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It is fifty years later.  Earth’s economy has collapsed.  There is mass unemployment, starvation, despair and human civilization itself stands on the brink. Transportation systems have almost all but shut down.  People now walk miles just to stand in a bread or soup line.  The cities are full of blight, decay, and crime. 

The spirit of exploration that the first Race Across Mars created is now all but forgotten among the people.  After a brief uptick in interest in space, no one followed the inspired words of James King and space was once again abandoned.  

Ben Jenkins, 20, sits in a college classroom, clearly bored.  He doodles incessantly on his computer tablet as the lecturer drones on and on.  He finally looks up and across the room.  He has caught the glance of a striking young woman.  “Hello there,” he thinks silently.  “Is she really looking at me?”  He quickly and shyly looks back down and resumes doodling.  He decides to look again to see if she is still there.  She is, and she is still looking back at him.  He again avoids looking too long. “Hm.  Interesting,” he thinks.  “I wonder who that is?”

Later, in another class, he spots the woman again.  Again, their eyes lock.  This time Ben ventures a little smile.  She just continues to stare.  Ben sighs and decides it means nothing.  He is pretty sure no women are interested in a geek like him, certainly not one as beautiful as this one.  The class ends and Ben leaves the classroom with one thought now on his mind: catching his dinner.  As he makes his way across campus, we can see the pieces of a fishing pole strapped to his backpack.

The entire campus is situated on an artificial island that rests on tall columns above the Pacific Ocean.  The sun is setting.  Ben sits, assembles his rod, and casts his line into the sea.  We see his line go into the brownish water among bits and pieces of trash and other pollutants.  He waits a long time.  No fish are biting.  He reels the line in and casts it once more.

“They are not biting today,” says a voice.  Ben looks up quickly.  It is the young woman from his classes.  She is tall, graceful, with greenish eyes, light brown skin, and shock of spiky blond hair.

“No, I guess not,” Ben stammers.

“You should not eat fish from this area, anyway,” she says.  “You’ll get sick.”

“Well, I have been eating them and I’m still ok,” offers Ben.

“The toxins will probably build up over time, Ben,” replies the woman.  “Then you’ll die.”

“Okay...  ...you know my name?” asks Ben.

“I know a lot about you, Ben Jenkins,” she replies.  She puts out her hand.  “I’m Sera.”

Ben shakes her hand, still with an inquisitive look on his face.

“I’ll tell you more if you let me buy you a decent dinner,” Sera says.
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“You’re the grandson of famed computer hacker and sail car racer,” Announces Sera at dinner.

Ben is uncomfortable,  “Oh,” he says abruptly, interrupting her.

“What is it?” Sera asks.

“I thought you were flirting with me, silly me,” Ben says quietly.  “You just want to know about my grandfather.”

“Yes I admit, I’d like to know more about him.  Is that some sort of crime?” she asks.

Ben reaches across the table and grabs Sera’s arm.  He turns it over and examines it.  There is a small blue square just under the skin of the underside of her wrist.  “You’re chipped. We really can’t talk here,” he says.

“And you’re not?” she asks.

Ben shows her his wrist.  There is a scar where he has removed the micro chip from his wrist.

“Oh,” says Sera.  “And just how do you get away with that?”

“Shhhh,” replies Ben.  “Let’s finish our meal.  Then I’ll take you somewhere where we can really talk.”

Sera nods her head in agreement.

Ben and Sera stand in front of a dilapidated club.  There is a line to get in.  “Don’t worry,” says Ben.  “I know the owner.”  Ben greets the bouncer who lets them in.

“A rock n’ roll club?” asks Sera.  “I didn’t know these places still existed.”  Ben puts a finger to his mouth.  He takes Sera by the hand and leads her to a table where he deposits his backpack.  Then he leads Sera to the dance floor.  The music from the band is so loud it drowns out any other sounds.  Ben pulls Sera close and still has to shout into Sera’s ear in order to be heard.

