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Chapter 1: Captured in Combat
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Rain hammered the earth in brutal waves, churning the jungle floor into thick muck. Ember Vale moved through it like a shadow, blood-streaked and bruised but unbroken. Her breath came in slow, calculated draws. In her palm, a blade glinted—a short, curved karambit smeared with the blood of the last man foolish enough to challenge her.

Mission failed. Comms dead. And now she was deep behind enemy lines, hunted by the infamous Ghost Unit.

She didn’t believe in ghosts. Until today.

The first flashbang caught her off guard, tearing apart the night with a scream of white. Pain exploded behind her eyes, and the world tilted sideways. Ember tried to run, but boots thudded through the sludge—fast, efficient. No wasted steps. They closed in, dragging her down like a pack of wolves. Fists met flesh. Her ribs cracked. Something sharp pierced her thigh.

Still, she fought. She bit. She drew blood.

But even elite assassins had their limits.

When she woke, she was shackled at the wrists and ankles, kneeling in a metal cage surrounded by concrete and cold. She spat blood onto the floor and smiled bitterly. At least they hadn’t stripped her of everything. Yet.

A door opened with a hiss, and three figures entered. They didn’t speak right away. Just stood there, silhouettes haloed by harsh overhead light. Her eyes adjusted slowly.

The one in front was massive, dark-skinned and broad as a wall, with a scar that ran from his lip to his ear. The Sergeant. Silent, calculating, deadly. Behind him stood two more: one lean and blond with a predator’s grin that never quite reached his eyes, the other tattooed, all smirk and slouch with a cigarette burning lazily between his fingers.

"Welcome to hell, sweetheart," the blond one said, crouching just beyond the bars. "You made quite the mess out there."

Ember lifted her chin. "I’ll make another when I get out."

He chuckled. "Feisty. They said you were dangerous. Didn’t expect you to be so damn...pretty."

She didn’t blink. "I’m not here to entertain your fantasies."

"No," said the third man—the one with tattoos that crept up his neck like vines. "You're here because command wants answers. But me? I just want to see how long you last before you beg."

The Sergeant stepped forward, keys jangling in one hand. He didn’t speak. Didn’t need to. His presence alone made the air colder.

The cage door opened with a loud metallic groan. Ember prepared to spring—if only to die swinging—but two pairs of hands grabbed her, hauling her to her feet and dragging her out into a dark, empty corridor.

She was taken to an interrogation room. Stark. Wet. The air smelled of metal and sweat. A single chair waited under a flickering bulb. They shoved her into it. Shackles clanged.

“You know who we are?” the blond one asked, now pacing like a bored lion.

"Ghost Unit," Ember said flatly. "Supposed to be off the books. Government’s dirtiest secret. You’re boogeymen with body counts.”

He grinned. “Flattered.”

The tattooed one leaned in. His breath was warm against her cheek. “You killed five of ours. That's worth at least a few broken bones."

"Try it," she whispered, voice low and cold. "And I'll make sure yours don’t heal right."

For a second, something flickered in his eyes—surprise, maybe even admiration—but then it was gone.

The Sergeant moved behind her. Silent. Watching. Waiting.

Ember didn’t understand what game they were playing yet. Torture? Interrogation? Intimidation? She was trained for all of it. But what came next was stranger.

They didn’t hurt her. Not yet.

Instead, they fed her. Gave her water. Medical attention. It was disorienting. Manipulative. The kind of kindness that came with hidden chains. Psychological warfare.

Over the next few days, the pattern became clear.

They rotated in and out—sometimes alone, sometimes two at a time. They watched her. Talked to her. Pushed her limits without lifting a finger. Every question dripped with danger, every look laced with tension.

The blond one—Callum—teased her endlessly. Called her names like "war doll" and "red-handed angel." He was quick with a knife and quicker with a compliment that made her blood boil for all the wrong reasons.

The tattooed one—Rafe—was crueler. He liked getting under her skin. Asking questions he already knew the answers to. Making her admit things. Weaknesses. Fears. Desires.

