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Introduction

	 

	I taught myself to read when I was four. Fantasy, science fiction, school stories, adventure stories… I read everything I could get my hands on in every school library I went to (all six of them).

	Science fiction and fantasy were my favourite – and still are. Andre Norton. Diana Wynne Jones. Star Wars. And more recently HM Waugh, Becky Chambers and Alastair Chisholm, among many others.

	Younger me always thought there had to be someone else up there, out there. Some other kids looking up and out from their world, or from their starship, wondering if there were other people out there somewhere.

	The kids in these stories have found out that there are.

	In Unearthed, Jason finds out he’s not who he thinks he is, and that there’s a reason he doesn’t feel like he belongs in his remote township.

	Neil has the opposite problem. He thinks he’s just an ordinary kid – until he gets a letter from his father which explains why he left Neil and his mother fourteen years ago. Find out what that secret is in The Last Sunrise.

	Jason and Neil had to make choices about their lives, and so do Mike and Kylie in The Weirdest Egg Ever. But their choice involves an alien egg, and an alien who’s a little unhappy that the twins have dug it up.

	Project Spindrift is set in the future, when the world has become a little more dangerous. Jandy has completed school and is resigned to working at the job and place EarthGov assigns her, but no way is she prepared for what happens.

	The Kidris Legacy brings us back to Earth… but does it? Like Jason in Unearthed, Jayden has always found it hard to fit in; he has disabilities that make life challenging. But when Jayden finds out the truth about the spaceship that landed behind his house, it won’t just affect him, it’ll affect other kids too.

	Maybe one day we’ll find out if there really are aliens out there. Maybe they’re still planet-bound, like we are, looking out into the vast reaches of space. Maybe they can already travel between solar systems, or across galaxies. Maybe they’re watching us now – or maybe they’ve done the alien equivalent of shrugging their shoulders and moved on.

	Or maybe, tomorrow, they’ll contact us.

	Until then, I hope you enjoy reading these stories of what could happen, one day…

	 

	Jessi Hammond

	 

	 

	 


Unearthed

	 

	Jason has always felt like an outsider. At fifteen, living in a remote opal mining community, his extreme dyslexia means his future employment options are limited.

	Then, at the bottom of an abandoned mineshaft, he finds something incredible.

	Something that explains why he doesn’t fit in.

	And now he has a choice. Keep to the familiar, or face the unknown…

	 

	One

	Jason found the spaceship at the bottom of a fifteen-metre mineshaft.

	He wasn’t supposed to be down the mineshaft at all. His uncle’s rules were pretty clear, and most of the kids in Bright had the same rules. You could noodle, which meant you could pick through the mullock-heaps discarded by the miners and maybe find some piece of opal they’d missed, but you stayed clear of any shaft your family didn’t own.

	Jason didn’t care. This shaft was almost twenty kilometres from where most of the other mines pockmarked the moon-bleak plain around Bright. And the whole area was dotted with pilot holes, most of them unmarked and unsealed and a danger to everyone, animals and people alike.

	But this wasn’t a pilot hole, dug a little way then abandoned. This was a proper mine, its shaft shored up with wood scoured white by the desert sun. And it was so old that the work had been done by hand; the marks from the hand-tools showed up clearly in the light of his helmet. Jason had found it purely by accident, on a day he’d been trying to outrun his own frustrations, when he’d just picked a direction away from town and school and mounting anger, and trusted to his solid-core tyres not to split on the gritty, stone-flecked ground.

	Instinct had taken over, a niggling sliver of this way, this way… and he’d ended up here, almost a kilometre off the main highway.

	After that first visit he’d gone to the library and looked up the old mining leases, fighting to understand them through the dyslexia which made the letters twist out of shape and break apart. A kind of dyslexia unique to himself, or so the several doctors his uncle and aunt had taken him to had said.

	Big hairy deal. Unique or not, reading was still a major effort.

	He’d had to get the librarian to check for him in the end, using the numbers on his GPS. But the mine wasn’t listed at all. Someone long ago had mined there without a permit, hoping to strike an opal seam.