“Okay, who are you?” he asks.

“My name is Sera King.  I’m the daughter of James King and Jean Chacon,” she shouts back into Ben’s ear.

“But that’s impossible,” Ben argues.  “Jean Chacon is dead.  She died...”

“On Mars, I know,” replies Sera.

“Yeah,” says Ben, “before she had any children.”

“Well, it’s possible,” says Sera.  “I’ll tell you more about it sometime.”

Ben gives Sera a confused look.

“Okay,” he shrugs.  “I suppose I can go with that.”  He thinks for a moment.  “But I thought James King died a penniless man.”

“Yes he lost most of his fortune.  But he left enough for me, to survive, anyway.”

After a moment Ben says, “Well, Sera King, what is it you want from me?”

“Well, Ben Jenkins,” she replies, “I want to go back to Mars.  And I believe you can help me get there.”
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“I know nothing of my Grandfather’s work,” declares Ben. “I would not know the first thing about how to get there.  I mean first you have to have a rocket and, and geesh, why the hell do you want to go back there?”

“I want to finish what my mother started,” say Sera.

“You want to what? Why?”

“It’s just something I have to do.  Will you help me, Ben Jenkins?”

Ben just stares at her for a moment.  “You have to have a rocket.”

“I have one,” declares Sera.  “Or at least I think I know where one is.”

“This is crazy,” says Ben.  “I’m sorry but I don’t want anything to do with this.  And I still don’t know why you need me.  Listen, I have to go.  I’ve got to study for a final exam tomorrow.”  He turns to go.  He makes his way to the table and picks up his backpack.

Sera follows Ben out of the club.  She is crestfallen, “Ben. Wait.”  But Ben is already trudging home.  She lets him go.  For now.

The next day, Sera waits for Ben outside his classroom.  Ben finally emerges from the classroom, looking a bit exhausted, having completed his final exam.  He spots Sera and tries to walk the other way.  Sera hurries to catch up with him.  

Ben stops and speaks to her in a low voice, “What, you memorized my class schedule?  Stop following me.  I told you, I’m not a hacker.  And I don’t want to—“

“Baloney,” argues Sera.  She grabs Ben’s arm, the one with the scar, and holds it up for him.  “You literally hacked the chip from your arm, and somehow you are getting away with it.  And you’re not a hacker?” she asks.

“Is that it then, you want me to remove the chip from your arm?  It’s not that hard,” he says.

“I told you what I want.  And I know you know certain things.  Hacking is in your blood.  Like how you know how to remove biochips and get away with it.  Like how you know to go to a rock n’ roll club so you can talk free from surveillance.”

Ben sighs.  He stands for a moment, unsure of what to do.

“I looked you up after I got home last night,” Ben says.  “You are who you say you are, anyway.”

“Yes I am,” replies Sera.

“And I admit, it is interesting. Somewhat.”

“Okay.... Good.”

“Well, again, we can’t talk here,” says Ben.  “We can go to my place.  It is secure.”

“See,” smiles Sera.  “I knew it.  You know how to do certain things.”

“Well, maybe it is in my blood after all,” replies Ben.

Ben’s apartment is small and dingy, but tidy.  In one corner sits a desk with almost ancient desktop-style computer, with two monitors.

“Amazing,” says Sera.  “How old is this thing?” she asks about the computer, admiring it.

“About one hundred fifty years old,” says Ben.

“And how is it your apartment is surveillance proof?  Is it lead lined or something?”

“No,” says Ben.  He says slowly, divulging a secret, “I just happen to know that...  ...no one is listening.”

“How do you know that?”  

“Because there’s no one to listen,” says Ben.  “There’s no budget for it.  But they make everyone think there is, you know, to keep people in line.”

Sera just looks at him, incredulously for a moment.  

“At least they are not listening to me.  And I’ve confirmed it with that,” he points at the computer.
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