And the Sergeant—Maddox—never said a word. But when he stood too close, she felt it. Like lightning beneath her skin. He saw her. Not just the assassin. Not just the prisoner.

But something else.

They weren’t just interrogating her. They were unmaking her.

On the sixth night, she tried to escape. She overpowered Rafe, snapped her cuffs on his wrist, and ran barefoot through corridors slick with rain and blood. She made it to the outer yard before Maddox caught her.

He didn’t hit her. Didn’t yell. He simply pinned her against the wall, his massive hand around her throat—not choking, but controlling.

"Don’t run," he said, his voice gravel and thunder. "You don’t want to see what happens if I have to chase you again."

His eyes weren’t cold. They burned.

And she hated the part of her that burned back.

They locked her in solitary for that stunt. A steel box with no light. Just her, her thoughts, and the taste of his command still on her tongue.

She didn’t cry. Didn’t scream.

But that night, alone in the dark, Ember realized something she hadn't felt in years.

She was afraid.

Not of pain. Not of death.

But of what was happening to her. Of what they were doing to her heart. Her mind. Her control.

Because she was starting to want them.

All three.

And that terrified her more than anything.

She wasn't just captured in combat. She was captured in something deeper.

Something far more dangerous.

Something she might never escape from.

Ever.
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Chapter 2: His Knife to My Throat
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The room was silent, thick with anticipation, the kind of quiet that came before violence—or something worse. Ember’s breath was shallow, deliberate, every inhale laced with tension. Her body still ached from the failed escape, and her wrists bore the imprint of her rebellion, the skin raw where the shackles bit deepest. But it wasn’t the pain that held her stiff now.

It was the knife.

Rafe stood inches from her, his blade glinting in the flickering overhead light, the cold steel pressed to the side of her throat. Not cutting. Not yet. Just a whisper of death against her skin, a promise waiting to be made. His eyes—green and wild, too bright to be safe—watched her with the interest of a man testing a new weapon.

“Tell me,” he murmured, voice calm in the way only a truly dangerous man could be. “What’s it feel like, Ember? To know you’re completely at someone’s mercy?”

“I wouldn’t know,” she said, tone dry despite her pounding heart. “You haven’t earned that power.”

He grinned, lips curling with something wicked. “Not yet, huh?”

The blade dipped lower, dragging down her neck, slow enough to draw goosebumps in its wake. Ember didn’t flinch. Wouldn’t give him that satisfaction. She had been trained to endure. To suffer in silence. But this—this was different.

Rafe wasn’t interrogating her. He was... playing.

His other hand brushed a strand of hair from her face, a strangely intimate gesture that made her stomach twist. “You don’t scare easy. I like that.”

“You’re not the first sadist I’ve met,” she replied. “Won’t be the last.”

His smirk deepened. “You think I’m a sadist, baby girl? You haven’t seen anything yet.”

He leaned closer, lips grazing the shell of her ear, voice dropping to a whisper meant to linger. “You’re not afraid of pain. That’s what makes this fun.”

The knife trailed down her collarbone, paused at the edge of her shirt, then slid beneath it with surgical precision. One sharp flick, and fabric parted. Her chest rose, heartbeat pounding beneath exposed skin. Not from fear. Not entirely. Rafe stepped back, examining her like a predator gauging how long the chase might last.

“Should’ve known the Ghost Unit wouldn’t just use fists and fire,” Ember muttered. “You use seduction like it’s a goddamn weapon.”

“Because it is,” he said simply, flicking the knife away with a casual twirl before sheathing it. “And some wounds take longer to heal.”

He left her then, striding out of the room without a backward glance. The door hissed shut behind him, leaving her in silence once more.

But silence didn’t mean safety.

Later, it was Callum who entered—easy smile, hands shoved in his pockets, like this was a casual visit, not a war crime in progress. He whistled low when he saw her torn shirt, still hanging off one shoulder from Rafe’s blade work.

“Looks like Rafe had some fun,” he said, tossing her a clean shirt. “Don’t worry. He only cuts the ones he’s interested in.”

