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Staff Sergeant Liam Walsh was glad the team had been called for an assignment days before his fifty-second birthday. He wanted no fuss made for it. It was hard to imagine he was in his fifties when his body looked like he was in his late twenties. His wolf-shifter genes kept him looking young.

Liam wasn’t always a shifter. He was born human in Charleston, South Carolina, to Samantha and Emmett Walsh. He hadn’t seen his family since he was changed back in 1995 when he joined Project X-Force. 

Liam remembered sitting in an auditorium at the old Loring A.F.B. in Maine. Doctor Seth Lindstrom explained he held degrees from MIT, Stanford, Yale, and Harvard. Rumors said that even though he looked to be in his late thirties, he was fifty-nine. His brown hair showed no signs of gray, and his warm brown eyes showed no signs of age behind his round glasses. He then told the audience about shifters. The concept was unbelievable. Liam thought it was some crazy hoax until the doctor stripped out of his clothes and turned himself into a chimp. 

His co-scientist, Carisse Bianchi, was born in Chicago, Illinois. Seth met Carisse at Stanford and took her under his wing. She kept her long, wavy black hair pulled into a simple bun. 

“Her brown eyes reminded me of whiskey,” Andrew whispered.

“I can see that,” Liam whispered back. 

While studying at MIT, Seth met Lorren Cartwright and introduced her to Carisse. Lorren came from Virginia Beach, Virginia. Lorren kept her long red hair in a French braid while working, but as soon as she was off duty, she let her long, curly locks flow freely down her back. Her hazel eyes turned bright green when she was angry. The men knew to steer clear of Lorren when they saw her eyes were bright green. 

“There is a secret society of beings in our world who can change from human to animal. This society is known as shapeshifters. Or simply shifters,” Doctor Seth said. “We have extracted their DNA to combine with human DNA to make a race of super soldiers. Over the last decade, we have honed the technique. We are ready to take the next step and combine the shifter DNA in a human instead of a petri dish.” 

Surprised gasps filled the auditorium. People began shouting questions.

“Please settle down. We will explain everything to you, and if you still have questions, we will do our best to answer them,” Doctor Carisse called out to the group.

“Shifters live longer than humans. They communicate telepathically. They heal a lot faster as well,” Seth said, his eyes lit with excitement. “Combining your DNA with the shifters will increase your strength, vision, stamina, hearing, and healing. Shifters can be killed, and so can you once their DNA merges with yours.”

“Somewhere in your family history, there was a shifter. You all have a small amount of shifter DNA, which will help you survive. There is still a risk that you could be killed during the process,” Lorren explained.

“The shifter DNA we have comes from predator animals—bears, wolves, foxes, lions, cheetahs, black panthers, and polar bears. The shifter DNA you receive is based on your family history,” Carisse explained. 

“We are creating a race of super shifter soldiers to go into areas that are too hazardous to humans. You will be similar to Navy Seals, Green Berets, and other special forces. You will rescue military personnel as well as civilians,” Lorren explained.

“Master Sergeant Andrew Fleming, gather your team and follow me,” Carisse said.

Andrew and his team followed Doctor Carisse out of the auditorium and down a long white hallway into the medical ward.

“Strip down and put this towel around your waist. The changes will increase your body size, making you taller and more muscular. We don’t want you to rip out of your clothing. Wearing a towel will help preserve your modesty while you are on the table,” Seth explained. “When you are ready, nurses Leigh, Gracie, Dawn, Paula, and Heidi will take you to your rooms. Liam, you can walk through this door, as Lorren will be working on you.”

Liam entered a small changing room and quickly stripped out of his clothes. He spotted a locker with a key hanging. He opened the locker and placed his clothing inside, locking the door out of habit, but realized he didn’t know where to put the key. He figured he would give it to one of the nurses. Wrapping a towel around his waist, Liam stepped outside the changing room and waited.

“You’re Liam Walsh, right?” the nurse asked.

Liam looked at her nameplate and read that her name was Dawn.

“Yes, Dawn. I didn’t know where to put the key,” Liam replied as he held up the key.

