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PROLOGUE
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KYLE ON MARS. EPISODE 9. UPLOADED SOL 6, 03:14 RESORT TIME.

Right. Okay. Is it recording? The light’s on. It’s recording.

Hiya. It’s Kyle. Obviously. If you’re new, welcome to the channel, and also, sorry, because you’ve joined at a weird time.

I’m going to keep my voice down because my mum’s asleep at the back, and if she wakes up she’ll take the phone off me again, and she’s already taken it off me twice today. Once for filming while she was doing first aid on my dad’s ankle, which, fair. Once for filming her crying, which she says she wasn’t doing, but she was.

So. Status update.

We are in a rover called the Sand Cat. It has palm trees painted on the side, which is funny because there are no palm trees on Mars. There’s no anything on Mars. I’d show you out of the window, but there’s nothing to see. There’s a dust storm. It’s just brown, and a hissing noise, like being sealed inside a crisp packet.

We’ve got about two and a half days of oxygen left, if Mum’s maths is right, and Mum’s maths is always right. We’ve got about one hundred and seventy kilometres still to go. We’ve got six packets of mini croissants from the buffet, a robot that won’t stop trying to sell us spa treatments, and my nan, who has never been happier in her life.

Nan, say hello.

She won’t. She’s giving me a look. She’s holding a spanner, for some reason.

Anyway. If you’re watching this, it means the relay satellite came over and the upload worked. It means somebody on Earth knows we’re here.

So I want to say something, while I can.

Mr Vale-Hart. Sebastian. If you’re watching, and I think you are, because I think you watch everything. We know what you did. We’ve got it on video.

And we’re coming home.

Like and subscribe.
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The Golden Ticket

The code was on the inside of a multipack bag of Crunchwell’s Prawn Cocktail, and Gary Bardsley nearly threw it in the recycling.

He’d only noticed it because he was folding the bag into a neat triangle. His dad had folded crisp packets into triangles and his dad’s dad had done it before him, a habit nobody could explain and nobody would give up, like supporting County. He flattened the foil with his thumb, turned it inside out to get the corners crisp, and there it was, printed in silver ink on the silver lining where you’d never see it unless you went looking.

CW-77-MARS-01.

“Den,” he said. “Denise. What’s this mean?”

Denise was at the kitchen table with the laptop and a pile of letters from the surgery she’d brought home because Dr Okonjo’s new receptionist kept filing things under the patients’ first names. She didn’t look up.

“It means you’ve eaten a whole multipack on a Tuesday.”

“Not the bag. On the bag. There’s a code.”

“It’ll be a competition. Win a year’s supply of crisps. Just what you need.”

Gary was already on his phone, thumbing the Crunchwell’s website. It was one of those sites designed by somebody who’d never had to use a website. There was a cartoon prawn in sunglasses. There was a spinning planet. There was a box that said ENTER YOUR GOLDEN CODE, and he did, slowly, checking each letter against the foil as if he were defusing a bomb.

The cartoon prawn exploded into fireworks.

“Den.”

“Mm.”

“Den, I think I’ve won something.”

“That’s nice, love.”

“I’ve won a holiday.”

That got her. She looked up over her reading glasses, the ones she said she didn’t need, and he turned the phone around and held it up to her like a policeman showing a warrant.

CONGRATULATIONS! the screen said. YOU HAVE WON THE CRUNCHWELL’S HOLIDAY OF A LIFETIME! ONE LUXURY ALL-INCLUSIVE WEEK FOR A FAMILY OF FOUR AT SOL PARADISO, THE SOLAR SYSTEM’S FIRST DESTINATION RESORT. FLIGHTS INCLUDED.*

“Where’s Sol Paradiso?” Denise said.

Gary scrolled down. He scrolled down a long way. Eventually he found the asterisk.

*Sol Paradiso is located in Isidis Planitia, Mars. Transit time approximately 26 days each way via Horizon Leisure Interplanetary.

