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1995

If you’re interested in pursuing a career in the Elite Forces of Project X-Force, ask your commanding officer about the next steps and start preparing yourself now for one of the toughest challenges you’ll ever encounter.

The notice on the bulletin board was intriguing. Staff Sergeant Andrew Fleming needed something to keep his mind busy. When he wasn’t busy, his mind wandered to that day. The day his world ceased to have meaning. It still gutted him as it had on the day the police officer knocked on his door.

“Sergeant Fleming, I hate to be the one to say this. Flight 48 from Washington DC went down between Bangor and Presque Isle. There were no survivors,” the military police officer said.

“What? What happened?” Andrew asked.

“From what we can tell, the plane was struck by lightning and lost an engine. The pilot turned to head back to Bangor. Witnesses observed the plane roll to the right until it became inverted, after which the nose dropped, and the airplane hit the ground in a near vertical nose down attitude. The airplane was destroyed by fire. All eight passengers and the three crew were killed,” the military police officer explained. 

“What is a nose down attitude?”

“Any attitudes of the nose of the aircraft above or below the reference datum (horizon). The attitudes above the datum are termed “nose up attitudes,” and those below, “nose down attitudes.” Bank attitudes: any attitudes of the wings of the aircraft when inclined relative to the datum,” the military police officer explained.

“My wife,” Andrew began.

“Sergeant Fleming, the bodies were burned beyond recognition. We’re asking family members for copies of the passengers’ dental records. According to the manifest, your wife boarded the plane,” the officer explained.

“Yes, she was returning from her mother’s funeral. I will contact the base dentist in the morning and pick them up on my way there.”

“Sir, there is no need for you to be there at this time.”

“No! Don’t you understand. I need to be there for her. I wasn’t there for her final moments,” Andrew’s voice faded.

“As you wish, sir. Here is my card with my contact information. Let me write where the investigation is.”

“Thank you,” Andrew said as he took the card.

“I’ll see myself out,” the officer said as he watched Andrew walk further into the house in a daze. 

After the funeral, Andrew would go to work, and it would seem that everything was the same as it had always been. But then he would go home, walking into an empty house. Nobody would say hello or ask him how his day had been. No delicious aromas of dinner in the oven. He had to make his meals ... when he felt like it ... and most of the time, he didn’t ... because he was missing what he had lost ... not just his wife but his partner. 

The days following her death were both completely full and absolutely empty. Much of the time, Andrew sleepwalked through the things he had to do, so numb that he was often completely unaware of what was going on around him. He would wake up, go to work, eat dinner, watch tv, and go to bed. Every. Single. Day. Andrew’s wife had completed him and made him whole. God, he missed her so much. He felt like a significant part of him was missing.

Maybe joining Project X-Force would give him purpose. It could keep him busy enough to keep his mind from wandering back to that day. Andrew sent a message to his commander, and within a week, he was transferred to Loring Air Force Base. The base officially closed on September 30, 1994, but the secret Project X-Force team was stationed there. 

Special ops trained for thirty weeks. They needed to be highly comfortable jumping from planes, scuba diving, and working with explosives. The Project X-Force Special Tactics Soldiers provide global access for coalition forces with assault zone assessment and control, fire support, personnel recovery, combat search and rescue, battlefield trauma care, and tactical weather operations. These highly-trained soldiers are the best of the best. 

The initial group of forty men and women had been reduced to twenty within the first fifteen weeks. Some quit the team; others were severely injured. Andrew had been promoted to Master Sergeant and put in charge of five other men. Staff Sergeant Liam Walsh, age twenty-two born in Charleston, South Carolina. He was a good-looking blue-eyed blond with a trimmed mustache and beard. Staff Sergeant Wesley Smythe, age twenty-one, was born in Farmington, New Mexico, but moved to Great Britain. He had his mother’s Hispanic features and his father’s British manners and accent that he never shook from his years in Great Britain. 

Staff Sergeant Colt Brooks, age twenty-four born in Bismarck, North Dakota. Colt’s blue eyes, blond hair, and cowboy manners drew the ladies like flies to honey. Staff Sergeant Kai Roush came from a long line of military men. His father was stationed in Okinawa, Japan, in the sixties and married a local girl. Twenty-eight years ago, Kai was born on a US Navy Base in Okinawa, Japan making him the oldest member of the team aside from Andrew, who was thirty-five. The final man on Andrew’s team was Staff Sergeant Fletcher Dean. Fletcher was the youngest of their group at twenty and was born in St. Louis, Missouri. His brown eyes were so dark they almost looked as black as his hair. 

Doctor Seth Lindstrom had called Andrew’s group into the assembly area with the remaining men and women. Doctor Seth, as he liked to be called, was the head scientist for Project X-Force. He had degrees from MIT, Stanford, Yale, and Harvard. Rumors said that even though he looked to be in his late thirties, he was actually fifty-nine. His brown hair showed no signs of gray, and his warm brown eyes showed no signs of age behind his round glasses.