“Sorry, we should have told you we would hold it for you,” Dawn replied as she accepted the key. “Follow me.”

Liam followed Dawn down a short hall to a room with a sign that said surgery.

“Please lie on the table. Keep the towel over you. Doctor Lorren will be in shortly,” Dawn said as she opened the door.

Liam entered the sterile white room. His nose wrinkled at the astringent scent of cleaners. He turned to ask Dawn how long before the doctor arrived, but she was gone. He looked around the room and noticed the IV stand and various medical monitoring equipment. A big metal table with straps, wheels, and collapsible sides sat in the middle of the room. A counter along the left side of the room was full of herbs, bowls, and syringes. The walls were reinforced with concrete.

He climbed onto the table and moved the towel to cover himself again. He let his hand fall to the clean, stiff, functional cotton sheets as he lay down. This room left him feeling tense. He tried to relax, but it was impossible.

Doctor Lorren entered the room, heading directly to the counter. Liam watched as a shiny knife gleamed in the light as Lorren chopped something on the counter. She finished chopping and reached for a container filled with an indigo liquid. She added a few herbs and mixed them all together before adding them to a blender. It smelled rancid.

“What are you doing?” Liam asked.

“There are only a few minutes from the time everything is mixed, where it’s still viable. It needs to be smooth enough to flow through the syringe and enter your bloodstream,” Lorren explained. “Your family DNA history shows you have wolf shifter genes, so that is what we will inject into you. We have added ingredients that will help change your DNA without causing you to shift during the process. Finally, some ingredients that will enhance the shifter traits.”

“Okay. I’m assuming it will hurt.”

“It will hurt like hell,” Lorren said. “I’m sorry we have not been able to make it less painful. It’s best not to fight the pain. Ready?”

Lorren jabbed something sharp into Liam’s neck. He couldn’t move. A burning sensation began in his neck, instantly taking over his body. Suddenly, his muscles began to spasm as thunderbolts of pain radiated through him. The syringe was pulled away from him. The intense pain was numbing. 

Liam’s fingers began to lengthen, and his jaw lengthened, signaling the start of the process. Claws extended from his fingertips as a grimace played across his lips. His heart slammed in his chest as his body began shaking uncontrollably.

Through the haze of pain, searing agony continued lighting up each of Liam’s nerves individually until he felt like it had to be visible through his bulging veins. The energy crackled through his bones and caused him to bite his own tongue, drawing blood. His back arched, and his lungs burned as new shrieks tore out of him. He hadn’t realized the pain would be so much as his DNA mixed with the DNA from the wolf shifter. He screamed as his limbs felt like they would snap. 

Saliva ran down from the corners of Liam’s mouth as his eyes rolled back into his head. Fear gripped him. A fear he’d never experienced before tore through him, and the wolf within fought to be free. 

He finally slumped onto the metal table, wrung out and sobbing. His sweat-soaked skin felt like ice wrapped around him. Helpless shivers shook his body. Liam tried to remind himself that it was all for the greater good.

Liam drifted in and out of consciousness. At one point, he needed to pee. He was relieved when he realized the doctor had inserted a catheter. His muscles were cramped, and his limbs ached. 

“Thirsty,” Liam called out to the room. He hoped someone was nearby to hear.

“You have an IV giving you fluids. You can’t have anything orally yet,” a woman’s soft voice said from somewhere in the room.

When Liam woke up again, he was fully healed. He felt stronger and broke the restraints that held him to the bed. He sat up, swung his legs over the bed, and looked around. Immediately, he noticed he had been moved from the sterile white room. The room he was in now had tan walls and a window with bars. The sun shone through the window. 

Liam could smell things he thought should have been impossible with the window closed. He could smell the pine trees, squirrels, damp earth, rotting wood, and someone smoking. Then Liam could smell the pungent aroma of the cleaning supplies and other chemicals he couldn’t identify.

Liam looked for a clock to check the time. Hell, he didn’t even know what day it was. His eyes darted to the door when he heard footsteps coming closer. The door slowly opened, and a nurse entered carrying a food tray.