He read it out loud. Then he read it again in case he’d said it wrong. Then the two of them stared at each other across the kitchen in their semi in Edgeley, Stockport, with the dishwasher churning and the telly on next door through the wall and a pile of misfiled patient letters between them, and neither of them said anything for quite a long time.

“It’ll be a scam,” Denise said at last.

“It’s Crunchwell’s.”

“Crunchwell’s can be a scam.”

“They’ve been going since 1952. It says on the bag.” He held the bag up as evidence. It did say that, in a little oval, above the prawn. “Den. We’ve won a holiday on Mars.”

“Gary. We have not won a holiday on Mars.”

*   *   *
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They had, though.

A woman from Crunchwell’s rang the next morning at ten past eight. She had a voice like a children’s television presenter and she said “amazing” eleven times in four minutes. Gary counted. She said the Mars holiday was a joint promotion between Crunchwell’s and Horizon Leisure, that Sebastian Vale-Hart himself had chosen the winning bag at random from the production line in Warrington, that it was a once-in-a-generation opportunity, that there’d be a camera crew at the launch, and that they’d need to sign some forms.

There were a lot of forms.

Denise read every one of them. She sat at the kitchen table with a highlighter and a pot of tea and read all ninety-four pages of the Horizon Leisure Interplanetary Guest Terms and Conditions, which nobody in human history had ever done, and when she’d finished she put the highlighter down and said, “They’re not liable for anything.”

“What do you mean, anything?”

“I mean anything. If the ship blows up, it’s an Act of God. If the resort falls down, it’s an Act of God. If we choke to death on a grape at the buffet, it’s an Act of God and also our own fault for not chewing properly. There’s a clause about grapes, Gary. Section fourteen.”

“They have to say that. Every holiday says that.”

“Benidorm didn’t have a clause about decompression.”

“Benidorm didn’t need one.”

She took her glasses off and rubbed the bridge of her nose. He knew that look. It was the look she’d had for twenty years, every time he’d come home with a plan. The conservatory. The hot tub. The time he’d bought a narrowboat share off a man in a pub. She’d been right about the narrowboat.

“It’s free, Den,” he said, more quietly. “The whole thing. Flights, food, drinks. Everything. When are we ever going to get the chance to do something like this?”

“We could get the chance to do something like this,” she said, “by going to Center Parcs, like normal people.”

“We can’t afford Center Parcs.”

He said it too quickly. She looked at him.

“Since when can’t we afford Center Parcs?”

“I mean, you know. Not in school holidays. It’s daylight robbery, school holidays.”

He made himself busy with the kettle. Behind him, he heard her pick the highlighter back up. He didn’t turn round until it was boiling, by which time his face had gone back to normal.

*   *   *
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Kyle found out from TikTok.

Somebody at Crunchwell’s had posted a video of the winning bag coming off the line, with a dramatic drumroll and some sparkle effects, and somebody else had stitched it with the announcement that the winners were “the Bardsley family from Stockport, UK”, and Kyle’s mate Jaden had sent it to him with eleven skull emojis and the words BRO IS THIS YOU.

He was in double chemistry. He watched it under the desk four times, and then he put his hand up and asked to go to the toilet, and then he went to the toilet and rang his dad.

“Is it true?”

“Hiya, son. Is what true?”

“Mars. Are we going to Mars?”

His dad laughed, that big daft laugh that made people at the next table in restaurants turn round and smile. “Your mother hasn’t said yes yet.”

“She has to say yes.” Kyle was pacing the toilets. A Year Eight came in, saw his face, and went straight back out again. “Dad. Dad. Do you know what this means? Do you know how many followers I could get? Nobody’s ever vlogged from Mars. Like, properly, from a normal person’s point of view. Not the astronauts, they’re boring, they just talk about soil. A normal person. Me.”

“You’ve got a channel?”

Kyle stopped pacing. “I’ve had a channel for two years.”

“Oh right. How many people watch it?”

