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For Rebecca, the queen of sci-fi RH. Thanks for inspiring me



Meet the Martians

Louise: Geologist
Bastian: Mechanic
Jim: Scientist (Biochemist)
Tobias: Cook
Will: Scientist (agriculture)
Han: Doctor
Jordan: Scientist (physics)



Prologue

We thought everything was perfect. We had our own planet, the freedom to do whatever we wanted, the resources to survive. And our family. My six men and me. Unconventional, strange, and utterly amazing. I never thought I could feel this much love without exploding, but it worked.
For the first time in forever, I was happy.
There was no news from Earth, but we thought we didn't need them anymore. We'd made it for six months without contact.
But of course, happiness never lasts.
And when happiness disappears on Mars, disaster strikes.



Day Three

52:03
A burst pipe is the beginning of the end. Something so small, so inconsequential at first sight, suddenly broke our fragile life on Mars. 
The irony is that a good plumber could have averted a lot of what was to follow. But plumbers are hard to find on this planet. Bastian is a mechanic, and while he's pretty good with everything that needs fixing, there are some things even he can’t fix. Like a bomb attached to the pipes delivering oxygen to all parts of the station.

IT’S THE FIRST TIME since the virus that the alarm sounds, blaring through the remnants of my dream. I’m cuddled up against Jordan; Will left us at some point during the early hours of the morning. The two of them like to share, and who am I to say no to that. It makes our schedule a little more confusing, but it’s worth it. 
At the beginning, we tried it without a schedule, but that led to jealousy and even some heated arguments among my men. Now, we have a timetable, looking just like the one I used to have back at school, and unless there are special occasions like birthdays, we don’t change it. It’s my birthday in a week, actually, and I know exactly that I want to change the schedule for that – the guys just don’t know it yet.
“What’s going on?” Jordan mutters sleepily. “This isn’t the fire alarm.”
We have regular fire drills and training exercises, so we’re used to that sound.
“No,” I reply while jumping out of bed, pulling a hoodie over my sleep shirt. “That’s the master alarm. Something is seriously wrong.”
I check my comm bracelet.
>>Meet in the control room immediately<<
Bastian has sent the message, but I’m confused why he wouldn’t give us the reason for the alarm. It’s still echoing through the room, the entire station, most likely. 
Fear is beginning to run through my body. This isn’t just a drill, this is real.
“Let’s go,” Jordan says. He’s put on some loose jogging trousers, but his chest is bare. There are some faint scratch marks on his abdomen; I must have been quite wild last night. 
I follow him through the dark station, walking at a brusque pace, almost running. It’s 6am, way before the time I planned to get up. I stayed up late, first because of work, then because of Will and Jordan.
It’s usually quiet at this time, but right now, I can’t even hear the sound of my own footsteps because of the alarm. I wish Bastian would switch it off, surely all of us are awake by now. 
When we enter the control room, everybody else is there already apart from Will. He was planning to work in the greenhouses this morning, and they’re the furthest away from the centre of the station.
However, as soon as we’ve taken a seat around the large table, he arrives, breathless, mud staining his cheeks.
“What’s going on?” he asks. “And fucking switch off that alarm. I can’t hear my own thoughts.”
Bastian presses some buttons on the touchpad in front of him and the alarm goes quiet. Finally. It still echoes in my mind though, the sound almost as loud as it was in reality. My ears are ringing, and it takes me a moment to adjust to the sudden silence.
I don’t usually come to this room, even though it’s the heart of the station where all the computers keep track of the systems. Right at the beginning, I managed to connect my comms bracelet to most of the important alerts, so I could communicate with Earth on the go and didn’t have to come to the control room. And for meetings, we usually convene in the common room where we can have drinks and snacks while discussing and planning our work... and our survival, occasionally.
“There’s a bomb,” Bastian finally says into the silence.
Nobody answers. It’s too outlandish. There aren’t any bombs on Mars.
“What?” I ask when nobody else seems to want to speak. “Explain.”
“A pipe burst, I checked it out, I found a bomb hidden behind the pipe. It’s intact, and there’s a timer. That’s the short version.” Bastian runs a hand through his dark brown hair. A few small strands are stuck to his forehead, glued there by the tiny pearls of sweat that are covering his skin. 
“And what’s the long version?” I prompt. “When does the timer expire?”
“Two days.” He checks his watch. “Fifty-two hours. And it looks like the bomb has been there a long time. It was covered in dust and even a bit of rust. Maybe it’s even been there from the beginning, who knows. I’m not an expert in this kind of stuff. It’s in a really clever location though. Not somewhere I’d usually check, hidden deep within our maze of pipes and cables. It’s a miracle really that we had the pipe burst this morning, or we’d never have found out until it was too late.”
“Anyone of you ever disposed of a bomb?” Jim asks, his voice dripping with a mixture of sarcasm and fear. 
“I’ve watched the Hurt Locker,” Tobias offers unhelpfully, resulting in an irritated glare by Bastian.
I frown, trying to get my head around it all. “Why would anyone put a bomb on a Mars station? It’s not really a terrorist target, especially not now that Earth is busy with the Drowning. They have bigger problems than sending bombs here.” 
“That’s why I think it’s been here for a while,” Bastian explains. “Remember the anti-space movement, the fanatics who wanted the resources spent on Mars missions be used to help people on Earth? Maybe it was them.”
I shake my head. “Even if it was them, how did they get a bomb here? Every tiny piece of cargo is recorded and measured, scanned, whatever. Us settlers got exactly one standard sized crate to fill with our personal belongings. I don’t know how big that bomb is, but I barely managed to fit my favourite books in there.”
“They took out some of my seeds,” Will mutters. “If they check seeds, they’d definitely find a bomb, even if it’s in tiny pieces.”
Bastian sighs. “Right now, we don’t need to know how it got here. We need to dispose of it, and quickly. I’ve not examined it properly yet, I wanted to let you all know first, but it looks like it’s attached firmly to some of the most important pipes and cables, including our oxygen supply. If it blows, our life support systems will fail.”
“What kind of bomb is it?” I ask. Not that I know much about bombs. I’ve seen films, watched some documentaries about bomb disposal in Laos, but that’s about it. Once they found an unexploded World War Two bomb close to the apartment complex I used to live in, and we all had to evacuate for the morning while they disposed of it.
Bastian shrugs. “It’s got a timer, lots of cables and a container that I assume contains explosive material. I don’t know shit about bombs. And it’s fused to some very important hardware. I need more time to explore it, but you needed to know first. If this goes badly... well, two days. That’s it.”
Silence meets his words. 
“I wish we had internet up here,” Toby mutters. “Or a connection to Earth. It’s been nice to have our peace and quiet from them, but right now, it would be helpful to speak to an expert.”
“No use wanting something that we can’t get,” Jordan says. Of course, he’s the one to stay fairly rational. “Is there a way to separate that part of the station from the rest, so that not everything is affected if the bomb blows? Surely there are ways to make a part of the station self-contained in emergencies?”
Bastian nods. “Yes, we do have that option. The station is set out to have three compartments that can function on their own if needs be. However, the bomb is on the border of two of them. If it blows, we only have a third of the station left for us. And we’ll lose the greenhouse.” He sighs again. “Even if we’re in the self-contained part, we won’t be able to survive for long. We don’t have the resources.”
“Fuck.” Will vocalises what we’re all thinking. We’re so screwed.
“Is the bomb connected to our electricity?” Jordan asks. “Then we could just switch off the power in that part and it won’t be able to detonate.”
“It doesn’t look like it,” Bastian explains. “And even so, maybe switching off its power supply might set it off.” Suddenly, he slams his right fist on the table, making us all jump. 
“I’ve never felt so helpless,” he admits quietly. “I’m used to being able to fix everything, but now it seems we have a problem I can’t fix.”
He looks so distraught that I can’t help but get up and give him a hug, wrapping my arms around him while standing at the back of his chair. It’s an awkward position, but I stay bent over, putting all the warmth and love I have for him into the embrace. 
“You’ll find a way,” I whisper in his ear. “We’re all together in this, and we will find a solution. Right, guys?” I lift my voice and look around the table. 
“Of course. We should make a plan,” Han says, already pulling up a virtual notepad on the table. 
With a final squeeze of Bastian’s broad chest, I stand up straight and return to my seat, before addressing the guys. When we make plans, it’s always me who leads the discussion, and this won’t change just because there’s a bomb involved.
“Han, you’ve got deft fingers“- he chuckles at that and I feel myself blush – “take a look at the bomb with Bastian and see if you can help him. Toby, I need you to check our resources, food and water especially. See if we can bring them all to the part of the station that will be safe, and how long they’ll last us. Will, if we lose the greenhouse, we need to salvage as much as possible from it. Harvest everything we possibly can in the next two days. Jordan, Jim and I will look through all the books and files we have. Maybe we can find something about bombs, explosions, more detailed plans of the station, that kind of thing. And Bastian, if you need any of us, give us a buzz. Same goes for Toby and Will. The three of us will be on call for whatever you need.”
I take a deep breath. “Everyone okay with that?”
Jordan leans over and presses a surprise kiss on my cheek. “Clear and precise as always, darling.”
I give him a tense smile. I wish I could hug them all, give them and myself the reassurance that everything will be alright. That we’ll survive, just like we always do. But the cold fear wrapped around my heart prevents that from happening. This is bad, really bad.

