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What people are saying about the Project Black Book series: 

"It's fun, it's engaging, and I got through it in one evening. I couldn't put it down. Definitely recommend!" — HodrosBooks.com, on Farewell Speech


"Body-sharing aliens, life-altering choices, and a mother's devotion—what's not to love?" — KM Herkes, author of Rough Passages, on Farewell Speech


"I was content to sit back and enjoy an entertaining yarn, well-told…If you are interested in Shannon Eichorn's debut novel, I'd say it's definitely worth a read. This goes doubly so with a first book and series kick-off. Very impressive." 
— The Interstellar Valley on Rights of Use


"This book is so much fun…It’s very kind to newbies,  but with enough for veterans to fall in love with. Stargate vibes mixed with Stranger Things-esque teenage adventure with a dash of Tom Clancy and a healthy dose of pure love for sci-fi. Go buy it." 
— HodrosBooks.com, on Rights of Use
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To Mom


with deepest gratitude


for all your support and bravery


in the years when it was just us










  
  
Dramatis Personae






Family

Matt King – teenage advocate

Ilene King – Matt's mother

Emily "Em" – Ilene's sister



Project Black Book, US Air Force

General Renee Marshall – Project Black Book commanding officer

Colonel Jo Patrick – Air Force officer at Project Black Book

Sarah Anderson – Gertewet liaison

Dr. Bonin – Air Force physician for alien symbionts and hosts

Lila Wijesekara – Air Force host recruit ombudsperson



Gertewet

Katorin – Gertewet operative, courier

Setira – Katorin's human host

Vinnet – Gertewet operative, host recruiter

Sarah Anderson – Vinnet's human host

Vandrof – Gertewet operative

Chryson – Gertewet operative

Sedesh – Chryson's human host

Teresh – Gertewet operative

Hartwin – Plains Base Coordinator

Donn Marshall – human host to Kitchell, Gertewet operative



Kemtewet

Cube Head – captured alien
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Matt





This was a bad sign. 

On the kitchen whiteboard, Mom said she’d found a cure for aphasia and sent me to the couch in the upstairs family room.

I swallowed the lump in my throat and climbed the coarse wooden steps to the second floor. “That doesn’t make sense. Your brain got miswired. You can’t just take a pill for it.”

I led her into the upstairs den, the converted bedroom that served as our family space for as long as I could remember. Mom used the big living room downstairs for her sewing business. She pointed to the tan couch that was older than me, and I sat.

She glared.

“Plunking down,” she’d always called it. I was supposed to “sit like a gentleman.” What a great start. (If a real gentleman had just come home after summer football camp and been summoned before he even had a chance to get a snack, he’d have collapsed into the seat, too.)

“Matt.” She scowled. It was pretty much the only thing she could say aloud anymore, but she wielded her tone like a whole vocabulary.

“Sorry,” I mumbled.

I rubbed my face. It sucked when Mom called me to the couch. It didn't happen often. Like when Dad died. When I started getting D’s and F’s in eighth grade. When she got back from the freak stroke and her own stay in the hospital the year after. Major things.

Mom perched on the far cushion, smoothed invisible wrinkles from her jean capris, and reached to turn on the lamp, even though the room wasn’t even dark yet. She kept avoiding looking at me by studying a sticky note. Uh-oh. She'd prepared.

She reached for the upstairs lap whiteboard and started writing. <Met s.o. today, said she could cure aphasia.>

She’d met someone—s.o.—who could fix the damage the stroke left in her brain. Sure.

It would be cool. If she went through with this, maybe she could look me in the eye and talk again. Or we could call to each other from different floors. We could go back to trying to shout at each other in loud restaurants. Or we might drift apart when her phone calls didn't have to go through me.

I shook my head. “It can’t be legit.”

She wrote under her first sentence. <It comes with a job.>

This was the two in her one-two punch. She'd talked for years about getting a new job. Sewing wasn't a steady gig, but enough customers always came for us to get by. They must have, or we'd have had to move after Dad died.

<M, you know what this means?>

"No, go back. Who told you this? They can't cure aphasia. They can't just fix it. Everyone's been telling us the only thing to do is the therapy you're already doing."