“Two hundred and twelve,” Kyle said, and then, because it sounded worse out loud than it did in his head, “it’s a niche.”

“What’s it about?”

“Stuff. Like, life. My life.”

“You do your life on the internet?”

“Everyone does their life on the internet, Dad. You’re the only person in the world who doesn’t.”

“I’ve got Facebook.”

“That’s not the internet. That’s a care home.”

His dad laughed again, and Kyle felt something unclench in his chest that he hadn’t known was clenched. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d made his dad laugh. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a whole conversation with his dad that wasn’t about bins or homework or turning the Xbox down.

“Talk to your mum tonight,” Gary said. “Be nice to her. Do the dishes or something. Without being asked.”

“I’ll do the dishes for a month.”

“Steady on.”

*   *   *
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Nana Pat found out because Denise rang her to say that unfortunately the prize was for a family of four, and Denise’s sister Lorraine was going to have the fourth place because Lorraine had always wanted to go somewhere exotic, and so they hoped Pat wouldn’t mind holding the fort.

Then Lorraine found out the transit time was twenty-six days in each direction and that there was no duty free, and pulled out.

So then Denise rang Pat again.

“I’m seventy-eight,” Pat said.

“I know. I’m sorry. It’s a lot to ask. You don’t have to.”

“I’ve got a hip.”

“I know you’ve got a hip, Pat.”

“I mean I’ve got a bad hip. The doctor says I’ve got the hip of a woman of ninety. He says it like it’s my fault.” There was a pause on the line. A long one. Then Pat said, “What’s the gravity like?”

Denise blinked. “The gravity?”

“On Mars. What’s the gravity like.”

“I don’t know. Hang on.” She looked it up. “About a third of here. Thirty-eight per cent.”

Another pause.

“So I’d weigh,” Pat said, slowly, working it out, “about four stone.”

“I suppose so.”

“I haven’t weighed four stone since I was seven.” There was a sound on the other end of the line that Denise had never heard Pat make before. It took her a second to realise it was a giggle. “Put me down. I’m coming.”

*   *   *
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They left from the spaceport at Sutherland on a Wednesday morning in February. It was sleeting. The Crunchwell’s camera crew filmed them walking across the tarmac in matching branded fleeces, waving, while a man with a microphone asked Gary how it felt to be the luckiest family in Britain.

“Unbelievable,” Gary said. “Honestly, unbelievable. It’s like a dream.”

The man turned to Denise. “And how about you, Mrs Bardsley? Excited?”

Denise looked at the rocket. It was enormous. It was fizzing and steaming in the sleet like a kettle that had been left on too long, and it had a cartoon of a cocktail glass on the side, and the words HORIZON LEISURE: YOUR PARADISE IS OUT THERE.

“I’ve read the terms and conditions,” she said.

The man laughed as if she’d made a joke. She hadn’t.

Behind them, Kyle was filming everything. He had his phone up on a little telescopic stick, and he was talking to it in a voice that wasn’t quite his voice, a bit higher, a bit more American, a bit more like somebody on a channel with two million subscribers.

“So this is it, guys, this is literally it, we’re about to go to space, I’m actually shaking, look at my hand. Look at it.”

His hand was not shaking. He wasn’t sure why he’d said that. It felt like the kind of thing you were supposed to say.

Nana Pat was at the back in a borrowed wheelchair with a tartan blanket over her knees. When the camera swung round to her, she gave it two fingers, the British way round, and said, “Get that out of my face, I’ve just had my hair done.”

That was the only bit that made the final edit.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2
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Paradise

Twenty-six days later, they landed in the desert.

Kyle would remember the transit as a blur of strange food, worse sleep and a gnawing boredom that his phone couldn’t fix, because there was no signal and the ship’s Wi-Fi was eleven pounds an hour and his mum had said absolutely not. There’d been about forty other passengers. Most of them were very rich. One was a Swiss banker who did yoga in the corridor at six every morning wearing nothing but a pair of cycling shorts. One was a Texan couple on their fourth honeymoon. One was a famous chef, or famous somewhere, who spent the whole journey complaining that the bread wasn’t proving properly.