“Good afternoon, Liam. Doctor Lorren said the monitors displayed you were awake and that you would be hungry,” the nurse said as Liam’s stomach growled, causing her to chuckle. “I’m Gracie. You probably don’t remember me. We met briefly a few days ago, just before the conversion.”

Gracie continued to walk over to where Liam sat on the hospital bed. She placed the tray on a movable table and rolled it closer to the bed and over his lap.

“Nice to meet you, Gracie. How long have I been out?” 

“Three days. You’re the second of your team to awaken,” Gracie replied. “Master Sergeant Flemming woke about an hour ago.

Shouts, thumps, and curses could be heard outside Liam’s room. He could sense people panicking and feeling fearful. He assumed that feeling people’s emotions was a perk of his new shifter senses. Liam could hear several people running down the hallway. Liam felt people’s sense of relief, but was still frantic. 

“This is Gracie; what’s going on? Should I secure Liam?” Gracie said into her cell phone.

“One of the other shifters woke up and attacked the nurse caring for him. Stay with your patient,” a male voice said. 

Liam was surprised he could hear so clearly. It must be the shifter hearing. He watched as the nurse walked to the door and locked it.

“I locked the door. Do I need to take stronger measures?”

“No. It’s not necessary. The guard outside of the patient’s room was able to shoot a tranquilizer dart into the shifter, knocking him out,” the male voice replied.

Doctor Lorren entered Liam’s room. She picked up the chart from the table it had been placed on earlier, taking a few minutes to review it.

“How are you feeling, Liam?” Lorren asked after she put the chart back down.

“Physically, I feel fine. I’m more concerned about my team member who attacked the nurse. What’s happened to him?” Liam replied.

Startled, Lorren looked over to Gracie, who shrugged.

“How do you know about that?” Lorren asked.

“I heard Gracie talking on her phone. My new shifter hearing made it easy for me to hear the man on the other end. Now, what has happened to my teammate?”

“Staff Sergeant Fletcher Dean woke, startled, instantly shifting into his lion, startling the nurse. She hit the panic button, calling the guards. He has been sedated and is resting,” Lorren replied. “We will not harm any of you unless you are uncontrollable and a danger.”

“Thank you for the reassurance,” Liam replied. “What’s next?”

“Your strength is equal to ten human men. You and your team must learn to touch things without crushing them. There is a training facility below ground under the old commissary. It has everything you will need and is available for your team’s use twenty-four/seven,” Lorren explained.

“That sounds like a good plan, doc,” Liam said.
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Since news of the existence of shifters came out ten years ago, people have been flocking to DNA clinics to have their blood tested to see if they have shifter genes. Those who were happy to have the DNA traveled to scammer clinics wanting to be turned into shifters. Many people spent their life savings trying to become a shifter only to discover that the clinics were fake.

Some of the clinics gave injections that were narcotics, which were powerful enough to kill. These so-called doctors claimed that the people who died were not strong enough to handle the conversion. The government tried to shut the clinics down, but a new clinic took their place within months. 

Not everyone was happy to find shifter DNA in their genes. They sought out clinics to suppress their inner shifter. The clinics provided placebos made of inexpensive, non-harmful ingredients, making a fortune off gullible humans. 

Two years ago, Doctor Carisse Bianchi was among a group of protestors at one of the shifter clinics in Bangor, Maine. A man arrived with a semi-automatic gun and began shooting. His younger sister had died at the clinic days before. Twenty people were shot before the gunman was subdued. Ten people died, including Carisse.

Carisse’s body was flown back to Chicago, Illinois. Seth Lindstrom and his team were unwelcome to attend the funeral, so they organized a memorial at Loring. It was a beautiful day for the memorial; her co-workers and friends appreciated the opportunity to mourn their loss.

The clinic had been torn down, and a memorial park had been built in its place. On the anniversary of the shooting, the friends and family members of the victims gathered at the park for a small service to honor the fallen. 

“Forensics, Carley speaking, how may I help you?” Carley said as she answered the phone.