She glanced down across the room at the flash cards under the TV. She hated them. She’d described—just once—how humiliating it felt to have to re-learn how to say words she’d been able to say aloud since she was a toddler. How to say words she could hear and write just fine. She erased the board. <It was one of Jo's associates.>

“From the Air Force?”

She nodded.

“Why would the Air Force try to cure aphasia? This doesn't make any sense. It would be so cool if you could talk again, especially that fast. You can get it back without them eventually. I know you can."

She ran her fingers through my hair then turned back to the board. <But if they can now? Isn't it worth a try?>

"It'd be amazing if they fixed it, but what do they get out of it? They're curing you and giving you a job? Sounds like indentured servitude." Like the kind of carp we talked about in history class.

<Ofcn.> Of course not, she meant. With a sigh, she wrote one more thing. <I'll see what they have to say. U can help me think it thru.>

    
  I didn't hear Mom get home from her big meeting with the... What did they used to be called before they were hacks? We heard about them in freshman history class last year. Snake oil salesmen. Charlatans. Quacks.

I noticed her in the dark family room as I was about to head downstairs for a mid-homework snack. She sat on the couch with her head in her hands in front of the lamp that made up for January’s early dusk. Oh no.

"Mom?" I leaned over the couch back and hugged her shoulders.

She tilted her head against mine.

"What's wrong?"

She shook her head.

"How did it go?"

She waved her open hand—so-so—then gave a thumbs up. Good-ish. But she looked so miserable.

I circled the couch, sat down, and hugged her again. "Did you find out they were full of it?"

She dragged the whiteboard off the coffee table. <They can fix aphasia.>

"Are you sure they aren't just saying that?"

<They told me how. I understand.>

"So, it is indentured servitude!" Otherwise, she'd be thrilled.

<No, the job is very important.>

"Uh-huh." Sure it was.

She met my gaze and looked away. <I can’t do it.>

“Why not?”

<It’s asking too much.> She shuddered and shook her head. <It’s a good job. But why me? Why seek out someone who needs to be fixed?>

You're fine the way you are. But I couldn't tell her that. Again. "It can’t be that good of a job if they’re willing to throw in that much medical expense."

<It’s important.>

I couldn't picture her leaving her tailoring business. She loved it. But if it let her get back to normal… What could they possibly have asked to get her to consider turning that down? I couldn’t ask; she'd said something about it was confidential. "What are you going to do?"

<I don't know. We need the $.> And she wanted to get back to normal. She tucked hair behind her ear. <It's a v important job. I wish I could explain.>

Whatever she wasn’t telling me must have been a doozy.

<Savings are getting lean.>

"I can get a job!” I promised, jumping to my feet and rattling the DVD stacks and track trophies on the shelf over the TV. “I can get two!"

<Or I could get one.>

This was all so different when Dad was here. I swallowed against the lump in my throat. It was better when I didn’t think about him.

She amended, <Doesn't have to be this one.>

"I could do it, Mom. I could help out."

<You keep up your grades and sports. You're looking for scholarships, Kid Com.>

Kid Commandos weren’t old enough to need scholarships, but I’d stopped arguing about the embarrassing nickname after her stroke. Some things didn’t really matter in the end.

She erased the board of her side of the conversation and sat straight. Then she stood up and pulled me into a hug.

We'd make it without the Air Force and whatever about their offer scared her. We always had before. Sure, maybe some things would have to change, but I was cool with that.

She sat and uncapped the marker again. <I'll tell the AF no.>

    
  The doorbell rang on a Saturday morning in spring when I was reading in my room. I meant to ignore it and leave it to Mom until I saw a woman I didn’t know getting out of Jo's SUV. Jo’s coworker—it had to be.

We'd called them months ago. Mom said no.

I rushed halfway downstairs in time for Mom to open the door, its bell tinkling, and stand with a hand on her hip. I gripped the wooden banister so hard, its loose spindle supports tilted and squeaked.

I'd never seen Jo in fatigues before, her big attitude locked away under plain, drab green. Usually, she wore normal clothes—jeans, snarky T-shirt, boots, leather jacket. Usually, her smile took up half her face, but not now. Today, she stood stiffly, in uniform, expression grim. "I'm sorry to bother you, Mrs. King. Sarah needs to speak to you."

No more first names between Mom and Jo! I clutched the wooden banister tighter.