49:14
Three hours later, I slam the book I’ve been skimming back on the table. “This is useless,” I declare, all the confidence and hope I showed in our earlier meeting forgotten. “We have several copies of 1984 and Harry Potter, but not a single book on explosives, bombs, survival, or anything else that would be useful.”
Jim chuckles darkly. “Nobody expected there to be terrorists on Mars.” He also lowers the book he’s been reading. “You’ve been here from the beginning, Louise. Do you have any suspicions who of the settlers may have put the bomb there?”
I shrug. “I got on well with all of them. I guess it has to be someone with mechanical knowledge, but if a terrorist managed to make their way to Mars, they were probably able to hide those skills from everybody else. It could have been anyone.”
“I’ve been thinking,” Jordan says quietly from the corner he’s sitting in, buried behind stacks of books. Our library is small, but we’ve managed to unearth a surprising number of books. “Maybe the virus wasn’t random. Maybe it wasn’t a Martian virus at all. Maybe someone brought it to Mars to do the same job the bomb is going to do. Destroy the station. Kill all the settlers.”
My stomach churns at the implications of that. “I always thought it was an accident. A terrible unlucky catastrophe. But if someone planned it... that’s murder.”
Jordan nods grimly. “It would also mean that someone orchestrated it from the ground. It wouldn’t have been one of the settlers; nobody would have volunteered to die in a horrific way like you described.”
“Unless they were really, really fanatic and deluded,” I add quietly. “So the bomb would be their back up option to make sure everybody is killed? But the timing doesn’t make any sense. The virus was almost a year ago. Why wait that long to detonate a bomb?”
“Maybe the virus was released prematurely,” Jim suggests. “It doesn’t make sense to not wait for us new settlers to arrive before setting it free. Maybe it was all supposed to happen at the same time. Weaken the settlers, sabotage the life support systems. A double fail safe to make sure everyone dies.”
I’m trying to get it all straight in my head, but my mind is spinning. Someone killed my friends. They didn’t die because of a random, terrible, mindless virus. No, they were murdered, a planned killing, cold and strategic. This may have been years in the planning.
“All this to stop progress?” I ask. “Just to make a point? The station had finally reached a level where we were making real progress, getting our first research results. Why would anyone destroy that?”
Jim shrugs. “If they planned it before the first mission launched, maybe they didn’t expect it to be so successful. Maybe they even thought of it as a mercy killing.”
I shudder. “All that death... And now we’re the ones alive and people on Earth are dying? How ironic is that?”
My voice quivers. It’s all a bit too much. I can deal with me being in danger, I’m getting used to that. What I can’t deal with is knowing that someone tried to kill me, and that the same monsters are now trying to kill my men as well. 
“You’re not going to die,” I tell them determinedly. “I won’t let you die.”
Again, my traitorous voice trembles. 
“Hug?” Jordan asks, already getting up and crossing the room. 
“Hug,” I confirm, reaching up, but instead of pulling me to my feet, he sits down next to me and puts an arm around my shoulders. It’s nice, but it’s not enough. I turn and lift one leg over his, straddling him. He chuckles and wraps his arms around my waists, pulling me close until our bodies touch.
“Kiss?” he asks, his dark eyes capturing mine. 
“Kiss,” I confirm with a choked laugh.
His lips meet mine, their softness contrasted by the intensity of his kiss, the way he presses himself against my body, the desperation with which he runs his hands through my hair. 
His tongue nudges my lips to open and I comply with a light moan, wrapping my arms tighter around him. He’s mine and he’s not going to die. 
I meet his tongue with mine, caressing his, nudging his teeth playfully, sucking in his warmth and love. Suddenly there’s an additional pair of hands on my body, fingers massaging my breasts. Jim has joined us, taking position behind me, his chest rubbing against my back. He twirls my nipples through my shirt and my brain is telling me to lean back against him while at the same time insisting that I bend forward to deepen the kiss even more. 
“We won’t let you die either,” Jim whispers as one of his hands slips under my waistband. I’m wearing the most comfortable and therefore most baggy clothes I could find, and right now, it makes it easy for him to get access. Jordan’s hardness pressing against my thighs just intensifies the shivers of lust running over my skin. I almost come apart when Jim’s middle finger slides deep inside of me, rubbing my inner walls with fervour, but Jordan distracts me by cupping my arse with his hands. 
These two men will be the end of me, I think as they bring me to new heights of pleasure, both of them, at once, in me, with me, everywhere.
I’m one lucky Martian.



