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CHAPTER 1   They made me Invisible
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The doors at Facility X made that familiar whoosh sound as they opened, and James Morrison—"Ghost" to pretty much everyone these days—stepped out into what felt like a furnace. It was the Texas heat. My goodness, he'd almost forgotten what it felt like after... what was it now? I had to be around two years inside that Facility. The sun felt weird on his skin—kind of prickly, like tiny needles. Probably because of all the stuff they'd done to him there. He shifted his standard-issue duffel bag to his other shoulder, trying not to think about how empty it felt with just some spare clothes and forty-something bucks to his name. The bag was light enough, but man, the memories he was carrying. Those weighed a ton.

"Captain Morrison." He knew that voice anywhere. Dr. Chen came across that sun-baked concrete pad they called an entrance. "Here are your discharge papers."

He turned around slowly, trying to keep his face blank even though his stomach clenched with hate at the sight of her. There she was in that pristine white coat she always wore, holding her clipboard like some kind of shield. I can't forget the two guards flanking her either, their fingers twitching near their weapons. Made sense, he guessed. After what went down with Garcia... Well, nobody was taking chances anymore. Sometimes he still heard echoes of that day in his head—the yelling, guns going off, the way Garcia's body just... well, better not to dwell on that.

"You know how this goes," she said, kind of waving a manila envelope at him. "Any breach of the confidentiality agreement means—"

“I know my TERMINATION!" His voice came out rough and scratchy guess that's what happens when you barely talk to anyone for months. They both knew "termination" meant something way worse than just getting fired or even killed. Not after everything they'd pumped into him.

He grabbed the envelope, and darn if the crinkly sound didn't feel like it was drilling straight into his skull. That was another fun side effect—everything was too loud now. Heartbeats, breathing, even those security cameras with their constant humming. He could hear people talking through walls, crying out loud, and Chen's pulse was doing this nervous flutter thing that his enhanced hearing picked up clear as day.

His back started itching something fierce where that eagle tattoo spread across it. They're done... something to it during those last treatments. Sometimes, lying in his bunk at night, he could've sworn the thing was moving under his skin. The snake on his arm seemed to squeeze tighter too, like it knew he was getting antsy to leave.

"There's transportation waiting—" Chen started.

"I'll walk," he cut her off.

Chen said, "Walking in this Texas heat, it is twelve miles to—"

He was already moving toward the gate and didn't even bother looking back. He heard one of the guards shuffle around behind him, and the wolf tattoo on his arm started tingling, to warn him. He could practically smell their sweat, their uncertainty about whether to stop him or not.

"Let him go," Chen said, real quiet-like. Was that guilt in her voice? After everything, he still couldn't get a good read on her.

The gate made this buzzing noise as it opened, and he walked through. Fourteen cameras tracking him—or was it fifteen? His head was too fuzzy to count right now. Plus, those motion sensors and heat cameras they had everywhere. He'd memorized where most of them were during those "testing" sessions they let him out for. Each one made a different kind of electronic whine that probably would've driven him crazy if he wasn't already halfway there.

Walking down that road, memories started hitting him like bad dreams. That first injection felt like his blood was on fire. The radiation room with its weird lights and frequencies made his teeth rattle. That day they figured out he could bend light around himself—a total accident during one of their stress tests. Got the lab coats excited about that one.

What was it, six months in? When he'd completely vanished for hours. Found him down on the basement level, passed out cold. All the plants around him looked like they'd been bleached or something like they'd had every bit of color sucked right out of them.

His hand drifted up to his chest without thinking, touching where that dire wolf tattoo was—something he'd gotten done years ago because he was way too into those fantasy books. Funny how all his old military tattoos meant something different now. The stuff they'd mixed into the ink... Well, he didn't understand the science of it, but he knew it responded to him somehow, they were connected to his nerves or whatever.

The sun kept climbing, and man, was he sweating now. He tried not to think about the others who didn't make it through the procedures. Their screams though... Those were hard to forget, even through those thick walls. Some went quick at least. The others—those in the secure ward—ended up worse than dead. Like Subject twenty-three (or was it twenty-four?), who just sort of... melted one day when they tried copying what Ghost could do. And that woman, Subject seventeen, aged decades in what felt like no time at all because of some metabolism thing they couldn't control.

He checked his watch—coming up at nine AM. The bus to Dallas wasn't till one o’clock so plenty of time. Not that distance meant much anymore; they'd put enough tracking crap in him to find him pretty much anywhere. That fancy "confidentiality agreement" was just their way of saying they owned his body. The thought made his blood feel hot like it might start boiling under his skin.