They all looked at the Bardsleys the way you’d look at somebody who’d turned up to a wedding in a tracksuit. Politely. Curiously. With a faint, polished smile that said: and who invited you?

Gary didn’t notice. Gary made friends with all of them. By day nine he’d been to the banker’s yoga. By day fourteen he was calling the Texan husband “Big Dale”. By day twenty he’d fixed a dripping valve in the chef’s cabin with a hair grip and a bit of chewing gum, and the chef had wept and called him a genius, and the steward had come and taken the valve away and replaced it properly and given Gary a very long look.

Denise read. She’d brought eleven paperbacks and a book of sudoku and a Kindle as backup. She worked her way through all of them by day nineteen, and then started on the ship’s safety manual, and then started on the safety manuals for the resort, which she’d downloaded before they left on purpose.

Pat spent the whole time in the observation lounge, watching Mars grow from a dot to a coin to a ball to a world.

“I used to do the trajectories,” she told Kyle one night, when he came in looking for a socket. “For the satellites. Not like this. Weather ones. Back at Ferranti.”

“What’s Ferranti?”

She looked at him the way she sometimes looked at the telly when a quiz show contestant didn’t know who the Prime Minister was in 1974. “Computers, love. In Manchester. Before your mother was born. Before your father was born, for that matter. We had a machine the size of this room and it had less brain in it than your phone.”

“You worked with computers?”

“I programmed them.” She tapped her temple. “In here first, then on paper, then on the tape. Holes in a paper tape. If you got one hole wrong, the whole thing went wrong, and you didn’t find out for a day and a half.” She turned back to the window. “I was good at it. Better than the men. They didn’t like that.”

Kyle sat down next to her. He’d come in looking for a socket and he didn’t get up again for an hour.

*   *   *
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The landing was the worst ninety seconds of Gary’s life, and then it was the best.

The shuttle came down out of a pale butterscotch sky, juddering so hard that his teeth clacked together and the Texan wife screamed the whole way and the Swiss banker was quietly sick into a paper bag with enormous dignity. Then there was a roar, and a thump, and the whole cabin dropped about six inches and stopped. Somebody started clapping, and then everyone was clapping, the way they did on the flights to Malaga when he was a kid. Even Denise.

And then they opened the door.

Not the outside door, obviously. The shuttle docked into a long glass tube like the walkways at Manchester airport, only the glass was tinted gold and the floor was polished white stone and there was music playing, something with steel drums. Gary stepped into the tube with his hand luggage and the first thing he noticed was the floor seemed to be pushing up against his feet too hard.

No. That wasn’t it. He was too light. He took a step and went too far, bounced, and had to grab the rail.

“Whoa. Whoa, Den, look at this.”

He did a little jump. He went up about two feet and came down slowly, slowly, like a feather, and landed with his arms out like a gymnast.

“Gary, don’t.”

He did another one. Higher. His head nearly touched the glass ceiling.

“Gary, there are people.”

There were. The rich passengers were filing past them politely, smiling their polished smiles, and the steward was standing at the end of the tube with the expression of a man whose patience had been worn very thin over twenty-six days. But the Texan husband, Big Dale, did a little jump of his own as he went past, and then another one, and then he grinned at Gary and gave him a thumbs up, and Gary felt about twelve years old.

Behind them, there was a clatter.

They turned round. Pat had got out of her wheelchair.

She was standing in the middle of the tube with her handbag over her arm. She had one hand on the rail. Her face was very still, the way it went when she was concentrating on a crossword. She took one step. Then another. Then she let go of the rail.

“Mum,” Gary said. “Mum, be careful.”

Pat walked down the tube on her own. Then she walked faster. Then, at the end of it, with everyone watching, Patricia Bardsley, seventy-eight years of age, with the hip of a woman of ninety, did a little skip.