Day Two

29:31
I don’t think any of us got some proper sleep. We ignored the schedule and all slept together in Bastian’s bedroom, the biggest of them all. Jim and Jordan slept on the floor; they’d already had their fill of Louise, as Han put it. The others got their fill on the bed; a desperate lovemaking that had something of a finality that made my heart ache deeply in the moments before I fell into a restless sleep. Their closeness helped, the way their bodies surrounded me, but whenever I woke, their warmth just reminded me that their lives may be extinguished soon and they’d turn into the same cold, rotten corpses I’d seen all my former crewmates become. At least I wouldn’t be around to see it this time. I’d be dead as well, united in death. Maybe there was an afterlife that would let us be together forever. Yes, that was a thought I should keep close. I’d never been religious, but maybe, my mother had been right and there was a God and a Heaven and a place to be happy forever. 
"Are you awake?" Bastian whispers, his arm snuggled around my waist. 
"Yeah, I've been awake for a while."
"Me too." He sighs. "Shall we wake the others?"
"Not necessary." Jordan's deep voice from behind me makes me turn around, straight into his waiting lips. I kiss him back, wishing I could enjoy the moment. Instead, dread fills me at the thought that we only have less than forty-eight hours to go until we might all die. 
The guys are in a similar downtrodden mood, and we get dressed quietly before heading to the common room for breakfast. 
Toby makes us a big pot of porridge. When he puts it on the table in front of us, he adds a sprinkle of cinnamon.
"We might as well enjoy it," he says with a shrug. I smile at the irony of it. We're eating porridge because oats are one of the ingredients we still have a lot of, so we don't need to ration them. And now, he's adding cinnamon, one of our rarer goods. All our spices are for special occasions only - they're not on the list of priority food we used to be sent from Earth. And now that there won't be any more deliveries... this little glass of cinnamon is likely all we'll ever have. Once it's gone, the taste of cinnamon will be nothing but a memory.
Why are there tears pooling in my eyes? Because I'm thinking of cinnamon? Pull yourself together, Louise. You've got through worse. Now's not the time to get emotional.
To hide my traitorous eyes from the guys, I stare down at my porridge, trying to enjoy it, but it could just as well have no taste at all. I force myself to eat it all; I need the energy to get through the day. There's a lot to be done, whether it turns out to be preparing for survival or preparing for death. 
Once everyone is done, I slip into my role as organiser. Immediately, my eyes dry. It's like acting, putting on a new mask. 
"Bastian, give us an update on what you managed to do yesterday?"
He already told us about most of it at dinner, but I want to do it formally now that everybody is here and listening.
Bastian nods. "The bomb is wired to some essential wires that we can't cut. Whoever put it there knew exactly what they were doing. I don't see any way of removing it without setting it off, to be honest. There are some random cables connecting the trigger with the explosives, but unless you want to play Russian roulette, I wouldn't recommend cutting any of them. It's not like in the movies where the hero somehow manages to identify the correct cable. It would be a one in seven chance of getting it right. I'm not willing to take that risk."
"Let's keep that as our last resort," I agree. "If we can't remove it, can we somehow encase it so when it goes off, it doesn't do as much damage?"
He shakes his head. "We don't have anything strong enough, and I'm worried that whatever we use might turn into shrapnel that does even more damage. At the moment, the only way I can see to deal with this is to evacuate to a safe part of the station and take as many resources with us as possible."
"The biggest problem with that is the greenhouse," Will says, pulling out a notepad from his pocket. It's full of scribbled handwriting, numbers and more numbers. "Most of what I'm growing at the moment isn't ready for harvest yet. We'll lose ninety percent of what I've worked on for the past months. Together with the food we have in storage, we might last two months, maybe three at most. Then we'll starve, plain and simple. Without new deliveries from Earth and no greenhouse, we don't have another way of getting food."
There it is. We didn't need aliens or a meteorite shower to be our end. All we needed were some stupid humans who built a bomb. I wonder if they're still alive or whether they perished in the Drowning. I hope they did. I'm not someone who wishes evil on other people, but these bastards killed my friends, and they now threaten to kill my men. No way am I going to let this happen.
"Is there any way to separate the greenhouse from the other two parts that will be destroyed by the bomb?" I ask. "It's got solar panels on the roof already so could it use that as its energy?"
Bastian shakes his head in regret. "If we had a few weeks, I could probably make that happen, but we have not much more than a day. And even if I manage to reinstate power after the bomb goes off, it will be too late for our plants. They'll have been starved of water and carbon dioxide for far too long. We'd have to start from scratch, but it will be too late. By the time we have new plants, we'll be dead."
"Failsafe," Jim suddenly says and all eyes turn to him. "If I built a bomb with a timer, I'd want to be able to stop it should my plans change."
A tiny ray of hope shines into my heart and I look at him questioningly. "How would you do that? If the person who created the bomb isn't on the station, wouldn't they have to send the signal from Earth?"
Jim nods. "Exactly that. And they wouldn't be able to send it via the normal comms channel that we've been using. It would be too obvious, they'd be detected immediately. There are more firewalls around that connection than I could ever break, and I'm a bit of a computer genius."
Despite myself, I have to grin. He kept them from us for quite some time, pretending he was only a scientist specialising in chemistry and molecular biology. Well, besides that, it turns out he can basically talk to computers. At least that's what it looks like. He gets our systems to function better than they were likely ever intended to. He used to be a hacker in his youth, hacking into secret services and the military, until he was caught and 'converted to the side of the light', he says. So if he says he can't get through the firewalls, then they really have to be almost unbreakable.
"I thought I'd checked everything for viruses, but that was before I thought someone would need to send a simple signal from Earth to Mars to either set the bomb off or stop its timer. Give me a few hours and I'll be able to tell you if it's possible." He sighs. "This is just a theory though. It might be wasted time. I might be more useful doing something else."
I shake my head. "No, you do that. You're right, if I was an evil genius, I'd think of a way to influence my plan from Earth if things change." I turn to the others. "Any other updates?"
Toby shrugs. "Will already said everything about our resources. Basically, we're screwed."
"Never stop being so positive," Han teases, before he turns serious. "I hereby volunteer to try and cut the right cable, if it comes to it. If we decide to let the bomb go off, then the seven to one chance no longer applies."
"It still applies," I protest angrily. "It could kill you."
He smiles. "We don't know how much explosives are in it. It might just be enough to fry a few pipes and cables, and not enough to kill a man."
I stifle a growl. "No chance. I forbid it. Nobody gets to play the hero. We'll do this together, no solo attempts."
I don't say that I've thought of doing exactly that. I'm going to keep my men safe, even if that means getting hurt myself. Or dying. If it gives them even the sliver of a chance, then it's worth it. A one in seven chance. It could be worse. There could be ten cables. Or twenty. Think positive, Louise.
"Yes, no going rogue," Jordan reasserts, giving me a sharp look. Does he suspect something? Usually Han is the one who can read me like I'm an open, large-print book, but the way Jordan is staring at me is making me doubt that the doctor is the only one who's got me figured out. 
I ignore him. "So, to sum it up, we're screwed unless Bastian finds a way to defuse the bomb, Will figures out how to save the greenhouse, or Jim detects a possible signal that we can manipulate."
Toby laughs sadly. "At least we'll be able to use up the cinnamon without holding back. Maybe I should bake a cake."

