


[image: Cover image: The First Kid in Space by Tom Mitchell.]





[image: Title image: The First Kid in Space by Tom Mitchell, Published by HarperCollins Children’s Books.]




First published in the United Kingdom by HarperCollins Children’s Books in 2025

Published in this ebook edition in 2025

HarperCollins Children’s Books is a division of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

HarperCollinsPublishers

Macken House, 39/40 Mayor Street Upper

Dublin 1, D01 C9W8, Ireland

Text copyright © Tom Mitchell 2025

Cover illustrations copyright © Robin Boyden 2025

Cover design copyright © HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

Tom Mitchell asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of the work.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this ebook onscreen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Without limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

Source ISBN: 9780008597276

Ebook Edition © March 2025 ISBN: 9780008597283

Version: 2025-02-13




Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:

Change of font size and line height

Change of background and font colours

Change of font

Change justification

Text to speech

Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008597276

Certain portions of text this ebook are set in a specific font type to make it easier to distinguish between the different types of content in the book. It may not be possible to change the font for these pieces of text.




To anyone who’s ever lied about reading my books.

(Not that you’ll see this.)




[image: Part One.]

[image: No Image Description.]




[image: Chapter 1.]

Franklin’s summer holidays began with the following words:

‘Get up, you lazy melon, there’s shopping to be done.’

Spoken by his mother, the instruction came with a great sweeping-open of his faded Hey Duggee bedroom curtains.

What Franklin’s mum didn’t know was that he was already up, woken an hour earlier by the twin evils of the flushing toilet (his bedroom was next to the house’s tiny bathroom) and dawn sunlight passing through the paper-thin curtains with the ease of machine-gun bullets through cobwebs.

Unusually, Franklin’s mum’s desire to shop had a specific target. There was to be no meandering through charity shops today. At least, not before getting to Poundwreckers ‘early doors’, because it was vital to beat the crowds on the launch day of their ‘So mad we should speak to a therapist 50% off all toiletries!’ sale.

You might wonder why Franklin’s mum needed to take him. He was twelve – old enough, Siri said, to be left at home. According to Mum, however, he couldn’t be trusted. And as you’ll find out, she was so very correct.

‘Imagine,’ said Mum on the bus. ‘We could stock up and not have to worry about shower gel or toothpaste for the rest of the year. What a life.’

Franklin couldn’t imagine his mum worrying about shower gel. In fact, he couldn’t imagine her worrying about much at all. She lived through each day like a butterfly, fluttering gracefully from problem to problem, never staying too long. Did butterflies worry? Franklin wasn’t sure. But they were elegant and beautiful. Like her.

The two of them got off the bus, and Franklin tripped over his laces – constantly undone, one of the universe’s great mysteries – and would have fallen directly onto his face/the pavement if there hadn’t been a postbox within grabbing distance.

‘Can I get some Premier, Mum?’ he asked.

Premier was the world’s premier energy drink, one bottle guaranteed* to compensate for up to four hours’ lost sleep. It was the invention (although she used the word ‘discovery’) of Franklin’s/everybody’s favourite YouTuber SparkleBunny.

Now, if you haven’t heard of SparkleBunny, don’t be fooled by the name. According to not only Franklin but everyone else, SparkleBunny was one of the most talented and informed YouTubers out there – you only needed to look at the size of her house to know this truth. She chatted about games mostly, but also ‘lifehacks’. Franklin wasn’t so sure about the lifehacks but never dared admit this. Like, she once said that washing your toothbrush in Premier would help fight tooth decay, and as much as he wanted that to be true, he knew it couldn’t be. The rule of food and drink was that the nicer it tasted, the worse it was for your health.

Know this: in the last six weeks, approximately 85% of Franklin’s daydreaming had been connected to Premier in some way.

Mum walked half a stride ahead, making directly for the local mall’s gaping entrance. The building occupied the high street like a huge, crashed spaceship. There’d once been a church here.

‘No,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘It’s a con. By an American grifter.’

‘Please,’ said Franklin, who hadn’t heard the word ‘grifter’ before. ‘The competition.’

‘No,’ she said again. ‘It does things to your kidneys. I saw it on Insta.’

What Mum didn’t know was that Franklin would have quite happily traded an organ for the right bottle of Premier. The winning bottle.

She passed through the automatic doors that straightaway slid shut behind her with a self-satisfied sss.

It was as if the door sensor didn’t register Franklin. And he didn’t have time to stop. He collided with the glass with such a thunk that a nearby vaper gasped.
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* Not in the legal sense.
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Rubbing his pulse-throbbing nose, Franklin entered a space that was brighter, but colder, than the summer morning outside.