Ember caught the shirt but didn’t move to put it on. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

Callum’s gaze flicked to her chest, lingered just long enough to be noticed, then lifted back to her face with that maddening smirk. “No. But I figured you should know what kind of game you’re playing.”

“I’m not playing,” she snapped. “This isn’t a game to me.”

“No?” He moved closer, crouching beside her shackled form. “Could’ve fooled me. You’ve got that look in your eyes. The one that says part of you likes this.”

She said nothing, jaw clenched so tight her teeth ached.

Callum chuckled. “Don’t worry. It doesn’t make you weak. It makes you ours.”

The words hit her like a blow—soft in volume, brutal in impact. Ours. Not his. Theirs. As if they’d already claimed her, and she just hadn’t realized it yet.

That night, she didn’t sleep. Couldn’t. The room was quiet, but her mind was chaos. Memories of Rafe’s blade, of Callum’s smile, of Maddox’s silence circling her like sharks. She wasn’t just a prisoner. She was the center of something twisted. A triangle of male aggression and control closing around her with every breath.

She needed a plan. A real one. Escape wasn’t going to be simple. Not now. Not when they’d learned her tactics, anticipated her moves. But weakness wasn’t an option. She’d survived worse than this. She could survive this too.

But even she couldn’t ignore the truth blooming like poison inside her.

Survival wasn’t the only instinct stirring in her now.

There was hunger. A terrible, undeniable hunger.

For power.

For control.

For them.

It made no sense. Went against every code she’d ever lived by. But there it was, wrapping around her spine like fire and ice. She hated it. And herself. Because deep down, some small, twisted part of her had enjoyed the blade at her throat. The heat in Callum’s gaze. The promise in Maddox’s eyes when he said nothing at all.

She was unraveling.

And they were pulling the threads.

When Maddox finally entered the room, the air shifted.

He said nothing, as usual. Simply stood in the doorway, arms crossed, watching her like he could see everything she tried to hide. His presence was overwhelming. No threats. No teasing. Just raw dominance wrapped in silence.

She met his gaze and didn’t look away.

“You’re all insane,” she told him.

He didn’t blink. Didn’t move.

“You think this will break me,” she continued. “But it won’t. I’ve been broken before. I came back sharper.”

Still, he said nothing.

He stepped forward, slowly, like an avalanche taking its time. When he reached her, he dropped to one knee, and for a heartbeat, she thought he might finally speak.

He didn’t.

He reached out and pressed a hand to her chest—flat and firm, right over her heart.

She froze.

His touch wasn’t cruel. It wasn’t soft either. It was... grounding. A tether. A threat. A promise.

Then he leaned in, and his lips brushed her ear, breath warm.

"You’re not broken," he whispered. "Not yet."

Then he was gone.

And Ember was left alone with the truth.

They didn’t just want her to break.

They wanted her to belong.
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Chapter 3: A Ghost Unit Welcome

[image: ]


The next morning came with no light, no indication of the time, only the mechanical creak of the cell door dragging Ember back from a sleep filled with disjointed images—blood, fire, hands, and voices she wasn’t sure she hated or craved. Her head throbbed, the bruise under her eye tender from the failed escape, but the pain was secondary to the burn in her gut, the kind that told her everything was shifting, slipping out of control.

They didn’t come for her all at once.

The first to appear was Callum.

He strolled in like a man visiting an old friend rather than confronting a captive trained to kill. His body language was relaxed, his grin annoyingly wide, but Ember saw the edge under it—the lethal readiness, the tension that clung to his movements like a second skin.

“Rise and shine, princess,” he said, flipping open the latch on her cage. “You’ve been invited to orientation.”

“I’ll pass.”

“Not really optional,” he replied, grabbing her arm. His grip was firm but not cruel. “Maddox wants you out of the cell.”

“Why? I haven’t exactly been the cooperative type.”

“Maybe he likes a challenge.” Callum pulled her to her feet. “Or maybe he’s just sick of watching you pace like a caged animal.”

Ember narrowed her eyes. “And you?”