26:14
Twenty-six hours to go. That's almost nothing. Not long enough to think about death and what awaits us after. Or say goodbye to my guys properly. 
I didn't say it openly during our meeting, but I'm sure everyone has thought about it. If we starve within weeks or months, isn't it better to just die when the bomb goes off? Not waste time and energy on prolonging our suffering for longer?
There is no hope. There won't be any magic trees suddenly sprouting from the ground to provide us with food. There won't be a shuttle arriving from Earth filled with supplies, even if we suddenly manage to reinstate communication with them. We're screwed, fucked, dead.
Is it worth fighting? Maybe I should take the guys and lock ourselves into the bedroom. Spend some quality time together. Enjoy our last remaining hours. 
But hope always prevails. Us stupid humans with our stupid hope. My rational mind tells me that there won't be any rescue or sudden miracle, but my heart refuses to believe that. It wants to keep on beating. 
I've survived for so long. When the virus killed everyone, I lived on because I didn't know what else to do. Then my men arrived, and I fought to live for them. To keep them alive. It's been a struggle for a year, and even before, survival was never guaranteed. 
“I’ll take that crate,” Jordan tells me, picking it up before I have a chance to protest. I hate being treated like I’m less strong than the men. It may be true, but I’m pulling my weight just as much as they are. I give him a glare and then take another crate, which turns out being heavier than the other one would have been. 
Happy now, Louise?
My arms are aching from carrying stuff back and forth, but this is about survival. That’s what I tell my complaining muscles. If we don’t get all our most important supplies into the part of the station that will stay unaffected by the bomb, we’ll die even quicker.
I think back to the robot we once had to transport things from A to B. It was one of several that had been sent to Mars before the first settlers to set up the station, but over time, most of them perished. The engineers who’d created them back on Earth hadn’t anticipated the Mars dust to be this persistent and damaging. It gets everywhere, into every robot joint, into circuits, into machine oil used to maintain the robots. 
The last one – Bertie, we called him – died a pitiful death three months before the virus. We did a funeral ceremony for him, half out of the strange kind of Mars humour we’d all acquired, and half out of actual sorrow to lose the last part of our arrival on this planet. I never got to hold a funeral for my friends. Oh, the irony.
I carry the crate along the corridor, watching Jordan in front of me. His perfectly formed behind is squeezed into tight jeans. If I had time... No, I don’t. No use in thinking of what I’d do or of what could be. We’re in survival mode now, no hugging allowed. 
I admire his tattoos that cover his shaved head and travel further down his back, caressing his spine. He’s never told me what they mean; whenever I asked he evaded the question.
“Jordan?”
“Yes?” His voice is just as out of breath as mine. We’ve been shifting crates for two hours now and this is more exercise than I’ve done in a long time.
“Tell me about your tattoos.”
He laughs darkly. “We’re going to die and that’s what you’re thinking of?”
“Now might be my final chance to find out,” I shoot back. “So don’t worry, whatever big secret they tell, I’ll take it to my grave.”
“Maybe they don’t mean anything?” he teases, the darkness in his voice giving way to light humour.
“Even then I’d like to know,” I persist. “Please, indulge me.”
We’ve reached the storage room we’re putting everything in for now – sorting through it will be for later – and add our crates to the stacks of boxes and metal cases already in the small room.
Without warning, he takes off his shirt. Beneath it are hard muscles, his dark skin shimmering with sweat. I’m tempted to touch him, pull him close, but I need answers first.
He turns until I can see his back. It’s not like I haven’t seen him naked before or tried to understand his strange tribal tattoos.
“See that curve on the nape of my neck?” he asks. “It represents how life is fluid, how we never just travel in a straight line. Then, the way it separates into several lines running up the back of my head? That’s tree roots, to remind me to stay grounded. The snake on my left shoulder is wisdom, the...”
“Wait, that’s supposed to be a snake?”
For me, it’s just a black line forming a spiral of sorts. I step closer and run my hands over the supposed snake, enjoying the feel of his soft, cool skin. I can’t help but lean forward and kiss the snake. Well, him. Jordan. 
He doesn’t let me kiss more of his tattoo, instead, he turns around and captures my lips with his. So much for finding out more about his markings. Well, sex with Jordan seems like a good way to spend some of our last hours.



