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            MEET THE MARTIANS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Louise: Geologist

        Bastian: Mechanic

        Jim: Scientist (classified)

        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.
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      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.

      
      
        
          
            
              
        Bastian

      

      
        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
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