The new Sarah lady walked up behind Jo, her long, dark blonde hair barely peeking above Jo's shoulder. Then she stepped to the side, wiping her eyes and cheeks. She looked like a wreck, despite her neat business clothes. Her eyes were puffy and red, and stray locks escaped her haphazard ponytail, as if she was in high school and her senior prom date had just dumped her. "Can we talk one more time?"

Don't do it!

Mom held out a few seconds before giving in. She stepped aside to let them into the room that served as the public part of her sewing business, where Jo’s boots squeaked on the linoleum that ran between the stairs and the fitting booths and between the front door and the kitchen. Mom cast me a plaintive glance as she reached for the downstairs whiteboard.

As she closed the door, I rushed to the bottom landing to stand beside her and caught Jo's disappointed expression. They didn't want me here. Too bad.

<What's wrong?> Mom asked.

I cringed. That was the wrong question. It should have been What are you doing here? or Didn't you hear me? I said no.

Sniffing, Sarah edged in front of Jo. "I need you to reconsider." Her voice dropped to a whisper. "Please. No one else I've asked will even talk to me. You're the only one who might still..."

Preying on my mom. I crossed my arms, hoping I looked like a bouncer. "What's with the waterworks?"

Mom and Jo both glared at me. Sarah’s lip quivered. She spared me a glance but focused on Mom. "Please. There's an opening. My best friend is dying. Please talk to her before she's gone. She can answer your questions. And if K—if her job’s not right for you, it’ll be— She'll be—”

She burst into silent tears.

"Excuse us." Jo steered Sarah into the corner to compose herself. She looked wrong crying by the waiting chairs and giant Easter Bunny on the wall beside the curtained changing booths. The big back mirror by the step riser showed Sarah’s tears from another angle.

I leaned toward Mom. "Don't listen to them. They're just trying to manipulate you."

She wrote very small, which would be hard to read from across the room. <M, this chance isn't going to happen again for a long time. I can listen and still decide later.>

"You already decided!"

She winced. <I am still curious.>

"They're just trying to trick you."

She raised a skeptical eyebrow and nodded at the woman breaking down across the room. <They’re not.>

"Can I go with you?"

She cupped my cheek apologetically. That was a no.

Jo and Sarah turned back, and Mom hurried to erase the whiteboard.

This time, Sarah held herself stiffly, hands clasped behind her back, expression controlled like she’d snapped out of her funk. Like she’d only been acting before, the manipulative quack. "Mrs. King, I can think of no better person for you to discuss this opportunity with than the woman whose position we're offering to you. This window won't last long."

Mom pressed her lips together. She watched Sarah for a moment, as if the newfound composure might crack. As if she couldn’t decide if it’d been an act. Her knuckles turned white where she grasped the board.

The woman who'd come in crying hardly looked like the same person now. Her expression softened from stony to wooden. "Please. It will take us months to line up another candidate. My friend has days. Meet her and decide later. You two have compatible spirits."

Mom shook as she wrote her next question. <What about Matt?>

"It’s just a day trip," Jo said.

Mom glanced at me, and I knew what she was going to say before she wrote it. <I'll go.>

Damn.

    
  “Don’t go.”

Mom stopped screwing the lid onto her water bottle in the kitchen. I wasn’t sure where Jo’s base was, but Mom only took extra water on long drives, like out to Jo’s rodeo. Mom’s lips pressed together, and she finished tightening the cap. She ruffled my hair as she brushed past to grab spare snacks from the pantry.

“You already decided you didn’t want to do whatever they’re asking.” I crossed my arms. “Is going with them worth it, even if they could help you talk?”

She crinkled the bag in her hands and stared into the distance. Then she shrugged slowly and, not even looking at me, passed me again to load up her tote.

“They’re trying to manipulate you!”

She straightened up and blinked at me. Then she stepped close and wrapped me in a hug.

I stiffened. But it wasn’t like when Dad was around. We only had each other now. I hugged her back. If she had a bad feeling about the Air Force’s offer, she shouldn’t give them another chance. She could stay here. Keep tailoring people’s clothes. No one wanted her to be anyone but who she already was.

She let go and pulled the kitchen notepad across the counter. <I’ll be back tonight. I <3 u.>

I watched her get into the car, and it sort of felt like she was never coming back.

Even if I knew she would.

She’d said so.
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