A truck engine rumbled behind him—he could hear it coming way before he should've been able to. Just some old Ford pickup driver in one of those cowboy hats everybody seemed to wear out here. The guy slowed down to look at him, probably wondering what kind of idiot walks this road in this heat. Ghost felt it happening before he could stop it—that instinct to fade out, just a little, make himself harder to see. The truck moved on, leaving him in a cloud of dust that made his enhanced senses go crazy for a minute.

Once the truck was gone, he let himself become fully visible again. Felt dizzy after—they'd warned him about using the abilities too soon after getting out. Something about his system needed time to adjust to being outside of their controlled environment.

The money in his pocket was forty-three-dollars and seventy-five cents—felt like some kind of sick joke. That may pay for a Bus ticket and maybe a burger if he was lucky. That's what Uncle Sam gives you after turning you into... whatever he was now. Good thing he'd stashed some real money in Dallas, under a name that hopefully didn't exist in any database. Unless they'd found it. I wouldn't put it past them to have dug through every part of my old life.

His thigh was acting up, right where that grizzly bear tattoo was. Each step brought back another memory he'd rather forget: the first time he made his hand disappear (freaky, watching it just fade away like morning fog), all those tests with their electrodes and needles, the weird stuff they'd done to his tattoos that made them glow under UV light like some kind of living art show.

Then there was that shadow-walking thing. Man that was a trip— stepping into darkness in one spot and coming out somewhere else entirely. Knocked him out for three days and nearly stopped his heart, but it sure got their attention. Showed them what he could do, even if he still wasn't sure exactly what that was.

A semi blasted its horn, snapping him back to reality. Darn—he'd wandered into the middle of the road without noticing. That was sloppy. The kind of mistake that would've got him killed back in his old life. Technically, according to those discharge papers, he was just another vet trying to figure out civilian life now.

Yeah, right.

By the time he spotted the town, the sun was right overhead. Eight miles of walking hadn't even winded him—guess that was one upside to whatever they'd done to him. His metabolism was all kinds of messed up now, burning through energy like crazy but healing just about anything in no time. Couldn't remember the last time he'd even had a blister.

He caught his reflection in a parked car near some run-down gas station. Barely recognized himself—face too thin, hair going gray even though he wasn't that old, eyes that looked... different. Two years as their guinea pig had done a number on him.

Inside the gas station, the girl at the register barely looked up from her phone. He grabbed some water and a protein bar, counting out his change like it was gold. The TV was going on about weird stuff happening around the Southwest—lights in the sky, electronics going haywire, people seeing things that shouldn't be there.

He knew what that was about. They had to be the others. The ones they'd let go, the ones with different... modifications and different failures. Sometimes he wondered how many were still alive out there, trying to figure out their new normal, if you could call it that.

I got four more miles to the bus station. His water was already half gone, and that eagle tattoo on his back was doing that weird pulsing thing again. That one was special—even Chen had been weird about it in those final weeks. Never did tell him exactly what they'd done to it, but he could feel it reacting to... something. Changes in the air, maybe it was that high-tech electronic stuff? Darn if he knew.

Whatever it was, he'd figure it out eventually. Right now, he just needed to get to that bank account in Dallas. After that... Well, a guy with his particular skill set probably wouldn't have trouble finding work. Lots of problems in the world that needs solving, and they'd turned him into one superman solution. Probably should've felt worse about thinking that way, but here we are.

A helicopter thumped overhead, heading back toward the facility. Probably hauling in some poor soldier who had no idea what they were signing up for. Ghost kept walking, not even bothering to look up. His footprints in the dust would be gone by tomorrow morning.

Just like him.

The eagle tattoo gave one last pulse, like it was trying to tell him something. The sky was that empty Texas blue that went on forever, but he knew better now. Nothing was empty anymore, not since they'd shown him what lived in between light and shadow. He adjusted his bag and kept walking. Whatever kind of freedom he could grab with both hands—that's what he was after now.

Wasn't much of a plan, but it was all he had.
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Chapter 2  The Modifications
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The bus station bathroom mirror showed Ghost exactly what they'd done to him. Under the fluorescent lights, his skin had a subtle sheen—like mercury caught in human flesh. He splashed water on his face, trying to ground himself in the present, but the memories crashed through anyway.

Day 47 of containment. It was the first modification procedure.

