a couple seconds. Then, not without effort, he projected the corners of his mouth upward tentatively.

      “Jesus Christ.” Eltanin stared at him. “What’s that? Is there a corpse in my room? You need to hit the bathroom? Come on, kiddo. Give me a real smile.”

      Wei laughed at the joke.

      “There you go. Much better.” Eltanin closed his eyes and leaned his head on the pillow, wincing. “Now you’d better go back to your mommy. She might be worried.”

      Wei looked at Eltanin and frowned. He changed the page of the notepad and wrote, Why are you crying?

      The old man wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “I’ve got something stuck in my eye.”

      Really? I can’t see anything.

      “It’s tiny, but it’s there. Trust me, okay?”

      Okay.

      “It was nice to meet you, Wei. Don’t drive your mother crazy, and remember to smile once in a while. Don’t be a grouch. Life’s too short for that. Laugh. Make fun of people. Let friends make fun of you. Try everything at least twice. And for god’s sake, stay away from candies. It lengthens your life. I promise.”

      Wei nodded absently, then checked that the chocolates were still in his pocket. He waved his hand to say goodbye, but Eltanin had closed his eyes and seemed asleep.

      Wei left the room. Once outside, he started walking down the hallway.

      “Here he is! Lady? Over here! I found him!”

      Wei turned just in time to see Nurse Karen rushing toward him. She grabbed his arm and pulled him toward her.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Her face was flushed and drenched with sweat, as if she’d been running for an hour.

      Wei felt the woman’s hand squeeze his wrist to the point of hurting. Her hand was cold and clammy against his skin.

      She was making him dirty.

      “You gave me quite a scare, little one.”

      Wei struggled, trying to free himself, but the nurse was too strong.

      “Calm down. Don’t you know you scared your mother? She almost died of⁠—”

      Wei stopped listening. Everything suddenly went blank. It was as if someone had flipped off a switch. His mind stopped working. The world became a confusion of sounds, colors, and shapes. He fell to the ground with a choked groan and began punching his head with a cry.

      “A-a-a-a-a-a-a-a!”

      Nurse Karen stared at him with eyes wide open. “Hey, what you doing? Stop it!” She tried to block his arm, but Wei kept hitting himself, again and again, until the pain became the only thing he could feel.

      “Stop, kid! Stop it!”

      “Let him go!”

      Wei heard footsteps approaching. A familiar voice, someone he knew. The nurse let go of his arm and he recoiled, gasping for air.

      “Wei?”

      Wei opened his eyes.

      “I swear I did nothing.” Karen’s voice was faint, distant, like the echo of an echo growing weaker. “I just touched him and he started screaming like⁠—”

      “Move over. It’s one of his fits. I need to be alone with him.”

      Wei smelled the familiar scent of orange and vanilla, the fragrance of his mother. He seized that feeling with eagerness, as if someone had thrown him a life preserver just before he drowned in the middle of the ocean.

      But he was still scared, his heart pounding, sweat gathering on his forehead.

      “Wei? Listen to me⁠—”

      “I can’t breathe, Mom,” he mumbled, wheezing. “I can’t…breathe. I can’t⁠—”

      “Close your eyes and focus on my voice. Pretend you’re in a desert, far away from everything and anyone.”

      Wei closed his eyes, and the world went dark.

      “Can you see it?”

      Wei’s breath slowed down. A glimpse in the darkness. A light. Flashes of images appeared in front of him. He saw a distant horizon, the gentle slopes of dunes in the distance. Sand. It was an ocean made of sand.

      “I see it,” he said.

      “You’re safe now, Wei. No one can reach you in the desert. Only I can. Do you want me to be there with you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Hold my hand.”

      Wei intertwined his fingers with his mother’s. Her skin was cold and smooth. It felt like holding a piece of silk.

      “Take a deep breath. Good, very good. Just like that.”

      Wei inhaled and exhaled. Slowly, the tightness in his chest loosened.

      “That’s good. Do it again. In and out the air goes. Again and again. You can open your eyes now.”