	Not that easy, Jason knew. His family worked several shafts and most months they barely made enough to pay the bills. Aunt Naomi made up the shortfall by working at the tiny Bright Hotel.

	Tourists came to Bright specifically to sleep underground. They also paid for guides to show them how to fossick safely.

	Maybe he could do that when he left school. No reading needed.

	He hadn’t told his aunt and uncle about the mine. It was his, something he didn’t have to share with his cousins. Not that he was stupid. He knew mining was dangerous, so each time he went there he left a note with the date and the mine’s GPS co-ordinates under his pillow. If something did go wrong, if he set the bombs wrong or the fuses were too short and he didn’t have enough time to get out before they blew, at least his uncle and aunt would know where to look.

	He felt bad about taking half a kilo of ammonium nitrate. Uncle Dan would miss it soon enough – he kept good records – but hopefully Jason would have something to show by then. He’d been down the shaft twice now and noticed potch in the rough walls of the tunnel only ten or so metres in from the shaft. Maybe the bloke who’d sunk the mine hadn’t seen the faint streaks of colour. Or maybe he’d died before he could mine it. A lot of people did, especially back in the old days when they didn’t have winches and blowers and generators. But Jason knew mining. He’d helped his uncle in the four claims they owned since he was eight years old, and in the last year Uncle Dan had taught him how to make the ammonium nitrate ‘bombs’, how far apart to drill the shot holes, and how to set the detonators and fuses. He’d even let Jason plan one of the blasts and follow it through.

	Jason knew he’d be lucky to pass Year Nine, even with all the help he was getting from the teacher aides. He was dreading Year Ten. But if he could find opal, he’d prove to his family – and himself – that his dyslexia wasn’t going to make him unemployable in their tiny town.

	Better than helping others fossick by a long shot.

	 

	 

	 


Two

	The desert looked different late at night. A full moon drifted overhead, which made riding through the moonscape of silvered dirt and stunted trees almost as easy as it was during the day, but it was colder as the sand gave up its heat. His GPS glowed on the handlebars, but he didn’t really need it now. He knew he was going in the right direction.

	He clipped the safety line he’d rigged up to his harness and went down the old ladder with care until his feet hit dirt at the bottom. The unknown miner had struck out to the left and tunnelled for about ten metres before he’d stopped. The tunnel was about a metre wide and low enough that Jason had to bend his head so he wouldn’t knock it on protruding rocks. He reckoned the bloke who’d worked the mine must have been a midget. Or too eager to tunnel further on to worry about what space he had.

	Jason had used his own pick to gouge out shot holes the last time he was here. Now he set down his backpack and carefully pulled out the ‘bombs’. Gently he inserted one into each hole and attached the detonators. Then he unrolled his coil of fuses, snaking them along the tunnel so he had more time for them to burn and for him to get out of the shaft before they blew. He hadn’t dared take more than he needed. It was going to be close.

	He pulled out his lighter, touched the end to the fuse, pausing only to make sure it was lit before hauling himself up the ladder as fast as he could, his arm muscles screaming.

	 

	 

	 


Three

	The blast wasn’t big; it didn’t even rattle the ground beneath him. He waited for two hours, until the dust plume had settled, then he pulled on his mask and goggles and climbed down the old ladder again.

	Dust still hung in the air, dancing in the light of his headlamp, as he made his way to his blast site. He was expecting to find a new hole and a pile of rubble, and hopefully some opal gleaming in the beam of his helmet lamp.

	He found a hole, all right. But barely half a metre in, instead of bare rock, he could see a dark surface glinting beneath the dust. Its smooth edge curved toward him, then up and over his head, and back into solid rock.

	 

	 

	 


Four

	He didn’t believe it was a spaceship, not at first. It wasn’t until eight weeks later, when he’d used four kilos of ammonium nitrate in six more blasts and Uncle Dan was making pointed remarks about fines and safety and it better not happen again, that he’d uncovered enough of the craft to guess what it was. By then he’d exposed more of the fuselage and what he guessed was part of a wide, swept-back wing.