"The ink in your tattoos contains a proprietary compound," Dr. Chen had explained, prepping the first injection. "We're going to wake it up."

Ghost remembered the restraints, industrial-grade steel wrapped in medical padding. They'd learned from the first test subjects that standard restraints weren't enough. The eagle tattoo on his back faced the cold air of the lab, exposed under harsh lights that made the regular ink look dull and lifeless.

"The process will hurt," Chen continued her voice clinical. "Try not to fight it."

The needle entered the eagle's head, and Ghost's world exploded into white-hot agony. The ink in his skin came alive, burning through nerve endings like molten metal. He'd been shot twice in combat and survived a helicopter crash in Afghanistan, but nothing compared to this pain.

His back arched off the table as the compound spread through the tattoo. Through the haze of agony, he heard Chen's voice: "Remarkable. The ink is accepting the modification. Increase the dose by twenty percent."

Present day.

Ghost's hands gripped the bathroom sink, knuckles white. The eagle tattoo rippled in response to the memory, its wings shifting microscopically under his skin. He pulled on his shirt quickly, not wanting to draw attention. The bus would leave in thirty minutes.

Day 89! The Radio wave exposure chamber.

"The metallic compounds in your modified tattoos should react to specific frequencies," the technician explained through the intercom. Ghost stood in the center of a circular room; walls lined with equipment he didn't recognize. "We're starting at three-hundred Gigahertz."

The first waves hit him like invisible hammers. His tattoos burned, each one responding differently. The snake around his arm began to writhe, its inked scales becoming three-dimensional under his skin. The wolf howled silently on his forearm, its outline blurring as the frequencies increased.

"Fascinating," Chen's voice cut through his pain. "The ink is creating localized distortion fields. Push it higher."

By four-hundred Gigahertz, Ghost could no longer feel his extremities. At five-hundred Gigahertz, his vision began to fade. At six-hundred Gigahertz, he disappeared completely for the first time.

"Time mark," Chen barked. "Subject has achieved full invisibility. All body readings are nominal. Hold this frequency."

Ghost remembered the sensation—like being turned inside out while remaining perfectly still. He could see everything, but nothing could see him. The power of it was intoxicating, even through the pain.

Present day.

A knock on the bathroom door startled him back to reality. "Bus to Dallas boarding in fifteen minutes," a bored voice announced.

Ghost checked his reflection one last time. The shark on his chest was quiet today, but the bear on his thigh throbbed in time with his pulse. Each tattoo had its own rhythm now, its own awareness.

Day 156! WOW, the Ultrasound modification chamber.

"Low-frequency ultrasound should enhance the bonding between your tissue and the modified ink," Chen explained, adjusting controls on a massive machine that looked like an MRI scanner. "This will hurt less than the radio waves."

She'd lied.

The ultrasound penetrated deep into his muscle tissue, making the tattoos dance under his skin. The eagle's wings tried to spread beyond their inked boundaries. The snake coiled tighter and tighter until his arm went numb. The wolf's eyes began to glow.

"Remarkable," Chen whispered, watching through reinforced glass. "The ink is developing a form of collective intelligence. Each tattoo is responding to the others."

Ghost screamed as the frequencies changed, the sound echoing off steel walls. At that moment, he felt each tattoo as a separate entity, all connected through his nervous system, all trying to break free from the constraints of his flesh.

Present day.

Ghost boarded the bus, taking a window seat near the emergency exit. The eagle tattoo tingled as he leaned back, responding to the pressure. They'd done something special to that one in the final weeks of testing.

Day 701!  My final procedure was with more injections.

"This compound is different," Chen said, preparing a syringe that contained what looked like liquid starlight. "We've enhanced it with paramagnetic nanoparticles. The eagle tattoo was chosen because it showed the strongest response in previous tests."

Ghost remembered the cold fire that spread through his back as the compound entered his system. The eagle tattoo had come alive in a way none of the others had, its ink separating into thousands of microscopic metallic particles that could move independently while maintaining the image.

"The particles are programmed to respond to your nervous system," Chen explained as Ghost writhed on the table. "In theory, you should be able to control them like any other part of your body."

The theory became reality as the eagle began to move, its wings rippling with actual depth and dimension. The pain was beyond description, but so was the power. For the first time, Ghost felt the tattoo as an extension of himself, a living weapon bound to his will.

Present day.

The bus engine rumbled to life. Ghost watched Facility X disappear in the distance, but its shadow still clung to him. His body was a roadmap of their experiments:


	The snake that could sense danger.