      Wei hesitated. He kept his eyes closed. “Do I…do I have green light?” His voice was fearful and uncertain.

      “Yes, love. You have a green light.”

      Wei opened his eyes.

      Sitting on the floor beside him was a smiling woman with dark brown eyes. His mother had a light sprinkling of freckles on her nose and cheeks that made her face look like a starry sky.

      Only then did Wei realize he was still inside the hospital. Nurse Karen had stepped back a couple meters, her eyes wide with surprise.

      She wasn’t the only one. The hallway was full of people staring at him. All those adults, who until that moment had done nothing but ignore him, now saw only him.

      “Let’s go.” His mother carried him in her arms. “Let’s go home.”

      They left the hallway, went down the stairs, and out of the hospital.

      It was only after his mother had started the car that Wei noticed he had left the bag with the rockets in the hallway.

      Panic flooded him. He turned sharply to the window and stared at the hospital. “I left my toys in there.”

      “What toys? You brought no toys, Wei.”

      Right.

      Wei remained silent. If he told his mother about Eltanin, she would not be happy. Not at all.

      He leaned back in his seat and sighed. He felt something in his pocket and reached inside with his hand. It was the Atlantis. The model shone faintly in the sunlight, the pearl white metal of the spaceship cold against his hands. Wei clutched it tightly.

      As long as he had the Atlantis, everything would be all right.

      It was the last piece of Mr. Eltanin’s legacy. He must not lose it.
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        * * *

      

      “So, what happened out there?”

      Karen looked at Dr. Fenberg and shrugged. “Mrs. Wang’s son. I lost sight of the boy for a second and he disappeared. Poof. Just like that.” She snapped her fingers, shook her head. “Well, I’ll spare you the part where I almost had a heart attack… Anyway, I found him after ten minutes outside room four. He saw me and was about to run away, so I grabbed him and… Well, how can I put it? He started freaking out. He was screaming like I was butchering him or something. He started kicking and punching and…” Karen trailed off. She took a deep breath and said no more.

      Dr. Fenberg patted her shoulder gently. “Well, you only had to deal with him for thirty minutes. His mother doesn’t have that luxury. That poor woman is going to have her hands full with him. It won’t be an easy life, I’ll tell you that.”

      “Yeah,” Karen said. “You were his second opinion, right?”

      “The third one,” said the doctor as he turned and put the last of his files inside his briefcase. “She came all the way from Orlando to get me to tell her something she already knew. She went to a couple other hospitals before ours. Told her the exact same thing. There’s little that can be done for the boy.”

      “Gotcha.”

      “Other than this little accident, everything okay?”

      Karen shrugged. “The usual. Nothing new.”

      Dr. Fenberg closed the briefcase with a click. "Wait. Didn’t you say you had something for me?”

      “Oh yeah. Right!” Karen fished something out of her coat pocket. “I found it just outside the door. Must have fallen out of your briefcase.”

      The doctor took the Rubik’s Cube from Karen’s hands, frowning. He stared at the six monochromatic sides as if staring at a flying pig. Someone completed the puzzle.

      “Congratulations.” Karen pointed to the cube. “You got it finally. How long did it take? A week?”

      The doctor held the object in his hand, blinking.

      “Doc?

      Dr. Fenberg snapped to attention. “What?”

      “This thing.” Karen tapped a finger on the cube. “You bought it a week ago, right?”

      “Um, yeah. I think so.”

      The nurse rested her hands on her hips. “I’ve been trying to get it done for two months, and I’ve barely completed two faces.”

      The doctor nodded absentmindedly.

      “Doc? Is everything okay?”

      “Hmm? Yeah. I was just… I was…” Dr. Fenberg scratched his chin and shook his head slightly. “Never mind. It’s nothing.”

      “Okey dokey.” Karen turned and opened the door. “I’d better get going. Bernard will kill me if I’m late for dinner again. See you tomorrow.”

      “See ya.”

      The door closed behind Karen, leaving Dr. Fenberg alone.

      He stood awestruck, looking at the cube as if he expected the thing to start explaining to him who the hell had done it.