Day One

03:51
We’re taking one last trip to the Spire. It feels like a suitable place to say goodbye. We’ve left before sunrise to make it there for the spectacle of the orange light hitting the smooth, reflecting stone of this natural wonder. 
We’re going to lose access to the loading bay where the rover is usually stored, but Bastian’s said that eventually, we might be able to restore power to it. Still, this might be our last chance to take a ride on it for a long time. Or for the last time.
Toby, Will and Jordan are with me in the rover. Of course, Bastian stayed behind, Han helping him, and Jim is still trying to hack his way into whatever signal might be able to reach the bomb. None of them wanted our help, and with our supplies all stored away in the safe part of the station, there was nothing left for us to do.
We never make it though. We’re minutes away from cresting the hill that will give us a full view of the Spire when the comm crackles and silence falls over the rover.
“Guys, come back!” Jim shouts. “I’ve figured it out!”

02:37
Jim has channelled his comm to all of us, so we can hear his progress no matter where we are, which means that Bastian and Han can continue working on preparing the separation of the three parts of the station, while the rest of us are still parking the rover.
“Whoever programmed this was a genius. They’ve given themselves an option to control the intensity of the blast. There are six levels, I assume that means that there are six cartridges of explosives within the bomb. Somehow, they can disengage them individually, no idea how though. Maybe there’s a chemical in there that renders the explosives useless? Or soaks it in water for long enough not to explode when triggered? No idea, but the how doesn’t matter right now. What matters is that we can disable them one by one.”
A short crackle announces that someone else is trying to speak, and Jim pauses for a moment.
“Can you disable them all at once?” Han asks. Even without seeing him, I can hear the trace of hope in his voice that is beginning to settle in my heart.
“Maybe, if I had more time to figure out the code,” Jim replies. “But I can either do that without knowing if I’ll manage to succeed in time, or disable them one by one, which might take longer, but at least I know that it’s possible.”
I lift my comm bracelet to my mouth and speak. “Don’t waste time on finding another way,” I instruct. “Get rid of them individually. I don’t suppose you know which one will affect what system? Like, can we disable the one destroying the oxygen pipes first?”
“Sadly, this doesn’t come with a manual,” Jim replies drily. “It’s trial and error, so I can’t promise anything. I’ve got the first section disabled already, five more to go.”
I nod before noticing that he can’t see me. 
“Good. Need any help?”
A moment of silence, before the comm crackles again. “A cup of tea, perhaps?”

02:28
Dark circles surround Jim’s striking blue eyes and he looks like he could do with several days’ worth of sleep. Couldn’t we all. Hopefully, in less than three hours we’ll have averted this disaster and can continue our life as before. Or we’ll be sleeping forever. Permanently. 
I shake off that thought and put the large mug of tea in front of Jim, together with a plate of biscuits.
“Wish I could add some milk, but well... no milk on Mars,” I chuckle. “I added two pieces of sugar though for this special occasion.”
“Appreciated,” he mutters, taking the mug and breathing in deeply. “Not the last supper but the last breakfast.”
I put my hands on his shoulders and begin to massage them gently. 
“Hopefully not the last, but just one of many more. Is there anything I can do to help?”
He shakes his head with a sigh. “No, but keep going with that massage. Had I known you can do that, I’d have asked for one weeks ago.”
I laugh softly. “From now on, anytime. We’ll be in your debt forever if you manage to defuse this thing.”
“We’re already in your debt for making the vaccine and keeping us alive. I’m just returning the favour.”
I press my thumbs into the hard muscles around his spine and he groans slightly. 
“Too much?” I ask, but he shakes his head again.
“No, it’s perfect. Now I just need one last kiss and I’ll die a happy man.”
I use my grip on his shoulders to turn him to me, before sitting down on his lap, straddling him. His hair has grown longer, no longer as short cropped as when I first saw him. It distracts from the thin scar running down his cheek. 
I draw a finger over the scar, like so many times before. 
“I love you,” I whisper. “Please don’t let us die.”
He grins before wrapping his arms around my waist and pulling me closer until our heads are level. 
His lips are almost on mine when he murmurs, “I’d die to keep you safe, Louise.”
And I for you, I think, but instead of saying it, I break the space between us and kiss him hard, pressing my lips against his. If this is our last kiss, I might as well make it count.
I cup his face, exploring his skin with my thumbs. I know him inside out, like all my men, but their kisses are always like a brand-new experience. Just as good as the first time.
He runs his hands over my back, one of them slipping beneath my shirt, his cold touch giving me a pleasant shiver of goosebumps.
Far too soon though, he ends the kiss with a final nudge of his tongue against mine.
“I’m sorry, but I need to disarm a bomb,” he deadpans as if that’s the most normal thing ever. I ruffle his hair playfully and climb off his lap. 
“Let me know if you want more tea. I’ve got nothing else to do.”
He nods and turns back to his computer screens, all four of them. There’s lines of code on them that I’ll never understand, but for him, they seem to make sense. 
I close the door behind me quietly, before looking at my bracelet. 
02:13
Should I say my last goodbyes, or are we pretending that we’ll survive? Well, it’s no longer pretending, we finally have a real chance. Jim’s given me new hope.
Not that it distracts me from my plan.
“Does anybody need help with something?” I ask in the comm, but the only one to respond is Han.
“I heard there’s biscuits. Can I have some?”
No idea how he knows that, but Han’s got a seventh sense when it comes to food, especially sweet stuff. I grin and head to the kitchen to go on a biscuit giving round, while also taking in the sterile beauty of the station one last time.
Just in case this is the last time I’m seeing parts of it.

