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Reaching the courtyard, Rachel scanned the crowd, trying to pick out who it was that Vanessa was so intent that she meet. Looking up through the mall skylights, Rachel realized that the impending storm was getting worse. The clouds were roiling and storming by much quicker than when she had entered the mall. The sky was almost black outside and the indoor lights of the mall brightened. There were raindrops spattering on the glass here and there, like some invisible angel crying. People were beginning to leave the mall, hoping to make it to their cars and their homes before the storm broke. As such, the courtyard was fairly empty when Vanessa and Rachel reached it. Despite the lack of people, Rachel could not pick out who it was that Vanessa intended to introduce her to.

There were several men of her age but they all already had girls with them. Rachel knew that Vanessa would never try to hook her up with someone who was already taken, so she was at a complete loss by the time they reached the middle of the courtyard. They stopped there and Vanessa looked around, a confused frown coming to her face,

“Hmmm, he was right around here when I left.”

Rachel scanned the crowd one more time and again came up with no answer.

“Who? What does this guy look like?

Vanessa kept scanning,

“You’ll see.”

Vanessa kept looking around and Rachel waited. It was not long before Rachel began to lose patience with the whole situation. She had not come to the mall with the intention of meeting men. She wanted to get a book and leave before the storm broke. She was hoping to spend the evening at home, curled up on her couch, listening to the rain and reading. Ready to say as much, she felt a tap on her shoulder. Turning, she heard Vanessa squeal in delight and realized this must have been who the mystery man was.

“Hello Ms. Hunter, my name is Akira Shimada. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

He reached to shake hands with her and she obliged, looking him over as they spoke. He was not an unattractive man, that much was to be sure. Obviously Asian in descent, he was of medium height and build, maybe 5’6 or so and about 150 lbs. Short hair, parted in the middle and combed back topped a face that included intelligent eyes, glasses and pearl white teeth. His grip was firm, the skin on his hand smooth, as if he had never worked a day in his life and judging by the refined accent that accompanied his greeting, Rachel guessed he hadn’t. The three piece Armani suit he was wearing was nothing to laugh at either.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Shimada. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

He looked baffled for a moment and Rachel wondered what it was that Vanessa had told him to get him here. Her friend decided to perk up at that moment, revealing her reasons.

“Oh, well I met Akira at the fitness center on campus. I was practicing for next weeks game and he was on the 2nd level doing…………” she turned and looked at him, “What did you call that again?”

“Tai-Chi, Vanessa. It’s called Tai-Chi.”

“Oh, well either way it looked really cool and I went upstairs to ask him about it. We started talking and I then I asked him what his major was.” Again, she looked oblivious for a moment and turned and looked at Akira, “What did you say your major was?”

“Astrophysics.”

“Oh yeah, well I don’t really know what that is but it sounded really hard, so after we talked for awhile and then went our separate ways. Today though, I ran into him here and a few minutes later, saw you walking through the upper level. That’s when it hit me, astrophysics major….quantum physics major…..you two should meet!”

Rachel blushed, not only out of shyness but also out of embarrassment at the backward logic her friend had used to try and get Akira and her to meet.

“Vanessa, I’m not a quantum physics major, I’m a mathematics major. I’m just taking basic quantum theory.”

She was getting ready to apologize to Akira and excuse herself from the situation when the last question she had expected to hear had come out of Akira’s mouth,

“So what do you think of Chandling?”

Rachel was taken aback, almost visibly. She struggled to come up with an answer.

“He is….interesting. As I said, I’m not a quantum physics major, I just took the class to see what it was like.”

Akira stood there for a moment and Rachel realized that he was discreetly looking her up and down. She felt a slight flush come to her face. After what seemed like a long and uncomfortable moment, he spoke,

“Ms. Hunter..”

“Call me Rachel” she interjected. It was bad enough that she had been caught off guard, she didn’t need him referring to her like she was 40.

He smiled confidently,

“Rachel then, would you like to join me for dinner, perhaps tonight at 7:00?”

Rachel felt her skin warm and she knew that she was blushing,

“Yeah…sure. Where shall I meet you?”

“Meet me on the math quad, in front of Knox Hall.”

“Sure, I’ll be there”

He turned on one heel and walked away slowly.

Rachel stood there for a moment, thinking about what had just happened. When this had all started she had no intention of going on a date with anyone. She had wanted to come to the mall, buy a book and go back to home to read and study. Something about Akira caught her attention though. She didn’t feel attracted to him per say, although he was certainly a refined handsome young man. There was a feeling lingering in the back of her mind and it made her want to find out more about Akira Shimada. 

Turning, Rachel noticed that Vanessa was looking at her, a giant grin threatening to split her face.

Rachel reached out as if to choke her friend,

“I’M GOING TO KILL YOU!!”


--------------------------------------------------------------------------------


Several hours later, amidst the downpour, Rachel found herself walking through Teiu Academy, to go on a date with a man she had talked to for all of 3 minutes.

“What am I doing here?”