      At last, he sighed. “Well,” he mumbled, “you are a mystery that I’ll solve tomorrow.”

      He began to put the cube on the desk when he noticed the small blue writing on the yellow side of the polyhedron.

      “What is this?”

      He brought the object closer and narrowed his eyes to read the message.

      You are the slow learner.
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            ATLANTIS

          

          CAPE CANAVERAL, STATE ROAD 401

        

      

    

    
      
        
        2011

      

      

      

      That day the roof of the world was covered by a thick blanket of clouds. The light, dimmed by the greyness dominating the sky, weakly illuminated earth, sand, and ocean.

      Wei quickened his pace while greedily biting into a hot dog. On the third bite, ketchup slid down his arm.

      “Wei! Look what you’ve done.” His father suddenly stopped, pointing at the mess. He took a paper napkin from his pocket and wiped the child’s arm. “Come on now, or we’ll lose the best spots.”

      The boy trailed after him, still eating and splashing ketchup all over his clothes as if nothing had happened. To their left, the cars kept coming. The long line of people who were walking on the side of the road trailed behind them with chairs, umbrellas, and boxes packed with food.

      Wei finished his snack and licked his fingers while they were passing under the big billboard near the road where they had parked. 401 North Cape Canaveral A. F. Station. A boy was pointing to the billboard as he asked a friend to take a picture.

      They walked for a little while longer. Finally, his father stopped. He looked at a distant point on the horizon, scratching his head thoughtfully.

      “Yeah, should be fine here,” he said. Wei wasn’t listening. He was busy taking the cookie and the can of Coke that a lady nearby was offering him. Wei loved sodas.

      “Thank you.” His father smiled, nodding toward the woman as his son ate the edges of the cookie with methodical precision.

      Both sat on the towels they had brought with them and waited.

      “How long?” Wei asked, folding his arms across his chest and tapping his feet on the ground.

      His father glanced at his wristwatch. “Just a few more minutes. Be patient. Sometimes they have to delay.”

      “Why?”

      “To be on the safe side. They gotta be sure everything is nice and dandy.”

      Just when Wei was getting bored, people around him began speaking louder, smiling at each other and pointing to a specific point in front of them. His father stood up and talked with the people nearby. Wei paid little attention to the growing frenzy and continued to focus on the stretch of water just a few dozen meters away, busy counting the waves.

      “Come here.”

      Wei felt two strong arms around his waist. His father gently lifted the boy from the ground and put him on his shoulders. “Can you see it? That big launchpad? It’s going to lift off from there.”

      Wei frowned. He saw against the horizon an L-shaped structure that was smaller than his thumb from where he was looking. He narrowed his eyes and finally distinguished the thing he came for. He recognized a spaceship shaped like a bulky glider, a dark orange-colored external fuel tank, and two white, slender rocket boosters.

      “Yes!” he said, waving his hands. “I see it!”

      “All right.” His father laughed. “Just don’t move too much, or we’re both going down.”

      Meanwhile, the line of people who besieged the edges of the road was growing.

      “Twenty-five seconds,” a voice suddenly cried to their right. Another two or three voices echoed the first as the excitement grew.

      Wei paid attention to the thrilled murmurs that saturated the atmosphere. People were pointing at the Space Shuttle, whistling and cheering. He could almost taste the electricity in the air.

      An old man turned to him with a toothy smile and raised the volume of his radio to allow everybody around to hear.

      “Go for main engine start. T-minus 10, 9, 8, 7, 6… All three engines up and burning.”

      The crowd stopped talking, captured by the message on the radio.

      Wei looked around, admiring the mass of people—all strangers united to witness the historical event. Many were nudging friends or family members with their elbows. Other were jumping like crazy rabbits. He felt part of that incredible family of unfamiliar faces, bonded by an inexplicable sense of participation he couldn’t really explain. Time seemed to stop for everything except the voice on the radio that continued the countdown.