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 black wavy hair pulled up into a simple bun. Her brown eyes reminded Andrew of whiskey.  

While studying at MIT, Seth met Lorren Cartwright and introduced her to Carisse. Lorren came from Virginia Beach, Virginia. Lorren kept her long auburn 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 a bright green when she was angry. The men knew to steer clear of Lorren when they saw her eyes were bright green. 

“I’ve called you all here today to let you know that you have passed the first half of the training. I will now let you know what Project X-Force is all about,” Seth said. “Project X-Force has the most sophisticated equipment. You men and women will be highly trained in Close Quarters Combat (CQB), hostage rescue, high-value target extraction, and other specialized operations.”

“No matter what your background is, everyone starts from zero so that everyone is on the same page,” Doctor Carisse said. 

“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 Lorren 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. 

“Any questions?” Seth asked.

“How do you know we have this shifter DNA in our family line?” someone asked.

“When you initially applied to join Project X-Force, we obtained a sample of your DNA, and we were able to run a specialized test that I created to sift out and search for shifter genes,” Seth answered.

“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.

“What is a shifter?” a man asked.

“A shifter is a person who could shift their human bodies into animal bodies. Most have lived longer than humans have walked the earth. They could be standing next to you, and you would never know,” Seth replied. “Allow me to demonstrate.”

Doctor Seth stripped down to his underwear and crouched down onto his hands and knees. Within a blink of an eye, Seth had disappeared, and in his place was a chimpanzee. Shouts of surprise filled the auditorium. The chimpanzee walked around for a moment before changing back into the human.

“I think that is the end of our questions,” Seth said as he redressed.

“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 enlarge your bodies making you taller and 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 Lynne, Gracie, Dawn, Paula, and Heidi will take you to your rooms. Andrew, you can walk through this door, as I will be working on you myself.”

Andrew entered the sterile white room. His nose wrinkled at the astringent scent of cleaners. As he undressed, he noticed the IV stand and various medical monitoring equipment. A big metal table with straps 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.

As he laid down, his mind drifted back to his uncluttered home, everything pale with clean lines, elegant and calming. 

He let his hand fall to the cotton sheets, clean, stiff, functional. It was a place to lie down and not a bed. ‘Bed’ means soft sheets with a floral perfume; it meant somewhere he felt as safe as a bear in his winter den; it meant comfort and privacy. This room was none of those things, so he mentally labeled it a ‘trolley’ instead; after all, it had wheels and collapsible sides.

Doctor Seth entered the room, heading directly to the counter without saying anything to Andrew.  Andrew watched as a shiny knife gleamed in the light as Seth chopped something on the counter. Seth finished chopping and reached for a container filled with an indigo liquid. He added a few herbs then mixed them all together before adding them into a blender. It smelled rancid.

“It needs to be smooth enough to flow through the syringe and enter your bloodstream,” Seth explained. “Your family DNA history shows you have polar bear 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 will enhance the shifter traits.”

Seth jabbed something sharp in Andrew’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. 

Andrew’s fingers began to lengthen, and his jaw tightened, 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 Andrew’s nerves individually until he felt like it had to be visible through his bulging veins. The energy crackled through his bones and caused his teeth to bite his tongue, drawing blood. His back arched, and his lungs burned as new shrieks tore out of him.

The pain was excruciating. Andrew prayed for death. He hadn’t realized the pain would be so much as his DNA mixed with the DNA from the polar bear shifter. He screamed. His limbs felt like they would snap. 

Saliva ran down from the corners of Andrew’s mouth as his eyes rolled back into his head. Fear gripped him. It was a fear like he’d never experienced before that tore through him, and the polar bear within fought to be free. 

Andrew’s new inner polar bear needed to run, mutilate, and kill all responsible for this. Rage, profound, fierce, and dark, filled his mind. He finally slumped on the metal table, wrung out and sobbing. His sweat-soaked skin felt like ice wrapped around him. Helpless shivers shook his body. Andrew tried to remind himself it was all for the greater good.

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

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

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

Andrew woke up healed entirely. 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. He had been moved from the sterile white room. The room he was in had tan walls and a window with bars. The sun shone through the window. 

Andrew could smell things that 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 Andrew could smell the pungent aroma of the cleaning supplies and other chemicals he couldn’t identify.

Andrew looked for a clock to figure out what time it was. 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 walked in carrying a tray of food.

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

Heidi continued to walk over to where Andrew sat on the hospital bed. She placed the tray on a moveable table and rolled it closer to the bed and over his lap.

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

“Three days. You’re the first of your team to awaken,” Heidi replied.

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

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

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

Andrew was surprised that 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 Seth entered Andrew’s room. He picked up the chart from the table it had been placed on earlier, taking a few minutes to go over it.