You could well believe a church once stood here because the shopping centre retained an echoey stone-coolness. A cathedral of shops. Franklin had an urge to speak in whispers. And that smell! Halfway between coffee and bleach.

Mum was further ahead now, motoring away with swinging elbows towards Poundwreckers, determined that nothing would thwart her quest for toiletry bargains. No need of the touchscreen map for her – she once said that she knew this mall better than not only the back of her hand but its front too. And both hands actually. And her arms – extending up to her elbows.

‘F!’

A pack of kids stood outside a bubble tea café. But they drank no bubble tea. They held phones and chewed gum. And it was the tall girl with blonde hair and eyes that sparkled like a pit bull’s diamanté collar that had called out. Her name was Maya.

Franklin stopped, even though he didn’t want to, even though his mum was sailing off ahead into a sea of morning shoppers, even though he knew interacting with this group would surely end in bruised feelings and hurt egos.

(His, not theirs. Obviously.)

Maya pointed and said ‘F!’ again. This was sufficient for the group – two other girls, two boys, all popular – to momentarily shift their focus from their screens to whatever it was Maya wanted them to look at.

(Franklin.)

When they saw him, they laughed. Franklin raised a hand in greeting. Their laughter increased. And they continued laughing, even shaking their heads in disbelief. Franklin wasn’t expecting a warm welcome but this seemed a bit much.

He looked down to what he was wearing: a white anime T-shirt, jeans, white trainers. All fine. Were his flies open? Nope.

Maya spoke. Instantly, the laughter stopped.

‘What are you doing here?’ she asked.

‘Vibing,’ said Franklin.

One of the boys drank from a bottle of Premier. His name was Wes and Franklin thought that he was all right, comparatively, given how sneeringly mean the rest of Maya’s people were.

‘We’re going to laser tag later,’ Wes said, having finished off the drink with a self-satisfied sigh. ‘Want to come?’ The group struck up their laughter again, a pack of automatic hyenas. ‘I’m joking, I’m joking,’ said Wes at this reaction.

But Franklin knew that he wasn’t joking. Franklin, like Wes, remembered that ninth birthday party – a day that lived in infamy. The momentous afternoon when Franklin had first played laser tag. And had defeated the rest of the guests in record time, shooting them up with the ease of a gnarly Western gunslinger. He’d won a soft toy tortoise, now lost. His skill was surprising, really, given how clumsy he was otherwise. Still, we’ve all got hidden powers.

‘If you’ve finished, can I have your bottle, please?’ asked Franklin.

Wes looked to his Premier, then looked to Franklin.

‘This?’ he asked.

Franklin nodded.

‘Don’t bother with the contest,’ said Wes. ‘It’s fixed. The winners will be American.’

‘Imagine Franklin in space!’ said Maya, laughing. ‘I would so love to see that.’

Wes chucked the bottle. Not particularly hard, an underarm throw. It spun through the air and Franklin brought his hands together in an attempt to catch it. His palms clapped as the bottle sailed passed and smacked him in the centre of his forehead.

Maya’s gang laughed so hard you’d think they’d self-combust.
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[image: Blast.] Introducing Premier Energy Drink: Ignite Your Dreams with SparkleBunny! [image: Blast.]

Hey there, cosmic explorers and energy enthusiasts! Get ready to turbocharge your day with Premier Energy Drink, the ultimate fuel that’s about to take your energy levels to infinity and beyond! [image: Earth.] [image: Saturn.]

[image: Shooting Star.] Who’s Behind the Sparkling Boost? [image: Shooting Star.]

Meet the electrifying force behind Premier Energy Drink – none other than the YouTube sensation herself, SparkleBunny! Known for her boundless energy, captivating charisma, and amazing lifehacks, SparkleBunny is here to guide you on an exhilarating journey to the stars. And with Premier Energy Drink by your side, you’ll feel like you can conquer galaxies.

[image: Blast.] Blast Off to New Heights! [image: Blast.]

Imagine the thrill of experiencing the cosmos first-hand! Premier Energy Drink, in partnership with Atlantic Shopping, is launching an out-of-this-world competition that’s going to send one lucky winner to the stratosphere. [image: Satelite.] [image: Shooting Star.] Scan the exclusive QR code on our limited-edition bottles for a chance to become the FIRST KID IN SPACE! [image: Saturn.] [image: Earth.]

[image: Saturn.] How to Participate [image: Saturn.]


	Grab a Premier Energy Drink featuring the special SparkleBunny design.

	Scan the QR code using your smartphone.