      “…2, 1, 0…and lift off! The final lift off of Atlantis! On the shoulders of the Space Shuttle, America will continue the dream…”

      The voice got lost in the sea of cheers and celebrations as a powerful spark ignited on the horizon. Wei, completely taken aback, stared breathlessly at the light lifting from the ground like a powerful firework that quickly became lost in the cloudy sky.

      The crowd continued to cheer at the light for a few seconds.

      When the show was over, people gathered their things and left.

      “Did you like it?”

      Wei swallowed. He felt his throat on fire. He realized at that moment he must have cried out with the rest of the people as the Atlantis soared to the sky. It had been a surreal experience, like living inside a dream. Exactly as Eltanin had said.

      He lifted his eyes up, trying to catch a final glimpse of the Atlantis among the steel-colored clouds.

      “Wei? Everything all right?”

      Wei nodded. He was still searching for that one glimpse that might suggest the spaceship was still there. There it was. He saw it just for a second. It was as if the Atlantis had winked at him, a final farewell before the void and the stars.

      “Time to go back, son. Pick up your things and thank the lady here.” His father nodded toward the woman who had offered Wei the cookie and the Coke.

      Wei didn’t obey.

      “Dad,” he said, still looking for the Atlantis. “Can we see it again?”

      “Again?” His father frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Can we see the light again?”

      “This was the last time, Wei. I told you. Don’t you remember? This was the Space Shuttle’s last departure.”

      The boy reluctantly looked away from the sky and studied his father. “Why is it the last time?”

      The man opened his mouth but said nothing. He looked surprised by the question, as if he had no real answer to offer.

      “I want to see the light again!” The child’s eyes shone with a magical fire as he pointed to the sky. “It was beautiful… No. It was awesome! Where will it go now? What was it made of? How could it be that fast? It’ll be back, right?”

      His father smiled. He covered the distance between them in a few steps, then knelt in front of Wei.

      “You really want to know all these things?”

      “Yes,” the little boy immediately answered, “and I also want to see that light again.”

      “You will then, I promise,” his father said with his hand over his heart. “Now let’s go.” He gently took his son’s hand and together they walked back to their car. Wei obeyed, letting the man guide him, but continued to stare at the legacy left by the tall column of smoke in the fading light.
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      Michelle Jordan dropped off the back of the ambulance carrying the stretcher along with her colleague. Police cars blocked the intersection of Semoran Boulevard and Curry Ford Road. Traffic was being diverted to one of the side roads by a pair of officers waving reflective signs toward the oncoming stream of cars.

      “Mother of God.”

      Michelle turned toward the younger man beside her, who was staring in horror at the scene before them. Walter was just over twenty-four years old and this was his second shift on first line duty. He was a few inches shorter than her and walked as if he were constantly on the verge of tripping over something.

      “Remember what I told you yesterday,” Michelle said, picking up the pace. “Focus on your work.”

      “Right,” Walter said. “The work. Good idea, boss.”

      “Don’t call me that. I’m not your boss.”

      “Right. I’m sorry, ma’am.”

      “Now you make me sound old.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      “Walter. Relax.” Michelle patted his back. “Just remember to breathe.”

      Walter flashed a nervous smile. “Yeah, that’s a good one. Breathe. Gotta remember that.”

      Michelle looked in the direction of the car that had blocked the bypass road.

      An ice-blue Toyota had tipped over at the edge of the road, its front end—hood, windshield, and front wheels—reduced to an amorphous mass of crumpled metal. The two front doors had been unhinged and lay a few steps away from what remained of the car. Large pools of blood dotted the area.

      A burly police officer with a thick, rust-colored beard and long, raven-black hair came toward them as he finished speaking into his walkie-talkie.

      “We put the boy on a makeshift stretcher,” said the officer, pointing to the right.

      “Is he conscious?” asked Michelle, as she continued to carry the stretcher.

      “He comes and goes.” The police officer made a quick hand gesture, like a dismissal. “We’ve already sent the parents to the hospital.” He hesitated for a second, then added in an almost inaudible whisper, “What was left of them.”