“How are you feeling, Andrew?” Seth asked after he 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?” Andrew replied.

Startled, Seth looked over to Heidi, who shrugged.

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

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

“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,” Seth replied. “We will not harm any of you unless you are uncontrollable and a danger.”

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

“Your strength is equal to ten human men. You and your team need to learn how 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,” Seth explained.

“What about housing?”

“The old base housing was demolished when the base closed. Some of the old three-story dorms are still intact. You can pick out a building for your team. The main floor had a game room and a fitness center, which have been emptied. The upper two floors held the bedrooms, with a common area in each wing. The rooms are rather small and share a bathroom. You could knock out the wall between the double rooms,” Seth replied.

“We would only need the central part of the dorms. The wings can be closed off. What about dining?” Andrew replied.

“The dorms didn’t have kitchens. There was a dining facility, also known as a chow hall, but it has been demolished. You can build a kitchen inside the dorm on the main floor. Project X-Force is still a secret. See our security commander for a list of contractors who you can use for the remodeling. Living there during the construction isn’t ideal, but it’s the best we can do,” Seth informed.

“That sounds like a good plan, doc,” Andrew said.
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Today – 26 years later.

Celeste Weaver was in love with Isabela Island. It’s the largest island in the Galapagos archipelago in Ecuador. Isabela was home to six thousand Galapagos tortoises, who live on its volcanic slopes. On the coastline, South American fur seals are abundant. Galapagos penguins and iguanas are also a common sight on Isabela, and the island’s lagoons are home to egrets, flamingos, and white-cheeked pintails.

The nineteen Galápagos Islands were scattered along the equator to the north and south. They emerged from the sea during volcanic eruptions between three and five million years ago. These islands were located in the Pacific Ocean, approximately six hundred miles west of the coast of Ecuador. There was no other place on earth where you could see such rare adaptations for survival. So much so that English naturalist and biologist, Charles Darwin, studied his theories of evolution on these islands, calling them a living laboratory after his visit in 1835. It was one of the reasons Celeste wanted to do her research there.

The executive decree declared 97% of the land area a National Park, making it the first protected area in Ecuador. The Directorate of the Galapagos National Park was the governing body that passed and enforced laws to improve the management of the protected areas to protect and restore the flora and fauna of the Galápagos Islands. The Giant Tortoise Restoration Initiative had become one of the world’s most successful species and ecosystem restoration programs. They would also develop innovative scientific solutions to manage the perilously endangered Pink Land Iguanas, the Opuntia Cactus, and various native wildlife and plant species.

It had taken almost a year to get permission to go to the island for her research. Celeste entered into an agreement with the Directorate of the Galapagos National Park for her research project. She had to prove that it met the research priorities of the Directorate. Otherwise, the fees would have been astronomical. 

The first weekend of May, Celeste flew from Miami, Florida, her hometown, to Guayaquil, Ecuador. It’s one of the only two cities in Ecuador with access to the Galapagos Islands for reasons of invasive species entry control. Celeste’s flight from Miami took four and a half hours. 

Celeste’s reserved flight to the islands was the following day, so she had a day to herself in the city. The airport on Isabela Island was only equipped to receive small planes. Celeste didn’t like flying on those small planes. No one should be able to see inside the cockpit of the airplane. Give her a jumbo jet any day.

The city still had a bad reputation for crime. Despite all the tourists, Guayaquil was a high crime city. Most of the crimes involved car theft, drug trafficking, vandalism, and housebreaking. One of the most common scams in Guayaquil was the express taxi kidnapping. In this scenario, the victim flagged down a taxi, and the driver would take the victim to numerous ATMs to force them to withdraw as much cash as possible. 

Celeste remembered talking to her supervisor, Milton Crabtree, about the crime in Guayaquil after she received special permission to camp on Isabela Island. They only allowed camping for sixty days. She camped Monday through Friday and spent the weekends at the hotel. 

The bright hotel room had free Wi-Fi. The sitting area had a flat-screen TV and a minifridge. The en suite bathroom had a shower only. Celeste would have loved to have been able to soak in a tub. It was great to shower and sleep in a bed after five days camping. 

“It is common in express kidnappings for accomplices to be picked up, and violence is often threatened to ensure compliance. While this is more uncommon now than in previous years, taxis in Guayaquil can still be risky. To avoid any problems when it comes to transportation, ask your hotel to call you a reputable taxi or arrange an Uber instead,” Milton explained.

“My hotel is near the Comando Zona 8 Policia Nacional, six miles from the airport. I should be safe,” Celeste replied. 

“Ask your hotel which areas are safe to walk around and which areas you should avoid. Remember that their primary language is Spanish,” Milton replied.

“My Spanish isn’t great, but I know enough to get around,” Celeste laughed.

“Before landing, the airplane will be fumigated with a safe product that has been tested, and the World Health Organization has authorized approval to
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