“This is Master Sergeant Fleming,” the man identified himself. “We’ve got a body at the memorial park in Bangor. We need your crew to join us in five.”

“I’ll let Pauline know,” Carley said before hanging up. “Pauline, Master Sergeant Fleming said they have a body and want you and the team to join him in five minutes.”

“Thanks, Carley,” she said. “Erica and Marty come with me.”

They gathered their gear, and Carley grabbed the keys as they headed out. Forensic pathologists perform autopsies to discover how a person died. They also investigate the circumstances surrounding the death.

The memorial garden was a circular brick pathway surrounded by bushes. In the center was a brick wall with a bronze plaque with the names of the deceased.

“Where’s the body?” Doctor Pauline Nevins asked.

“It’s behind the bushes over there,” Officer Jenkins answered as he walked in the direction of the body. “I think he’s a shifter.”

“What makes you think he’s a shifter?” Marty asked.

“It looks as if he was killed as he was trying to shift,” Officer Jenkins replied.

Erica, Marty, and Pauline walked around the bushes to where the murder victim’s body lay and began working the scene. There was the standard checklist: aside from the photographs, fingerprints, footprints, tire tracks, hairs, and fibers. The crime scene agents also looked for soil standards, fingernail scrapings, a sample of his hair and clothing, and checked for anything the suspect may have left behind.

Wherever the killer stepped, whatever he touched would serve as a silent witness against the killer. Not only his footprints and fingerprints, but his hair, and the fibers from his clothing, the marks from the weapon he leaves on the body, and the blood from wounds he leaves behind on the victim or the ground. All of these and more bear mute witness against him. 

This is evidence that doesn’t forget and doesn’t get confused. It is not absent because human witnesses are. It’s physical evidence, it can’t be wrong, and it can’t perjure itself. Failing to find, study, and understand it can diminish its value. Unlike what is portrayed on television shows, DNA evidence is not always cut and dried.

The man’s hands were both taped in baggies to protect any evidence that may have been under his fingernails. The officers had searched the area to find the weapon, but were unable to do so. 

“What do you think?” Officer Jenkins asked.

“As you can see by the patterned contusion of his skull, we can determine what weapon had been used. There are extensive fractures at the base of the skull. A pattern on the wound strongly matches some features of the impacting object. We need to get as many photographs as we can of his injuries to determine the murder weapon,” Marty explained.

“The pattern makes me think a hammer inflicted it,” Erica speculated.

“I would tend to agree with you,” Pauline said, “I will know for certain once we get him back to the office and complete an autopsy.”

“Do you have any idea of how long he’s been dead?” Officer Jenkins asked.

“It’s hard to tell for sure, but I’d guess a few days,” Pauline answered. 

Master Sergeant Andrew Flemming and his team approached the crime scene.

“We secured the perimeter,” Andrew said. “There are a few security cameras around. Sergeant Walsh is speaking to the security company to get copies of the recordings. It will take a lot of man-hours to get through it all. Hopefully, we’ll find something helpful.”

“Not having the exact time of death will make it harder to check. The quicker we can get that from you, the better it will be for us,” Staff Sergeant Brooks added.

“That will help greatly if we can narrow down the time of death. I doubt we would be lucky enough to see the killer on camera,” Marty said.

“The security cameras could also show us who may have been a witness,” Staff Sergeant Smythe added.

“We could use all the help we can,” Erica smiled.

***
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“Coroner report by Doctor Pauline Nevins and assistant Doctor Kayleigh Orr on victim John Doe. Race white, sex male, age approximately thirty-six. Body to be identified,” she began to say into the recorder. “The body is void of fibers and fingerprints. There is no skin under the fingernails. There are no defensive wounds. It appears that the killer attacked the victim from behind.”

“The victim suffered from a basilar skull fracture. Evidence of bruising behind the ears, bruising around the eyes, and blood behind the eardrum supports the cause of death,” Kayleigh continued. “Look at this.”

Kayleigh turned the man’s arm so that the underside was visible. The word SHIFTER had been carved into his arm.

“That’s unusual,” Pauline said. “We should check to see if any other coroners have reported this.”
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