Looking around, she saw other student running under umbrellas, textbooks, backpacks, jackets or anything they could use to try and stay dry. It was raining heavily and Rachel was grateful for the heavy jacket she had chosen to wear. Looking across the campus, Rachel could only see silhouettes of the other halls and campuses, like dark titans in a foggy dream. She arrived at the math campus in due time and found Akira waiting in front of Knox Hall, the primary mathematics building. He ran up to her and covered them both with his umbrella.

“Hello Rachel, it’s very nice to see you again.”

She looked at him and noticed that he was dressed in a suit again. That irritated her a bit as the skirt and blouse that she had chosen were woefully informal in comparison. She wondered where it was that they were going to go for dinner.

“Hello Akira. I hope you have not been waiting long.”

He smiled,

“Oh no, just a minute or two. I believe in punctuality but not overly so. You were right on time.”

She nodded.

“Yeah, I try to be punctual. Working full time and going to graduate school sort of MAKES you learn how to manage your time.”

He moved beside her and they began walking towards the parking lot.

“So how old are you Rachel?”

“I’m 21. You?

They sidestepped to allow a student who was running towards the art complex by.

“I am 19.”

Her eyes widened. He was very well spoken for someone who was only 19 years old. He must have noticed because he looked down at her and smiled,

“You seem surprised.”

“Well, yeah, a little. You seem very mature for someone who is only 19. Also, Vanessa mentioned that you were an astrophysics major. I am familiar enough with the science department to know that we don’t have an undergraduate or masters program in astrophysics, only a PhD course.”

He looked up and they kept walking.

“Your right. Actually, I’m from Japan and I just recently transferred here to Teiu. I was born in a small city called Hinata…”

She interrupted him,

“In the Kanagawa prefecture right?”

Now it was his turn to look surprised. For some reason, that brought Rachel a sort of devious pleasure.

“Yes…it’s rare that I find an American who is familiar with Japanese geography. I must say that I am impressed.”

“Thank you.” She didn’t tell him the real reason she knew where the city of Hinata or the Kanagawa prefecture were. Louis, her adoring quantum physics tutor was also a die-hard anime fan. To try and get him some kind of social life Rachel had allowed him to drag her to his room to watch some new DVD or see some new manga he had gotten more times that she cared to admit. Although she would never have told him so, Rachel had taken an interest in the stuff and it had perked her interest in the culture. Not only that but the heavily inlaid Japanese references at Teiu Academy deserved some investigating as far as she had been concerned. 

They had reached the parking lot and were making their way towards the back of the immense sea of concrete. Given that Teiu was more of a city than a school, there was a fleet of automobiles that came to and from the academy on a daily basis. Even if a person excluded the primary and secondary students from driving and the ones that lived and worked on campus, that still left the entire faculty, staff and the college age students driving. Sometimes Rachel felt more like she was coming and going from an amusement park than a school. As they weaved their way between cars, he began to speak again,

“So you think Chandling is...interesting?”

Rachel frowned at the thought of her professor,

“Actually, if you will forgive me for being blunt, I think he is an arrogant ass who has far too high an opinion of himself.”

Rachel had expected a look of reproach or disdain at her vulgarity but was pleasantly surprised when Akira almost doubled over with laughter. He managed to stop laughing and wiped at one eye.

“That’s hilarious. I completely agree with you.”

She looked over at him in surprise,

“Really?”

“Yes, the man thinks he knows much more than he should. People like him disgust me. I met him in the science department one evening when I was having a meeting with Dr. Standford.”

Rachel knew that Dr. Standford was the dean of the astrophysics department and it made since that Chandling would probably know the man. All of the university sciences shared one massive hall, save for medicinal sciences, which met at the university hospital most of the time. 

“We all three began talking and came across the subject of quasars and some fascinating new research involving them. I mentioned a theory that I have been studying.”

He looked at her for a moment and when she realized he had stopped talking, she looked up at him,

“What is it?”

“I have not lost you have I? Not too sound arrogant but many people don’t know what a quasar is.”

She thought for a moment.

“Something like a sun but it puts out thousands of times the amount of light as a star. Am I right?”

Again he looked impressed,

“Close enough. Well, there has been a theory proposed recently that the speed of light may have had a minute shift about 6 billion years ago or so. By studying quasars and the light that pours off them, scientists have been trying to determine the reason for the shift. At this point, they are at a loss. In fact one of the more popularized theories is that perhaps the universe had a….hiccup.”

She pondered that for a moment,

“Define “hiccup”

He squinted for a moment in thought, as if looking for the right definition,

“A moment when the rules and laws that govern the universe as we know it shifted a hair. By all facets of science, this is impossible. Light has always gone roughly 176,000 miles a second and will do so until the end of time. In fact, the only way to feasibly justify the hiccup is that something went wrong. Inherently, for their to be a wrong or right in this aspect, there had to be something that designed our existence. Chandling become highly incensed at this idea and started prattling on about how science could justify all things and that the theory was either wrong, or we didn’t know enough about it to find an answer. He started quoting famous quantum theorists and at that point, I tuned him out. Standford seemed to do the same. Once the man figured out that we had stopped listening to his ranting, he left. I haven’t liked him since. Any human who thinks he can figure out the universe from out limited perspective is an idiot, in my opinion.”