01:06
“Three down, three to go.”
Jim’s triumphant voice makes me smile. I’m sitting on Toby’s lap – there’s a lot of that happening today – nibbling on a chocolate biscuit. It’s a delicacy I haven’t had in months. We’re going all out today, celebrating life and death on Mars.
My lips are slightly swollen from passionately kissing Toby. My cheeks are slightly sore from his stubble rubbing against my skin, but that’s a price worth paying for a Toby kiss. He might be the best kisser of them all; not that I’m wanting to compare them. 
He’s chosen a blue sling for his blackened arm today which looks like it’s made from some kind of floral fabric. We’ve made a game out of gifting him ridiculous slings that we’ve fashioned from the clothes of the dead. Macabre, perhaps, but it’s one of the ways we have to entertain ourselves. I personally love the pink one with tiny little pigs on it I made from someone’s pyjamas. 
“Do you believe in Heaven?” he suddenly asks me. It’s not as if I haven’t thought about that in the past two days.
“I think there’s more,” I say slowly. “Not just this life. Not Heaven as such, maybe just a place for our energy to live on. Although I’d love a paradise with virgin men to corrupt. The six of you can watch.”
He playfully hits my shoulder. “No virgin corrupting for you. You’re ours, no other men allowed. Not even to watch.”
“Wrong. You’re mine. And you’re totally enough for me, don’t worry. Besides, I don’t have space for more than six in my bed.”
He throws his head back and laughs loudly, his chest vibrating against mine. I soak in the sound, so different from all the recent gloom. 
“Agreed, it’s already quite crammed. Tell you what, if we survive this, I’ll build us a bigger bed.”
I snicker. “You’re terrible with DIY.”
He shrugs. “It can’t be that hard, just some nails and stuff like that.”
My chuckles turn into outright laughter.
“Leave it to one of the others. But you can be the first to try it out with me.”
He grins widely. “Pity we can’t do it now.”
“Yeah, pity. I’ve got one last biscuit trip to make.”
He opens his mouth wide in mock horror. “You’re leaving me?”
“Only for a moment. Bastian needs his biscuits, and then we’ll all assemble in our new control room anyway. See you there?”
He sighs and looks at his wrist. “I guess it’s time. Only half an hour to go. Bastian is cutting it close, so you’ve got my full permission to drag him away. Call me if you need some help.”
I smirk. “I’ll be sure to find some handcuffs.”

00:22
“Are you ready?” I ask Bastian, who’s standing on a stepladder, his head hidden behind a thick bundle of cables. 
“No,” he grumbles, “I’d need at least another week to get this to a point where I’m confident it will work.”
“Sorry, I don’t have a week,” I reply more cheerful than I feel. “But I have a biscuit for you. With chocolate bits. It tastes amazing.”
“Want to see the bomb?”
I don’t tell him that I already snuck in the day he told us about it and stared at the cylinder with as much hate as I could muster.
I step on the ladder, but before I can climb up further, he hooks his arms under my shoulders and pulls me up until I’m level with him and can stand on a spoke. Wow, he’s strong. 
He points at a glint of metal concealed behind a large silver pipe. “That’s the cylinder with the explosives, and here,” he lifts a few red cables, “is the timer.”
The large green digits are staring me in the face, the ominous two dots in the middle blinking alarmingly fast. Are seconds really this fast?
00:19:49
Several cables lead from the bomb to the timer. How easy it would be to cut them, but which one? They’re all the same colour, the same length, the same width. It’s a gamble that none of us is willing to take. Yet.
Suddenly, the metal cylinder makes a noise, like something inside has broken off.
“That’s the fourth charge disabled,” Bastian says at the same time as Jim’s voice through the comm tells us the same thing. “Two more to go. We should leave, it’ll take us a few minutes to get to our new home.”
Our new home. That sounds so positive and is so deceiving at the same time. It’s our current home, but only one third of it. With not many of the important parts. No greenhouse, no loading bay, not even the kitchen. We’re having to start from scratch, and if Toby’s calculations are correct, we’ll starve within less than three months. Such a rosy future.
But yes, let’s call it our new home.
Bastian lets me climb down the ladder first, then follows suit until we’re both standing on solid ground, staring up at the bomb about to destroy our lives.
“He can do it,” Bastian mutters, more to himself than to me. “He’s a genius. He’ll disable the last two and everything will be as before.”
I do a quick calculation in my head. It took Jim more than ninety minutes to disable the second and third charge. Then almost forty to get rid of the fourth. He’s getting faster, but there are still two to go. He only has ten minutes each, and so far, his best time has been four times that amount.
He’s not going to make it. 
“Let’s go,” Bastian says and pushes me forward, his hand at the small of my back. I walk without thinking, letting him steer me. 
We’re going to die. 

