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Disclaimer


I ask readers to understand that, in telling any story of mine, a main character may do un-islamic or prohibited things due to their flaws or ignorance. I assure that there is a positive character arc at play in all my stories, and ask of you to remain patient and see it through.

JazakAllahu Khairan for reading.






Alien Escape 


Mars, more than anything, was a wasteland. The red planet was less red and more a mixture of blood and dust, if Farhan Latif had to put a phrase to it. He had a way with words, and the planet was a symphony of demonic strokes all tucked into one paintbrush, before being administered to the entire planet in one fell swoop. Still, the domes in the distance and wind-pattered mountaintops that stretched into the sky as far as the eye could see were fascinating from the view of their rover as it landed. 
This rover, of course, was nothing like the rovers of the past that struggled to even reach the planet and were the size of a small toy airship. Humanity, now, was ready for terraforming other planets, and had built rovers capable of doing so—the size of a small aircraft, with enough fuel to power it for years, if needed, or decades on lower settings that would disable some functionality, but not all. 
Work had already begun on Venus, another planet that neighboured the coveted home of Earth. Mars, on the other hand, was Farhan Latif’s job. His astronaut in arms on this colonising mission was none other than Zigler Anderson, or Ziggy as he liked to be called. A man with many talents and perhaps too many jokes, and the lonely journey towards Mars had been rife with them. Much to Farhan’s annoyance.
Ziggy was the one manning the rover, steering it in the right direction and ensuring the sunset over the planet didn’t whisk them back into the universe in a direction they didn’t intend. They wouldn’t perish in such an instance—if that was the risk then humanity would never have sent them—but complications would certainly arise. And Farhan, more than anything, hated complications.
Though he was staring through the hull of the rover as it slowly descended onto the rocky planet’s bloodshot surface, Farhan could almost taste the salt in the air, could almost smell the dust clouds that no doubt would storm his way and attempt to string him off to an early death. The atmosphere would have to be dealt with, that was for sure, as well as ensuring the landscape wasn’t too wild for human habitation. Atmospheres, however, would take hundreds of years to change, perhaps even thousands, but that was the beauty of terraforming. 
Farhan wasn’t just creating a better future for himself and his family. He was forming the foundations of a new humanity to live abroad, on the farthest edges of human technology and progress, where no man, until very recently, had reached before.
Farhan felt the typical buoyancy beneath his feet as the rover touched down, and the engines hissed as they deployed themselves to stabilise the rover on its spindly legs in comparison to its size. The engine rumbled once more, with a thousand other mechanisms Ziggy was more familiar with whirring in the background. Farhan felt off balance for a second, but that was completely normal for rough landings on a planet with the consistency of unpolished stones.
But Farhan wasn’t too concerned with the systems right now. He and Ziggy both had double and triple checked them before manoeuvring the rover into position for the final landing. They had been orbiting the planet for the last half a year, ensuring all the calculations were perfect with the assistance of mission control. And now they were here, finally ready to commence their mission of a lifetime. 
Farhan was itching to get his suit on and get out there. There was something about stepping on a new place that couldn’t be understated, and it had been an impulse since Farhan was a child. Many times his parents had caught him venturing off into the undergrowth of the forest near his childhood home or the forbidden sections of whatever store they were in. It was an exhilaration nothing in the world could match, and when the unknown territory was a new planet, Farhan was almost giddy with excitement despite being a professional astronaut.
The sun bloomed in the sky, lighting the orange with a glow that shone through the hull and beamed into Farhan’s eyes. Despite the sun, however, the temperature was a mere illusion. A red planet and the shimmering sun in the distance  made for the expectation of desert-like climates, sweltering heat and a thick dryness to the air, but the truth could be further from that prediction.
According to the system’s console, the temperature surrounding the rover was minus-thirty-two degrees celsius. Back on earth, ice would have solidified to an extent that would be difficult to break, and going outside dressed for the summer would result in serious injuries within minutes if the person wasn’t careful.
Farhan, however, was careful, as much as he wished to roam free. He slinked back through the rover’s paler than death interior with its bland design to where the spacesuits were kept. He clung onto the suit, felt its weight dig into his hands as he hopped back to where Ziggy was seated. 
This was the part he hated the most about his job. Though he knew it was a foolish proposition, Farhan wished he could go onto the planet without wearing protection and feel its atmosphere for real, breathe its air in its most authentic form, touch its ground with the pores of his fingers rather than the ridges of gloves that felt too thick as he tugged them on.
He donned the suit in almost record time, then went over to where Ziggy was stationed at the helm of the rover.