      Michelle continued to the spot she had been shown, Walter at her heels.

      The boy lay on a long surfboard-like piece of wood that had been placed under one of the light poles.

      “Okay.” Michelle nodded toward Walter. She grabbed the end of the stretcher and said, “One…two…three.” They pushed the stretcher down and lowered it to street level.

      “Hey, champ,” Michelle said with a crisp, clear voice, turning to the child who was opening and closing his eyes, murmuring something unintelligible. “Can you hear me? Tell me your first name.” She turned toward Walter. “No responses.”

      “Not showing any head deformity,” Walter said, doing his best to maintain a professional tone. “No bleeding.”

      “Okay.” Michelle glanced at the boy’s little body to confirm her colleague’s assessment. “Let’s put a C collar in place.”

      The boy moved his head toward her, as if following her voice.

      “Hey, champ,” Michelle said, snapping her fingers. “Does it hurt when I’m touching in your belly?”

      The boy blinked. “N-no,” he mumbled.

      “No pain or rigidity,” Michelle assessed. “Arms intact. Champ, we’re going to lift you up now, okay? Walt? Three, two, one.”

      They hoisted the child onto the stretcher and carried him into the ambulance.

      When the stretcher was secured to the hitching mechanism inside the vehicle, Walter closed the front door and signaled to the driver they were inside. After a few seconds, the ambulance activated its sirens and moved.

      “Can you hear me?” Michelle snapped her fingers, but this time the child didn’t respond. She tried calling him again, but had no better luck.

      “Do a large-bore eighteen. Left AC. Go ahead and set me up a second line. Not showing injury to his chest. No deformity.”

      Walter inserted the IV into the child’s arm and attached the tube to the fluid bag.

      The boy moved. He opened his eyes and whispered something.

      “Honey, can you hear me at all?”

      “Wei,” said the child. “My name’s Wei.”

      “Wei.” Michelle smiled. “It’s a nice name. Short, easy to remember. I’m Michelle, and this is Walter.”

      The little boy looked at Walter, who waved at him.

      “Wei, does it hurt when he touched you here?” Michelle touched the boy’s sternum.

      Wei shook his head.

      “What about over here? No? It doesn’t hurt? That’s good. Very good. How old are you, Wei?”

      “Seven,” the boy said. He looked around. “Where…where am I?”

      “You are in an ambulance, Wei. We’re taking you to the hospital.”

      “Hospital?”

      “Just to make sure you’re okay. You don’t have to worry about a thing. You’re in good hands. I promise.”

      Wei blinked and looked around again. “Mom… Mom and Dad? Where are Mom and Dad?”

      Michelle checked the IV. “They are in good hands too, Wei. You don’t have to worry. Everything will be fine.”

      Wei’s eyes rolled back, and he lost consciousness again.

      “How long until we arrive?” asked Michelle.

      Walter looked at his wristwatch. “Five minutes.”

      “Then let’s call⁠—”

      “Where…where’s the Atlantis?”

      Michelle turned toward Wei. “What did you say, honey? Did you say Atlantis?”

      “Yes.” Wei started showing signs of restlessness. He tried to stand up.

      “No, Wei.” Michelle blocked him. “You gotta stay still. You can’t move like that. You’re going to hurt yourself. Do you understand?”

      “It was here. I always keep it here.”

      “All right. Now I’m going to check your pockets, okay? But you gotta stay still. Promise?”

      Michelle searched the boy’s pockets but found nothing.

      “There’s nothing here, honey.” Michelle glanced toward Wei, who had passed out again. “Wei? Can you hear me?”

      “We’re almost there, boss… I mean, Michelle.” Walter pointed outside.

      Michelle grabbed her walkie-talkie. “McLoyd Marion,” she said. “Medferry omega 3-0-9.”

      “Medferry omega 3-0-9, McLoyd Marion, go ahead.”

      “McLoyd Marion, Medferry omega 3-0-9 inbound. Party, one. Seven-year-old male involved in a trauma, MVA, road accident, unwitnessed by pedestrians. Patient is showing a light head injury. He’s sluggish, unreactive. Goes in and out of consciousness. Unresponsive at this time. ETA about four minutes.”