“I like watching animals fight.” His smile turned sharp. “Especially when they bite.”

They walked through a corridor she hadn’t seen before—this one dim, not the blinding sterile white of her previous confines. The walls were concrete, the floor scuffed, doors lining the hall like teeth in a predator’s jaw. She was led into a larger room, utilitarian but clean. Monitors lined one wall, each flickering with feeds from cameras scattered across what she now realized was a heavily fortified compound. A table stood in the center, weapons laid out with surgical precision—rifles, blades, tactical gear.

Waiting for her were Maddox and Rafe.

Rafe leaned against the wall, arms crossed, a lollipop in his mouth like a casual afterthought. His tattoos peeked out from under his black tactical shirt, curling up his neck like smoke. Maddox stood at the far end of the table, back ramrod straight, eyes locked on her as though reading every secret etched into her bones.

“Welcome to the war room,” Callum said, shoving her gently forward. “This is your first day of school.”

“Didn’t bring my backpack,” she muttered.

Maddox finally moved. He reached to the table and slid a knife across it toward her. The blade spun slightly before stopping with the hilt facing her.

She looked at it, then at him. “What’s this?”

“A choice,” he said. His voice was low, deep, rough like gravel soaked in whiskey. “You can pick it up and prove you’re not just a prisoner. Or you can keep pretending you’re still in control.”

“I am in control.”

“Then prove it,” Rafe said from behind her, his voice like silk wrapping around barbed wire.

Ember stared at the knife. She didn’t trust them. She couldn’t afford to. But the feel of steel in her hand was too familiar, too comforting to resist. She reached out and gripped it, the weight settling into her palm like it belonged.

Rafe pushed off the wall and came forward, stopping a few feet from her. “Ever train with live targets?”

“Always.”

He smirked. “Good.”

Without warning, he lunged.

She moved purely on instinct, blade up, body twisting. Their knives clashed with a hiss of metal, and the dance began. Rafe was fast—brutally so—but Ember was quicker, more precise. She used his momentum, ducked under his swing, slashed up, narrowly missing his ribs. He spun away and grinned, clearly enjoying himself.

“You’re not bad for a ghost hunter,” he said.

“Neither are you,” she replied, breathing hard.

Rafe came again, and they collided in a flurry of motion, their blades flashing, arms tangling, feet skidding across the floor. She caught him across the shoulder with a glancing cut, and he laughed, the sound wild and pure.

“She bleeds ghosts,” Callum said, impressed.

Maddox raised a hand, and both fighters stilled instantly.

“That’s enough.”

Rafe stepped back, licking the blood off his shoulder like it was nothing. “She’s fun.”

“She's dangerous,” Maddox corrected. He looked at Ember. “You want to survive here? Then stop seeing us as your enemies.”

“That’s hard to do when you keep treating me like a pawn.”

Maddox walked toward her, each step deliberate, his presence heavy. “You're not a pawn. Pawns are expendable. You’re a wildcard. The kind that can win or ruin the game.”

She held his gaze. “And which one am I?”

“That’s up to you.”

Maddox turned and walked away. Rafe followed, tossing the lollipop stick onto the floor with a wink. Callum lingered.

“You impressed them,” he said. “That doesn’t happen often.”

“I wasn’t trying to impress anyone.”

He leaned in. “You should start. You’re not just here to be locked up. You’re here because they want to see if you can be shaped.”

“Shaped into what?”

“One of us.”

She stared at him, lips parted but no words forming. He stepped back, that damn grin never fading, and left her alone in the war room.

Ember stood in the silence, the knife still warm in her hand.

What the hell was this?

She’d expected torture. Death. Interrogations. But this was different. This was a test of something deeper. A slow manipulation. A transformation. They weren’t just trying to break her body.

They were trying to change her mind.

Later that night, her cell door opened again. This time, no one spoke. No commands. Just Maddox standing there, hand extended.

She hesitated only a moment before placing her fingers in his.

He didn’t pull. He didn’t grip.

He just held.

And that terrified her more than the knife ever had.
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