At that moment, for a reason unknown to her, Rachel felt a bit closer to her date. Something about their mutual dislike for Chandling hit her on a personal level. She stepped a bit closer to him. A moment later, they stopped and Akira looked at his watch.

“Ok, now that we have arrived, he should be here shortly.”

Rachel looked around and realized that they were standing in one of the outer parking lots. There were no cars around them though,

“Until WHO gets here?”

Akira looked around,

“My driver of course.”

Rachel was taken aback. Just how rich is this guy?

Akira looked at his watch again.

“Ahhh, here he is.”

Rachel looked around and didn’t see a thing. She was going to ask him again what he was talking about when the strangest sensation came over her. It started as a tingling sensation, like when your arm falls asleep but it came from the crown of her head. It slowly passed over her body.

Rachel’s eyes widened in panic,

“Akira…what’s going…..”

She didn’t have enough time to get anymore out before Akira disappeared before her in swirling column of blue light. A moment later, everything went blue.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------


Silver Albright watched the two youths disappear as the transporting effect hit. The girl, Rachel, had a look of abject terror on her face as she watched Akira disappear and a moment later, she was gone as well. She flicked her right index finger and the holographic display in front of her changed from a satellite view of the two youth, back to the diagnostic displays and technical schematics of her project. She was getting ready to recalibrate the right ankle thruster sensors when she heard someone call her name.

“Silver..are you in there?”

Silver stood up in the cockpit and pulled herself up over the edge. Her labcoat caught on something and she pulled it free before standing up. Looking over, she saw Russell Taylor standing on the floor, a steaming cup in each of his hands. She walked over and descended a ladder to meet the man on the floor. Taking the mug he extended to her, she sniffed it and found it to be hot chocolate. She smiled and took a sip. Silver was a notoriously picky eater and unlike most adults, couldn’t stand the taste of coffee. Russell was one of the few people on the Anjora project close enough to her to know that.

He motioned towards her project,

“Don’t you ever get tired of sitting in that thing?”

She got a pained expression on her face and gestured towards it,

“The command system is only 48% installed on the Leviathan. I’m even further behind on the Hawk and those two are the furthest along.” She let her voice take a sarcastic edge as she eyed Russ, “Of course, if your propulsion people would get off the pot and finish the engines, that would make my life easier.”

He threw his hands up in innocence,

“Hey, sorry, we are doing the best we can. Last I checked, weapons, life support, armor and mobilization were even further behind than we were. The only team that’s even close to on schedule is the command systems team. If I’m not mistaken, the entirety of that team is you and the chief.”

She cross her arms and looked at him, mischief playing through her emerald green eyes,

“True, which means we put in the time to get this done.”

He looked at her as if she had lost her ming,

“No, it means that the two brightest people on the project are working together.”

He gestured around the cavernous bay that was the building site for the Leviathan.

“Silver, we have the best and the brightest from around the world here and they are all working their tails off to get these things ready. Despite that, we are reverse engineering technology that is way beyond anything we have ever seen before. We’ve had to rewrite more rules of science in the last couple months than I want to think about. Not to mention the fact that these bloody things were no where near combat status when they were found. Thank God the cores were intact.”

For a moment, Silvers mind wandered to the room hundreds of feet below them, where the five large cylindrical tubes were resting, waiting after millennia to be used again. She could still remember the day when they found them. That day had changed her life.

She snapped out of her reverie and looked at Russell. The tall, dark skinned scientist was the most brilliant propulsion engineer in the world. He had helped with overhauls to the space shuttle engines in the 1990’s and had worked extensively with the space plane and Aurora projects. Rachel knew that there was no one better and is he said they were behind for a reason, than she knew it was a good one.

She sighed,

“Yeah..I guess your right. Well, I need to get back to work.”

She began to walk back to the Leviathan and after ascending the ladder and preparing to lower herself back into the cockpit, she turned and looked at Russel

“Did you see that they picked up the last candidate?”

Russell arched an eyebrow over one dark eye,

“Oh really? How many is that now?”

“30”

He nodded and rubbed his hand along his jaw,

“So what is this one like?”

Silver thought for a moment. She and the chief had been spending a lot of time lately watching Rachel Hunter and from what Silver had seen, she was impressed. The girl had a firm grip on reality, was intelligent, emotionally stable and ambitious. Silver hoped that she did well in the trials.

“She’s a good one. One of the better ones as far as I am concerned.”

He nodded and looked at her for a moment as if he wanted to saw something else but decided against it. Tossing her a wink, he walked back towards the door and out of the Leviathan bay. Rachel lowered herself back into the cockpit and began the ankle modifications she had intended to begin before Russell had come along. 

“30 kids……..and no idea what is in store for them. I hope fortune favors the foolish.”