	Enter the competition for a chance to win the adventure of a lifetime!



**Disclaimer**

Space trip is subject to regulatory approvals and availability. Terms and conditions apply. Must be of legal age to participate.
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The First Kid in Space. There’d never been a competition like it. A spaceship, an actual spaceship like you get on Netflix, only not cheap CGI but real, and it would leave the Earth’s atmosphere and head towards the moon, speeding into the join-the-dots infinity of SPACE, before turning round to head back home in time for tea.

As far as contests go, it certainly beats a £20 book voucher.

And it wasn’t as if there were any other way Franklin was going to make his mum proud or get, like, Maya and the others to respect him. Sure, he’d like to have talent, he’d love to be good at stuff – catching bottles, say – but he just wasn’t. He was … average. And that was fine. He just didn’t enjoy being reminded of it.

Your teachers might call you Mr Mediocre, but your actual name would go down in history if you were the first kid in space. Like Neil Armstrong, like Valentina Tereshkova, like Laika, you would matter. And maybe, just maybe, the very bottle that had hit you on the very forehead might be the one with the winning QR code.

Exciting! But Franklin could hardly scan it out there in the open. And so he headed for the toilets on the ground floor between Boots and Waterstones.

Getting the QR code was only the start, mind. It didn’t make you a winner. Oh no. There was a selection process. You had to upload a video pitch explaining why you should be selected. And, after that, an actual space camp, where kids with the best pitches would battle to come out on top. A little like The Apprentice. But with kids. And the prize being more connected to space. But these were tomorrow problems. He had to get the code first.

One toilet was blocked, so Franklin made a hasty reverse. He skipped the next cubicle to give himself breathing space. After a satisfactory inspection of the third, he locked the door, dropped the toilet lid and sat down.

Usually, the signal in the mall was sketchy. And so it was definitely good fortune that let his phone have three full bars – enough, in fact, to receive a WhatsApp from his mum.

where r u

Sighing, he thumbed out:

toilet

It wasn’t a lie exactly. And more importantly, it wasn’t a reply she could moan about. Message sent, he selected his phone’s camera and pointed the lens at the Premier bottle’s QR code.

Do you believe in fate? Have you ever had a feeling, a kind of warmth in your stomach, that promised good news? Maybe not. But Franklin had. Loads of times. And he experienced that sensation right now, sitting on a shopping centre toilet, with an empty energy drink bottle in one hand and phone in the other.

Imagine Maya’s face when she found out that he’d won a place to be the first kid in space? Imagine how her tiny mouth would contort in jealousy as she watched SparkleBunny interview him. Franklin would say all kinds of funny and charming stuff. And he’d be wearing sick new threads too.

(‘Sick new threads’ is how kids-in-the-know describe cool new clothes.)

I mean, it was the first day of the summer holidays! It made total sense that this would be the date he’d win his place. The other, past, losing bottles had only pointed forward to this moment. How many had he tried? It must have been at least twenty. He would have loved to have scanned more, but the problem was convincing Mum to buy Premier, especially after she’d seen the Instagram about the supposed damage it does to your body. Like duh! Of course it’s damaging! Nothing that tastes great is healthy.

The competition had opened in the same week as his birthday, six weeks ago. Six weeks. And still no winners had been announced. And still Franklin held out hope that he might make it.

And what about the inevitable movie made of his journey? A classic underdog tale. Tessa Thompson could play his mum, demanding he get out of bed to chase toiletry deals. Although, they’d probably make him American and change the location to New York or LA.

Franklin could live with that.

The Premier website asked him to input the eight-character code printed under the bottle’s QR code.

This was it, his moment.

67AJDG3

He took a deep breath and pressed ‘submit’.

An error message.

This code is too short. It must be eight characters.

He checked. Yes, he’d missed out a P. He entered the code again, correctly this time.

67AJDPG3

He pressed ‘submit’. He closed his eyes. He pictured that first meeting with SparkleBunny. It’d be awkward, wouldn’t it? What would he say? Would she expect him to do most of the talking? She wasn’t a teenager. What colour would she have her hair? She normally dyed it to match the brand sponsoring her videos. But what about space? He shouldn’t be thinking of YouTube when he might be the first kid to leave Earth’s orbit.

Sure, there’d be the minor issues of uploading a pitch and getting selected for the camp and winning the camp too, but what’s wrong with a little dreaming?

Franklin opened his eyes. He read Premier’s message.

[image: Crying face emoji.] Bad luck, Astronaughty! You’ve not won this time.

He dropped the bottle. He hadn’t meant to. His fingers, his arm, all of his muscles, had simply gone limp. His whole body, his soul even, shrivelled.