“Oh,” she said, very softly, to no one. “Oh, look at that.”

Kyle had it all on camera. He’d meant to be filming the view. He wasn’t sure when he’d turned the phone round.

*   *   *
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Sol Paradiso was the most beautiful place any of them had ever seen, and it was trying very hard to make sure they knew it.

It had been built in a bowl in the desert, a shallow crater about two kilometres across, and the whole floor of the crater was covered by a series of linked glass domes like a cluster of soap bubbles. The biggest dome held the main pool, which wasn’t so much a swimming pool as a lagoon, a vast turquoise sheet of water with a white sand beach and real palm trees. The palms were genetically modified, a sign said, to thrive in Martian light. Beyond the glass, on every side, was the desert. Rust and ochre and a dull, bruised red, rolling away to a horizon that was closer than it should be, under that strange dirty-gold sky.

There was a spa dome and a restaurant dome and a dome that was entirely a bar. There was a waterpark with a slide that went outside the main dome, through a transparent tube, across a hundred metres of open Martian surface and back in again. There was a kids’ club called the Little Astronauts, with nobody in it. There was a golf course.

“How do they play golf?” Kyle asked.

“In a dome,” said the robot.

The robot had met them at the end of the walkway. It was about the height of a ten-year-old, built like a wheelie bin that had been to finishing school, with a white curved body and a round head that was mostly a screen. The screen showed a cartoon face, two big friendly eyes and a curved line of a smile. It rolled smoothly on hidden wheels. It wore a small gold name badge.

“Welcome to Sol Paradiso, valued guests!” it said. Its voice was warm and female and very slightly Australian, which seemed a strange choice for Mars. “My name is MO, your Martian Operations Hospitality Unit, and I will be your personal concierge for the duration of your stay. Is there anything I can help you with today?”

“Are you a robot?” said Gary.

“I am a Horizon Hospitality Assistant, version 4.1,” MO said. “You can think of me as a friend. Would you like to hear about our spa packages?”

“No, thank you,” said Denise.

“Our Red Planet Revival is a ninety-minute full-body treatment using genuine Martian clay, harvested responsibly from just outside the resort perimeter.”

“No, thank you.”

“It’s only four hundred and ninety-nine credits per person. I can add it to your room right now.”

“I said no, thank you,” said Denise, and MO’s eyes went from round to a slightly squashed shape, like it was thinking.

“Of course, valued guest! I’ll ask you again later.”

It handed them wristbands. They were gold, warm to the touch, and they closed around the wrist with a soft click and then wouldn’t come off. “Your All-Inclusive wristband,” MO said, “gives you access to every bar, restaurant and amenity at Sol Paradiso, at any hour of the sol. It also allows us to locate you anywhere on resort, for your safety and convenience.”

“What’s a sol?” said Gary.

“A Martian day, valued guest. It’s thirty-nine minutes longer than an Earth day. That means more time for fun!”

Kyle had his phone up. “MO. MO. Say hello to my followers.”

MO’s head swivelled to face the phone. The cartoon eyes blinked.

“Hello, Kyle’s followers. Would you like to hear about our spa packages?”

*   *   *
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Their room was in the Tharsis Wing, which was a long low arm of the resort reaching out towards the crater rim. It had two bedrooms, a lounge with a sofa big enough to sleep six, a bathroom with a shower that MO said was “rain-effect” and a bath that MO said was “ocean-effect”, and one entire wall made of glass, looking out over the desert.

Gary dropped his bags and stood at the window for a while.

The sun was going down. That was the thing that got him. On Earth he’d have expected a sunset to go orange and red. On Mars, the sky stayed that dusty gold, and the sun shrank as it sank and turned white, and then, right round it, the sky went blue. A soft, cold, glowing blue, like the gas flame on a hob, spreading out around the setting sun while the rest of the sky darkened to brown and then black.

“Den,” he said. “Den, come
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