00:08:12
Everybody’s in our new command room, except for Jim. The room he’s working in is in the safe zone though, so that’s fine. None of us want to disturb him in these crucial last minutes.
Toby has brought another pack of biscuits, caramel ones, this time.
“They’re our last ones, but we might as well eat them now,” he says quietly before handing them out. I take mine gingerly. Eating this feels like something monumental. A moment that will never happen again. We could either die or live after this. Well, to be honest, we’ll live for a bit and then die anyway.
I nibble on my biscuit, not really hungry. My stomach is jumping up and down and I feel queasy with anticipation. 
Jim still hasn’t told us that the second to last charge has been disarmed. He’s cutting it close, far too close.
I put my biscuit back on the table and get up.
“I need the loo,” I explain and leave the room before they can say anything.
“Seven minutes to go!” Will shouts. “Be quick!”
I nod and close the door behind me. Were these really my final words to the guys? I need the loo? How pathetic, but I can’t let them catch on what I’m about to do. If I’d told them how much I love them, they would have known straight away.
I walk quickly, first towards the toilets, just in case one of them decides to leave the room and see me, then change direction and run along a different corridor, the one that will lead me to the room where the bomb is.
“Charge disarmed, one more to go,” Jim says through the comm, sounding breathless and stressed. 
00:05:01
He won’t manage to destroy the final one in just five minutes. It took him almost quarter of an hour this time. To do it in five minutes is impossible.
I skitter around a corner and enter the utility room. It’s been used for storage mainly, but now it determines our fate. I close the door behind me and lock it, just in case.
The comm crackles and I look down at my wrist apologetically. 
“Louise, you better come back, we only have four minutes to go.” Bastian. I don’t want to tell him what I’m about to do so I stay quiet.
I pick up a pair of pliers from the floor and begin to climb the ladder. I’ve decided to leave it until the final ten seconds before cutting a cable. By then, Jim will know whether he’ll succeed or not. 
“Louise?” Bastian’s voice is more frantic now. “You’d better be in the toilets and not doing what I think you’re doing.”
“Maybe her comm is broken. I’m going to check on her,” Toby is saying in the background.
I better tell them now before they leave the safety of the room. They’ve got oxygen masks there, just in case, as well as medical supplies. 
00:03:27
But what am I going to say? Sorry? No, I shouldn’t apologise for this. Hopefully, I’m going to be lucky for once and cut the right cable, and we’ll all live. If not, then I’ll probably die in the blast, but at least it’ll be quick. Starvation sounds a lot worse. It’s the right decision to be here. Definitely.
“Louise?!” Bastian is shouting now, and I cringe at the desperation in his voice.
I sigh and lift my wrist. “I love you all,” I say quietly, almost a whisper. “I hope I’m going to save you.”
“You silly, silly woman!” Will shouts, while the others mostly curse. “We said none of us should play the hero!”
“It was supposed to be me,” Han growls. “It was my idea!”
“Stop shouting,” I bark in the comm and luckily, they all shut up.
I glance at the timer.
00:01:43
“Jim, what’s the situation?” I ask calmly. It’s not like I’m suicidal. If he can do it, then I have no desire to die. I’m only doing this as a last resort. Only to keep my men safe. To give them a chance.
One in seven.
How can fate be so cruel.
“Working on it,” is all Jim says. I can almost see him, his teeth gritted, his fingers flying frantically over the keyboard. 
“Louise, come back now!” Bastian commands.
I smile sadly, even though I know he can’t see it. “You know it’s too late.”
It’s true. Even if I was to run back now, I’d likely not make it on time. All doors are programmed to lock at one minute before the blast. 
It’s final.
“I love you all,” I repeat. “Thank you for being mine.”
Silence.
00:00:59
A bang echoes through the station as all the airlocks and safeguards close as scheduled.
Even if the blast in this room is large, they will be safe. They will be able to live on, at least for a bit.
I stare at the cables in front of me. 
One of them will stop the bomb from going off. I just need to find the right one. I run my fingers over them. Just like Bastian said, they’re all the same.
“I won’t make it.”
Jim is admitting defeat.
Groans and shouts are filtering through the comm, but I switch it off and slide it off my wrist, letting it drop to the floor. 
00:00:24
Time to make a decision. 
I close my eyes and take the cables in my hand, all seven of them. Then, I release them randomly, one by one, until I’m holding on to the last one.
I open my eyes, staring at the cable that will determine everything.
“Please be the one,” I whisper, before lifting the pliers.
00:00:09
Goodbye Bastian, Han, Jim, Jordan, Toby, Will.
I love you.
I stare death into the face as I take a deep breath, squeeze my hand and cut the cable.
00:00:00



Day ?

If death is pain, then this is death. 
There is nothing but pain.
White-hot agony.
I drift in and out of pain, craving the periods of unconsciousness in between. 
When I’m awake, I can’t think. No dreams. 
Just pain.

THE PAIN NEVER GETS better, but the times of darkness are less frequent. Sometimes I almost manage to open my eyes, but I never quite get there. It needs more energy than I have.
My body is burning alive, dying while I’m still living inside it.
I want to die.
Please, let me die.

SLOWLY, I BEGIN TO distinguish between the different kinds of pain. The one in my right arm is a deep ache while the one in my chest is like lightning ramming into my heart every few seconds. The pain in my head is pounding, a ticking that drives me crazy in its predictability. 
Have I turned into the bomb? Is the timer inside of me?
I gratefully sink into the blackness whenever it comes, hoping that it will take me away forever.

THE FIRST TIME I OPEN my eyes, I can’t see.
I close them again before I find out if it’s because the room is dark or because I’m blind.
It takes me a long time before I try again. There’s no way to measure time, locked as I am within my body, but it’s at least two periods of unconsciousness.
I proceed cautiously, blinking once, twice, willing myself to see. 
Again, everything is black. No light at all. This isn’t just a dark room.
I’m blind.
“Louise?”
I’m not sure who is asking, his voice is distorted somehow. Like bits of it are missing.
I don’t reply, I don’t know how to. Instead, I let the blackness take me, hoping that it’s all just a dream.
The tubes in my throat have been removed and my hearing is slowly improving. I can tell my guys apart when they’re talking to each other, or to me. They talk to me a lot. Telling me stories, letting me know what’s going on, trying to make jokes. Most of it doesn’t make sense though.
I listen and try to imagine that it’s not real. That I can die. That I wouldn’t be leaving them behind.
It takes a lot longer for the pain to get less. It doesn’t disappear, but it’s no longer so intense. I can think more coherent now and stay awake for longer. I don’t open my eyes again though. I don’t make a sound either. I just lie there and listen to my men. It makes me happy to know that they’re all there and alive. 