Why’d he thought he ever had a chance? When had he ever won anything? (Soft toy tortoises notwithstanding.) What about the lucky feeling he’d experienced? Was he just hungry?

The bottle rolled under the stall’s door.

‘Put your rubbish in the bin!’ came a stern voice from the other side. ‘Bloody kids!’
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There was an open space in the centre of the mall that could have made for a decent five-a-side football pitch or somewhere to roller-skate … if you were into either of those activities, which Franklin most definitely wasn’t.

As this was a shopping centre, where every element had been designed to increase the chances of shoppers parting with money, instead it was a location where young men with greased-back hair might try to sell you cable TV packages or students in white coats might stand at a pyramid of medicine bottles and make outrageous claims about their supplements’ effects on your health. Once, a pair of electric cars had been parked here, roped off to stop people smudging them with their grimy fingers.

And on first glance, taking the scenic route to Poundwreckers, Franklin had thought another car was on show. It wasn’t until he was fairly close that he realised his mistake.

It wasn’t a car at the mall’s heart, but a shuttlecraft.

Yes. A shuttlecraft.

It looked like something from a sci-fi film, a minibus-sized vehicle used to ship crew members between spaceships. Cream-coloured with a red stripe along its middle and six booster cones on its back like huge black lampshades.

There were posters on easels too, shouting ‘FIRST KID IN SPACE!’ and ‘DRINK PREMIER!’

A TV, ten times bigger than Franklin’s ancient one at home, showed a still image of SparkleBunny, smiling with perfect teeth, holding a bottle of Premier.

And, nearby, two tables full of Premier. Well, less and less full by the second. The bottles, instead of getting sold to passers-by, were being packed away into cardboard boxes by six young women in purple Premier T-shirts.

Franklin walked closer to the shuttlecraft.

‘You’re too late,’ said the closest student.

‘What?’ asked Franklin, all thoughts of selfies with the shuttlecraft evaporating in the presence of a teenage girl.

‘We’ve been told the final competition code has been found. And guess how long it took to set all this up? And now we’ve got to put it all back. Absolute joke.’

‘We’re still getting paid for the whole day,’ said another student. ‘You checked that, right?’

‘You said we were, Sophie.’

‘I didn’t, Nadia.’

What? What had Nadia said? Surely it couldn’t be true? (About the code being found, not their wages.) It was the first day of the holidays! Dreams aren’t meant to be shattered in July – wait until September and the start of a new school year. He’d been drinking Premier for weeks. All that scanning. For what? No. He wasn’t having this. How many places were there at the selection camp anyway?

‘They’ve found the last code? But there’s been no announcements. They’ve all gone? Why …’

Franklin’s voice faltered. The student stretched up from the box. She smiled, a bit like his mum when he’d admitted to tripping over into a mud patch on the walk back from the park.

‘Don’t cry,’ said Nadia. ‘Take this. She held out a Premier. ‘Have one. For free. But if you see a man with a wonky moustache and a purple T-shirt, don’t say I gave it to you.’

‘Thanks,’ said Franklin, taking the Premier. ‘But I wasn’t going to cry.’

He didn’t want to tell her that his face sometimes made him look like he was about to break into tears. Shopping centres aren’t a suitable place for honesty. And anyway, all he was interested in was the competition.

Nadia continued looking, contemplating.

‘These bottles aren’t going to pack themselves away,’ called Sophie.

‘You remind me of my brother,’ Nadia said to Franklin. ‘How about I let you ride the shuttle? We haven’t turned it off yet. It’s like a simulator.’ She smiled. ‘It’s meant to be fun. You can just get on with it while we finish packing. It’s all automated.’

‘Are you kidding me?’ said Sophie.

‘Give the kid a break, Sophie. Jesus. Look at the state of him. Do you want Mike hearing we made a child cry?’
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‘All you’ve got to do is avoid the missiles,’ said Nadia. ‘It’s so basic. They come at you and you steer to get out of the way. It’s like driving a car, avoiding men in Lycra on bikes. But in space. And you don’t have a steering wheel. You know what I mean.’

Inside the shuttlecraft simulator, Franklin sat at a huge, blank screen. The only light came from the thin gap between the side door and its wall. His pilot’s seat was remarkably comfortable.

And as much as he was excited by the idea of flying a shuttlecraft, he could easily imagine his mother’s reaction when he used it as an excuse for going missing.

Also, what was that smell? It was faint, but sharp.