	The wolf that enhanced his night vision.

	The bear that amplified his strength.

	The shark that connected them all.

	And the eagle, their masterpiece, waiting to reveal its true power.



Two years of modifications had changed him at a cellular level. The tattoos were no longer just ink and skin—they were something else, something that blurred the line between art and weaponry, between human and other.

Ghost closed his eyes as the bus merged onto the highway. In his mind, he could still hear Chen's voice from his final evaluation:

"The procedures were successful beyond our expectations. You're now capable of things we barely understand. But remember, Captain Morrison—what we've created, we can also destroy."

The threat hadn't been necessary. Ghost knew he was no longer fully human. The real question was: what exactly had he become?

The eagle tattoo shifted slightly, as if in response to his thoughts. In a few hours, he'd reach Dallas. Then he'd begin to discover just what these modifications could do—and why the military had been willing to risk so much to create them.

The bus rolled on through the Texas heat, carrying its invisible passenger toward an uncertain future. In his pocket, the discharge papers felt like a burning brand. They'd let him go, but Ghost knew the truth: this was just the beginning.

The real experiment was about to start.
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Chapter 3   Dallas Bound
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The Greyhound's engine drowned as it cut through the Texas night. Ghost sat in the last row, his duffel bag tucked between his feet, watching the security cameras at the front of the bus glitch every time they panned in his direction. Three hours into the journey to Dallas, his modifications were already causing problems.

The snake tattoo around his arm tightened suddenly—a warning. Ghost straightened in his seat as the bus driver's radio crackled to life.

"Be advised, checkpoint ahead. It’s the Military police conducting routine inspections."

Ghost's enhanced hearing picked up murmurs of discontent from other passengers. A woman near the front clutched her purse closer. A man in a business suit adjusted his tie nervously. I don’t like military checkpoints; I did that for a while, especially not this far from the border.

The eagle tattoo on his back warmed unexpectedly, sending a tingling sensation between his shoulder blades. Something was different about it tonight. The metallic ink seemed to pulse with its own energy, responding to his rising anxiety.

"Papers ready, folks," the driver announced as red and blue lights appeared on the horizon.

Ghost's discharge papers felt heavy in his pocket. They were genuine—Chen had made sure of that—but they wouldn't stand up to serious scrutiny. Not if they ran his biometrics. Not if they knew what to look for.

The bus slowed as it approached the checkpoint. Three military Hummers blocked the highway, their spotlights creating pools of harsh white light on the asphalt. Ghost counted eight MPs, all armed with M4 carbines. Standard checkpoint procedure, except for one detail—the handheld scanners they carried weren't standard issues.

"Those are DARPA tech," Ghost muttered to himself, recognizing the experimental devices from his time in the facility. They were designed to detect specific biological signatures. Like his electromagnetic signatures.

The snake tattoo constricted again, harder this time. The danger was close.

As the first MP boarded the bus, Ghost felt the familiar sensation of his abilities activating. His skin began to bend light, making his outline blur slightly. It wasn't full invisibility—that took too much energy and left him drained—but it would make him harder to focus on, harder to remember.

"Evening, folks," said the MP. "This is just a routine check. Please have your ID ready."

Ghost watched as the soldier moved down the aisle, scanner sweeping back and forth. When it passed over each passenger, the device emitted a soft green light. Normal. Expected something different, Ghost knew what would happen when it reached him—the scanner would light up red, and all hell would break loose.

Four rows ahead now. Now Three rows.

The eagle tattoo burned hotter, almost painfully. Ghost felt something he'd never experienced before—a sensation of movement beneath the skin as if the metallic ink was trying to reshape itself. His back muscles splashed as the eagle's wings seemed to flex.

Two rows ahead. Now only one row.

Ghost's hand slipped into his pocket, fingers wrapping around a small device he'd palmed from the facility before leaving—an EMP generator, barely bigger than a lighter. It would fry every piece of electronics within twenty feet. But using it would announce his presence as loudly as failing the scan.

The MP reached his row, scanner raised.

Suddenly, the eagle tattoo pulsed, sending a wave of energy through Ghost's body. The scanner in the MP's hand flickered and died before it could read him.

"Darn thing," the soldier muttered, smacking the device against his palm. "That is the second one tonight."

Ghost remained perfectly still as the MP moved past, trying to process what had just happened. The eagle tattoo settled back to gentle warmth, but he could still feel it shifting slightly, adjusting itself like a bird settling its feathers.
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