I WAKE UP, FROM SLEEP, not from unconsciousness. It’s a nice change to know that I was able to sleep. Something is different. A new sound close to me. 
It takes me far longer than it should to figure out what’s changed.
Someone is breathing next to me. I concentrate on my body, breaking down the brick walls I’ve erected inside of my mind to protect myself from the pain. 
It hurts like hell but a new sensation washes over me at the same time. Touch. Someone is touching me. One of the guys is in my bed. He’s not hugging me like they usually would, but just lying next to me, his shoulder touching mine, my hip pressed against his chest. 
I want to reach out and show him that I’m awake, but I still can’t move.
So instead, I make the first sound that isn’t a half-conscious moan.
“Hello.” 
It comes out as a barely audible croak, but the body next to me immediately stiffens, then shifts.
“Louise? Are you awake?”
It’s Han. Seems the doctor got tired while looking after me. Or maybe he just missed cuddling me.
My “yes” is another croak, but it should convey the message.
He shifts again, making the mattress wobble, changing my position slightly. This time, I groan in pain as my unused muscles are moved.
“Can you open your eyes?”
He’s talking from above me now and his knees are pressing against my ribs. Is he kneeling over me? Not really how doctors should assess their patients, I think, noticing that I’ve made a first joke since... well, the bomb.
I can open my eyes, but I don’t want to. I don’t want to see the blackness again. 
Instead, I clear my throat, hoping that he’ll understand that I really, really want some water. 
Luckily, he’s not just my man, but also a perceptive doctor, and a moment later, a straw is put to my lips and I suck on it greedily.
When my throat is feeling better and I am able to speak, I ask what I’ve been wanting to know for a long time: “What happened?”
In fact, I have a whole host of questions, like did I cut the right cable, is the station safe, are we going to starve soon, how badly am I injured? But I don’t have the energy to ask all that. 
“Do you remember the bomb?”
I nod, a tiny movement but I hope he sees it.
“You cut a cable – of course you did, we should have known that you’d do that. I don’t know how you managed to be so lucky, but you cut the right one. You successfully disconnected the timer and the bomb, but something went wrong. We don’t quite know what, but part of the bomb exploded even though it was no longer attached to the timer. It was only a tiny bit, but enough to hit you. What’s strange though... you must have seen it coming. We found you on the floor, clutching the bomb. You pulled it away from the pipes even though it wounded you severely. You saved us, you saved the station.”
He clears his throat. “But please don’t ever do that again.”
Now that he’s said it, I dimly begin to remember. I cut the wire, then the cylinder was beginning to make noise. I was worried and ripped it away from the cables and pipes it was threatening.
I take another sip of water from the straw he’s still holding to my lips.
“How bad?”
He doesn’t answer immediately, which tells me a lot more than words would.
“You got severe burns in the blast. Mainly on your chest and face. And you held the bomb when it exploded... I’m so sorry, I couldn’t save your arm.”
My arm. What? But it hurts. Both of my arms hurt. 
I focus on the pain. The left one feels the same as the rest of my body, that tearing, searing pain on the outside. The right though, it’s deeper. A different kind of pain.
“There were some complications,” Han continues, his voice guarded. “But I think we’re through the worst of it now. You’ll be okay. The burns are healing well, and in a few days, we might be able to help you start moving again so your skin gets stretched and the scars will be softer and less painful later on.”
He pauses for a moment, letting it all sink in. “We’re all here for you, every step of the way. You saved us, now it’s our turn to take care of you. Toby has been waiting to tell you that the two of you match now – it’s his new favourite joke.”
“Yes, I’m trying to get him to amputate my arm so that we can rock the same look.” Toby has entered the room without me noticing, and his warm lips press on my forehead a moment later. “Welcome back, beautiful.”
“Don’t,” I mutter, not sure if he’s serious. Tiredness is clouding my thoughts again.
“It’s good to have you back,” he whispers, a slight choke to his voice. “We’ve missed you.”
I want to reply, but all I can do is yawn.
“Sleep,” Han says and gently takes my left hand. “We’ll be here when you wake up.”

AND THEY ARE, ALL OF them. They stay with me through the pain, even when I can’t stop the tears flowing from my useless eyes and the sobs from escaping. The burns hurt a lot more than the phantom pain in my right arm. Sometimes I’m almost glad I can’t see myself in the mirror. When I touch my face, I can feel the thick scars covering my skin, especially on the right side. Most of my hair is gone, too, but I don’t care much about that.
The men tell me that I’m beautiful, but I don’t care about that.
The important thing is that they still love me. They prove it every hour of the day, with their small gestures, jokes and encouragement. 
They’re with me when I slowly start to walk again.
They take me to the Spire to feel the smooth rock, exploring it with touch rather than sight.
And they surround me in bed every night, holding me through the nightmares and the pain, making me feel safe. Without them, I’d be nothing.
Somehow, this disaster has made us become even closer. And once I’ve learned to live with my injuries, I’ll become a proper part of the team again, not just someone who needs to be looked after. That’s what I’m working towards. 
I’m not a victim. I’m a survivor.



Epilogue

If this was a fairy tale, we’d all live happily ever after. Intact. Whole. 
We’re not, though. 
We’re full of scars and bruises, both physical and mental ones.
Life on Mars isn’t full of rose petals and singing princesses.
It’s hard, dirty and full of danger.
But in the end, this is a fairy tale. 
Because we’re happy.

LOUISE AND HER SIX men. Sounds like a pretty good story, right?

I hope you enjoyed the final part of the Mars Diaries – sorry about what I did to Louise 😉
I’d be really grateful if you could leave a review. They’re basically like drugs for authors, but in a healthier way.
For more about what happened on Earth while Louise and her men were on Mars, check out my The Drowning series, starting with Polar Destiny. 
And to stay informed about my next book releases, subscribe to my newsletter.
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