	He didn’t know why he said nothing about the ship. He felt the same about it as he’d felt about the mine. This was his thing to discover, his thing to cherish. Like Joe with his footy and Beck with her saxophone. When he knew more about it, he’d share.

	Maybe.

	He managed to open the hatch purely by accident. He didn’t even know it was there. He’d noticed a darker patch of hull, a rectangle not much wider and longer than his hand, and something made him reach out and flatten his palm against it. The hatch had yawned open silently, spiralling into the walls of the ship and spilling a soft golden light and a burst of old, stale air into the tunnel.

	Jason coughed and backed away. As a miner’s child, he knew about the dangers of bad air. But he couldn’t keep his eyes off the hatch. Some kind of metal, as fluid as water, had crept from the lower edge of it and formed itself into shallow steps. For a long moment he stood, his mind reeling between fear and a rising excitement, and finally excitement won. Cautiously he went forward, his boots crunching on stone then scuffing on the steps. Impulsively he bent to touch them. Cool, slick, like the hull of the ship.

	Inside was a white square room, a door at its far side with a circular glass window in it. Jason stepped forward, then felt air move at his back – he whirled, to find the hatch had closed behind him. Panic rose, his breathing became loud in the silence, then he noticed the green rectangle by the door. He looked back at the inner door. There was a green rectangle beside it too.

	He laughed nervously. ‘Airlock,’ he whispered, then went forward and pressed the green patch.

	The inner door slid into the wall, revealing a corridor leading left and right, lit by a soft light which didn’t seem to have a source. Jason didn’t read for fun like his younger cousins did – reading wasn’t fun when you had to fight to make the words make sense – but he’d seen enough science fiction movies and shows on TV to guess that the light came from the walls themselves. 

	Jason turned left from the airlock. The wing he’d revealed had curved out from the fuselage to the right, so he reasoned that the front of the craft must be to the left. The corridor continued on, with blue rectangles set every few metres, the same size as the green one in the airlock. He touched one, and a door slid aside to reveal a small room with a bed built into the wall. More patches showed on the walls; he guessed they opened cupboards or desks or maybe a small shower unit. He grinned, palmed the door shut, and went on, excitement still bubbling within him. Wait till his cousins saw this!

	He estimated he’d gone roughly a quarter of the way round – which would make the ship about fifty metres long, a lot bigger than he’d thought it would be – when the corridor suddenly opened up to the left. Four modules, formed from contoured chairs almost surrounded by controls set into smooth curved sides, faced a wide window. Beyond that was a mess of rock. Jason stared. It didn’t look anything like the ordered strata of the rest of the mine. More like it had been churned up, like someone had taken a giant shovel, dug a hole, dropped the ship into it and dumped the rock back on top of it…

	Something stirred at the back of Jason’s mind, some instinct nudged him forward to slide hesitantly into one of the centre modules. He settled into the chair, jumping a little as it moulded to fit his body, and spread his hands across what he guessed were the controls. The angled surface looked like the screen of his oldest cousin Tara’s iPad, the one she’d saved for over a year to buy, with squares and circles marked on it. They were labelled with a series of dots and swirls and lines which almost looked familiar... Almost idly he fitted his fingers into three circles.

	Symbols bloomed across the centre of the console, and Jason sucked in a startled breath.

	He could read them!

	 

	 

	 

	 


Five

	Jason froze, speechless with shock.

	The lines and swirls on the screen stayed still, they didn’t move and twitch and fracture into pieces as his eyes darted across the script from right to left.

	And unlike English, where each shape stood for a letter, these symbols were whole words, or parts of words., 

	 

	Welcome, one of those who was lost.

	I am Teleron-4, a shuttlecraft from the science-ship Temberus. One hundred and fifty seven Earth-years ago, I delivered four scientists to different parts of this planet before following instructions and concealing myself beneath the ground until their work was complete and they would summon me to retrieve them. But contact was lost, and none ever returned.
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