Franklin held a controller similar to an Xbox one. Nadia talked him through the buttons, explaining how vital each one was to safely avoiding the flying saucers’ missiles. The controller was mounted on a thick pole that came out of the ground at a sharp angle.

‘Flying saucers?’ asked Franklin.

‘Really angry aliens,’ said Nadia. ‘But don’t worry. It’s not as if you can hurt yourself. It’s like a video game. You’ve played video games, right? Boys your age love all that.’

Franklin tightened his grip round the controller. Already his palms were sticky with sweat. He wouldn’t tell Nadia about the time he’d played Mario Kart with his cousins and the Switch had spontaneously caught fire, puzzling both Aunty Amy and a number of Nintendo technicians, and causing not insignificant smoke damage to his aunty’s front room. This aside, Nadia was right about him loving video games.

Smiling still – a strained smile, a smile that indicated she wasn’t entirely sure that all this was in her best interests – Nadia prepared to step away.

‘Are you strapped in?’ she asked. Franklin nodded, looking down at the seatbelt that loosely crossed his chest – a little too loosely. ‘Because it moves. It’s a simulator – did I say? Have you not been in one before?’ She paused as a worrying thought occurred to her. ‘You don’t get travel sick, do you?’

(Vomit! That was the smell. Was it too late to back out? He could always answer ‘yes’ to her question.)

‘No,’ said Franklin, but before he could say anything else (like, for instance, telling her how he was no longer sure he wanted to be here), Nadia was leaving.

There was a split second of absolute darkness before the screen flashed on.

SPACE SIMULATOR 2000

Not suitable for children, pregnant women or persons sensitive to motion.

‘Wait!’ he called out. ‘I’m a children!’

There was no response.

And around him Franklin felt the infinite loneliness of space.
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At first, it was fun, like a rollercoaster. At his fingers’ instruction, the shuttle swayed left and right. In seconds, Franklin had worked out how to pitch the nose up and down too. These movements weren’t severe and the missiles from the single flying saucer weren’t numerous.

The screen displayed those few approaching missiles, silver with red tips, against the endless black of space. Sometimes the flying saucer, which looked as if designed on a twenty-year-old computer, might move closer, increasing in size as it did. But a light touch of the controller moved his ship a safe-ish distance away.

Maybe, he thought, I’ve discovered another secret talent. Add ‘avoiding aliens’ to ‘high scores in laser tag’. 

‘Sick,’ he said, only wishing that someone was here to watch him.

But then his phone vibrated. And continued vibrating. Someone was calling him.

As any shuttlecraft pilot will tell you, you should never answer your phone while fighting aliens. Not even if you know for sure it’s your mum because fifteen minutes earlier you’d stopped in the mall to get bullied by kids from school and had lost her.

Checking that the immediate vicinity of space was clear of missiles, he let go of the controller and attempted to pull out his phone. The gloriously comfy seat, however, meant he was at such a relaxed angle that retrieving anything from his jeans pockets was tricky. He struggled this way and that, pulling against the seatbelt to force the phone from his pocket’s tight grip.

And, really, he did nothing other than accidentally give the black wall of the shuttle beneath the screen a good kick. He might not have even registered the impact if not for the alarm.

A klaxon sounded – three whoops.

Good news: the smell of sick had faded. Bad news: it had been replaced by the scent of burning electrics.

He stopped trying to get his phone. He looked to the screen.

It said:

EXTREME MODE INITIATED.
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A dull red light filled the space, turning Franklin’s hands the colour of blood. That was the first change. The second was the number of flying saucers onscreen – there were now three, each bobbing about and firing missiles, complete with tiny orange explosions as they launched. And the third change – the most troubling of all – was the movement of the shuttle.

‘Oh. My. Days,’ said Franklin.

He needed only to think about touching the controller for the whole simulator to lurch. He couldn’t imagine more violent jolts if a car crashed into the shuttle’s side. A space car. And it wasn’t only his controller that caused the rocking and the reeling. On each missile hit, the whole shuttlecraft shuddered this way and that, as if held in the hand of an angry break-dancing giant with caffeine jitters.

He looked over his shoulder to the door. In the red light and heavy shadows, it was hard to see whether it had a release button, or handle even.

Another missile, a huge one this time – they seemed to be getting bigger – struck the shuttle. The simulator shook and Franklin’s head was jolted back. An electronic alarm, to which the word ‘piercing’ doesn’t really do justice, screamed and a message flashed onscreen, reading:

SHIELDS FAILING.

Franklin needed to stay calm, despite the continuing alarm and the growing bigness of the infinite missiles. Whenever he’d witnessed accidents in space – which wasn’t often, to be fair, just
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