      “Copy that, Medferry omega 3-0-9. Over and out.”

      “Atlantis,” Wei was murmuring, his brow furrowed. “I have to find the Atlantis. The last light. It’s the last light. Can’t lose it.”

      “We’re almost there, champ,” Michelle reassured him as she checked his pressure again. “You’re going to be fine. We’re almost there.”

      Michelle looked outside the window. They were approaching a large, light-gray building five floors high. “Okay, Walt. Let’s get ready.”

      A couple minutes later, the ambulance pulled into the bay area reserved for the emergency department. They lowered the stretcher and transported the boy inside the hospital.

      They passed the lobby, headed down the first corridor on the left, and took Wei inside the intensive care unit.

      “Seven-year-old boy,” Michelle announced as she and Walter pushed the stretcher into the room. “Unknown trauma. Was involved with his parents in a car accident. Walt, go to the other side. Patient has superficial injuries to his arms and abdomen. Some abrasions to the right side of his forehead. We have an eighteen established, bolus in correctly. Pressure was sixty over twenty.”

      “Okay,” said the doctor on duty, a big man with a ducktail hairstyle and a frown that seemed sculpted into his forehead. “Let’s move him on over.”

      Michelle and Walter moved Wei onto a gurney.

      “Pressure?”

      “Sixty over twenty.”

      “All right.” The doctor turned to a nurse. “Margaret, keep that IV wide open. Okay, guys.” The doctor nodded toward Michelle. “We’ll take care of him now.”

      “Got it. We’ll leave you to that.” Michelle signaled for Walt to leave the room.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as they were out of the hospital, Walter took a cigarette from his breast pocket and tried to light it. He couldn’t. His hands shook so badly he almost dropped it to the floor.

      “I’ll get it,” Michelle offered.

      “Thanks.”

      Michelle used the lighter, then handed it back to Walt.

      The young man pulled at the cigarette for a good three seconds, then he closed his eyes as he exhaled slowly.

      “Better?”

      Walter nodded. “Fuck yeah.”

      “Good for you.”

      The boy took a couple more puffs, then lightly tapped the cigarette with his index finger. “So, how did I do today?”

      “I’m seeing progress.”

      “Yeah? What makes you say that?”

      Michelle raised an eyebrow. “Well, for a start, you didn’t throw up.”

      Walter let a nervous chuckle out. “Right, there’s that.”

      “Look, it’s okay to be nervous. I’ve told you. It gets easier after a while.”

      Walter nodded. “Promise?” he said, flicking his cigarette even though he didn’t need to.

      “Cross my heart.”

      “All right. Now that feels better.” Walter pointed to the ambulance still parked in the bay. “Have you been doing this for long?”

      Michelle shrugged. “Five years, give or take.” She noticed her reflection in the ambulance’s window. Even from that distance, she could see the deep shadows besieging her eyes, making her look ten years older. Her skin, usually a lustrous dark brown, was paler than usual.

      She definitely needed a vacation.

      “What did you do before?”

      Michelle turned. “What was that?”

      “Before the heart-pounding chase against time to save lives,” Walter said, nodding toward the ambulance. “What did you do before that?”

      Michelle glanced toward the hospital. “I worked in the ICU, was a nurse for a couple years after my apprenticeship. You know, to get used to things.”

      “What made you want to work outside the triage room? Wanted a little more action?”

      “Let’s just say I preferred to breathe fresh air. Spending too much time in a hospital wears out your soul.”

      Walter made a half chuckle. Then he stared at his cigarette as if he’d suddenly realized something. “Hey, you want to take a drag?”

      “Nope. Don’t smoke.”

      “Really? Christ, you must be the first one in the whole team to nay a cigarette. What’s that about?”

      “My husband died of lung cancer.”

      The last drag went sideways for Walter. When he had finished coughing, he looked at Michelle with watery eyes. “Jesus. I… I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      “Relax.” Michelle made a
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