“You fancy coming outside for the first touchdown?” Farhan said with a lopsided smile. “You can put your name in the history books. Ziggy Anderson, the first man to terraform Mars. Like Neil Armstrong but way cooler.”
Ziggy gave a laugh. “If I’m worth remembering, history will find a way there for me anyhow. Go on, Farhan, you’re the one who worked harder for this than me. I’m just the one with the pilot’s licence. Get your glory, I’ll keep an eye out and let you know if anything happens.”
Farhan nodded, then pulled on the helmet of the suit. It insulated his skull, caused everything to feel ten times hotter, and once he fastened it into place, all he could hear were the thoughts raging around his own head. Thoughts of excitement, thoughts of exhilaration, thoughts of pride at how he was advancing the reaches of humanity beyond anything they had done before.
“What’s that?” Ziggy then said, voice muffled from outside the helmet. Farhan tapped the tempered glass of his helmet, and Ziggy switched communication systems to the speaker placed along the helmet’s inside edges like some strange form of futuristic surround sound for astronauts.
“Take a look there, Farhan,” Ziggy said, beckoning him closer with a hand. Farhan breathed in the fresh, pure oxygen as he gazed at the window Ziggy looked through. “Can you see that, there?”
Farhan followed Ziggy’s pointed finger and found a shadow in the distance. A shadow that, seemingly, defied what humanity knew about shadows. The shadow flitted in an imaginary wind, but didn’t shift over for a second. The shadow was slightly blurred, too, a phenomenon that Farhan hadn’t seen before in such dry climates.
“Must be some strange object we’ve never seen before,” Farhan said, staring at the dark spot of the shadow against the otherwise red rock. Confusion wrought his mind, but also not a small sliver of excitement. “I’ll take a look. Must be something interesting, maybe a new discovery.”
“We can be inventors now,” Ziggy said with a laugh. He tapped Farhan’s helmet lightly, then turned him around by the shoulders. “Go on, mate. Get your glory. I’ll send the message back to mission control that we made it through.”
[image: image-placeholder]Once the safety hatch released itself and allowed Farhan to step out, the first thing he noticed was the immense cold that floated around his spacesuit but not inside it. The insides of the rover were kept to an even fifteen degrees. Warm enough that the crew—which in this case was just Farhan and Ziggy—felt comfortable to walk through the day and sleep at night, but not so warm that the heat would stick to skin and sweat would form in high pressure situations.
“Can you hear me, Farhan?” Ziggy said, to check the communications systems were online.
“Hearing you loud and clear mate. How’s it on your end?”
“Good, good. Over and out.”
Farhan suppressed the smile at Ziggy pretend to be some military buff. He focussed his eyes on the red planet he now walked on, at the mountains jutting out in the distance and stretching their spires all the way to the heavens. At the harsh lighting that jutted down as if mountains of light, threatening to blind his eyes as if he was gazing at something forbidden for humans to see.
The desolation was akin to a desert back on earth, but held something otherworldly about it. Something ethereal that Farhan couldn’t place a finger on. This entire time, he’d been wishing to reach this planet, wishing to escape his orbit around Mars prematurely and settle the rover onto the red rock shores. And now he was here, enjoying the sights and wishing he could smell and taste the atmosphere, too. 
One day, he would. If his mission succeeded. If humanity could terraform Mars into a habitable planet for their species.
It looks amazing, Farhan thought, the cold of the planet unable to take effect on him since his spacesuit was heated to a perfectly comfortable temperature. He walked through, and felt lighter than he’d ever felt before. Farhan jumped, floated almost twelve feet into the air from the force. He floated back down like a bird descending onto its perch, and Farhan almost felt as graceful.
“Focus on the mission mate,” Ziggy said. “There’ll be time for exploring later, but I wanna get a start on this number crunching.”
Farhan glanced back and found the rover’s window occupied by his fellow astronaut’s smirk. Farhan smirked himself, then realised Ziggy couldn’t see it because of the spacesuit hiding the expression. 
“Fine,” Farhan said, and he set about grabbing his preliminary test equipment from the rover and seeing what made up the planet. First, he used a simple thermometer. Although the sensors around the rover were accurate, the little differences made all the impact, and so Farhan had to be sure.
He glanced around the open area, found a thin crack in the ground, and placed the thermometer in that crack. He used another sensor, one attached to his spacesuit, and used that to check the temperature, too. Both the thermometer on the ground and his suit were in agreement—minus-thirty-degrees celsius. A temperature more akin to the arctic back on earth.
Farhan didn’t feel that cold, but a chill did sweep through him at the idea that he walked through such a foreign climate. Except there was no water around, only hard rock coloured the shade of dried blood and cinnamon. And no life, too, other than Farhan and Ziggy.
Soon, there will be life here, Farhan thought. Soon, we’ll be able to make this a home for humanity to enjoy.
Farhan placed the temperature equipment back, and was about to decode the composition of the atmosphere using another device, when Ziggy’s voice rang out again.
And this time, a slightly larger level of concern was laced within.
“I think you should check out that shadow, mate,” Ziggy said. “There’s something strange about it, but I can’t really tell from here. I’d come out with you, but the rover needs someone
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